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the canadian challende

here’s really no need for us to re-introduce Bryston

Limited, since we spoke at length about the Cana-

dian company in a recent issue (number 7) when
we reviewed their 9B amplifier. You may remember that
we said thar anyone looking for a high-quality home the-
atre system owed it to themselves to check out the 9B five-
channel amplifier. At that time we had planned to run tests
on the 9B's logical companion, the SP-1 surround sound
preamplifier. However, since production models hadn't
been released ro the marker, pending final adjustments to
the processor, the Peterborough company politely asked us

IFwe could rein in our journalistic horses until they fin-

ished beta-testing. Only a limited number of retailers had
the latest pre-release version in their showrooms. This is
normal procedure for manufacturers of high-end equip-
ment since it allows them to evaluate new products in real-
use environments. It's euphemistic to say that Bryston
makes sure that its products are completely marker ready

their 20-year warranty should be proof enough of that.

So, in spite of our curiosity (heightened because we were
so smitten with the performance of the amplifier), we wait-
ed patiently until we could get our hands on gne of the
first production models (serial number 00033).
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One of the features recently added to the SP-1 (and
available on our test machine) is the option of displaying
the operating and calibration settings in Freach. This kind
of feature is rare in the (mostly English) audio world, espe-
cially in top-of-the-line components. Mr James Tanner of
Bryston stated thar the French-language version is avail-
able on demand ar no additional cost. Any consumer can
order a model with French-language menus. As well, the
display language can be changed by simply replacing a
chip. Your reseller can do this in a couple of minutes at no
charge if they don't have rhe version you want in stock.

The Bryston SP-1 is the centrepiece of a high-perfor-
mance surtound sound system clearly aimed at a clientele
of audiophiles who are in no way about to sacrifice
musical quality on the altat of home
theatre. One of the rea-
sons for Bryston's rela-
tively late entry into the
surround sound dance
is certainly due 1o the
company’s conservatism
(in the best sense of the
term). But, faced with a ma-
rure marker (more and more mu-
sic lovers are choosing this path but
are unwilling 10 neglect sound quali-
ty), it was high tme thac the folks in
Peterborough got on board.

The SP-1 has a tradidional, ele-
gantly refined, front panel with a
main volume conrrol and a serics of
digital roggle buttons for input selec-
tion and for choosing operating mo-
des. Each butron has a corresponding
LED. A small 1.CD allows initial set-
up and displays the type of inpur sig-
nal during normal operation. Two
switches are located under the dis-
play window : onc for power-on/ofl, the other limics the
dvnamic range so thar you can listen 1o explosive sound
tracks in the evening withour infuriating the neighbours.

The back panel allows for hook-up of six different
inputs. two of which have rape loops. The 4 others can

The Bryston SP-1 is the
centrepiece of a high-
performance surround
sound system clearly
aimed at a clientele of
audiophiles who are in no
way about to sacrifice
musical quality on the altar
of home theatre.
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handle standard S/PDIF coaxial digital inputs. As well,
there are two TOSLINK fibre optic inputs which may be
assigned to eicher input. The six outpuss are available in
balanced and unbalanced versions each with a discrete
output amplifier. A DB-9 connector lets you integrate the
SP-1 into a household control system (e.g., Creston or
Phast). '[wo 12-volt outputs, one of which can be pro-
grammed from the system menu, allow you to run acces-
sories (amplifier, motorised screen, erc.) as needed. Right
off the bart, the remote control was a winner : the keys
light up auromarically when you pick it up! As well , it’s
made of mctal and feels solid, something lacking in the
plastic remotes thar we've gotten used ro.

On the rechnical side, the SP-1 is a combi-
nation of two units in the same case. You
have a surtound sound proces-
sor which can decode type
5.1 channel digital audio
formats such as Dolby
ll Digital and DTS, plus
Prologic type matrix enco-
ding systems with the corre-
sponding THX features. The audio
part of the SP-1 is derived from the
BP-26 sterco preamplifier which has
been highly praised by the industry
press. To listen to music programs in
stereo, ir's easy to separatc the unit’s
digital and analogue sections and
enjoy the pre-amp’s Oscar-winning
sound quality. In such case, even the
volume concrol is identical to the
BP-25 analogue. In surround sound
mode, the same volume control
transmits  digital commands 1o
multi-port converrers which adjusc
the overall level of the sound signal
for all the channels. Bryston has
clearly gone to great pains to ensure
the best possible sound quality in any and all possible lis-
tening situations, whether in stereo mode coming from
analogue or digiral sources (including audio ourput from
high-quality platinum CD’s) or in surround sound mode
for reproducing sound tracks from DTS or AC-3 films. In

putest audiophilc tradition, the audio planes are uncom-
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promisingly put together with discrete components and no
integrated circuits. When you choose the non-digital mode
(as shown in the display window), the signal path is entire-
ly analogue. Hete the balance control on the front panel
functions just like a stereo pre-amp, whereas in 5-channel
mode, it is completely bypassed. In
this case, the sound balance among
the various speakers is determined by

Bryston has clearly gone to great pains

bass. And that’s nor all, a bass limiter sets an absolute
ceiling for speakers classified as « big » and for the bass
enclosure. As long as the unit functions in « processor »
mode, nothing can go beyond limits you set. You will avoid
blowing your speakers and protect your ears at the same
time, even from
sonically violent
sound tracks.

the setrings in the inicial calibrarion  [OEAINUGCRUERENFONS o] EUTdRIETATY
menu. Speaking of display, irs worth IR IE( NN ORI GV ENI ORI
whether in stereo mode coming from

noticing that the words “muet” and
“patlant” appear as you cancel the

TN ST NN R 2113 |0gUe or digital sources or in surround
French version of the SP-1). Also ISV R RIS EE IO THIENTI RIS
from DTS or AC-3 films.

worth mentioning : Bryston decided
not to incorporate a video swirch. We
find this a bit strange and are aware
of only one other home theatre system that does this : the
Theater Master Signarture, the high-end version of the
Ovarion model, which we tcsted about a year-and-a-half
ago. This is not necessarily a major handicap since special-
ty video companies {e.g., Extron) can provide the necessary
accessorics. Of course, this adds an additional expense and,
as well, can complicate the overall integration of the audio/
video system. However, with new video formats appcaring
all the time, it’s always possible that the serious amateur
who is willing to invest in a high-end video system will
want to devore the selection of the video source to a dedi-
cated device, especially if he or she is working with com-
posite signals (Y, Cr, Cb) or RGB. Personally, I would have
preferred being given the choice.

The initial set-up is easy to carry out and the calibration
menu will walk you through the various steps withour use-
less complications. You start by choosing the number and
type of enclosures you use (« big » or « small », with refe-
rence o the ability of the speaker to reproduce low fre-
quencies). Then the SP-1 asks for the distance separating
your listening position from the various speakers. Finally,
you have to adjust the sound levels of the various channels
to achieve overall system balance. If your speaker enclosures
fall into rhe category « small », the configuration menu
allows you to direcr low bass frequencies to your subwoofer
rather than to your speakers. Being able to choose different
switching frequencies lets you optimise bandwidth for your
columns as well as getring the best possible control over the

Inicial installa-
tion and set-up of
the SP-1 in our
liscening room
took about half
an hour, includ-
ing the connec-
tions. Then we
spent several weeks getting familiar wich all the features
and carefully evaluating the performance before conclud-
ing that this home theatre pre-amplifier keeps its makers
promises to the lercer.

Used as an analogue stereo preamp, it brings out all the
minute detail in our sample recordings with cxceptional
neutrality. The stereophonic image is convincing and che
depth perspective is entirely realistic. Qur version of the
Beethoven Emperor Concerto, recorded in the Vienna
Musikverein (Deutsche Grammofon) lets us measure the
hall dimensions by ear. You can hear the notes from the
piano bounce back off the walls before they softly die away
and the double bass sounds move through the speakers like
successive waves of the incoming tide without the least sonic
confusion. The famous silky sound of the Vienna Phil string
scction is faithfully reproduced and you can feel the live
audience breathe along wich the bear of the music — in fact,
you find yourself doing the same. In the Tallis Scholars
recording of the Allegri Miserere, you can pick out the indi-
vidual voices in the choir. Even in a an acoustic environ-
roent full of complex echoes coming from the many stone
arches in the chapel, the voices blend together without con-
fusion allowing the various solos to emerge clearly. The har-
monic vocal lines in the Mozart Requiem are reproduced
without the least trace of confusion or harshness as if the
floated atop the orchestration. All is transparcent, ordered
and smooth. In a completely differenc style, Holly Cole’s
6.28 CD, recorded live at the Théatre Saint Denis, brings
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: the double bass is
deep and keeps an authoricative rhythm. The piano chords

you back to the original performance

float in space and the singer’s voice is full of emotion. The
instruments are solid and spacially well-
defined, the contours are clean and you
hear a real flesh and blood singer.

