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JASON VICTOR SERINUS

Moon 891

Bl kil

STREAMING PREAMPLIFIER

o0 less than eight
boxes, powered by six
after-market power
cables, comprise my
current reference front-end.! As
much as separate boxes can af-
ford superior 1solation and pro-
vide far more room for visionary
engineers to work their magic,
the advantages of a single box,
which requires a single power
cable and far fewer after-market
Interconnects, are obvious.
Enter Simaudio’'s Moon 891
network player/preamplifier
(S25,000).2 Also called a “stream-
Ing preamplifier’—Simaudio
frequently struggles with how

to clearly and succinctly brand 1ts Moon products—it includes a
DAC that converts PCM and MQA files up to 32/384 (with 24-bit
files upconverted to 32-bit) and DSD files up to 256. It also includes
what Simaudio company co-owner Costa Koulisakis describes as
“a fully configurable” MC/MM phono stage. Both theoretically and
practically, it's an 1deal solution for someone with space and/or

budget constraints.

The 891 1s also potentially a good match for the excellent Moon
861 stereo amplifier (S22,000). (I reviewed a bridged pair of 861s
last month and used them 1n this review.) Although the 891 has
no internal storage, 1t can play files from streaming services, a di-
rectly-attached NAS, or a USB stick. The MIND 2 built into the 891

SPECIFICATIONS

Desc ) One-piece
network pIayer/D/A proces-
sor/analog preamplifier with
phono stage, BRM-1 intelligent
remote control, and built-in
Moon damping base. Integra-
tion: Roon Ready, Apple AirPlay,
Spotify Connect, Tidal Connect,
local media servers. Stream-
Ing services: Qobuz, HighRes
Audio, Deezer, and Tidal. Digital
inputs: HDMI with ARC for TV,
AES3, S/PDIF (2), optical (Tos-
Link) (2); USB Audio, USB (type-
A) host, network/RJ45 (2). DAC
decodes PCM and MQA up to
32/384, upconverting 24-bit to

stereophile.com = January 2025

32-bit, and DSD up to DSD256.
Analog inputs: two pairs line
RCA (single-ended), one of
which can be used as a phono
input, 1 pair line XLR (bal-
anced). 12V trigger input. Ana-
log outputs: 1 pair RCA (single-
ended), 1 pair XLR (balanceq).
Connectors for Moon 820S
external power supply. Analog
iInput impedance: 22k ohms.
Maximum gain (line inputs):
13.5dB. Phono input gain: 40,
45, 60, and 66dB. Phono input
capacitance: 0/100pF/470pF.
Phono input impedance: 10
ohms, 100 ohms, 1k ohm, 47k
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has a large buffer so caching of content i1s done during playback
to address latency 1ssues, dropouts, and other network instabili-

ties. The buffer 1s automatically cleared when the 891 1s turned off.
[ts brightness-controlled digital display, which can adapt to the
lighting in the listening environment or be turned off completely

during playback, 1s very up to date, with full-color album covers,

titles, track names, and volume level visible to this audiophile from
12" away. (It also displays active input and the digital input’s sample
rate.) Adjustability includes two screen-saver styles, which can be

1 The very thought of all those boxes and cables will surely drive more than a few of the
frequent posters to our website apoplectic.

2 See simaudio.com/en/product/891-network-player-preamplifier.

ohms. Output impedance: 50
ohms. Frequency response:
2Hz-200kHz, +0dB/-3dB. Cross-
talk: -125dB. S/N ratio (pream-
plifier): 125dB. Dynamic range
(digital input, fixed output):
125dB. THD+N: 0.0003%. IMD:
0.00006%. Power consumption
(idle): 25W. Power consump-
tion (full power standby): 22W.
Power consumption (low power
standby) 5W.
imen s 18.95"” (481Tmm)

Wx 5 53 (14Dmm) Hx17.66"
(449mm) D. Weight: 491b (22kq).
Sh:pplng weight: 541b (25kq).

| 1 Two-tone silver/black.

e 31 OA22426042
(audltlonlng) 310A22426340
(measuring). Manufactured in
Canada.

'rice $25,000. Approximate
number of dealers: 59 US,

97 North America. Warranty:
10 years, parts & labor (with
registration).

Simaudio Ltd.,
1345 Newton Rd.,
Boucherville, Quebec, ]4B 5H2,
Canada.

Tel: (450) 449-2212.
Web: simaudio.com.
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MOON 891

disabled. Firmware updates are easily downloaded and installed
from the internet.

The 891 utilizes a uniquely designed remote control, and plays
files via phone or pad using the downloadable MiIND (Moon Intel-
ligent Network Device) Controller app, which is available for both
Android and 10S. To quote the online manual, the app “enables us-
ers to stream music from several online services and local network
servers, update Moon products automatically, and synchronize
playback across devices 1n multiple Zones simultaneously.” It also
allows you to create playlists, toggle to and from “standby,” switch
inputs, and smoothly adjust volume.

Because my system 1s all-digital —I have no room for a turntable,
phono preamplifier, a ton and a half of LPs, and a record cleaner—
this review focuses solely on the 891’s performance with digital
input data. Another reviewer will assess its phono preamp in a
Follow-Up.

Diving deeper

In along email, Koulisakis laid out the rationale behind Moon’s
North Collection. In edited form, he wrote, “When we set out to de-
sign the new top-level Moon Collection which includes the 891 and
861, we came to the realization...that combining components in
one chassis had the likely potential to surpass the performance of
comparable separates. We do, however, continue to believe that the
finest performance possible, without cost constraints, still comes
from separates. That 1s why we continue to make our 850P, which
remains our finest-ever all-analog preamplifier.

“We also suspected that putting our new finest DAC in the same
chassis as the analog preamplifier would yield better results than
1f we put them 1n separate boxes. The performance of the 891's pre-
amplifier section is indeed very, very close to the 850P’s. However,

since the new 800-level quality DAC built into the 891 considerably
surpasses the quality of our previous flagship, the 780D v2, the
891's DAC/preamp section does indeed surpass the performance of
the 780D v2/850P combination.

“Once the complexities of combining separate functions in one
chassis are overcome, the design transcends the limitations of
connecting cables and outweighs the penalties of keeping them
separate.

“The 891 represents an intricate and sophisticated fusion of
analog and digital that 1s simply not yet possible with separate
boxes. Technological advances now allow us to combine multiple
components in one box in a way that greatly reduces the limita-
tions caused by proximity to the point where the benefits surpass
the penalties. We feel that this holds true at these price levels and
will likely hold true at even higher price levels over time.”

The 891's MDE-3 DAC architecture, which surpasses the MDE-2
and MDE-1 variants in lower-level Moon components, consists of an
FPGA (field programmable gate array), which handles digital input
data and clocking. Sayeth Koulisakis, “Timing errors are reduced
below the threshold of audibility to the femto-second range (which
1s 10-15 power, or a quadrillionth of a second), resulting in superior
1mage focus and detail. Furthermore, each channel uses an eight-
channel, 32-bit DAC, with the DAC’s eight outputs summed, in a
fully balanced configuration per channel. This process is claimed to
minimize minute variations between individual DACs and provides
a consistent analog signal with less overall distortion and improved
inter-channel matching. That translates into better sound clarity.
Finally, the DACs themselves are the ESS 9038Pro.”

