
THE 12 MOST SIGNIFICANT PREAMPS OF ALL TIME!
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GROUNDBREAKING!
PASS LABS' NEW PREAMP
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* 11 Preamp Si Amp̂gyiews
* 9 Great Designers
Debate Amplifiers

* NAD's Digital Media Tuner

MINI-MAGGIE
Magnepan's most
affordable speaker yet!
MUSIC FROM Lyle Lovett, Muddy Waters,
Willie Nelson & Esperanza Spalding

PLUS! High-Res Download Reviews
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The 12 Most Significant
Preamplifiers of All Time.

Designer Roundtable: Nine of
the World's Most Distinguished
Designers Weigh In on the
State of Amplification.

Reviews of 11 Preamps
and Power Amps at
Every Price.
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0 I TRANSCENDING THE TUBE/SOLI£>-STATE DIVIDE

sounded overtly tubey. It is well known that
triodes operated single-ended produce primarily

second-order distortion, which is not only consonant with the
music, being an octave higher than the fundamental, but also
adds weight and body to the sound. Taken to the extreme, the end
result is a fat and harmonically lush presentation, symptomatic of
a severe case of tube euphonies. In contrast, the XP-30 sounded
texturally pure, adding nothing and subtracting nothing from
the musical tapestry. Tonal colors were right on, and (program
material permitting) the mids sounded mighty sweet. Paired with
the Swedish Q-tron PA12 OTL, the soundstage was wide and
deep. Image focus was highly localized with sufficient spatial
separation to allow a truck to drive between image outlines.
Images, though, were not quite as well-fleshed-out as they are
with a world-class tube linestage. Tube attributes, brought to the
table by the PA12, were in no way diminished by the addition of
the XP-30 to the chain. In particular, the PA12's warm harmonic
textures and vivid tonal colors were clearly discernible.

Bass control and resolution transcended anything 1 had
previously experienced. Sure, lots of linestages are competent
bass-range performers, but bass is about more than just
definition. It's about laying down an orchestral foundation with
big tone conviction and dynamic integrity. It's about resolving
low-level nuances that ordinary linestages gloss over. The XP-
30 did a brilliant job of sweeping away midbass and upper-bass
mud, honing in cleanly on bass guitar or acoustic bass lines.
Much has been said about the power amp/speaker interface,
and specifically its importance in damping woofers. There's an
argument to be made that the preamp/power amp interface is a
significant contributor to bass-range fidelity, and that much was
clear with the XP-30 in the chain. I should add that the XP-30
did not interfere with the intrinsic sound character of any of the
power amps it was auditioned with, whether tube or solid-state.
Thus, an amplifier in search of a romantic partner will find no
satisfaction. This preamp is faithful to the recording and refuses
to dish out the euphonic camouflage some solid-state amps may
desire.

The XP-30 is built for action. Transient attack was a model
of speed and clarity while decay was well-controlled. The treble
range was open and extended, with satisfying levels of finesse.
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Brushed cymbals and struck bells shimmered just right. The
brightness of closely miked piano was clearly elucidated. In
general, low-level detail was retrieved without calling attention to
the process, in the way that say beryllium-coned drivers appear
to do. (I find these drivers impressive for sure, but too much in
my face for long-term comfort.) In contrast, the XP-30's detail
retrieval was more like ripples in a pond. It allowed me to take
in the big picture (i.e., the pond) without distraction, and if I
focused, the detail was there for the picking.

Microdynamics—essential for capturing music's expressiveness
and rhythmic drive, and long the trump cards of tube preamps—
were reproduced with great conviction. And the drama and
intensity inherent in scaling music's full dynamic range was given
full scope. The preamp showed no hesitation when expanding
the sonic envelope from loud to very loud.

In the year of the Dragon, enter the XP-30, a supremely musical
line preamp that may well prove to be all things to music lovers
and audiophiles alike. It transcends shallow characterizations as
either solid-state or tube sound. At its core, it is simply about
musical values; music flows naturally through its circuits. I'm
jumping for joy over the first solid-state preamp that makes it
happen for me. A five-star recommendation! tas

SPECS & PRICING
Seven balanced on XLR

jacks, seven unbalanced on
RCA jacks

n:10,16,or24dB
100 individual

1dB steps
jsponse: 20Hz-

20kHz +/- 0.05 dB
Stortioi <0.001%THD@1V

RMS
;dance: Main

balanced, 120 ohms total; slave
balanced, 200 ohms total;
main and slave unbalanced, 120
ohms

42k ohms
Common-mode rejection ratio:
-65dB,1kHz
Crosstalk:-100 dB, 1kHz

:e ratio: -HOdB,
ref5V

45W
snsions: 17" x 4" x 12" (each

chassis)
74 lbs. (three chassis-

packed)
$16,500

PASS LABORATORIES
24449 Foresthill Rd.
Foresthill, CA 95631
(530) 367-3690
passlabs.com

ASSOCIATED EQUIPMENT
MartinLoqan Summit X,
Analysis Audio Omega, and
BassZilla Platinum Edition
mk2 loudspeakers; Sony
XA5400SACD player with
ModWright Truth modification:
Kuzma Reference turntable;
Kuzma Stogi Reference 313
VTA tonearm; Symphonic Line
RG-8 Gold MC phono cartridge;
SoundTradition Live! MC-10
step-up; Q-tron PA12 OTL,
LAMM Audio M1.2 Reference
monoblock, Joe Curcio
modified Paoli 60 monoblock, &
Carver Cherry 180 monoblock
power amplifiers; FMS Nexus-2,
Wire World, and Kimber KCAG
interconnects; Kimber KCAG
speaker cable; Bybee Speaker
Bullets; Sound Application
power line conditioners
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