For home thearre use, you will appreci-
ate the transparency of the sound stages
which make the voices sound realistic and
make the dialog understandable, even in
the midst of the hurricane in A Perfect
Storm and in spite of the tonnes of water
which seem to really crash over the bridge
of the fishing boat. Of course I know that
much of the effect is due to technical wizatdry in the sound
studio; but isn't chat real reason you invest in a good home
theatre system ... you wanc to be swept into the heart of the
on-screen action? In Music of the Heart , the sound envi-
ronment of the streets of East Harlem and the noise from the
kids playing in the schoolyard contrast strongly with the vio-
lin sounds from the heroine’s students — even the wrong
notes ate truc to life. When the group who are trying to save
the music program - the film's central plot - meet in the vio-
lin tcachers home, we literally dive into the middle of the
discussion. The DVD version of the film U-571 has both
DTS and DolbyDigital sound tracks and both are well-engi-
neered. Even if the spatial aspects are more evident in DTS,
you really feel the « cooped up » and, at times, oppressive,
interior of the submarine. You can' help shuddering on the
edge of your seat wondering if you'll come out of this alive
when the depth chatges explode around you. Or ducking
quickly when the torpedo glances off the hull and breathing
a sigh of relict when it goes by without exploding. In
Gladiator, which is also in both DTS and DolbyDigiral,
there’s a scene where a herd of horses comes from behind,
gallops past only inches away from you and then runs off
into the screen. You can feel the impact of their hooves on
the ground. And you'll find that you jump when, out of
nowhere, a tiger appears in the arena ready to pounce on
you. Rules of Engagement has one of the besr sound tracks
we've ever heard, even if the DVD is only available in Dolby
5.1. The war scenes in Vietnam are strikingly realistic and
you'll be grateful that you didn’t have to live through the real
war. When the ambassador and his family are rescued from
the American embassy in Yemen, viewers can really feel both

For home theatre use,
you will appreciate the
transparency of the
sound stages which

| make the voices sound
realistic and make the
dialog understandable

the growing hostility of the crowd demonstrating outside
and cthe inevirable ourbreak of violence. The bullets ricocher
around you and you can hear the thud as they shareer the
bricks and mortar.

After four or five weeks of daily use,
our conclusion is that the Bryston SP-1
is not only friendly, but it also offcrs a
very high performance level, whether asa
conventional stereo preamp (outstanding
ncurtrality) or as a competent surround
sound decoder. My only qualm concerus
the absence of a video section which
would display the adjustments on screen.
Bur chis is just my personal taste and in
no way affects the superb sound quality which makes this a
unit that you must seriously consider before purchasing an
audio-video preamp. For rhe audiophile who wuants
expand his or her horizons to take in the wonderful worlc
of film, this unit is a must. At $5,495, the SP-1 is onc ol
the best values currently available.

Reinhard Goerner

Bryston : www.bryston.ca
(705) 742-5325
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he advent of DVD video and of the

Dolby digital 5.1 formart has already

revolutionized  the  world  of
audio/video in many ways. In provoking
the passage of home theater to the digirtal
era, these technologies have favored the
emergence of a category of surround sound
systems wanting to be considered high-end,
a label reserved until recently to the two
channel audio domain. From the simple
entertaining recreation essentially required
by the amateurs of high sensations and
deafening special effects, home cheater
thereby won, like steceo audio,
its lecters of nobility and its own purist
clientele, demanding fotr precision and
absolute. Besides the analogphilus (a variant
of the audiophilus), an enthusiast of
analog stereophony and cathode ray tube
maniac, a new species has in effect
developed: the digitmaniacus (a variant
of the domocinephilus), a fan of the
48 kHz/24 bits sampling rate, an addict of
surround sound micro details and numeric
decoding. The first surround sound
preamp-processor by the Canadian manu-
facturer Bryston foreshadows however the
sudden emerging of a hybrid species which
will explode this polarization of cthe purist
clientele.

One must first know thac the analog-
philus and the digitmaniacus have many
characteristics in common. Both species
are dominated by an irresistible impulse
towards perfection. Both also have a budget
beyond the comprehension of the common
specie (non-maniacus of any kind) because
this impulse is summed up in tens of thou-
sands of dollars. Besides, both agree to say
that while listening to a film on DVD, the
best way to reach an acoustical high is to
have che signal treated by an excellent
NUMETIC preamp-processor.

Their likeness however stops here. Since
the analogphilus leans towards musical lis-

BrystoN ve(ritical Acclaim

Product Review | Home Theater
Bryston SP-1 Surround preamplifier/processor

By Eric Lavoie

tening and supports that a digital pream-
plifier is not capable of treating the analog
signal from a CD reader with the respect
and the virtue of an analog preamplifier.
The other, more interested by home the-
ater, thinks that this difference of qualicy
in the music treatment is insignificant and
considers that a digital processor amply
does the job. Hence, most of the time, the
first sacrifices a part of his pleasure and stays
attached to his analog preamplifier and his
two-channel system. As for the second, he
accepts to go withour the best musical
reproduction in order to live to the maxi-
mum a home theater experience stemrung
from his surcound sound system.

The arrival, in the summer of 2000, of
the Bryston pteamp-processot however put
in place together the conditions, which cre-
ated a genecic mutation of these two
species. 1c is that the audacious SP1 com-
bines, in one system, the best of the analog
preamplifer of the company and a digital
preamp-processor amongst the most per-
formant. Since both function in a totally
independent manner, the SP1 thereby
allows exploiting to their extreme limits
the possibilities offered by the best analog
and digital technologies available. The
new purists specie, which will be botn,
will cherefore be one who will, from the same
audio system, enjoy the best of both worlds,
without any compromise.

The independence of
the analog and digital sections

The autonomy of the analog and digital
sections of the SPL tepresents without a
doubt the most fundamental characteristic
of this ultra sophisticated system destined
to occupy the function of the center core of
the best surround sound systems. It is the
result of a technological choice, which the
designers of the SP1 made after a very
lengthy experimentation petiod: it took no
less than rhree years to develop.

The best of

both worlds
QUEBEC-AUBI®
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You may be saying to yourself that the
best preamp-processors presencly on rhe
markec yer allow the optimal integration
of the musical experience and home cheater.
The designers of che SP1 also believed it
until jusc recencly. In fact, the original
design of the SPl had been thought
according to the same principle as of those
of its competing rivals, which is to encrust
to the digital section a portion, however
minimal, of che analog signals preamplifi-
cation tasks. The listening sessions of the
prototype which the designers were work-
ing on brought them to conclude chat any
junction between the analog and the digital
sections was an audible degradation source
of the analog signal. Therefore, for them,
the only means to obtain the same musical
quality of an analog pteamplifier was to
separate entirely the analog section and the
digital section. It was also the only way to
allow the consumer to benefic from the
best analog and digital performances with-
out having to purchase two systems.

Topology-wise, the two sections are first
spatially isolated and each possesses its
own transformer. There is only one volume
control however it leads to two distinct
parts: the automatic detection of a digiral
signal allows the signal to be directed
towards the digital circuit whereas, by
defaule, it is directed towards the analog
section. This way, a signal from an analog
soutce (a CD reader, for example) follows a
discrete analog path (withour passing
through a digital circuit or an integrared
circuit) from input to output. This config-
uration is innovative in the measure where
even the preamp-processors having a Bypass
function use the converters to increase ot
lower the volume.

In stereo listening, this rotal separation
between the analog and the digital ensures
from the SP1 musical performances idenrical
to those of a high-end preamplifier. In fact,




the analog circuic of the SP 1 s the same as
that which is found in the best Bryston
preamplifict: the BP25. ™ [¢'s what pleased
us right away from the SPI, indicates
Mr. Nicota, manager of Audioville: it treats
the music entirely in an analog way. It's
really, really a preamplifier. ”

Like many informed audiophiles,
Mr. Nicola maintains that an analog pre-
amplificacion produced from an analog
source, has a softer sound, purer and mote
natural than a digital preamplitier. * To those
who are critical in terms of audio and who
know high-end preamplifiers, we cannot
give them a digiral processor for musical
listening. [t does not have the same sound.
I made a comparative test with systems
twice as expensive and the SP1 has an analog
sound more fluid, more rapid, more
dynamic and less hard. The tone 1s more
right, more respectful musically. "

Now on the digital side, the PCM sig-
nal from a DVD reader is directed towards
the digital section where it is created
before being converted to analog and
moved towurds the outpurs. The Finnish
company, Sample Rate System, who 1s spe-
cialized in the domain, has designed this
digital circuit.

One  finds no  less chan chree
Motorola 56009 chips thar share the tasks
of decoding, of digital managemenr and
composition. As for the conversion, it has
been assigned ro the most recent Crysral
24 bits semiconducrtors, one per channel,
in order to ensure an optimal separacion.

According ro Steve Nicola, the quality
of this digital management gives in home
theater Listening sessions resules which
once again distinguish chemselves from
the competition: * Bryston has paid more
atcention than others to the center channel,
that of dialogues, where the miajoriry of
the acoustical informarcion’s stem from.
The voices are more open and more natural. ”

Beyond being tied to the complete ana-
log-digital separation, the quality of these
performances would be due, according to
Bryston, ro another technical choice: that
of not putting into the SP1 an inrernal
video selector. During the experimentation
process, the designers concluded chat such
a selecror, with very high RF frf:quc'ncies,
could only negarively affect the audio signal.

Complete and ergonomic

The SP1 however combines most of the
high-end functionalities allowing the best
digital enterrainment: Dolby Digirtal
decoding, Dolby Pro Logic, DTS, as well
as the digital THX treatment, dynamic
range control, etc. I will spare you of the
secondary functionalities, clearly described
in the excellent user manual, unfortunately
in English only, which is available on the
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Web page of the company.

Externally, che SP1 offers che same mug
and craftsmanship as chat of its counter-
parts: a professional studio face which will
not necessarily bowl over the chrome and
futuristic enchusiasts, on a solid merallic
frame with a rhick black brush aluminum
front plate. Despite the large number of
available functions, the configuration of
these controls is not disconcerting. The
display panel is perhaps a litcle small to be
consulted at a distance, buc ir does supply
the most useful information: the source as
well as the number and type of channel.
This way, you will not be mislead by a
digital two channel signal instead of a
5.1 Dolby Digital signal.