Moon's latest damping technology, the MDB (Moon Damp-
1ng Base), mounts the analog board on an internal platform that
completely disconnects it from the chassis. The audio board is
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also mounted on a heavy, thermally damped 1solation pad that, in
Koulisakis's words, “promotes 1sothermal behavior during heat
dissipation that improves inter-channel matching, clarity, focus
and accurate harmonics.” The MDB includes a special recessed
rear panel, also decoupled from the outer chassis, that houses all
analog connections. Together, these features are claimed to greatly
reduce the unwanted microphonics and related distortions caused
by parasitic vibration.

The improved M-Ray2 volume control, an evolved version of
the volume control in the flagship 850P, employs 620 fully discrete
separate volume settings in steps as fine as 0.1dB, and operates
solely in the analog domain. You can change the steps from 0.1dB
to 0.5dB in the 891’s settings. When you turn the knob fast, incre-
ments increase from 0.1 or 0.5dB to a full 1.0dB.

Koulisakis noted that, compared to a mechanical potentiometer,
the M-Ray2 volume control is quieter and more precise, with no
significant crosstalk and “extremely tight tolerances” between
left and right channels. “The volume control has always been a
major source of coloration in preamplifiers, which 1s why we have
been using our own electronically controlled fully analog volume
control since 1995,” he wrote. “The 891 contains the finest volume
control system we have ever designed.”

The 891's unique remote control communicates via Bluetooth
and responds “almost instantly” to changes made on the front
panel. It allows you to turn the unit on and off as well as control
volume, switch inputs, and adjust balance. The angle of 1ts face
purportedly makes it easy to use without lifting it from a tabletop.

e .

MOON 891

Without a table in the music room to test this claim, I welcome oth-
ers to make that call.

Finally, there’s the phono section. In addition to basic preset
cartridge configurations—the MM mode’s 1s 40dB gain, 47k ohms
1mpedance, and 100pF capacitance, while the MC'’s 1s 60dB gain, 100
ohms impedance, and OpF capacitance—the 891 includes a configu-
rable phono stage whose “advanced mode” permits custom values
for gain, impedance, capacitance, and EQ curves (RIAA and IEC).
There's also a ground terminal for tonearm grounding. For more
on the phono preamp, please see the forthcoming follow-up.

The unit’s analog outputs—one pair single-ended and one pair
balanced—can be independently set to either “Variable” (for con-
necting to power amplifiers, subwoofers, and active loudspeak-
ers) or “Fixed” (for headphone amplifiers and other devices with
Integrated volume controls). The MiIND controller app enables you
to join multiple MiND zones together to play audio as a cohesive
system 1n multiple rooms simultaneously. Finally, MoonLink tech-
nology can trigger automated behavior in multiple Moon devices.

Looking it over

Kudos to Simaudio for the 891’'s well-composed online manual® and
accompanying literature. Minus kudos for the 891's packaging,
whose collapsible nature requires two people to hold it together
when you pack the baby up. If your unit ever needs servicing,

ask your dealer to help send 1t off or draft your significant other

3 See simaudio.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/20240506-User-Manual-891- En.pdf.
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performed a full set of measurements
on the Moon 891 using my Audio
Precision SYS2722 system,’ repeat-
ing some of the testing with the
magazine’s higher-performance APx555
analyzer. For logistic reasons, I measured

a different sample from that reviewed

by JVS; mine had the serial number
310A22426340. Before I lifted the Moon
onto the test bench, I unfastened the three
transit bolts on its base—a good thing I
read the startup quide before starting the
testing! I installed Moon's MiND app on my
iPad mini, which allows the 891's volume to
be controlled but doesn't allow settings to
be adjusted.

and 24-bit integer data via USB sampled at
all rates from 44.1kHz to 768kHz.

The Moon's digital inputs preserved
absolute polarity from the balanced and
unbalanced outputs. As set up out of the
box, the volume control operated in ac-
curate 0.5dB steps. (Smaller, 0.1dB steps
can be selected with the front-panel Set-Up
button and menu.) With the control set
to the maximum of “80,” the Moon 891’s
output level with a full-scale 1kHz tone
was 6.52V at both output types. Switching
the output levels to “Fixed,” the maximum
levels were 2.13V. As the maximum voltage
in variable mode is well below the level

where the output stages clip (see later),
the Moon 891's DAC offers a well-managed
gain architecture.

Fig.1 shows the Moon 891's impulse re-
sponse with USB data sampled at 44.1kHz.
The filter is a minimum-phase type with
all the ringing following the single sample
at 0dBFS. The magenta and red traces in
fig.2 show the filter’s ultrasonic rolloff with
44.1kHz white noise data at -4dBFS. They
reach full stop-band attenuation just above
half the sample rate (this indicated by the
vertical green line), with the aliased image

1 See stereophile.com/content/measurements-maps-
precision.

As JVS only auditioned the Moon 891's )
digital inputs in his review—I understand
that another reviewer will be reporting on
the sound of the 891 as an analog pream- 4
plifier in a follow-up—I looked first at the
performance of the Moon’s DAC. I used the
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AES3 and coaxial and optical S/PDIF inputs, 0
all of which accepted data sampled at rates
up to 192kHz, as well as USB data sourced
from my MacBook Pro. Apple’s USB Prober 4

*1205

140/

1Im [IT] |

utility identified the Moon as “USB HD Au-
dio” from “MOON,” with the serial number

2m 3m 4m
sec Hz

| 20k 40k 60k 80k 100k

string “2 (None),” and indicated that the

USB port operated in the optimal isochro-
nous asynchronous mode. The AudioMIDI
utility revealed that the 891 accepts 16-bit

window).
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Fig.1 Moon 891, digital inputs, impulse response
(one sample at 0dBFS, 44.1kHz sampling, 4ms time

Fig.2 Moon 891, digital inputs, wideband spectrum
of white noise at -4dBFS (left channel red, right
magenta) and 19.1kHz tone at 0dBFS (left blue, right
cyan) into 100k ohms with data sampled at 44.1kHz
(20dB/vertical div.).
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MOON 891

Or anyone else you can snare.
(Just ask my neighbors about
that one.) Unless you love to
frustrate yourself and curse
loudly, that 1s. | : R :
As someone more averse to s a W i S, AN AT = G ey 85 B0
regurgitation than cursing, | S—— TS =
I'll go light on front and back | . B ' @ @&(.)(.)EE B 1% ‘
panel contents that are easily ; | e e S S R i -
assessed online. Besides the dis-
play, the attractive two-toned
front panel includes a large,

smooth-turning volume control and far smaller standby, mute, pairs of XLR and RCA analog outputs, two ports for Moon’s 820S
input, and setup buttons. Their positioning to the left and right external power supply* (S8500—1I did not receive one for evalu-
of the display 1s devoid of political connotations. The rear panel’s ation), a 50-60Hz three-pronged 15amp IEC inlet, and a power

two antennas, six digital inputs (ARC HDMI, AES3, two S/PDIF,and | switch.
two TosLink optical), 12V trigger out, USB audio, USB host, and two

