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Audiophile
Airplay

The firstintegrated amp to work with Apple

Airplay is the claim, but is it audiophile?
Jason Kennedy fires up his iTunes to find out

treaming digital music
from your computer is a
great idea, but it’s also a
challenging one for the
non-technical. Setting up such
systems is getting a lot easiet, but
Apple’s Airplay is about as easy as
streaming can be. All you need is
an Apple touchscreen device or
computer and an Airplay receiver,
then you can play whatever is on the
source wirelessly through the
receiver. By combining the interface
with the source cuts out a whole
stage from regular wi-fi streaming
systems. Micromega clearly likes the
concept and is the first audiophile
brand to make an Airplay-compatible
integrated amplifier.

Library of titles

Micromega makes this distinction
because Denon and Marantz both
have Airplay-ready receivers and
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Bowers and Wilkins' latest Zeppelin
Air is also in on the action. Make no
mistake Airplay could be very big
indeed. Micromega’s system is
dubbed Airstream’ for licensing
reasons, but it’s not exclusively
designed for Apple sources; any
computer using software called
Airfoil (£15) from Rogue Amoeba
can stream content to the AS-400.

The company incorporated
Airstream into its WM-10, which
has been around for over a year
and is also based on an Airport
Express module, but it doesn’t
have a Micromega DAC and power
supply like this integrated unit, nor
is it an amplifier.

What is crucial about this system
is ease of set up. You don't need a
computer at all, nor a wireless
network: all the transmission and
reception is done by the amplifier
and your player. As well as streaming

A

3 DETAILS
PRODUCT:
Micromega AS-400
ORIGIN:

France

TYPE:

Streaming
integrated amplifier
DIMENSIONS:
(WxHxD)
430x95x375mm
WEIGHT:

13kg

FEATURES:

* Airstream sample
rate 16/44.1

= Formats: AAC,
AIFF, ALAC, MP3,
WMA, WAV

* Power output:
400w/4 ohms

* MM phono input
 Inputs: 3xline,
processor, sub, iPod
¢ Qutputs: sub out,
pre-out, headphone
DISTRIBUTOR:
Absolute Sounds
TELEPHONE:
02089713909
WEBSITE:
micromega-hifi.com

MADEIN FRANCE
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from your music collection you can
also send content from Deezer,
Spotify and Pandora albeit only via
using Airfoil software.

The AS-400 is a 400-watt (into four
ohms) integrated with three line
inputs, an MM phono input and the
ability to operate as a preamp or
power amp alone. It’s included
because this is a Micromega IA-400
integrated amp with Airstream
added, an extra that increases the
price by over a thousand pounds!

Both amps have Hypex class D
switching power amplifiers, one per
channel, which are fed by a power
supply with an extremely heavy
toroidal transformer and four very
large 10,000uF capacitors. It runs
surprisingly warm for a switcher,
but it’s a pretty powerful one with
not a great deal of ventilation or
obvious heat-sinking.

Control is via a selection of
front-panel buttons and volume
knob or a densely populated system
remote, useful if you have other
Micromega components we guess.
Inputs can be named using a library
of titles for the three line inputs but
not for phono, Air or iPod. It's
perhaps surprising that something
oriented to Airplay should have the
latter, but only the iPod Touch can
transmit wirelessly.

We would also have liked to have
seen a USB input for a digital output
from an iPod or computer, but this is
not included probably because it’s all
about streaming from such sources.
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Set up is child’s play, once you notice

the little icon on the bottom of the

iTunes window which allows you to
select which network the computer/

idevice streams to. When you plug
the AS-400 in its Airstream logo
flashes red, while it boots up. You

will then see MUSIC on your list of

local networks and can join it with

a default password. Then it’s a matter
of clicking on the box with a triangle

atits base in iTunes and selecting
the Micromega. Simple.

Zero-tolerance

In terms of build, the fact that the
AS-400 is a variant on the IA-400

CONNECTIONS

“Whatis mostappealing
is being able to sit down
with an iPad and play
whateveryou like.”

means you get the construction and
finish that Micromega can achieve in
a £2,797 product, which is good but
not outstanding for the money. It
only has single-ended in and outputs,
whereas many competitors offer
balanced at this level and the remote
is a fairly standard OEM type. Front
and rear panels are machined out of
aluminium and being able to change
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input name is useful, more useful,
however, would have been a

USB input or digital inputs of
some sort.

Primare’s (non-Airplay) i32
integrated (£2,200) has more inputs
and includes two balanced pairs
among them. It also has a rather
more distinctive facia, with chunky
stainless control knobs. It’s less
powerful at 120 class D watts per
channel, but seems like better
value on the face of it.

