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Long Term Test
The Pass XS Pre

By Jeff Dorgay

I
f the thousands of tracks auditioned during the Pass 

XS Preamplifier’s stay here, Lou Reed’s “Vanishing Act” 

sums it up perfectly. As he sings/speaks, “It must be 

nice to disappear…” the words to describe the XS Pre 

appear. It just disappears, calling no attention to itself, 

perhaps the toughest thing for an audio component to 

do. Just like buying a car, test driving a premium audio 

component is usually a shorter first date than you’d 

like. In the end, it requires a certain leap of faith, and 

if you blow it, it’s going to cost you dearly. Much as I 

love Pass products, if you decide that the $38,000 XS 

Pre isn’t for you, there will be a stiff penalty, should you 

turn it over for something else. Like any other five figure 

hi-fi component, putting this two-chassis beauty back 

on the secondary market after a few months of use 

will be an expensive proposition unless you have an 

incredibly forgiving dealer, used to you doing this kind 

of thing on a regular.
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Setup is straightforward, provided you 
have two extra rack spaces and can separate 
the two boxes a bit, to keep every possible 
bit of noise at bay. Once powered up, the XS 
Pre took about four days to come all the way 
out of the fog from being fresh out of the box. 
As with any component, there is a slight bit 
of stiffness at initial turn on, but it dissipates 
quickly.

The front panel has a large volume control 
and a display friendly to read from across the 
room. Pass provides a simple, efficient alu-
minum remote that matches the casework of 
their other products, and this too is easy to 
use. The volume control has a wide range of 
operation, so even the most sensitive power 
amplifiers will have ample volume control 
range. 

A keeper

Ultra high performance has a price, and there 
are a lot of great preamplifiers in the $10,000 
- $20,000 range; even Pass makes one. (The 
XP-30) After living with a number of them, the 
XS Pre delivers an experience that you can’t 
get for $20k. That’s its justification. If you are 
looking for the last step up and a final justifi-
cation, it’s worth every penny asked. This may 
be tough to swallow for some of you in the 
audience, but you can’t have a Ferrari 458 for 
$50k either. Like the Ferrari, the XS Pre will 
take your breath away if you have the room, 
system, and software to support it. And I’m 
guessing if you have 38 large, you do. 

The Pass XS Pre does its job so effort-
lessly and so well if it doesn’t hit you on the 
head with the first track you play, just take it 
out of your system for about 90 sec. It’s like 
someone put the valet key in your Dodge 
Challenger Hellcat and the horsepower is 
gone. This is one of the purest hifi experi-
ences I’ve had in over 15 years of reviewing 
components. Long term, I have even more 
enthusiasm for the XS Pre – every day it con-
vinces me how special it is. l

Pass XS Pre Preamplifier
$38,000

MANUFACTURER
Pass Laboratories

CONTACT
www.passlabs.com

PERIPHERALS

Analog Source   
AVID Acutus Ref SP/SME 
V/Lyra Atlas, Grand Prix 
Audio Monaco 2.0/Tri-
planar/Lyra Etna, Brinkmann 
Bardo/10.1arm/Koetsu Jade 
Platinum

Digital Source   
dCS Rossini DAC and Clock, 
Gryphon Kalliope

Phonostage   
Pass XS Phono

Power Amplifier   
Pass XS 300 monos, Pass 
XA200.8

Speakers   
GamuT RS5i, Focal 
Sopra no.3 w/2-REL 212, 
MartinLogan Neolith

Cable   
Tellurium Q Silver Diamond, 
Cardas Clear
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http://www.passlabs.com