4 “It did not occur to me to send you an 8208S,” Koulisakis wrote after the fact. “The 820S

RJ 45 network ports are 1nte111gently Spi&lCEd on the !ZOD half of the will automatically bypass the 891's built-in MHP supply and provide a blacker background,
panel. Below them are the ground terminal, two pairs of Slng]e— increased dynamics, and better recovery of the detail responsible for the air and space

. . : . A around instruments. It 1s not a massive upgrade, but rather a subtle one. The 8208, which
ended analog IHDUtS’ one of which can be used either for line-level can power two units simultaneously, comes with four special 1.5m low-impedance cables;

signals or phono cartridge outputs and one balanced pair; single custom lengths are available.”

measurements, continued

at 25kHz of a full-scale tone at 19.1kHz high-level tone at one-quarter the sample With the Moon 891's balanced and
(cyan, blue) suppressed by >80dB. The fre- rate is appropriately narrow. Repeating single-ended line inputs, the preamplifier
quency response with 44.1kHz, 96kHz, and  this analysis with 24-bit J-Test data via preserved absolute polarity at the bal-
192kHz data (fig.3) is flat in the audioband, = both TosLink and USB gave a superbly low anced and unbalanced outputs. With the
with a sharp rolloff just below half of each noisefloor (fig.11). volume control set to the maximum, the
sample rate.
The red trace in fig.4 plots the error in +0.5, 7T D) e
the analog output level as a 24-bit, 1kHz 0] 20
digital tone stepped down from 0dBFS to 0.5, .
-140dBFS. Even at the lowest level, the d A d
amplitude error is <0.5dB, which implies : ad 8 W
superbly high resolution. An increase in : Ef ; 80
bit depth from 16 to 24, with dithered At
data representing a 1kHz tone at -90dBFS, g -2
dropped the Moon 891’'s noisefloor by 3 T T T T rrime 0 . '3
30dB (fig.5). This implies a measured 10 20 50 100200 500 1k 2k 5k 10k 20k 100k i 400 50 .
resolution of 22 bits. With undithered data A dBES
representing a tone at exactly -90.31dBFsS,
the waveform was symmetrical, with neg- Fig.3 Moon 891, digital inputs, frequency response Fig.4 Moon 891, digital inputs, left channel, 1kHz
ligible DC offset, and the three DC voltage at -12dBFS into 100k ohms wi‘th data sampled at: output Ie?rel VS 24-l:fit data level in dBFS (blue, Zl;ldBf
. 44.1kHz (left channel green, right gray), 96kHz (left vertical div.); linearity error (red, 2dB/small vertical
levels described by the data were clearly cyan, right magenta), and 192kHz (left blue, right red)  div.).
defined (fig.6). With undithered 24-bit data, (1dB/vertical div.).
the Moon 891 output a superbly clean
sinewave (fig.7). b | o | --
( g, ) . . @ 4DDu§ i A,?)
The Moon's digital inputs produced very 20 | % ‘ﬂﬂ lh
low levels of distortion. The second and 40 E’Dﬂué % | ’m
” ‘ - - 200u |
third harmonics are the highest in level d 60 | | | | | i | |
(fig.8), but at close to -120dB (0.0001%) are | B8 _ y ub w ! ) " b M '“ m
negligible. Intermodulation distortion with A 100 | _10{,”@ | |
24-bit data representing an equal mix of 19 o *zuuui“ |
and 20kHz tones, each at -6dBFS, was also - -300u| 'w h‘” 'w Ihﬁ t%‘
very low (fig.9). i 400y | |
Fig.10 shows the spectrum of the Moon 180 ok o o 8k 10k -500u = = BT e ——
891's output when it was fed 16-bit J-Test Hz sec
data via TosLink. All the odd-order harmon-
ics of the undithered Iow-frequency, L SB- Fig.5 Mm_:un 891,‘digital Inputs, spectrum with nqise Fig.6 Moon ‘891, digital inputs, wavefﬂrm of undith-
: and spuriae of dithered 1kHz tone at -90dBFS with: ered 1kHz sinewave at -90.31dBFS, 16-bit data (left
level squarewave lie at the correct levels, 16-bit data (left channel cyan, right magenta), 24-bit channel blue, right red).

and the central spike that represents the data (left blue, right red) (20dB/vertical div.).
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MOON 891

Once you remove and store the three bolts that unlock the inter-
nal 1solation platform, read the manual, or learn what to do from
your dealer, break the unit in for a good 100 hours, and feed the
animals, youre more or less ready to go.

Moving forward

Setup was simple: hoist the not-really-heavy Moon 891 network
player/preamplifier onto one of the top shelves of my Grand Prix
Monza double rack; set 1t atop three Wilson Audio Pedestals; con-
nect Ethernet, balanced interconnects, and power cable; flip the
rear power switch; depress the front panel’s standby button; and
enjoy the front panel’s short welcome greeting.

First up: Evaluate the 891 on 1ts own. Make a mental note to
compare the sound of music streamed from Qobuz or Tidal to the
same files played from an attached USB/SSD stick. Also, be sure to
evaluate the sound of the same track streamed with the MIND app
and with Roon. Finally, be careful not to get so caught up in how
enjoyable the sound is that I end up forgetting about all the sonic
tests I can possibly perform. As you'll soon read, the last one was
the greatest challenge.

Before proceeding, I asked Koulisakis which file source—a
streaming service or USB stick—would sound superior. He replied,
“Network playback via Qobuz or Tidal should be better. The
problem with a USB stick 1s that it i1s designed as a convenience
solution. There 1s minimal buffering, unlike the state-of-the-art
servers which host Q or T. In addition, the USB stick user interface
requires traditional file browsing (even though you are using the
MIND app), as opposed to the much more enjoyable experience of a
DLNA server which sorts and displays the music by utilizing all the
handy metadata embedded in the music file (album artwork, title,
artist, etc.).”

[ also asked if 1t would be possible to separately evaluate the
891’s DAC and analog sections, and 1f 1t made sense to do so. He
replied, “It would not be a fair test. Given the complex and syner-
g1stic integration of these two major components of the 891, even if
you set the outputs of the 891 to fixed, you cannot completely elimi-
nate the preamplifier. The reverse also holds true for 1ts analog
preamplifier section, but to a lesser extent.”

Nonetheless, one external component justified comparison.
Rather than using the 891’s internal streamer, which uses Moon’s
MIND control app, it was easy to change a few cables, bypass it, and
stream audio data from my reference Innuos Statement Next-Gen
music server with 4TB SSD internal storage (S26,200), fed by the
Innuos PhoenixNet reclocking network switch (§4349) and con-
trolled by the Innuos Sense app. Yes, this streaming/server combo
costs more than the Moon 891 itself—far more than double the
price if you add in the price of an additional top-line aftermarket
power cable, Ethernet cable, and USB cable. But I could not resist
learning the degree to which an external server would improve the
891's performance. Bypassing its streamer would also enable me to
better evaluate the quality of its DAC/preamp section.