There are a few high-power
integrateds in the same fiscal
ballpark as the AS-400 and the
better examples include ATC’s
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o Loudspeaker cable terminals

In and outputs for use as a preor
poweramp, as well as a dedicated
sub out and monitor loop
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o Wi-fi antenna for Airplay reception

RCAphono sochets for three
lineinputs

RJ45 socket acts as an Ethernet
connection

o MM phono stageinput

&

ONE THING THAT we
discovered late in
the day is that the
RJ45 socket marked
‘service port’ on the
back of the AS-400
canalso actasa
conduit for music
piped from a Mac
via Ethernet. This

is not mentioned

in the manual
presumably because
it confuses the
Airstream system,
but it does provide
distinctly improved
sound quality if you
hook it up to your
router rather than
using Airplay. The
sound quality is
more relaxed and
it's easier to follow
complex pieces;
image width

also increases.

We asked
Micromega why
this is not covered in
the manualand got
the following reply
“We don’t mention
this in the manual,
as all the musical
arguments and
qualities are based
on the fact there
is no physical link
between the source
and the receiver (no
interaction, no jitter,
etc). When there is
acable, our WM10
or AS400 becomes
‘only’a DAC.”

>
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"REVIEW

MICROMEGA AS-400

R core transformer for
preamplifier section

o 1kVA toroidal mains transformer

150-watt SIA2-150 (£2,599),
Leema’s 150-watt Tucana II (£3,425)
and Bryston’s 100-watt B100 SST
(£4,899). These are all class A/B
designs which are usually more
expensive to build than class D types
and all but the ATC have balanced
connections, as well as more
substantial casework than the
£3,898 AS-400.

Build and spec is not everything,
of course — power figures are
notoriously misleading and none
of these amps has the ability to

stream either wirelessly or otherwise.

But it’s more than likely that there
will be plenty more appearing in
the coming year.
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Power supply formed of 4x
10,000y F smooting capacitors

Wi-fi antenna for Airplay
reception

Power play

What first grabbed us about this
amplifier is its power, the result lives
up to the spec in many respects. It’s
got a powerful, but smooth-edged
grip that controls the bass in a
muscular fashion; it makes up for the
lack of balanced socketry and heavy
machining the moment you put
something with a bit of welly in the
player. The immediacy and image-
precision with a pair of ADN speakers
is nothing short of gripping; this is a
speaker that likes power. At this point
we stuck a Primare i32 into the
system to see if the price difference
makes sonic sense. It does: the
Micromega is considerably better at

RESULTS AT A GLANCE
Excellent ————
Above
average
Average —
Below
average
Poor —
FREQUENCY MAXIMUM
RESPONSE: USABLE OUTPUT.
20Hz-20kHz 150W(0.1%THD)
+/-0.34dB.Both  into8ohms. The
channelswell distortion jumps
matchedona to3%, butan
commendable impressive figure
plot
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SIGNAL-TO- THD AT10W: PHASE
NOISERATIO:  (1kHz,80hms) INTEGRITY:
(20Hz- 20kHz, 0.05%. Very 1kHz+0.004
A-weighted) well-matched degrees.One
100dB. Very readings from ofthe best
goodmeasured  both channels Phase Integrity
S/Nratio measurements
wehaverecorded

2x Hypex 400-watt Class D
amplifier modules back-to-back

Airplay receivermodule
connected towi-fiantenna

revealing space, the acoustic of the
3 recording, not to mention its
dynamics and timing. There really
isn’t any contest; you clearly get
more for your money.

On the all-important Airstream
front we used a Macbook to make a
direct comparison between the
laptop’s optical output via a Stello
DA100 Signature DAC and an
Airstream feed. The latter produces a
considerably wider soundstage in the
context of a more relaxed presentation
when using iTunes alone as the
player, however if you add the Pure
Music player into the mix this gives
the optical output a significant edge
by adding improved dynamics to the
mix. The Stello is a £750 convertor
and Pure Music costs £80, so the
combined cost approaches that of
adding Airstream to the IA-400 when
you take a decent optical lead into
the equation.

As we also had Leema Acoustic’s
Tucana IT to hand, this was brought
into the fray to see how the AS-400
compared with something in the
same price arena. It proved to be
tonally richer and able to deliver
greater depth and dynamics compared
to the Leema, which produces a more
solid, but less refined sound, which is
a pretty good result.

0 Apple at its core

What is most appealing about this
amp is being able to sit down with
an iPad and play whatever you
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Alain Chlous at like, it's a world-class interface
Micromega about and the sound produced is clearly
£ As-aoo' ] superior to that available with an
:ZEKT:; ?15;:::; analogue connection.

orisita player? At heart this is a rather good

AC: Airfoilisa amplifier: its musical, dynamic and
bridge/link with has bags of power. Input selection is
ol playerst ok a bit limited and the build quality
MediaPlayerand could be better, but if it’s sound you
others). Itwill allow are after then this hits the mark. And
K?#dt:::;iel:?az% thanks to the Airplay factor, it's a
alsoto connectto doddle to set up and start enjoying. @

internetradio, or
Spotify for instance.
Itis availablefora
freetrialand is very
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24-bit/192kHz- notuptoparforthe price;
ready. For the best o TV needs more line inputs
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from a computer,
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Macor PCisn'tthe
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appinaniPhone.
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