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Valve or tube power amplifiers generally come
in one of two forms: the more powerful push-pull
variety or the modestly-raied single ended (5E) type.

The choice is clear enough for the designer. If the
product is o compele in the solid-state arena and be
associated with some of the more power-hungry
loudspeaker systems, it must be powerful: 50W per
channel is & viable lower limit, particularly if the
amplifier is o provide reasonable tolerance of the
electrical loading which high quality loudspeakers
may impose. Only the very largest and most costly
single-ended vacuum-tube amps need apply, and
cven then some loudspeaker mismatch s likely —
resulting in a compromise. Single-ended designs are
particularly lavourcd for 4 highly natural tonality,
and a vivacious, expressive musical dynamic — when
their creators manage to express these qualities in the
design. Those aspects are often scen at their very best
in the lower 5 to 15W power range.

Some manufacturers make all kinds of tube
amplifier while two US stalwarts — Audio Research
Corporation and Conrad-Johnson — have chosen o
design with classic push-pull technology rather than
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With no less than six
6550 output valves each,
these massive 200W
monoblocks uphold

.I'I the ARC tube tradition
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single-ended. The much greater operating efficicncy
possible with this technique can extract more power
and bandwidth from a size of output
transformer, allowing high power in practical sizes.

The Audio Research VTM 200 is an all-ube
monoblock power amp capable of 200W per channel.
Its counterpart in the Conrad-Johnson range is the
well established Premier 8 but there’s a clear
difference between the two — the CJ is designed for
a single-ended phono signal connection while the
Audio Research requires a [fully-balanced input
signal. The CI is convection cooled with vertically
oricniated tubes, and the ARC 15 an enclesed box
model, with horizontal tubes and a two-speed cooling
fan, venting wvia slotted covers. {(Even with the
amplifier behind the speakers, I did find that at lower
volume settings I could hear the fans even sel al
‘slow’, although this was more like white noise than
an annoyving wdentifiable *whine” )

Built on an imposing scale. the VM 200 has a
simple classic ARC fascia in satin alloy or black, with
carrving handles, The latter are welcome proviswons as
cach amp weighs 34kg, about 75 Ibs. They come
supplied with the valves shrink-wrapped in foam, and
vour dealer should install them for you, as the full
procedure takes about two hours. 1 know, because [
had to do it AL £14.000 a pair, the 200s 1s mtended 1o
provide much of the performance of the REF 300 for
0 Imore l,'i}]]'lpl,‘l iEI'u'l:‘. pl'll‘l".

During the initial warm-up phase you are advised
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to monitor the bias levels of the six output valves per
channel. A three-LED current monitor 1s present on
the rear panel and together with a selector switch it is
easy Lo halance and monitor the idle currents. When
the valve/tube set begins to go significantly out of
tolerance, the whole set should be replaced as it is
factory matched.

To st a wider range of loudspeakers, matching
Llups are provided for 16, 8§ or 4 ohms nominal loads.
The terminals are unshiclded gold-plated binders. At
full power the 200 draws up to 850%, while it idles at
a pretty hetty 400W — not an amplificr you would
need or want to run all the time! Audio Research
notes that a good 2000 hours of cutput tube life will
flash by in just 84 days of continuous operation!

This power amplifier demonstrales @ conlinuing
evolution in design, with the
original US-made tubes, such as
the GE 6350, replaced by Russian
Svetlanas. That 2000 of power is
generated by push-pull circuitry,
with three pairs of 6350s per
channel. These operate into the
balanced, centre-tapped multi-
wound output transformer, with the cathodes fully
coupled via the secondary winding. This is a massive
transformer, a masterpiece of wound component
technology.

Powertul 6L6GC driver tubes are Dited while a
new compact double triode has been introduced, the
military grade 6IN1F, mn pluce of the previous wide
bandwidth 6992, A pair of 6ASTG power triodes
provide supply regulation. T.oop negative feedback 15
reduced trom that in earlicr models, to 12d4B. Power
switch-on is relay controlled and mav be remotely
operated vig the industry-standard 12V control hine.

This is a hybrid design in that the input circuitry
emplovs differentially balanced, low-noise J-FETS 1o
obtain input matching and common mode rejection
for balanced sources. Circuit boards are phenolic
bused, preferred to glassiepoxy for sound guality
Top-guality polvpropyvlene decoupling and supply
capacitors are used, including REL and Multi-Caps
The input is DC coupled with a 438 joule reservoir
capacity allowing full power delivery to the lowest
[requencies. From switch-on, the sound significantly

improved over the first 10 mmutes or so; then it gol
only shghtly better after a subsequent 30 minutes use,
The 4 ohms tap helped 1w give the best sounding
frequency balance with Wilson speakers, while the 8
ohms sctting was fine for the rest of the speakers.

SOUND QUALITY

First impressions were quite exciting. The VTM 200
sounded lively and open. apparently leaving the big
Krells dulled, and even withdrawn by comparison.
Detail was well resolved with that familiar ARC “high
definion’ trademark apparcot. Image focus was
crisply rendered. leading musical lines well projected
and standing out [rom the mix

Breadth and depth were present in good measure,
with the soundstage drawn on an appropriately kirge

scale. But with further extended listening, this amp's
performance stuck at the ‘very worthy' level of 28
points on my wspal scoring. Certainly of audiophile
quality, it nonetheless remained some distance from
the heights scaled by some of its compenitors,

First of all. T found that the 200 sounded distinetly
and consistently bright. Tlus was more thuan Lhe
equivalent of a touch of lift on a tone control. It was
allied to a trace of glaze, an imsistent over-projection
of the wreble. leaving the high treble verging on a
zingy’ coloration. Tn my systems, even with repeated
change-overs, | didn't succeed in fullv suppressing
this brightness.

In the mid, it sounded more ‘mechaneal” than the
references and while the bass was impressively firm
and extended, it still only rated ‘good plus’ despite
the exceptional execution of this tube technology

There was also another issue concerning listener
imvolvement. 1 found that the upbeat "go for i’
guality so ¢vident in the Audio Rescearch Reference
Two controller was not expressed well by this powe
amp. Underhyving those promising first impressions

¥ Inside:
high-guality
components
are mounted
on a phenalic
circuit board
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At full power the 200 draws up to 850W while it
idles at a pretty hefty 400W, not an amplifier you
would need or want to run all the time
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was a sense of inner muddle, a degree of failure to ue
up all the musical strands, and all points in the
frequency range. Timing tended to a mere “above
averape’ and jazz material didn’t jam properly
together — the end result was felt to be rather hi-fi’.

CONCLUSION

Technical reviewers hoping o correlate test results
with sound guality are frequently confused by a low
or zero feedback single-ended tube amp, which may
give a good sound, but poor test results. You could
hardly wish for a better technical performance from a
high power walve amp than the VIM 200, and
although the sound was undeniably pood. tor me it
just did not have that special magie that would sct i
apart from the rest

Seemingly all the right inpredients are Lhere —
all-tube  regolation  plus fabulows  oulpul
rransformers; a welcome, even-order dominant
tube

distortion spectrum; @ faality for accurale
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biasing: and moderate negative feedback. It is very
powerful and easily meets its high specification.
Good rather than great, the VTM 2000 does & more
than competent job for its class, and performs
precisely to spec. It should be taken seriously by
Audio Rescarch fans, especially if that towch ol
brightness 1 ._\r‘LrJand is 10 your liking, or even
SULLS VOUT SYsLem. [\
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clean power at
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