On with the show

As a subscriber to the two main British recording review rags,
Gramophone and BBC Music Magazine, I was surprised to dis-
cover how many Editor’s Choice commendations Gramophone

has published for recent recordings of Benjamin Britten's early
Violin Concerto. Since I couldn't imagine that any violinist could
possibly top Isabelle Faust’s astounding live recording with the
Symphonieorchester des Bayerischen Rundfunks (Bavarian Radio
Symphony Orchestra) under Jakub Hrusa (24/96 FLAC, Harmonia
Mundi/Qobuz)—a performance in which subtlety, virtuosity, tonal
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beauty, and emotional import carry equal weight, and which I
seem not to have reviewed solely because I've reviewed so many

of Faust’'s other superb recordings over the past few years—I was
gratified to discover that i1t earned Gramophone’'s Concerto Record-
ing of the Year Award.

Before those awards were announced, I decided to start my lis-
tening with this recording because, 1n addition to the music’s com-
pelling beauty and message, it’s an excellent test of sonic accuracy.
With the Moon 891 feeding my reference D’Agostino Momentum
M400 MxV monoblocks, the sound was quite full, with requisite
sweetness and bite. The sound, which poured forth effortlessly,
pulled me in and compelled me to listen deeper.

“Iwant to listen to every note, I wrote. Dynamics and bass
weren't as impressive as I expect with my far more expensive
elght-piece reference front-end, but who would reasonably expect
them to be?

Alas, in the MIND app, I couldn’t find a way to locate the liner
notes that accompany many Qobuz titles. Even though I could
simultaneously open the Qobuz app and read them there, the extra
step was time consuming and, to those addicted to instant gratifica-

measurements, continued

voltage gain at 1kHz was 9.75dB from the
balanced output with both balanced and
unbalanced inputs, and 9.66dB from both
output types with an unbalanced input.
(These gains are lower than the specified
13.5dB.) Setting the output level to “Fixed,”
the gain from both output types was 0dB,

graph.

noise is extremely low, and there are no
power supply-related spuriae visible in this

Fig.14 plots how the THD+noise percent-
age in the Moon 891's balanced output
varies with output voltage into 100k ohms.

MOON 891

tion, a bit annoying.

Balancing that out, MIND's search function worked extremely
well. When [ entered “Britten Violin Concerto Faust” in the MiND
app's search function and looked for results under “album,” Faust's
recording immediately popped up in 24/96 FLAC on Qobuz or
T1dal. (The Innuos search engine works equally well.) I could only
search one service at a time (unless I used Roon—more on this
below), but the MiND search engine located albums, tracks, artists,
and more with an ease that escapes the search engines of some
high-priced music servers.

At this point, I tried attaching a wire from a Nordost QKore 6
grounding unit to the 891’'s spare Ethernet port. After it widened
the soundstage, rendering it more three-dimensional and trans-
parent while maintaining the smoothness I'd already lauded, I
resolved to continue using the QKore 6 with my reference system
once the review ended. Then, I decided to switch amplifiers to the
Accuphase A-300 monoblocks because I'm forever eager to explore
sonic compatibilities, differences, and similarities. Curiosity may
have killed more than one cat, but my feline nature remains such
a recessive trait that, to this day, I have yet to crawl inside a paper

The downward slope of the traces indicates
that the distortion lies below the noise up
to 4V. Our usual definition of clipping is
when the THD+N reaches 1%; however, the

Moon'’s balanced output seemed to be lim-
ited to 12.1V, when the THD was 0.045%.

ie, unity gain. N AD) +0—) | | )
The line input impedance is specified as :Ez: } | 20 | | |

22k ohms. The single-ended impedance oy & i \ ‘ P

was 11k ohms at 20Hz and 1kHz and 6.2k — d g

ohms at 20kHz, and the balanced input im- vV o B

pedance was 44k ohms at 20Hz and 1kHz, -100u ; =

23k ohms at 20kHz. The single-ended out- 200U ¥ v H \ -100 | | |

put impedance was the specified 50 ohms -300u - -1an | | | |

across the audioband; the balanced output 0 140 JUL_ e ET ﬂ - .

impedance was 96 ohms, again at all audio b~ &m T 200 400 600 800 1k

frequencies. The line frequency response sec Hz

was flat up to 30kHz into 100k ohms and
600 ohms (fig.12), gently rolling off above
that frequency to reach -3dB at 200kHz, as
specified. The very close channel balance
and the overall response were preserved at

channel blue, right red).

Fig.7 Moon 891, digital inputs, waveform of undith-
ered 1kHz sinewave at -90.31dBFS, 24-bit data (left

Fig.8 Moon 891, digital inputs, balanced output,
spectrum of 50Hz sinewave, DC-1kHz, at 0dBFS
into 100k ohms (left channel blue, right red, linear
frequency scale).

lower settings of the volume control. e
Channel separation was superbly high, 20
at >130dB in both directions below 2kHz 40

and still 110dB at the top of the audioband.
The wideband, unweighted signal/noise

ratio, taken with either the balanced or un-
balanced inputs shorted to ground and the e

-60

-80

> = M Qa

volume control set to its maximum, was -120 | | | -130 | | prje—
a superb 99.3dB ref. 2V in both channels. 140] | | 140 | I | |

This ratio improved to 113.2dB when the Sl 1Ok
measurement bandwidth was restricted

D 3 | | | )
80 . | | |
-90

-100

-110

T = O O

-120

15k 20k 25k 30k g 8k 10k 12k 14k

Hz Hz

to the audioband, and to 116dB when
A-weighted. Fig.13 shows the spectrum of
the Moon 891's balanced low-frequency
noisefloor at 2V with the volume control
set to its maximum. The level of random
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Fig.9 Moon 891, digital inputs, HF intermodulation
spectrum, DC-30kHz, 19+20kHz at 0dBFS into 100k
ohmes, 24-bit, 44.1kHz data (left channel blue, right
red; linear frequency scale).

Fig.10 Moon 891, 16-bit TosLink data, high-resolution
jitter spectrum of analog output signal, 11.025kHz

at -6dBFS, sampled at 44.1kHz with LSB toggled at
229Hz (left channel blue, right red). Center frequency
of trace, 11.025kHz; frequency range, +3.5kHz.
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bag, get stuck at the top of a

tree, or be too afraid to say “hi1”

to almost every dog [ meet. 3 e e el iy g
When buddy Scott Camp- 5 i casely o [

& =
g =
| 1l =
i
Pl

Cue Leontyne Price’s marvel-
ously (if not flawlessly) sung
1965 recording of Charpentier’s
o (B A A0 “Depuis le jour” from Louise, an
AR ERET opera remembered mainly for
W e ‘ this glorious, high-ranging so-
X5 E prano aria that climaxes on an
ecstatic high-C before ending
sensuously some two octaves
lower. Price sounded gorgeous,
every high note radiant with
the changing colors then pres-
ent in her thrilling, irresistibly
seductive vibrato.