The SP1 also, of course, includes an
infrared remore control. Racher than
going for impressive and esthetic, Bryston
chose it solid, very simple and easy to use.
[t is cherefore made of metal, displays
the main conrrols, lights up in the dark
as soon as one touches it and displays
information in large characters.

We must emphasize that even though
the SP1 is complex, the configuration and
the sercing of the differenc listening param-
eters do not require a three-credit univer-
sity course. Steve Nicola considers chac
chis is another excellent point of comparti-
son to other models: * The SP1 is much
simpler to configure than other competing
systems: all che inictial setcings take
approximately 30 minutes, which 1s a
minimum of three times less than others. ™

A Memento mori to forget

Knowing the frequency of technologi-
cal innovartions, should one worry about
the lifecime of such a system? “ Memento
mori " (" Remember that one must die ")
is not necessarily inscribed ar the encrance
of old Europecan churches. But, to calm our
anxiety in fronc of such a faral eventualiry,
one must first tell himself chat the SP1 has
computer components allowing it to treat
the formar which is becoming more and
more a home theater industry standard:
the 48 kHz / 24 bits. Most of the experts
consider that chese standards will lasc for
quite a while yet. It is that, for reasons of
storage capacity, the DVD, which conrains
the sound and rthe image, cannot be

exploited at a higher sampling rate.

Now concerning audio, the audio DVD
and SACD formats, which are emerging,
ate in the sampling rates going towards
192 kHz and che standards are far from
being established. But most of the audio
DVD and SACD readers offer bur one analog
output: the SP1 obsolescence problem is
therefore not one.

Whatever the future of digital formars
might be, just know that cthe SP1 has been
designed in order to allow simple reception,
as with your computer, of software updates
and in a way, which easily permits the digital
board to be adapted to new formats by the
insertion of a new chip.

“ And what if we go to the 7.1 channel
format? ” are you then asking yourself.
There again, the SP1 can be easily adapted.
[ts connectivity also includes balanced and
non-balanced ourputs when, evidently,
only one type is used. All one needs to do
is to convert two of the unused inputs and
dedicare them for the two supplemenrary
channels that will then be necessary.

In the same frame of mind (chat of che
SP1 immortality), one must also remem-
ber the unequaled length of the Bryston
wartranty. As for all of its products, the
company offers a transferable 20-year war-
ranty. A promise of almost-eternity!

And, as to the subjecr of our very mor-
tal purchase capacity, allow us to remind
you that the SP1 is a Canadian product
and thar ic is therefore less expensive than
other comparable systems from Europe or
the U.S.

Listening session

If you already know of the commercial
agreement existing between Bryston and
the British PMC manufacturer, you will
have guessed as to which type of speaker
system the SP1 was teamed up with in
Audioville's audio/video room, where [ spent
a couple of listening hours. Two MBI
speakers to the right and lef, one center
MBI speaker and two FB1 speakers to the
back, sustained by a Velodyne HGSI5
active subwoofer was the speaker system
in place. The digital audio signal had for a
source a Toshiba SBO100 progressive scan
DVD reader (it accomplishes a task similar




g rate.

:audio DVD
rc emerging,
ring towards
are far from
of the audio
ut one analog
= problem is

airal formats
SP1 has been
ple reception,
ware updares
its the digiral
rrmats by the

» 7.1 channel
ing yourself.
isily adapred.
balanced and
1, evidently,
> needs to do
d inputs and
pplementary
cessary.

| (thar of the
also remem-
the Bryston
sroducts, the
20-year war-
ernity!

ur very mor-
15 to remind
Jian product
:pensive than
m Europe or

: commercial
Bryston and
rer, you will
se of speaker

up with in
where I spent
. Two MBI
r, one center
seakers to the
lyne HGSI13
eaker system
rnal had fora

to that of a line doubler) whereas the analog
audio signal rask was given rto the
Conrad Johnson DF2 CD reader. For the
amplification, Audioville chose five inde-
pendent amplifiers: the 7BST (500 watts
each). The listening room dimensions ate
comparable to that of any domestic living
room and, during the length of the listening
session, the sound level was fixed to che
minimum recommended by DTS, which
represents a level of reasonable and com-
fortable acoustical pressure even after
many listening hours.

First in home theater session, at the read-
ing of the DVD, it did not take long to rec-
ognize from the SP1 performances the signa-
ture of the best processors. These high-end
digiral performances can be appreciated in
terms of: acoustical and audio image corre-
spondence, smoothness in the passage of
the acoustical message between speakers,
in the precision of the objccts spatial loca-
tion, in the dynamic differences between
scenes and the credibilicy of the surround
sound impression

Nortice that, in this range of products, it
is not so much with the spectacular sonic
effects that one can discover the shatpness
of a processor (as any system can reproduce
in a convincing manner gun shots, explosions
and motor sounds), but it is with the ordinary
scenes, those where living goes on in
fronr of our eyes. Few systems can in effect
correctly process the harmonic complexity
that is found in the sound of a fall or in the
sound of a human voice. This realism, this
acoustical message integrity were remarkable
during the listening of The Haunting,
where I couldn’t help but salute the grand
virtuosity of the SP1. This one distinguishes
icself from its high-end comperitors most
probably in its capacity to reproduce
dialogues naturally, without ever giving
the impression of “ canned " or high-
pitched voices. So in the realm of digiral
surround sound, the SP1 has everything to
make us leave our living room and to
transport us in a virtual world.

In pure stereophonic listening, the musi-
cal performances of the SP1 were also toral-
ly convincing. Its analyrtical capabilities can
only be appreciated in all its fullness however
when teamed up with a high-end CD read-
er. What appeared to me as being obvious
is that the SP1 surpasses in capability of
resolution that of the best DVD readers.
Above all the SP1, like very few of systems
of that kind, has really what it rakes to
bring out this difference. This was particu-
larly striking while listening to a Doug
Macleod disc (Unmarked Road).

According ro all criteria by which one
appreciates the best analog preamplifiers, |

plary suaveness, smoothness, and claricy;
the stereophonic image becomes wide,
articulate and steady in all circumstances.
The SP1 never seems to be overwhelmed
by the difficulties and possesses the quali-
ty of making itself unnoticed, of becoming
completely transparent, to the profit of the
music.

This too brief listening session has evi-
dently been insufficient to allow the explo-
ration of the entire musical and surround
sound qualicies of the SP1. FHowever, it
allowed me to realize the extreme care
towards perfection of the very serious
Bryston firm in matters of acoustical repro-
duction, as much in digital as in analog
modes. In combining, in this high-end sys-
tem, its best preamplifier and a surround
sound processor, Bryston thereby brings
the integration of musical reproduction
and home theater to heights probably
never attained before and makes liars our of
those who believed that this integracion
would be done only for the non-purist. As
it pushes back almost indefinitely the
moment of its ourdateness, the evolution-
ary design of the SP1 has rendered it a sure
value. This is why this makes me believe
that if the SP1 had been in Sydney, it
would probably have won Canada its
fourth gold medal.

Manufacturer’ specifications:

* Digirtal listening modes: Dolby
Digital, Dolby Pro Logic, DTS, PCM,
THX and 4 DSP modes.

e Inputs: 6 inputs, which 4 have digiral
possibilities.

® Digital connector types: 4 coaxial and
2 TOSLINK (optical)

e Price: 5,495.00 $

® Warranty: 20 years, transferable
parts and labour.

Distributor: Bryston Ltd.

Web page: heep://www.bryston.ca
Discography:

DVD:

* The Haunting, Dreamworks, no 84820.

e The Marrix, Warner Bros.,
no 17737.

CD:
e Samedi soir sur la Terre, Francis Cabrel,

Chandelle, no CHANDCS01.

* Also sprach Zarathoustra, Richard
Strauss, Decca, no 466 3882.

* Unmarked Road, Doug Macleod,
AudioQuest Musics, no AQCD1046.

Thanks: Québec Audio would like to thank the team of Audioville
on Saint-Lawrence Boulevard in Montreal, who has kindly put to

our use one of its audiolvideo vooms and all the neessary equipment
allowing us to carry ont our product review.

“ One must remember the unequaled Bryston warranty. As for all its prod-

ucts, the company offers a transferable warranty period of 20 years. A prom-

cannot do otherwise but to give the SP1 an : ;
zse of almost eternity!

gressive scan . ;
& A+. The acoustical message is of an exem-

a task similar

|
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Bryston SP1

Bryston SP 1 A/V Processor
Sugg. Retail: $5500

Manufacturer: Bryston Ltd.,

P.O. Box 2170, 677 Neal Drive,
Peterborough, ON K9J 7Y4

(800) 632-8217 FAX (705) 742-0882
www.bryston.ca

These days movies get made in 6 months,
often in 6 weeks, and the phrase, "years in
the making" hardly applies any more. How-
ever, it can refer to the design and manu-
facture of today s digital home theatre proc-
essors, or, at least, the high end ones. For
the past 3 years my first question to at least
three Canadian electronics manufacturers
has been, "How s your A/V piece coming
along, eh?"

| ve been getting lots of different answers, for example,
"Well, the Dolby Digital and DTS bass management
specs require completely opposite approaches”, or, "The
chips we started with have been replaced, and so we
have to redesign the board", or, "We re upgrading the
DSP to accomodate the newest [whatever]". The stories
never end, but the product has to get to market at some
point. You can tjust keep waiting for the HT Godot or the
newest Motorola 8-gigabyte chip to show up.

