Audio Research SP16 pre-amplifier

No handles or toggles, but this is vintage ARC in the best sense

PRICE
SUPPLIER
CONTACT

£2499 (phono) £2199 (line)

Absolute Sounds

020 8971 3909

Three words t0 .am e

cockles of any tube lover's heart: Bill 1s Back.
William Z Johnson, the mastermind behind some
of the greatest valve amps and pre-amps of all-
time, has come out of retirement, and the good
news starts here. Amang the first products of the
Audio Research Corporation's rebirth are two
‘affordables’, bath of which hark back to earlier
madels without reeking of retro. And hoth tackle
the cries from the faithful, particularly those who
simply ain't aspiring to Reference Goos.

This month, we look at the pre-amp; next
manth, the matching power amp. Trust me: your
patience will he rewarded, for the two products
— despite dealing with 215t century cancerns —
were designed with both analague and cost-
effectiveness in mind. [t's beer nearly six years
since the (ast affordable, phono-egquipped ARC
pre-amp was discontinued — the fondiy-
rememberad SPg — and ['ve been reassured
that there's been a clamour for an 2fordable,
full-Function Audio Research pre-amplifier with
an integral phona stage to replace it Enter the
SP1&, and a bit of ‘Importer's Two-Step’ ta
address the British fixation with price points.

A if to contradict the analogue gaals which
inspired it, while at the same time addressing an
era in whick CD and other digital sources
dominate, the SP16 will aleo be available in ling-
stage-only farm a5 the SP16L. Sensible, you
iight rightly think, given that plenty of peaple
don't even know what an LP s, but that woule
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be to ignore the stupidity which rules the British
market, In order to keep the package price of an
SP16 pre-amp and its partnering power amplifier
f1oo below a nice, round figure, the SP16 in line
form saves a3 crucial £400 over its phono'd sister.
Considering that the majority will fly out of the
shops with the phono section — Audio Research
custemers tend to prefer music to digitalia —
that round figure will be exceeded in most cases
by £300 regardless. Ah, the mysteres of pricing!

As this product and its sisling representa
form of ‘comeback’, the company was careful in
its jugeling of old and new, starting with the
nomenclzture. *Our rationale for labelling this
it the SP16 is simple: it is the first new full-
function pre-amplifier, with an integral phono
stage, introduced since the SP1g and SP1g.

The SP16 incorporates ‘classic tube
architecturas for both line and phona sactions’,
while at the same time offering enough
Mexibility, 2nd enaugh in the way of modermity to

TRAINSPOTTING THE SP16 LINE VS PHOND

Wothing on the outside will tell you which pre-
amp is which, be it 5P16 with phone or SP16L
without; the front panels of both versions are
identical. On the ‘L' version, though, the phono
LED will mot light when selected, nor are there any
RCA sockets on the rear panel, where the phono
inputs would be. Neither is there an earthing post.
Inside, the phono section resides an the main
board alang with the line amp section, "but it will
nat be “stuffed” with components, tube sockets,
gtr, on the line version,” Adding a phono stage to
an SP16L will be genuinely straightforward and
cost-effective, should the impecunious change
their minds at 2 later date.

fit into multi-role systems which also deal with,
say, extra zones or home theatre, The 5P16 s
equipped with five sets of inputs marked Fhona,
CD, Tuner, Video and Aux, two sets of main
outputs, tape out and a processor pass-through

- something which seems mandatory these
days for two-channel products. Additionally,
there’s a 12V irigger to turn on power amps oF
other equipment, and full remote cantrol of
Pawer, [nput Selection, Steren/Mana, Volume,
and Muting

There are — | must admit — two things that |
miss about earlier SP-ceries units: rotary
eontrals and toggle switches. Okay, okay,
wanting to twist a contral instead of tap-tapping
to increase or decrease level is something fo gel
used to, and having ta scroll thraugh inputs isn't
as big a sin as, say, dual-mono volume controls
la Croft. But ane thing | didn't know, something
which is crucial to the understanding of the SP16
design goals, is that rotary controls (of ARC'S
standard that is) would add substantially to the
orice. And while everytbing has besn pared
down with cost-effectiveness in mind, the quality
of the components and the perfarmance have
not been compromised. So, bye-bye costly
rataries, bye-bye handles,
bye-bye togele switches.

On the right side of the front panel are the six
‘sofi-touch’ buttons for Power, Mute, Processar,
Input and Yelume Up/Dewn, matching the
control buttons on the 03 — a likely partner far
the SP1é. In an identical cut-gut on the [eft,
where the CO3's tray would be, is an LED display
indicating which input is selected, and whether
ar not processor, mano and mute are in use.
Eelow it is & visible-across-the-room row of LEDs
numbered 1-20, illuminated one at 4 time, for



valume indication. Despite the lack of handles,
togeles and rotaries, it's still unmistakably an
ARC procluct, And al 450 % 132 £ 25amm (whd)],
it's unusually compact for an ARC produtt.
Insige, you could be lnoking at @ pint-sized
version of ane of the much dearer units, The
outer trappings may have been minimised, but
tha innards include the same expensive PCEs
with extra-thick copper circuit traces, point-to-
peint wiring and hand-soldering,
Lowr-impedance, cathade-Tollower main
oLtputs allow the user to drive two power
amplifiers simultaneously — great for bi-amping
or running & second zone. The gain for the line
inputs is 12db, while the total gain from the

pheno input to the mair outputs is sadb.
Although suitable for moving-magnet and high
oulout maving coil cartridges, 1t falls just shart
of providing the requisite aomph needed far low-
output types, | used it with a high-output Grade,
but addad an Ortefan transformer to the mix
when using the Linn LP12/Ekos/Arkiv
combination.