Without warning, the MiND
app decided to play a previ-
ously cached track, William
Corkine’s “The Second Tuning:
1. Come liue with me, and be
my love” from Jordi Savall’s re-

cently rereleased The Punckes
Delight: Golden Age of English

bell stopped by and asked | s Eer
to hear one of our favorite gt [ LA O s
standbys, Grant Green’s Idle
Moments (24/192 FLAC, Blue
Note/Qobuz), he praised the
891’s depiction of the sound of
cymbals. I, in turn, lauded its
extremely balanced sound. As
much as either of us could have
focused on what was missing,
the sound seemed so complete
and all of one piece that we
reveled in what was present.
Scott summed things up quite
well when he said, “I would bet
the 891’s preamp is fantastic,
especially for the price.”

Price? Did Scott say “price”?

measurements, continued

The 891 behaved very similarly into 600
ohms, and with the single-ended output
into both impedances.

Fig.15 shows how the THD+N percent-
age changed with frequency at 4V into
100k ohms (blue, red traces) and 600 ohms
(green, gray traces). The distortion into
both impedances is extraordinarily low,
with only a slight rise below 100Hz. As with
the digital inputs, the second harmonic
was the highest in level, but even into 600
ohms lay at -106dB (0.0005%; fig.16). Inter-
modulation distortion was also superbly
low in level (fig.17).

One of the Moon 891's unbalanced line
inputs can be turned into an MC- or MM-
compatible phono input. As another re-
viewer will be auditioning the phono stage,
I examined its measured performance
in both MM and MC modes. To minimize
noise, I connected a wire from one of the
Audio Precision’s ground terminals to the
grounding lug on the Moon’s rear panel.

gain was 40.3dB from both outputs. The
MC input’'s maximum gain was 68.1dB in
Variable mode and 58.4dB in Fixed mode,
again from both output types. Both input
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Fig.11 Moon 891, 24-bit TosLink data, high-resolution
jitter spectrum of analog output signal, 11.025kHz
at -6dBFS, sampled at 44.1kHz with LSB toggled at
229Hz (left channel blue, right red). Center frequency

of trace, 11.025kHz; frequency range, £3.5kHz.

types preserved absolute polarity at the
balanced and unbalanced outputs.

The phono input’s RIAA correction
(fig.18) was well matched between the
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Fig.12 Moon 891, line input, balanced output, fre-
quency response at 2V into 100k ohms (left channel
blue, right red) and 600 ohms (left green, right gray)
(1dB/vertical div.).

3 I

Out of the box, while the MC input im- 20 | . === 2
pedance and gain were correctly set to 100 40 0.2
ohms and 60dB, the MM input impedance d Ry
was set to 10 ohms and the gain to 66dB. B % 002
Using the front- : =8 st
g the front-panel buttons and menu, » Byacie

I reset these parameters to the recom-
mended 47k ohms and 40dB. The MM
input impedance was 42k ohms at 20Hz,
39k ohms at 1kHz, and 32k ohms at 20kHz.
The MC mode’s input impedance was 103
ohms from 20Hz to 20kHz. In Variable
mode, the MM input’s maximum gain at
1kHz was 50.1dB from the balanced and
unbalanced outputs. In Fixed mode, the
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Fig.13 Moon 891, line input, balanced output,
spectrum of 1kHz sinewave, DC-1kHz, at 2V into 100k
ohms with volume control set to the maximum (left
channel blue, right red; linear frequency scale).
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Fig.14 Moon 891, line input, balanced output, THD+N
(%) vs 1kHz output voltage into 100k ohms.
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Music for Solo Viol (24/96 FLAC, Alia Vox/Qobuz). As thoughts
turned to my late friend, Charles Grossman,®> who insisted that

the best test of a sound system was a recording of a single lute

or theorbo, I marveled at the beautiful sound of Savall’s viola da
gamba. After jumping ahead a mere five centuries, [ found myself
equally enamored of the sound on Roger Eno’s maximally different
“Breaking the Surface” from the September release, the skies: rari-
ties (24/96 FLAC, DG/Qobuz), which features the strings of Scoring
Berlin and the synthesizers/flute of Christian Badzura.

The Stereophile music show
Finally, I began to do something I've wanted to do for a long time.
After switching to a pair of bridged Moon 861 stereo amplifiers—
the 891’s intended complement—I grabbed the November 2024
1ssue of this 1llustrious publication and began auditioning music
tracks cited by other reviewers. Because vinyl figured prominently
in their choices, I couldn’t find all the digital equivalents in Qobuz
or Tidal.* When I did find them, they were often early CD-quality
transfers replete with the deficiencies and limitations that current
hi-rez digital has overcome. But at least I could begin to appreciate
the superb musical choices of my colleagues.

First up, with gratitude to Herb Reichert, baritone Leslie Quinn
singing Songs by Stephen Foster (16/44.1 MQA, Nonesuch/Tidal), on
a two-volume set that also showcased the gone-too-soon mezzo-

measurements, continued

channels and extremely accurate. The
ultrasonic response was down by just

1dB at 100kHz. Channel separation was
superb, at 100dB in both directions across
the audioband. The MM mode’s wideband,

ent was the second, at an inconsequen-
tial =100dB (0.001%). The levels of the
intermodulation products with an equal
mix of 19 and 20kHz tones were similarly

MOON 891

soprano Jan DeGaetani. Thanks to the 891's timbral accuracy, no
one listening to this recording could ever mistake Gilbert Kalish's
historic pi1ano for a modern Steinway. I didn't remember Quinn’s
beautiful voice from the time I owned one volume of the two-
volume project, but I did think that I already had a decent sense

of what DeGaetani sounded like. Wrong. Her voice was far more
beautiful and plaintive—so, so plaintive and touching—than what
I recall hearing on the $200 Magnavox all-in-one record player my
father let me take to Amherst College so many, many years ago.
Thank you, Moon 891, for letting me hear what I was missing, even
1f I could not hear it on vinyl.

On to Schoenberg’s Verklarte Nacht, Op.4 (Transfigured Night).
After being wooed by the midrange on Isabelle Faust and Daniel
Harding’s chamber version with the Swedish Radio Symphony
Orchestra (24/48 FLAC, Harmonia Mundi/Qobuz), I turned to
Fabio Luisi and the Danish National Symphony Orchestra’s recent,
far more sonically compelling recording (24/96 FLAC, DG/Qobuz).
The sparkling string interplay in the fourth movement was magi-
cal, luminous, radiant, glowing—jaw-droppingly exquisite. Even
though some inner lines were a mite muddy in the big climax, the
bass lacked firmness, and the soundstage was flatter than I experi-

5 See stereophile.com/content/death-audiophile.

6 They, in turn, cannot find vinyl pressings of many of the new hi-rez digital recordings I
review.

negligible.