So | never expected to really get my hands on an SP
1, Bryston being back-ordered by the hundreds at year s
end. However, early in February on a dreary Saturday
morning genial James Tanner turned up at my door with
not only an SP 1 to plug into the home theatre room, but
also a 74B ST power amplifier to liven up the listening
room with its 500+wpc (but that s another story for an-
other space: see Separate Components). "You say it s
your birthday..." well, it was two days ahead of mine, and
at this particular coming of age, | definitely needed
cheering up. "Happy birthday toya..."

Now, | ve done my due diligence with a great many
home theatre processors and receivers with too goddam
many buttons, knobs, levers, flip-down panels, inputs,
outputs, GUI menus, and other useless features and
outright annoyances. DSP me, Daddy, 8 to the bar, or
more accurately, to the rear panel totally covered in
RCAs, Toslinks, and binding posts. The SP 1 is a refresh-
ing exception. First of all, it doesn t handle video, and
Bryston offers several separate video switchers from
other manufacturers that can be linked to work with the
SP 1. It also includes a separate analog audio path that
is claimed to be at least as good sonically as the BP-25
preamplifier.

There are 4 coaxial digital inputs coupled with the 4
analog A/V-source ones, LD, CD, DVD, and TV/SAT,
plus 2 assignable Toslinks. And there are actually 4 tape
loops, 2 for VCR, and 2 for audio Tape. Thus the SP 1
accommodates a system very much like my pure video
one, with a pair of VCRs (Super Beta and Super VHS)
in addition to DVD/LD player, satellite dish, and off-air
video. However, in my system we have two dishes (Bell
ExpressVu and Star Choice), as well as 8mm VCR on

top of the other formats, so additional audio and video
switching is required.

| suspect this situation will prevail in many A/V systems
the SP 1 finds itself in, the solution an upstream preamp
or switcher. This will be especially true in systems where
audio and video are combined, the solution being to keep
your existing audio preamp and perhaps designate one
of the tape ins for it.

As far as video switching is concerned, here is what
Bryston had to say in a white paper on the SP 1: ".. like
amplifiers, video switchers have different quality levels,
and | think allowing the quality of the video switcher to
match the rest of the system is better served with an
outboard video switcher. The video switcher we currently
recommend is the EXTRON YCS SW6 MX. It has the
same number of inputs as the SP1 and the SP1 has the
software protocol already installed to allow simultaneous
selection of source with video through the R232 port. The
other option available is to switch video at the TV or
projector as most TV s [sic] and projectors now have
plenty of video connections provided internally. There
are also no Digital Power Supplies [in the SP1, (but
rather] (2 toroides [sic] - 1 for analog circuit and 1 for
digital circuit) as the Digital switching supplies are also
RF generators.” In sum, the Bryston design team did not
feel that they could provide a clean, quiet analog circuit
path with both digital and video frequencies inhabiting
the same box.

One of the sore points of many A/V processors and
receivers is the remote control. Whether it s rows of
identical black buttons on a black background, no back-
lighting, 5 button presses to make anything happen (GUI
Menus), on-screen displays for picture settings that block
out the whole screen, whatever....some manufacturers
must have special departments who think up these
things. "Uh, Charlie, let s give this one to the User-Un-
friendly- Technology Office."

Not Bryston, however. Their remote is small, though
quite heavy at just over half-a-pound (typical, the preamp
and B-60 ones are similar in size and weight), machined
from a solid block of aluminum. It has only 15 buttons,
and these are all back lit, in fact, automatically so when
programmed; this is the first remote | ve seen to incorpo-
rate both a light sensor and a motion sensor, so all you
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have to do is lurch at it in the dark and it lights up. Way
cool!

| used to get frustrated at my Rotel and Sunfire touch-
light remotes because half the time when | wanted Mute
I d turn things off completely because the Mute and
On/Off buttons were so close together. Eventually |
solved the problem by finding a spot in the opposite
corner of the touchpad that didn t do anything else but
turn on the backlight before | tried to find Mute. The
motion-sensing backlight on the Bryston is the best idea
since the Clapper.

But back to the buttons, all 15 of them. On the left side
are input selectors, in the centre row Level Up/Down,
Mute, Light/Hold for Test (to activate cycling level signals
from the listening position), and Tape, while at right we
find Digital, Pro Logic, Stereo, THX, and at bottom right
corner, Power. Simple, elegant, and easy to use.

Setup is done using the front panel buttons and LCD
display, and is a pretty simple process. The speakers
have to be programmed large or small, centre channel
on/off, and delays have to be set. In the latter process,
the SP 1 prompts you to set the distance for all speakers,
and references all set delays to those distances. That
helps make the delays accurate when the rear speakers
are closer than the front, a frequent situation.

Digital signals are sensed automatically at any coax
input, and at either Toslink, once these latter are as-
signed to particular inputs. That makes playing Dolby
Digital or DTS sources very simple, and, if necessary,
the digital format can be manually selected on the front
panel or remote. A THX button allows adding THX proc-
essing, which includes Re-equalization to tame bright
soundtracks mixed for speakers firing through theatre
screens, Timbre Matching for all speakers,and Adaptive
Decorrelation to make the Dolby rear channels mono
signal less centred. Also, Bass Peak Level Manager and
Loudspeaker Position Time Synchronization (see
above) are THX features provided in initial setup. The
former allows you to set a threshold so that your sub-
woofer cannot get any nasty surprises, that is, it cannot
be overdriven under any circumstances. "Honey, | blew
up the sub!"

The SP 1 also has digital music modes, which they do
not refer to as DSP. These are Party (Dude), Natural,
Stadium, Club, and DTS Music. The Party mode puts the
front channels into the four corner speakers, while the
others approximate the spaces described. | Il say more
about these in the listening notes below, but | do wonder
about the Natural setting. Is the implication here that any
other setting is un-natural? Must ask James about that.

Another interesting surround feature is the ability to use
Dolby Pro Logic with analog, and, especially, analog
music sources. Why does this matter? Well, anyone like
me with dozens of older laserdiscs with analog-only
Dolby Surround are out of luck with the ubiquitous Pro
Logic that operates only in the digital domain. With
analog Pro Logic, | can still enjoy older discs like Top
Gun and Star Wars with full surround. | can also use it
for music to provide a natural surround ambience.

As | discovered when | turned to listening to the various
surround options, the music modes are also available
with analog sources, unlike the DSP in most receivers
and processors. However, only Pro Logic can be
switched on or off from the remote: since it would be easy
to make either the Pro Logic or Stereo button on the
remote scroll through the music modes (as can be done
on the front panel), I highly recommend this upgrade to
the Bryston engineers. 1t would, if nothing else, make it
easier to compare them sonically without having to leave
the listening seat.

I did have a serious listen to all of them, and was struck
by a number of things. First, they operate only on the rear

channels, the front ones left unaltered. Therefore, their
effects can be aitered simply by raising or lowering rear
level (which should be easier to do, and may well be in
a future upgrade; currently the menu must be accessed,
involving several button pushes, though this can be done
while viewing or listening; its a little too GUI). Even
Stadium was listenable with a normal rear balance, and
happily, Natural was pure out-of-phase at rear, for those
with long memories, a simple L-R DynaQuad-style cir-
cuit. It sounded best with classical music and will please
those with lots of vinyl. Only Club seemed a little intru-
sive, the sound from the rear too loud.

One anomaly | found curious was the lack of subwoofer
operation in any music mode or with analog Pro Logic.
However, | massured by genial James that this has been
addressed in current production with a software update
called Extra Bass, ours being a relatively early sample.

Another departure from other surround processors
found in the SP 1 is the front panel 3-position toggle
switch for dynamic range, the positions marked Loud,
Really Loud, and THX Torture. Just kidding...they re
really labeled Max, Norm, and Late. Usually, you have
just 2 choices, and, in a way you do here, too, because
Late is, like, reeeeally compressed. My advice is leave it
on Max (even if Max complains).

Continuing on the subject of dynamics and sound qual-
ity, there s no question that the SP 1 is a great analog
preamplifier in the Brystontradition, and this pretty much
justifies at least half the cost for audiophiles who have to
have a single A/V system. It is open, transparent, and
very nicely passes the 96/24 sound from my music
DVDs, which leads me to another surprise finding in light
of other recently reviewed A/V processors and receivers.
The SP 1does not decode (or even downsample) 96/24
discs, but simply mutes, but since most DVD players
these days do have the requisite DACs built in, it sno big
deal. It does do DTS, and very well, its transparency
making the format almost tolerable for music. However,
| still find DTS CDs lacking in resolution, orchestral
textures in particular losing their inner detail. This is not
something one worries about as much when viewing a
picture while listening, a psychoacoustic phenomenon
that deserves more research.

| watched all of the IMAX DVDs | ve been reviewing
while listening through the SP 1, and was consistently
impressed by the creative and effective use of surround
sound by the mixing engineers, as well as the very high
quality of location surround effects. | also watched quite
a bit of college and Raptors basketball and golf off air,
using Pro Logic and Natural mostly to create a realistic
surround ambience, and | have to comment that off-air
matrix surround has gotten better and better over the
past couple of years, and sounds exceptional through
this Bryston processor. That can also be said for film
soundtracks from DVDs and laserdiscs, the Pro Logic
performance pretty much the best | ve heard from a
processor.