While the SP16 was inserted into my regular
system — consisting of Wilson 'WATT/Puapy
System 6 and Marantz CD1z/DAaz (in addition to
the Linn frant-end), with power amps including
the Quad |I-fortys, Radford STA-25 and Dynaco
5Tye — something wanderfully unsxpected
haopened purely by coincldence. Far whatever
reason, a pile of review comporents arrived all
at once, some four months' warth; clearly, the
Editor wanted me ta write reviews in advance of
the summer holidays. And, sure, it was a no-
brairer that | would hook up the SPig's
matching amp — the MSgs — and it was all | had
hoped it woule be, The addec shacker was
Sonus Faber's Cremona, which isn't even
stheduled for review until September. But It was
An Audio Moment, one of those rare instances
when a mating you couldn't foresee just, well,
happens, live Krell/Aoogee ar Campari/soda or
Laurel{ Hardy.

Everything simply fzll inte place, utterly
complementary in every respect. Tonally,
spatially — even the VSe5's wattage suited the

Cremonas o perfectian, Reeling from this
discovery (just add a CD3 and you'll hear why
ARC/Sonus Faber dezlers are gonna have an
easy time of it), | found it hard to retumn Lo the
discipline of isolating the pre-amp's performance
fram the whale. But needs must, <o | also tried
the Quad QC-twenty-Tour, Racfard SC22, Dyna
P53 and Musical Midelity Nu-Vista,

What | thought | knew about Audio Research
pre-amps fell by the wayside. Ever though | had
recently been treated to sessions with the alecl
Reference 2 in the SME room, | wasn't quite
ready for the sound of the SP1é. Would it be lush
and vintage? Achingly, nakedly mogern?
Somewhere in between?

Let’s dispense with the operational elemants:
I quickly stepped missing the togele switches
and the rotaries, though they remain my
preferred modes of access. | keft the unit
powered but in stand-by durirg breaks between
sessinns, so warm-up toak little more than the
30 seconds af the muting period prior ta the unit
going ‘active’. But it does get belter as it warms
up even further; anly you can dezide whether or
niot, as the owner's manual instructs, Lo leave it
on at all times and thus shorten tube |ife,

5a far, 50 good: a painless pre-amp with &
helluva fine phone section. Even allowing for the
need for medium-or-higher cutout cartridges,
the phono stzge has plenty in the way of
dynemic range, with 2 low noise floar, a freedam
fram tube artefacts and lots speed. Transparency
matched that of the line sections, soit's clear
that ARC paid extra attention to modernising the
phono section to appeal te 2ast Century ears, It
warth noting, however, that the transparency is
of so high a calibre that you will notice the
intrusion of a step-up — extra leads not the
least part of the compromise — so SF16 owners
will probably gravitate toward high output
cartricges by natural selzetion.

Key elements af ARC -ness found readily in the
SPié are openness, coupled to & sweet top end,
the latter leading me to feed it dise after dist of
female vocals. As I'm currently suffering a
bluegrass [ag, it meant loads of Dolly Parton and

auditions

Alisan Krauss, with forays into country warblers
such as Crystal Gayle. In every case, these
woices demand clarity, and this pre-amp is so
exceptionally texture-free that it put me off my
fave vintage pre-amps. An unexpected benefil,
however, ezpecially odd given my leathing for
cale testing, was the way that the urit's
behaviour showed up cable differences with
almost breathtaking immediacy. And te discern
differences hatween, say, two grades of Kimber
within a 10 seconds play is something to cavet.

And yat there's nothing at all clinical about
the experience. Mogern-sounding and analytical
it may be, but without the martinet stance of
today’s bect solid-state pre-amps: yau simply
cannot accuse it of being hygienic, But here’s the
burning guestion: Is the SP16 reminiscent of the
ARC pre-amps which inspired it? Suffice t 1o say,
audio memory ain't all that reliable, but | would
sugpest thal the S™M6 leapfrogs backwards, over
the 5Pg, 5P14 and 5P1s to [ohnson's greatest
achievemenis: the 5P10 and 5P11. It shows
traces of their warmth and emulates their
glarious soundstages, while emulating on their
precision.

Soam | describing a missing link between the
highly-collectable SPio/11 and the current LS25
— let alone the Reference 27 Fraid so. Which
makes the phono version of the SP16 2
astonishing bargain at £2449, and the [ne
version 3P16L a veritahle steal at £2109. So, join
with me an a count of three: welcome back, Billl
WORDS KEM KESSLER

5-A design with all-valve
gain in both the line and phono sections, via a
half-dozen selected 12AX7 tubes — three in
each circuit. Audio Re ch tells us that these
are of a newly released type of which it is
‘enamoured’ D
and because

abilities,
y allow the circuit topalogy to
ile providing high gain.'
il include regulated poveer
supplies with a total of eight high- and low-
voltage regulat
supply, the company’s patented DEC filter cap

high-energy storage plaie

decoupling, high performance input-selaction

relays to allow for short signal paths and a very

precise, digitally-controlled, analogue-switch,

7o-step volume control.
| KEY FEATURES

All-tube gain stages throughout
Superh enginesring and build guality
Analogue-switch Fo-step remote volume

Available in line-only or line/phono versions
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