The measured performance of the Moon
891 is state-of-the-art for both analog and
digital inputs!—john Atkinson

unweighted S/N ratio, ref. 1kHz at 5mV, o=
assessed at the balanced output with the 0.2 11
inputs shorted to ground and the volume 01 ==
control set to the maximum, was an excel- Ezz |

lent 87.7dB in both channels. Restricting % 001l

the measurement bandwidth to 22Hz- 0.005=
22kHz increased the ratio by 2dB, while 2001l | LI
inserting an A-weighting filter resulted in 0.0005 S
a ratio of 93.5dB. These ratios were taken 0.0002—
with the gain set to 40dB. Resetting the >%%% 50 100 200
gain to 60dB reduced the ratios by 20dB.

500 1k 2k
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The MC mode’s S/N ratios, ref. 1TkHz at
500pV and with 60dB gain, were less good,
at 51dB (wideband), 52dB (audioband),
and 56.75dB (A-weighted). To get the

Fig.15 Moon 891, line input, balanced output, THD+N
(%) vs frequency at 4V into: 100k ohms (left channel
blue, right red), 600 ohms (left green, right gray).

Fig.16 Moon 891, line input, balanced output, spec-
trum of 50Hz sinewave, DC-1kHz, at 4V into 600 ohms
(left channel blue, right red, linear frequency scale).

lowest noise from the Moon 891's phono 0 ) 2 | i)
input, the gain should not be set too -20 | R R il
high. Spectral analysis of the MM input’s 40| :"*‘ N
low-frequency noisefloor indicated that no d 4 ¢
supply-related spuriae were present. B B
To be sure I wasn't prematurely clipping ; o ; 4l
the preamplifier’s output, I examined the -100 5
phono input’s overload margins with the -120 N
volume control set to “Fixed.” Both the

MM input’s and MC mode’s margins were
impressively high from 20Hz to 20kHz, at

ok 10k

-14{:1“ || Feawa” sl il |il.|-u\~l inLl“nﬁlninu’ -?.
15k 20k 25k 30k
Hz Hz

10 20 50 100200 500 1k 2k 5I~'.-1Dk 20k 100k

22.3dB ref. 1TkHz at 5mV and 24dB ref. 1kHz
at 500pV, respectively. Even with an input
around 10dB below the 1kHz overload

level, the only distortion harmonic pres- linear frequency scale).
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Fig.17 Moon 891, line input, balanced output, HF
intermodulation spectrum, DC-30kHz, 19+20kHz at

4V peak into 600 ohms (left channel blue, right red,

Fig.18 Moon 891, MM input, balanced output, re-
sponse with RIAA correction (left channel blue, right
red) (1dB/vertical div.).
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ence through my far more expensive reference front-end, that did
not stop me from loving what I heard or appreciating how glorious
this music 1s.

From Alex Halberstadt: Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds’ all-envel-
oping “Jubilee Street” from Push the Sky Away (24/44.1, Bad Seed
Ltd./Qobuz). The 891 sorted the song’s many layers of sound quite
well. So well that I scribbled “Fabulous music” before cueing up
another equally compelling track, “Soul Station,” from the remas-
tered version of Introducing Roland Kirk (16/44.1 FLAC, Vintage
Pleasure/Tidal). The timbres of this music’s different horns were
beautifully differentiated, but the bass could have been tighter.

After tracks from Lou Reed and the Ray Brown Trio—again, bass

L 1

wasn't entirely tight on Brown’s “Exactly Like You” from Soular
Energy (16/44.1 FLAC, Concord/Qobuz), and the higher-pitched
Instruments predominated over Brown’s bass, which did not feel
right—it was on to Copland’s Rodeo, Rickie Lee Jones’s “Under
the Boardwalk,” and Neil Young’s “Tonight’s the Night” from his
eponymous album (24/192 FLAC, Reprise/Qobuz). At last, a true
hi-rez remastering! Anyone who questions whether 24/192 makes
a difference over 16/44.1, 24/44.1, or 24/96 needs to stream this
album through the Moon 891. The music felt far more immediate
and touchable than some of the tracks I'd previously auditioned,
but bass remained a mite muddy.

Final tests
After switching cables and apps, I revisited some of the same tracks
using the considerably more expensive Innuos Statement Next-
Gen/PhoenixNet combo with the Innuos Sense app and InnuOS.
The sound wasn't iIncrementally better; 1t was way better. Leaps and
bounds better. Bass that had lacked firmness was now absolutely
firm and clear. Fuller as well, and in correct proportion to instru-
ments and voices higher in the range. Transparency and air notably
Increased, the soundstage grew dramatically in sound and depth,
etc., etc. Amen. You know the story. Veteran review readers have
heard it a thousand times. But that doesn’'t make 1t any less true.
This was anything but a case of “"diminishing returns.” It was a
major improvement, albeit one costing well over double the price.
(Hey, 1f you use cables as costly as mine, you're approaching triple
the price.) An unfair comparison, to be sure. But it confirmed
something friend Scott had said over 850 words ago: Given a better

ASSOCIATED EQUIPMENT

Digital sources dCS Vivaldi APEX D/A
processor, Vivaldi Upsampler Plus, Vivaldi

A-300 monoblocks, Moon 861 stereo ampli-
fier (2) used as monoblocks.

MOON 891

streaming source, the excellence of the 891’s DAC and preamplifier
stood out. Together, they reach into music’s heart and soul, lay it
out for all to hear, and do so with a transparency and truth that
deserve coplous praise.

Two final tests. Initially, differences in sound quality between
Moon’s MIND software and Roon seemed negligible. But repeated
listens clarified that Roon sounded a little drier, flatter, grayer,
and less filled with life. MIND’s images were surrounded by more
alr and distinguished by rounder bass. On Luisi’s wonderful
Schoenberg recording, only MiIND transmitted the music’s magical
luminous transfiguration. Said Scott, whom I invited over to hear
what I'd already discovered, “Only MIND lets me hear the rear of
the stage. Music also flows easier; it's more relaxing to listen to,
with images better separated.”

[ also confirmed what Koulisakis had said about the sound of
streaming vs playing the same file from a USB stick (even one with
a solid state drive). On the Britten Violin Concerto with which I
began this review, the USB source delivered sound that was a bit
drier, grayer, and deficient in space. Streamed from Qobuz, the
orchestral acoustic seemed far more convincing, and Faust’s violin
sounded fuller, with more saturated tone color.

Summing it up

Just as last month, [ wrote that I have never reviewed an amplifier

in the Moon 861’s price range with sound as satisfying, I must now
say the same about the Moon 891 network player/preamplifier. Com-
plete with an up-to-date DAC that decodes high-resolution PCM,
MQA, and DSD, it’s a fine-sounding, easy-to-operate one-stop front-
end that requires minimal cabling and setup acumen for 1t to shine.

Can you do better? Of course. To do so, will you, perhaps, have to
run your finances into the ground, put a pot under the hole in your
leaky roof, default on your mortgage, tell your kids 1it's community
college or no college at all, or fail to leave enough 1n your will to
pay for more than a shallow grave marked by a vase of plastic flow-
ers? Quite possibly.