Dolby Digital and DTS have a liveliness and clarity that
is also heard only from the best surround units. in listen-
ing | found more than ever the virtue of having lots of
power (somewhat to the distress of my wife), cranking
the Sunfire Cinema Grand s 405 watts per channel to a
greater degree than before. | guess it s the old saying, if
it s cleaner play it louder.

And that pretty well sums up the Bryston SP 1. it is, to
a greater extent than | ve heard before, the true audio-
phile s surround processor. First the remote lights up,
and then your face. Bravo Bryston!

(Andrew Marshall)

Reprinted with permission from Audio Ideas Guide,
Canada s A/V Magazine, Spring 2001, Vol. 20 #2
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Separate Componets

Bryston 14B ST Stereo Power Amplifier

Sugg. Retail: $7000

Manufacturer: Bryston Ltd., PO Box 2170, 677 Neal
Drive, Peterborough, ON K9J 7Y4 (800) 632-8217
FAX 742-0882 www.bryston.ca

If power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts
absolutely, then | guess | d better watch myself
as long as | have the 74B ST in my system. The
traditional Bryston spec sheet (measured specs)
shows on the left channel 573 watts at 8 ohms
and 560 on the right, all distortion figures under
.005%, and noise at 114 and 112 dB, left and
right, respectively. And all this power is in one
85-pound chassis with a bright silver faceplate.

And | don teven have the most powerful version
of the 14B ST! For that you have to have a
20-amp breaker available in order to draw 30.7
amps at full power into both channels with a
4-ohm load. The manual doesn t talk about the
amps going out of the amplifier in this circum-
stance, but it s got to be alot of current. And that s
the difference, the same power drawn by my
15-amp version almost sure to trigger both the
circuit breaker in the amplifier and the one in the
breaker box.

Not that | even got close. | ve never been able to put
the red clipping LEDs on with my 3B ST driving the
Veritas v1.8 speakers because they re pretty much a
4-ohm load, making this smaller amp able to put out close
to 300 wpc, if | could ever stand to listen that loud. Given
wall amperage limits and power supply capabilities, the
14Bis rated at 800 wpc into 4 ohms in both versions.

Inputs are the standard balanced Neutrik XLR/1/4"
phono jack combination with a new switching option.
Normally you toggle between balanced and unbalanced,
with levels matched to THX spec, but here the additional
6-dB higher position for professional use is in the middle
of the 3-position slide switch.

For anyone using this amp in a high-powered home
theatre system, there are both auto-on selection, exter-
nal trigger settings for staggered power-up, and 12-volt
output triggers for screens and other components. The
main on-off switch is on the rear panel, but a front panel
button labeled ST Power contains a relay to power up

\¥ pr—

the amp.

Bryston engineering staff were being a bit coy when |
talked to them about how the 74B STis different from the
previous monoblock powerhouse 7B, the first of the ST
series designed by Stuart Taylor. The most | could get
out of engineering director Chris Russell was that the

new Motorola output devices are able to handle more
current, and have better performance at high frequen-
cies. He felt that sonic improvement was "evolutionary",
a part of the ongoing ST process.

I was curious about the role of specifications in this
evolution, so | dug into the archives for the 38 ST sheet,
which goes back 6 years. The smaller amplifier bettered
the new one in all categories except power output (151
wpc), distortion marginally lower, and noise equal at-114
dB. However, the 74Buses at least twice as many output
devices, so its numbers are more than exceptional for a
superamp.

But what matters is the sound, and in the company of
the extraordinary Chord the Bryston certainly held its
own. Very open and sweet in the upper octaves, the 14B
also has an effortless quality that separates it from most
other amplifiers. It also delivers a level of detail and depth
of image that | ve never heard before from an amp this
powerful. ltalsoimages outside the speakers to a greater
extent than the Chord, which comes very close in most
other aspects of performance; and
some may preferits slightly richer, more
liquid presentation.

When | finally went back to the 38 ST
| had the sense that it was a little more
veiled (even though it has slightly lower
measured distortion), but with the same
soundstaging qualities. With my speak-
ers more than triple the price gets you
a subtle improvement, but that extra
refinement makes the Bryston 14B ST
just about the best power ampilifier | ve
yet heard.
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MEGA TEST

LUMHLIRY AMPS

BRYSTON SP1/9BST

VERDICTO OO OO

BRYSTON IS A Canadian

specialist manufacturer of

primarily professional bul
- also domestic electronics.
The company recently expanded into
home cinema territory with models
based on its existing hi-fi components.
The processor and power amplifier
tested here are both THX certified,
which has a number of consequences -
in particular it ensures Lhe system

72 HOME ENTERTAINMENT APRIL 2001

| MOVIES ©0000

should sound morce consistent. The
preamp has professional balanced
outputs, and the power amp has
matching balanced connections, which
means there should be less electrical
interference. However. unusually, other
components that arc equipped with
balanced outputs, hke CD players,
cannot be connected which is a
significant inconsistency. Balanced
operation from a source (ie, CD player)
all the way through to the loudspeakers
could have ensured a significantly
berter sound quality for relatively lirtle
extra investment.

Setting up the Bryston SP1 processor
is trauma-free thanks to the solid,
aluminium handset that has a small
number of large, backlit and clearly
understandable control bultons.

‘I'nere is something a bit special
about the Bryston, not least because of
the 20-year transferable malker’s
guarantee. With stereo CDs, the sound
is high-fidelity of the highest order.

THE BRYSTON
EXTRACTS LAYERS OF
EXPRESSION AND
SUBTLETY FROM THE
MUSIC THAT MOST OF
THE OTHERS IN THIS
GROUP DIDN'T EVEN
HINT WERE PRESENT

BRYstoN «xie(ritical Acclaim
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FEATURESOOOO

eclipsing most of the competition in
this test. With disc afier disc, the
Bryston extracts layers of expression
and subtlety from the music that most
of the others in this group didn’t even
hint were present. The sound of the
piano in Bach's Goldberg Variations
from Rosalyn Tureclk is percussive yet
beautifully controlled.

In some ways the Bryston
combination's multi<channel
performance is even more impressive.
The basic character of the sound
remains true to rhe Bryston's purist
stereo persona. with the same
expressiveness and casy sense of power
no matter what the volume level. High
volumes are enjoyable ~ in fact, they're
so easy on Lhe ear that we occasionally
pushed the control up to antisocial
levels without even realising. The dts
version of Saving Private Ryan is as
difficult to listen Lo ever: the sound of
bullets ricocheting off the stonework
becomes lirtle short of terrifying. Also,
the THX processing helps the Bryston
sound cven more focused.

By any standards this is an
exceptional pairing. The refined sound
with CD is almost matched in
S.1-channcl mode. and the THX
processing. plus the lack of video signal
processing, give the sound an
atmospheric qualily. This combination
is so good we would suggest that other
manufacturers should study and learn
from it. The performance easily justifies
the high price.

PROFESSIONAL MONITOR COMPANY 0870 4441044

XTRA INFO

The Bryston has no
video circuits at all,
limiting itself to
analogue and digital
audio signals. Omitting
video circuits should not
be a prablem to most
UK users, who have the
benefit of a video
interface in the shape of
Scart which is not
available on the US
market. However, there
is no six-channef input
either, unfortunately.
With the digital circuits
bypassed, which is
possible when working
in stereo, the SP1 is
electrically identical to
one of Bryston's top-end
component
preamplifiers.

TECH SPEC
Bryston SP1 processor
£3,800; dts, Dolby
Digital, Dotby Pro-Logic,
various DSP acoustics;
6x line analogue audio
inputs, balanced (XLR)
and unbalanced
outputs; 6x digital
inputs (4x electrical, 2x
optical); remote control;
trigger and computer
interfaces for centrally
controlled multi-room
systems; 9BST
S-channel power

amp £3,300; claimed
120Watts/channel; THX
certified; remote
switching
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On

O new

This Canadian Amplifier Specialty Company has expanded
its line with its SP1 Processor/Preamplifier. This new unit ;2.
is the ideal partner for the 9BST Five Channel Amplifier. / @2]”@@ /oo
In no way can this combination be considered the oS <06 Term
underdog from a visual perspective, rather the ears of @ @/C"”‘m‘ EOENES Bl
viewers should be opened. Do these two units as a /

sP1
)BST

Heights

composite reach a new form of synergy?

Times were great when music
listencrs who had come of age were
still among themselves. Then no one
discussed the number of channels and
picture quality was taboo. In
conspiring circles all night diligent
comparisons were conducted benween
different components, sith the goul
of discovering the finest sounding

unit. Once a year one held «

classroom mecting in a Frankfurt

- (Germany) hotel. Yes. that had allure.
But then! Someonce had the glorious
idea o build a DVD Plaver. At that
time no one foresaw that two channel
Armageddon was coming. From not
on everything was in motion because
suddenly the source delivered.
including software, six channels in
order to support a visual signal, It is

the sume feeling as if one is being
rransported from the
first to the last row.,
Consequently the
manufacturers of quality
sound equipment now
has two alternatives: First,
he sticks to his ideals of
two channel reproduction
and thus stands aside out of
the mainstream. Or, secondly,
he develops multi—channel
components, which are of such
high quality that they convince
MUsic music lovers, and amaze the
people who are use 1o what is

normally heard from their TV screen,
so they will be glad to invest a few
more marks (dollars) in order to
obtain the superior sound quality.

Because after all they have to fork

over 21.000 Marks (89,5345 US) for this

duo. Are they worth this amount?

The Processor. They thought
about it for a long time in the design
engineenng department at Bryston
Flow does an ideal

Processor Preamplificr look? Who will
buy it, because we only enjoy an
excellent reputation in audiophile and
professional circles? Is there only one
approach or the other? No! Already
the first glunce ~under the hood™ of
the SP1 creates amazement. What is
the anualog Alps pot doing there? Very
simple. For conventional two channel
reproduction the SPL transtorms itself
into a “super clean” audiophile
Preamplificr The signal during analog
operation does not pass through a
single integrated circuit. Classy ,
becuause thus it is also superbly
cquipped for listening to
prevailing kinds of music.
After the sclected -
potentiometer is

Just to be sure: Each of
the five amplifier modules
has its own 250 watt
power supply.
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/ massive remote

commands relevant for
& everyday usage. The
~ built=in motion sensor,
which activated the internal
lights as soon as one holds

, the remote control, 1s
-/ ingenious

S

small converter, which
during digital use of the
processor simply converts the
set volume. “Thus killing two

bird with one stone.”™ Logically there
are dlso two transformers, one for the
digital domuain, and one for the
analog domain. Bryston also chose
the safe side for the circuit bouard
layout, and thus the main digital
circuit board is removable and can be
reudily exchiunged. And by means of
the “building block construction”
another circuit board can be added.
The electrical components are supeth
— massive, not diminutive, was the
order of the day. The circuitry is
designed complementary symmetrical
and maintained all the way o the
XLR output jacks




The five
amplifier
module line
up just like in a
proficient five-
cylinder motor

Fortunately six RCA and
SIXCXLR balanced output
jacks are available, something
that is tuly rare. The jacks are
cold plated silver, because that has
proven to be an audible advantige
sixcanalog inputs, four of which have
digieal coaxial capabilitv. are
provided. Additonally one can chose

benveen two less recommended

Toslink inputs or the perfect AES EBU

intertace. When the SPE receives a

Behind the
Product:
Stwart Taylor and

b " [ Bryston, is a
‘Nt '{i  partnership that
Ly AL jsmnds for a
maximum of profound knowledge of
outstanding audio amplificrs. This so
very prolific liaison started in 1972,
At that time Taylor was working on
setting up a sound studio. After many
meticulous listening tests his choice
was firmly determined, tor the [irst
time he used a Bryston PRO-3
amplifier. Finally in the year [984
Taylor joined Bryston full nme. He
developed the excellent BP-25 Pre-
amplifier, and created the line of
power amplifiers which carries his
initials. Today he is fully responsible
for the Bryston analog production
line.

ﬂ ‘ = The Man |
|

signal it

can distingunsh

between PCML Dolby

Digital. Dollby Pro-logic.
DTS and THN formats, and

switches automatically to the correct
tormat. Although the unit does not
incorporate direct video signal
switching, it can be operated be an
external source thiough as Ry 232
connection. With the assistince of
mo so called trigger outputs” the
output stage can be automatically
turned on, or, for example, @ motor

driven screen can be actnvaed.

digual

The Power Plant. The matching
(BST amplificr incorporates five
separare symmetrical amplificr
modules: The abbreviation “ST are
the initials of Staart Taylor whose
know-how plays o leading role in the
development of Bryston's amplifier
technology. Each module delivers a
whopping 215 watts into four ohms,
which means that even
inctticient speakers can readlily
be driven. Connections to the
speakers are made by means
from the Processor through a
batunced NLR 1y pe jack. or an
unbalanced faceplawe
incorporuates, besides an On Off
switch, five green Leds. which
indicuate proper operation, but it the
incoming signal contains oo much
distortion they will switch 1o red for a
short tme. However during normal

use this will hardhy ever happen.

Setup and Connections. This
combimation proves that complicared
technology does not automatically
imphy difficult installation
Nevertheless a few items should be
observed: The components should be
phiced on a stable surface, for example
a shelt from “Phonosophic™ (a
German manufacturer). The supplicd,
phrase marked. hne cords desene an

cqually good power outlet. so that

aven here no audible potentiul is lost.

Double Decker. Ali six of the SP1 outputs are driven by discretely buil, symmetrical, stages
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Rarely seen’ Noise free balanced outputs for all six channels.

we made the digital connection
between the Proceed DD reference
player and the SPL Processor
coaxially. Based on listening
experience, the conpections o the
amplifier were chosen to be
symmetrical. The sewup of the IM Lab
Joudspeitker surround systent was
very simple with o sound level meter.
Now there wis no obstacle to the

performance.

Sound. Ve started the session with
the comedy “The Bride, Who Lacks
Confidence.” During normal volume
level picture and sound merged into a
“movie like™ harmony with not the
lcast bit of stress, the first sign of
perfeet teamwork. The yvoice
reproduction was nacural, and as soon
as the pictures were accompanied by
music, one could literally feel one's
own relaxation. That is exactly the
way it should bet The Canadian duo
dealt quite differendy with Stallone's
“Cliffhanger.” Naturally we turned the
volume fevel up to “Action.” Now the
museles of the OBST amplifier flexed
Vigorously, but astonishingly, even at
this volunie level no nenvousness or
misbehavior occurred. The

comparison with smaller amphfices
and processors could hardly be
arcater. and the words “dissimilar
sound” do not do justice to the
differences. The Bryston combination
naturalness of the sound picture, and
alsoin the case wath w hich e handles
the ransition between delicae
acouste details and massive
passages.lruly every Mark Cdollar)

here s sensiblvonvested.

Live operating
instructions:
Sun Audio
Sales Manager
Thomas
Bernhard
explains the
fine points of
the SP1
Processor to
the editorial
staff.

H

Summary. With this combination
Bryston etfortlessly reaches new

multi-channel heights! Therefore our
verdict is: Reference Class, Hle or she
who believes that a4 good picture is
enough, should learn from this
combination. The authentic
combination of picture and sound
leads o the desirable synergy. The
audible portion is covered 100 by
the SPL and 9BST combination, at
least for 20y ears!
Olaf Stierm
treensleted by Peter wdlmean

Measurements

Stereo Outpitt 2% 142 walts (8 oluns)
S Channel Doflby Digital Gutput
38 L2 watts (B ohims)
58 215 watts (4 ohmsy
Stgnal 1o Noise Ratio PCM- Stereo,
81 dB o
Stgnal o Neise Ratio Dolby Digieil. Front:
Bl dB (\)
Stanal o Noe Rasio Dalbs Digital, Center
S2 4B o\
Signal o Nose Ratio Dolbs Digital, Surround
H1 A (A
Distornon POMERIerea: 000900
Distortion DD Front 00097
Dastortuon DTS, ront 091
Crosstalh DD FrontFront
09 i3
Crasstalh DD Front-Center:
859 «IB
Crossialh 121 Front Rear
59 dl
approx. 11A (8 ohms)
Iy
37 wats
Power consumption fat 3 8 1wt
275w

Damping Factor
Power Consumption 15

BRYSTON SP1/BRYSTON 98ST
PROFILE

e Bryston SP1 Processon
12000 DM (35.45%)
e Briston 9BST Five Channel Amp:
9.000 DM (S 4D
® [natriluton sun Audio #1675 Munich
e Haotline, 089 47 Y413
® Internet: wwa sunaudio de

Laboratory Report

The distortion factor for DTS and PCM s
iclentical

Evaluation

£ 20 Year Warrangy!"

+ Future Proof”
# THN-Ultra Licensed

Grading

Sound U
Laborrory Vialues 10
Usape 200
Appearince 208
Measurements

Stereo Ouiput 2% 112 watts (R ohms)
hannel Daolby Digital Oupin
3 x 142 wany (8 ohms)
3 x 215 watts ( ohums)
Signal o Noise Ratio PCM-Stereo:
81 dB D)
Signal o Noise Rauo Daolby Digital, Front
81 dB )
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n today’s professional audio

world, Bryston audiophile

products are seen as THE
benchmark. They are the norm,
the standard, in many recording
studios throughout the world.
This enviable position is due to
unimpeachable construction,

legendary reliability and a level of

sound fidelity that engineers trust as

self-evident. The Bryston reputation

is also the result the Canadian
company’s quarter-century of hard
work that has made it the envy

of other audio equipment

manufacturers wherever Bryston

products are installed.

Tor years now, discerning music lovers have selected Bryston
products and many audio magazines use them as a benchmark
system, especially since engineer Stuarr Taylor has become
involved in their design. In fact, the ST series of amplifiers is one
of his creations.

The build quality of the Bryston 9B is beyond reproach. The
extra handles on the reat of the case are justified by the 30-kilo
weight, but they also act as bumpers to protect the connectors. The
speaker binding posts take both bare wire and banana jacks.
Spades can pose a problem if they arc 0o wide or thick, so its
better to try them first before fitting them to the wires. However,
the ones on our cables worked just fine. There is a varied assort-
ment of inputs : RCA jacks for the unbalanced connectors, XLR
connectors, bantam or three-contact telephone style jacks for those
who prefer a differcntial (or balanced) signal. A three-way switch
allows you to choose the type of signal you want, with a +6 dB
posttion for increased sensitivity in the balanced input versus the
unbalanced. The separare 14-gauge power cord demonstrates once
again the quality specs of the Bryston 9B with its 120 watt output
per channel into 8 Ohms and 200 warts inro 4 Ohms.

The 9B is more like five amplifiers in one case than it is a five-
channel amplifier. In fact, as opposed to almost all other 5-chan-
nel amps powered by one transformer for all five channels, chis
product incorporates five complete amplifiers, each with its own
power circuit including the transformer and all the audio circuitry
mounred on the output stage. What we have is five totally inde-
pendent modules. They share only a power cord and a chassis. Of
course, this increases production cost, but, in the view of the
Bryston engincers, the advantage of completely separate circuits
for each of the channels is total elimination of all sources of signal
noise, and this alone makes it well worth the price.