Better, then, to celebrate what the Moon 891 does provide:
truthful full-range sound that 1s so satisfyingly complete that the
forever-seeking Serinus kept focusing on what was present rather
than what was lacking. The 891's performance 1s musical to the
core. Highly recommended. m

QSources; SOtM sPS-500 umbilical cable for
SOtM Master clock.

Master Clock; EMM Labs DV2 Integrated
DAC, Meitner MA3 Integrated DAC; Innuos
Statement Next-Gen Music Server and
PhoenixNET network switch; Small Green
Computer Sonore optical Module Deluxe
with Broadcom/Avago AFBR-5718PZ 1GB
SX-SFP, Gen 5 Fiber Optic module (2);
Nordost QNet switch and QSource linear
power supply (2); Sonore Audiophile Linear
Power Supply; Synology 5-bay 1019+ NAS
with Ferrum Hypsos linear/switching hy-
brid power supply; Linksys MR9000 mesh
router and Arris modem; Apple 2023 iPad
Pro and 2017 MacBook Pro laptop with
2.8GHz Intel i7, SSD, 16GB RAM.

Power amplifiers Dan D’Agostino Momen-
tum M400 MxV monoblocks, Accuphase
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Preamplifier Dan D’Agostino Relentless.
Loudspeakers Wilson Audio Specialties
Alexia V with Loke subwoofers.

Cables Digital: Nordost Odin 1, Odin 2, and
Valhalla 2 (USB and Ethernet), Frey 2 (USB
adapter); AudioQuest WEL Signature; Wire-
world Platinum Starlight Cat8 (Ethernet),
OM1 62.5/125 multimode duplex (fiberop-
tic). Interconnects: (XLR): Nordost Odin 2
and Blue Heaven subwoofer, AudioQuest
Dragon, Canare (subwoofers). Speaker ca-
bles: Nordost Odin 2, AudioQuest Dragon.
AC: Nordost Odin 2, Valhalla 2, Valhalla 1;
AudioQuest Dragon and Firebird; Kimber
PK10 Palladian. Umbilical cords: Ghent
Audio Canare on NAS; QSource Premium
DC cables with Lemo terminations for

Accessories Grand Prix Monza 8-shelf
double rack and amp stands, 1.5" Formula
platform; Symposium Ultra Platform;
Nordost 20-amp QB8 Mark III, QKore 1

and 6; Titanium and Bronze Sort Kones,
Sort Lifts; Stromtank $-4000 MK II XT
power generator, SEQ-5 Audio Distribution
Bar; AudioQuest Niagara 7000 and 5000
power conditioners, NRG Edison outlets;
Environmental Potentials EP2050EE surge
protector/filter; Wilson Audio Pedestals;
A/V RoomService Polyflex Diffusers; Resolu-
tion Acoustics room treatment; Stillpoints
Clouds (8); HRS DPX-14545 Damping Plates;
Marigo Aida CD mat.

Dedicated music room 20'L x 16'4" W x
flattens at 9'4" H.—)ason Victor Serinus
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MOON 891 STREAMING PREAMPLIFIER

The main focus of this Follow-Up will be the phono preamplifier on the Simaudio Moon
891 (S25,000). In his January 2025 review,' JVS did not review the phono stage because he
doesn’t play vinyl. JA did examine the 891's phono section, declaring it of a piece with the
preamp’s overall “state of the art” measured performance. While I had the unit in-house,
I also spent some time with the Moon MiND app, the 891’s front-panel user interface, and
streaming music through it with and without Roon.

Once I'd wrestled the fall-apart packaging to ground and gently removed the Moon 891,
1t was no problem to get it quickly up and running in my office. I removed the three travel
bolts (Which lock down the internal 1solation platform), connected it to my network with
an Ethernet cable, downloaded the MiND app to my 1Phone, and went through the stream-
lined, app-directed process to mate the app to the 891’s internal streaming computer.

Within minutes, I was playing an album
from my network-attached server. The app
displayed the album and song metadata and
the streaming bitrate. The 891’s front panel
displayed the album name and track title.

Over the course of my equipment-
reviewing career, I have mastered
streaming-control apps from dCS, T+A,
Hegel, Cambridge, W11M, and Focal-Naim.
MiIND’s user interface is somewhat differ-
ent, so there was a learning curve to find
and use many functions, such as selecting
the preamp's input source.? Some control
functions, such as setting the phono input
parameters, are not accessible through the
app. It would be great for users if Simau-
dio would upgrade the app to control
every function and parameter, includ-

Ing those now only accessible through

the front-panel menu tree and buttons.
Finger-pecking on a phone or tablet screen
1s easier than using the small
pushbuttons and sensitive rotary
control on the 891’s front.

The Roon server in my house
runs on my office computer. After
opening the Roon desktop app and
navigating to the Settings > Audio
menu, [ quickly found the Moon
891 listed as a Roon Ready device. I
clicked the Enable button and thus
was able to select it as a Roon end-
point. From then on, the 891 obeyed
Roon’'s commands to the letter. It is
definitely Roon Ready, and Roon is
the most user-friendly way to find
and stream music through it.

However, similar to what Jason
reported, I noticed that tracks
streaming from Qobuz through
Roon sounded somewhat “blurred”
or “fuzzed” compared to the same
tracks streamed from Qobuz
through the MiND app. Jason de-
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scribed the sound as “grayer, and less filled
with life” when streamed via Roon. [ heard
it, too. I have heard similar differences
between Roon streams and direct-to-device

streams with my dCS Bartok streamer-DAC.

With the Moon 891 in my main system in
the living room, these sonic differences
were audible with any track [ used to com-
pare.

Why? I don't know. Perhaps it’s because
with the MIND app, music data flows from
Qobuz’s servers to the Moon 891 with no
server 1n between. When I play music
from Roon, on the other hand, 1t must
pass through the Roon server on my office
computer, which could allow the computer
to add noise that could increase jitter.

This cannot be the complete explanation,
however, because Jason was running Roon
directly on a high-end server. In his case,
the music wasn't passing through a multi-
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THIS ISSUE: Tom Fine considers the
digital control app and the phono stage
on this Moon streaming preamplifier.

purpose computer but through the rough
equivalent of the 891. Part of 1t anyway.

Listening to my system with the 891,
my friend Dave reported hearing clearly
audible, repeatable differences between
Roon streaming and direct streaming with
songs he 1s very familiar with. Intrigued,
he tried the same comparison at home,
on his KEF LSX II streaming amplified
speaker system; he heard a difference
there as well. His description, summarized
In my words: Roon-streamed music had
more pronounced low end and midrange.
Direct-streamed music had a more distinct
and detailed top end and perhaps a more
percussive—quick—low end.