This uncompromising approach is the hallmark of all Bryston
products, as is the rwenty-year guarantee which comes with them.
The front panel design is the same as for all Bryston amplifiers:
quarter-inch thick brushed aluminum with two raised horizontal
lines and massive handles. Five LEDs indicate power on for each
module and glow green under normal operation. If the music lover
gets a bit carried away and goes beyond the power limit, the LEDs
show red. The warning lights operate precisely and allow for a
comfortable safety zone; clipping is only noticeable when the par-
ticular channel LED remains red for a prolonged period.
Occasional peaks (the LED flashes red instandy) won't have any

serious consequences.

In the case of overheating or a short circuit, the protection fea-
tures of the 9B kick in and cut power to the module untl the
struarion returns to normal, thus avoiding cosdy damage due of
cooling or electrical system failure. Tt is strongly recommended to
leave enough space above the chassis to ensure adequate venilation
and 1o ensure heat dissipation through the cooling vents. Even if
all Bryston amplifiers undergo a 100-hour full-throtle burn-in
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before leaving the factory. we ler our model run for a week before
we began listening. Right from the first notes, the 9B seemed to
give the lie to the posted specs and we got the impression thar we
were listening to a much more powerful amplifier.

In fact, it was hard to push the 9B to the limit. {The only rea-
son we did it was to satisfy our curiosity about the overload
LEDs). What we gor was a colossal sound volume far beyond nor-
mal listening with reasonably efficient speakers, even for people
who like to watch  Demolition Derby . The dynamic capabili-
ries of the 9B are such that the most
intense passages
and the most
infernal crescen-
dos (for exam-
ple, the opening
of the Sibelius
Third Sympho- |
7)) COMC across
without the least bit
of confusion or hard-
ening of the sound. Fach
instrument of the orchestra was
acoustically in its place and separate
from the others.

The sound spacc appears very airy with an extraordinary stage
depth characterized by a black backdrop on which each successive
layer is given a clear and realistic perspective. Fach instrumental
sound is reproduced in ity appropriate space without stepping on
another’s toes. You can almost sec the instruments and place them
realistically. The timbre of each instrument is respecred and the
derail is so lifclike thar we felt as if we had been whisked away o
the recording venue. This was especially evidenr lisrening to the
Emperor Concerto recorded in the grear Salle de Musikverein in
Vienna, acoustically one of the world’s greatest halls. You can feel
the notes from the piano as they embrace the walls and the expe-
rienced listener can immediately recognise the silky sounds of the
Vienna string section which has made the orchestras of the « City
of Music » world famous.

All this finesse takes nothing away from the low tones which
come through wich absolute authority and control. The sound of
the band accompanying Holly Cole in a recording made ar the St-
Denis, is noteworthy because of the prominent place given 1o the
double bass , the « toundation » of the musical architecrure. In
spitc of this, Coles voice is never obscured by the arrangements
and her emotion comes across without any problem. For home
thearre, the sound quality is so good that you wanc to say “Scop
already. Enough is cnought” Using an amplificarion system of this
quality gives an unrivalled realism and credibility to the often
complex piles of sound in the sound tracks of certain films. What
you get is a panoramic sound spectrum with no holes showing up
berween the various speakers. It is always apparent where the

sound effects come from and the dialogues are clearly under-
standable even in the busiest of scenes. The 9B gives the film direc-
tor a helping hand by letting the specrator ger carried along by the
flow of the story. This is especially clear in a film like Desperadb.
During the shoorout scene in the bar, the bullets scem to whistde
past your ears.

Films thar are not quite as rowdy, such as The Green Mile or
The Red Violin are even more blessed by the five-star treatment
that this amplifier gives them. Thanks to the heightened realism
from the 9B, the botched electrocution in The Green Mile is
cven harder to take and John Coriglianos
award-winning score for The Red

Violin gets the performance it
deserves. Given the dynamic and
musical qualities of this ampli-
fier, we can hardly waic undil
recordings  made using  the
famous 5.1 channel technology
become widely available. Of
course, the other condition is that
you will need a decoder that is « sonically » on par
with the Bryston 9B.

Conclusion

The Bryston 9B amplifier is characterised by an absolute neu-
trality which gives the entire stage to the sound of the instruments
— nothing added, nothing cut. At every level it equals or surpasses
berter-known and far more costly audiophile products. It is not at
all surprising that Bryston amplifiers have earned their status as
benchmarks in profcssional studios and have become uncom-
monly popular among lovers of music and home theatre.

‘F%einhard Goemer

Z Bryston 9B

1%

Transparence

Qualité des timbres

Dynamique

Image stéréo

Equilibre tonal

Rapport quam:;prix

Grille d'évaluation (tablie par rapport

1 2 34 5 6 7 8 9 10

aux produits de méme catégorie de pr
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ON TEST PRE/POWER AMPLIFIERS

O 20 1

e

I)u...l

CONTACT 01707 393002 wwwdbryston <2 GUARANTEE 20 YEARS
SOUND EIESEIEIET VALUE EIE3EIET - £2,850.00

ryston is one of those manufacturers that straddle
the pro/domestic divide with ease, and apparently
little in the way of compromise to either camp. Like
any rack-mounted kit, the power amp looks a bit

e ' ‘ industrial, but its modest depth makes it quite lounge-friendly.
wr:‘-llEE SEDEEA S i? The preamp is very smart and the coritrols very business-like.

N studio power amp will get far with imited power, and

START TO GET the 3B-ST (the smallest in the range, mind) Is rated at 120W
DIFFICULT? per channel, In practice | got a comfortable 140W out of it
ATTITUDE THAT ‘ and a rather scary S00W when running 1t as a bridged mono
CERTAINLY unit. It has unbalanced and baianced inputs, and output ter-
minals that will accept two sets of cabiles if you want to o
ENCOURAGES some bi-wiring. The preamp has eight line inputs (two of
THE LISTENER them balanced) and three outputs (one balaniced) plus tape
TO PLAY JUST out, It also features switchable mono operation and polarity
ONE MORE reversal, and a balance control, and employs refatively high-
TRACK BEFORE power output stages capable of delivering about half a watt -
BEDTIME." a few yards of cable will present it no problems at all, The pre-
amp's power supply is in an extemal box.

Everything is very solidly constructed: Bryston offers a 20
year guarantee an its amplifiers, evidently no empty bioast
since the company has been around for nearly twice that
long. From an enginaering point of view these are very fine

These base umits in the Bryston a g“" f ? fi deb heir al , .\r'yb- ‘
Biiaw rher il quatitythat mplifiers, a fact confirmed by their almost unmeasurably
should last a lifetime. good performance - for instance, the 38-ST has a flat

é

80 | HIFI CHOICE | wyewhificholca co.uk | march 2001
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BRYSTON BP20/3B-ST

- HI-FICHOICE RecommennEn

frequency response from practically OC to Radio 4 on Long
Wave and exceptionally low distortion.

SOUND QUALITY

For all that, the Brystans wear their enginering lightly. Some
studio amps of past decades were renawned for their ability
to deliver vast power while leaving the listenar musizally
unmoved. But your average studio owner is a lot more dis
cerning these days, and amps such as these have risen to the
challenige with a clarity and subtlety which is fully at home in
high resolution domestic hi-fi. With practically any music,
there's an air of quiet competence, a sort of 'so wherl dees it
start to get difficult?” attitude that certainly encourages the
listener to play just one more track before bedtime.

The key to this trick seems to be largely in the way the
Brystan siblings comibine a very even tonal balance with plen-
ty of detall, from the quietest passages to the loudest. The
delivery of detail, though, is so unassuming, self effacing
even, that one doesn't always notice it consciously, What
gives it away is when ane suddenly starts humming along
with an Instrumental ine that previously wasn't even audible
with most amplifiers. For instance, | happened to be editing a
new recording while reviewing this group, so | listeried to 3
few bits of 1t through each amp pairing. Only with the Bryston
was | convinced that the pianist had acually played all the
notes in a particularly dense and rapid passage. Clearly that
kind of ability is as welcome in the home as it s in the studio.

Alsc group-leading is the bass, which has efiortless depth
and copes equally with the quiet heartbeats at the start of
Dark Side of the Moon and some of the mere extrovert
mements later in the same famous album

CONCLUSION

It's hard to identify limitations in these amps, and | had to
haul out some much more expensive units for comparison to
find any. They aren"t cheap, but for the performance they affer
they aren't expensive either, and can be warmly
Recommended for pretty much any demanding application,
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right April Sunday sunshine £
beams through the bay window :

of my listening room. The light ¢

catches four loudspeakers on stands,
two stacks of electronic equipment, a
small video monitor, black cables strung
behind furnieure, and a pile of freshly
opencd DVDs. I sit in the center in a
large, overstuffed chair covered in blue
velvet, listenmg to an array of six loud-
speakers and a TV momnutor playing The
Hauntings DTS soundtrack. The floor
rumbles as the sounds of creaking tim-
bers come up from below.

Now it’s late June and I'm looking
back on my metamorphosis. Like other
middle-aged American males, 1 have
reinvented myself. T have shed my skin
and tried not to look back.