On the plus side, when I streamed music
from my NAS through Roon, the album
art was shown in bright color on the 891’s
front-panel screen. When I streamed the
same content through the MiND app, no
album art was displayed, though 1t should
have; album art display 1s supported by
MIND, so apparently this was an issue
with my setup. Considering that the 891
1s a large, shiny unit, conspicuous in an
equipment rack, that pretty screen gets
style points. And Roon provides a more
Information-rich music interface; that's

1 See stereophile.com/content/moon-891-streaming-
preamplifier.

2 Moon provides a PDF instruction manual for the MiND
app. See simaudio.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/5 en_
guide v_mind-1.pdf.
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true of every other propri-
etary streaming app as well.

To conclude: Using the 891
with 1ts own MIND app, the
music sounded different—to
me at least, better—than
when the same music was
streamed to the 891 via my
computer running Roon. But
the difference 1s relatively
small, and Roon offers other
advantages.

So what about that
phono preamp?

On to the main point of this
Follow-Up: How does the
Moon 891 sound spinning
records? It sounds really
nice. Using the front-panel
menus, I configured it for a
moving magnet cartridge,
with 40dB gain, 47k ohms of
load resistance, and 100pF of
load capacitance. I plugged
in the vintage SME RCA cable from my
Technics SL-1200MK?7 turntable, with my
Ortofon 2M Blue mounted in the tonearm
tracking at 1.75gm; my cartridge choices
were dictated by what I had on hand, which
is also what I like and what I routinely use:
Relatively inexpensive moving magnet
cartridges. I cranked the 891's volume all
the way and heard no hum, buzz, hash, or
anything else, aside from a faint hiss, ears

up close to my Bowers & Wilkins 808 speak-

ers. That was an aural way of confirming
JA's measurement of a very low noisefloor
when the preamp 1s set to 40dB gain. (The
noisefloor will be more audible with a low-
output cartridge and the higher preamp
galn choices of 54, 60, or 66dB.)

[ began by spinning two familiar jazz
LPs. On “Mood Indigo,” from the Impulse!
first pressing of Duke Ellington Meets
Coleman Hawkins, the second cut on side 1,
when Hawkins started playing, it was as 1f
he appeared in the flesh in front of the right
speaker. That was as I'd hoped. The effect 1s
thrilling every time I spin that record on a
properly resolving system.

Next up was side 1, track 3 on the new
Pablo-Analogue Productions cut of Duke'’s
Big 4 on which Ellington 1s joined by Joe
Pass (guitar), Ray Brown (bass), and Louie
Bellson (drums). Each man takes a solo in
“The Hawk Talks,” but Bellson's solo is what
[ wanted to hear. Also in the right channel
and toward the center, his drum kit came
alive. Each pounding of the kickdrum
included the beater/drum head and the
resonance of the drum body. Again, like the
man was 1n the room.

The next day, my friend Dave joined
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¥
[ ™ i

s
-
"

= ! l-d1l'|
= I I

e T
= . b .
¥ oyt Er t
Lo ¥ T ' ' s T
h x =
B - -
| Flide
smss | |
el g oy ;
. ) IgaiE n = :
8 5 - ] | =
=TT | ="
1 = -
~ ;a.‘ ] | = & *
L
L] - Jll
L |.'|I - L |.I :
:F' 1 L] : ! -

=48 I

LI}
e —_, 2l S :
1 . B ; BT Ny i Tl D S g ﬁ::..' -l
T LS s
HimeE g = ) .

H e T - R
o = s Y el el e iy o
[ T ] _ﬂfh =aC i TR Y .
. ; U e i o o e o ey

me for a trip into the new Beatles box

set, 1964 US Albums in Mono. As soon as

the needle dropped on the first side we
selected, I noticed that the sound was
exactly centered between the speakers, and
precisely focused. JA measured excellent
channel-to-channel balance in both level
and frequency response of the 891's phono
preamp—now confirmed by my ears.

Dave and I compared several songs from
the Capitol box to their UK counterparts,
cut to vinyl in the 2014 LP box The Beatles in
Mono. The Capitol versions were definitely
cut louder on the new records. (Shorter
sides means more groove real estate, which
makes 1t possible to have a higher average
level.) Some songs sounded quite different
after Capitol's EQ and “fold-down” mixing
from two-track tapes provided by EMI.
Other songs hewed closer to George Mar-
tin's UK mono mixes.

I'm a Beatles fan, since age 10, but I'm
not a Beatles snob. I prefer the Capitol LP
sequences. Dave told me that listening to
the new cut of Something New brought
him back to seeing the Beatles on the Ed
Sullivan Show and buying that album
at alocal store the next day. The Capitol
albums—their sequences, cover art, and
even the back-cover notes—hit the bullseye
of American pop culture in 1964 and pro-
vided rocket fuel to the Beatles’ quick ride
to peak fame.

Later, I swapped 1n a vintage Shure
V-15 Type IlI cartridge with a stock Shure
hyperelliptical stylus, tracking at 1.25gm.
Thinking 1t might need more capacitance
to sound its best, I wished for an option
between 100pF and 470pF; the Moon 891
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offers just three choices: OpF,
100pF, or 470pF. I tried them
all and decided that 100pF
was best.?

As soon as I started spin-
ning platters, familiar sonic
differences emerged, writ
large. The V-15 has a “lighter”
or perhaps “more delicate”
sound, more present and
precise in the top end and
a more percussive beat,
with less-firm grounding
and authority. The benefits
include more audible “air”
and “space” around instru-
ments and more pronounced
reverb tails, both of which
fill out the stereo 1mage
and make it more 3D. The
big drawback 1s that more
surface noise comes through,
to the point of distraction
if the record isn’t in great
shape. When I dropped the
needle on “Mood Indigo,” before Coleman
Hawkins could step into the room [ was
distracted by crackle and ticks and some
groove whoosh. When his holographic
apparition appeared in front of the right
speaker, though, he was 1in sharp focus and
the sounds of his exceptional breath con-
trol and his embouchure’'s full command of
the reed and mouthpiece were apparent.
Spinning “The Hawk Talks,’ I noticed that
Bellson's drum set sounded less huge, but
1ts location 1n relation to the other instru-
ments, and the details of which parts of the
kit were located where, came forward.

The point of all that: The 891's phono
stage exposed differences, on the records
and in attached equipment. Which sug-
gests that 1t would also expose the benefits
of more expensive and refined phono
cartridges.

Wrapping up, the Simaudio Moon
891 did a great job with each of its many
capabilities that I tried out. The MiIND app,
which I was told will soon be replaced, does
an adequate job controlling the streaming
engine and selecting music to play. Plus,
music played with the MIND app sounded
better than music played through Roon,
with the 891 as a Roon Ready endpoint.

The Moon North 891's phono preamp is
exceptional: quiet and fully revealing. I'm
sure 1t will play well and sound great with
cartridges more complex and expensive
than mine. On my simple, blue-collar rig, it
made vinyl listening fulfilling and fun. m

3 In his 1974 review of the Shure V-15 Type III, Stereophile
founder ). Gordon Holt discovered 1t was less susceptible to
capacitance-loading issues than prior V-15 iterations. See
stereophile.com/content/shure-v15-iii-phono-cartridge.

97