Big words, right? No, T hadn’t taken
up bungee jumping, hang-gliding, or
racing « BMW 2001-scrics M3 (not
that Ill turn down any ofters). What
had been tempting me more and more
was the thought of heing cngulfed by
the sound of a DVD-based multichan-
nel audio/video system. Auditioning
the Bryston 9B-THX —a hot new five-
channel, solid-state A/V power amplifi-
cr—seemed like an easy entry to this
brand-new technology. Or so [ thought.

The transformadon took some doing.
[ had to learn a new audio language, tear
down my two-channel systen, install
new speaker cables and interconnects,
nun onscreen system configucations on
DVD decks and A7V processors, and
realize that my expensive built-in wall

Description: Five-channel, solid-
state, power amplifier. Output power
into 8 ohms: 120Wpc (21dBW),
20Hz-20kHz, <0.5% THD (FTC). Out-
put power into 4 ohms: 200W mini-
mum continuous (23dBW). Frequen-
cy response: not rated. THD+noise:
0.007%, 20Hz—20kHz, +0.1dB. Inter-
modulation distortion: 0.002%,
60Hz+7kHz mixed 4:1. Noise:
-107dB, input shorted, dB below
rated output, 20Hz-20kHz bandpass.
Input impedance: 15k ohms, bal-
anced or single-ended. Input sensitiv-

tarry Greenhill

Bryston 9B-THX five-channel
power amplifier

|

Bryston 9B-THX five-channel power amplifier

shelves were woctully lacking in space
for gear. No more Rutter Requiem—1
now use a brand-new set of DVD
source material (sce sidebar, “Welcome
to the Real World™). Armed with a copy
of Len Schneider'’s superb Guide to Better
Hi-Ii and Home Theater and leaning on
Denon’s David Birch-Jones and Lexi-
con’s Bart Lo Piccolo for AV technolo-
gy phone support, [ dove in.

How did T feel? Not too bad —say,
ltke the moment after Neo takes the red

ity: balanced input regular, 2V in for
100W into 8 ohms; balanced input in
+6dB switch position, 1V in for 100W
into 8 ohms, unbalanced input, 1V in
for 100W into 8 ohms. Output imped-
ance: not given. Damping factor: not
given. Power consumption: typically
100VA, all channels idle; 900VA, all
channels at full power into 8 ohms;
1600VA, all channels at full power
into 4 ohms.

Dimensions: 17" (425mm) W by
525" (131.25mm) H by 17"
(425mm) D. Weight: 75 Ibs (33.8kg).

pill and s disconnected from the Matrix
in the film of the same name.

But I'm getting ahcad of myself. This is
a review of the Bryston 9B-THX. [ asked
to review this product because the word
on the strect was that it nught be the best
Bryston amplifier since the 7B-ST mono-
block. The 9B-THX arrived well before |
completed the surround-sound installa-
tion, so it started 1ts audition n two-
channel mode. I really liked what T heard,

but th(.’ bCSt Was )'Ct to come.

Serial number of unit reviewed:
900407 (listening); 900858 (mea-
suring).

Price: $3695. Approximate number
of dealers: 200. Warranty: 20 years.
Manufacturer: Bryston Limited,
P.O. Box 2170, 677 Neal Drive,
Peterborough, Ontario K3J 7Y4,
Canada. Tel: (705) 742-5325. Fax:
(705) 742-0882. US: Bryston Ser-
vice US.A., 30 Coventry Street,
Newport, VT 05855. Tel: (802) 334-
1201. Fax: (802) 334-6658. Web:
www.bryston.ca.
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Beefy Construction
The 9B-THX is a massive solid-state
amplifier, much of its heavy iron coming
from five large toroidal ransformers and
a stiff, rigid, reinforced-steel chassis that
would scem to make the product reli-
able enough to last twice as long as its
20-ycar warranty. The model is designed
to last in professional audio installations,
where ruggedness is a main virtue.
Thermal pathways had to be carefully
laid out. It's not unusual for a 9B-THX
to be mounted by its front panel in a
rack and transported in a truck for hours
over rough dirt roads to the next gig.
While removable, the plug-in channels
are clamped down by capping plates to
prevent anything from getting loose

Measurements

he five-channel Bryston 9B-THX is

the first multichannel anplifier Pve
measured for Stereophile, so T had to
scramble a little to get five identical
dummy loads. Even then, the Audio
Precision System One 1 use can measure
only two channels at a tine, so [ general-
ly looked at just one channel. However,
tor the power testing I did drive all five
channels for the 8 ohm mecasurement,
and two for the 4 ohm result. Although
the 9B has a tip-ring-sleeve balanced
input connector for cach channel, 1 test-
cd it only using its singled-ended RCA
mputs. [ also didn’t measure channel
separation — mea ailpa—but, given the
amplifier’s independent-module con-
struction, I would be astonished to find
any signiticant crosstalk present.

The 9B-THX was preconditioned by
being driven (all five channels) at one-
third power for one hour. This maximal-
ly stresses an amplifier with a class-B out-
putstage, and, after the hour, the exposed
cdges of the Bryston's internal heatsinks
were too hot to keep my hand on, imply-
ing a temperature higher than 60°C
(140°F). The chassis, however, while hot,
was not too hot to be touched, implying
sensibly arranged heatsinking,

The amplifier was non-inverting via its
single-ended input. The voltage gain mea-
sured 292dB mto 8 chms, a 100mV input
resulting in a power delivery of just over
1W into 8 ohms. The input impedance
was suitably high at 476k ohms from the
bass through the mid-treble, this dropping
to 41.5k ohms at 20kHz. (On the sugges-
gon qf a reader, we are now nieasurng in-
put mpedance across the audioband
rather than just at 1kl 1z, as we used to.)
The output impedance was a very low

inside the chassis. Should a module fail,
the bad channel can be repaired by
simply removing the old module —

The 9B-THX is designed
to last in professional
audio installations,
where ruggedness
is a main virtue.

transformer/circuitry/output stage/heat-
sink —and plugging in a replacement.
The 9B-THX's 75 Ibs nuke it the sec-
ond-heaviest Bryston amplifier in pro-

0.04 ohms except at 20kHz, where it rose
to a still impressive 0.07 oluns.

As a result, there will be hardly any
resistive divider interaction between the
amplifier and the speakers it drives. This
can be seen in fig.l, where the small-
signal frequency response was hardly
atfected by the simulated loudspeaker
load. The bass is extended to the 10Hz
lower Limit of the graph, while the highs
roll off above the audioband, reaching
their 3dB-down point around 180kHz.
Not surprisingly, the small-signal
10kHz squarewave response (fig.2) was
essendally perfect.

As can be seen in fig.3, the 9B offered
very low distortion, except at higher fre-
quencies into 2 ohms, What distortion
was present was primarily the innocuous
second harmonic (fg.4), but obscrve the
very high power required to lift the dis-
tortion waveform out of the residual
noise. Both the low level of the distor-
tion and its sccond-harinonic nature are
confirmed by fig.5, while fig.6 shows
that interniodulation distortion products
arc conspicuous almost by their absence,
even at the very high power used to gen-

" e " o oo 300

Fig.1 Bryston 9B-THX, frequency response at (from
top to bottom at 20kHz): 1W into 8 ohms,
2W into 4 ohms, and 2.83V into dummy
loudspeaker load (0.5dB/vertical div.).

BRYSTON «xxte(ritical Acclaim

duction, outweighed only by the very
new, 600Wpc 14B-ST.

A Roscoe S-1 Square recess screw-
driver is required to loosen the 30 coun-
tersunk Robertson machine screws that
fasten the 9B-THXs top panel to its
chassts. These serews fit snugly into the
chassis’ threaded steel inserts by means of
a locking thread-scaler that lowers vibra-
tion and increases structural stability.

The 9B-THX is the most densely
packed Bryston product I've scen. Five
large modular amplifier-channel mother-
boards consume all available interior
space. These line up vertically, like plug-
in computer cards, fitted into gold-plated
edge conncctors. Each channel mod-
ule’s large toroidal power transformer is

erate this graph (just below visible clip-
ping with this demanding signal). Note,

v.0a no (3T}

Fig.2 Bryston 9B-THX, small-signal 10kHz
squarewave into 8 chms.

S vyt g 3 TN (| o4 Prompamssy a0 2RIV mrp 4L g,

2310
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Fig.3 Bryston 9B-THX, THD+noise (%) vs
frequency at (from top to bottom at 4kHz):
4W into 2 chms; 2.83V into simulated
loudspeaker load; 2w into 4 ohms; and
IW into 8 ohms.

bo o
Fig.4 Bryston 9B-THX, TkHz waveform at 200W
into 4 ohms (top), distortion and noise
waveform with fundamental notched out
(bottom, not to scale).
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mounted on edge just behind the front
pancl: excepr for the common AC cord,
the 9B-THX is a collection of completely
scparate amplifiers in one chassis,

The arcuir boards are very-high-
quality double-sided glass epoxy with
coponent-designator screening. Sol-
dering is done by hand o avoid damag-
ing the PCBs with the 800° necessary
for automated wave soldering,. Soldered
and other gas-tight mechanical connee-
tions ave used for signal circuits, while
the power supply uses high-qualiry
push-on connectors.

The 9B-THX s derived from Brys-
ton's 3B-ST, reviewed positdvely in these
pages in October 1996 (Vol.19 No.10).
The modules’ design was further devel-

however, the suspiaous rise in the spec-
tral noise floor around the peaks that
represent the 19kHz and 20kHz tones. 1
have no idea what this wall mean subjec-
avely, but [d preter that it wasn't there.

Even wiath all Aive channels driven, the
9B-THX more than met its 120Wpc
output power specification, the lefe-hand
trace in fig.7 revealing that it put out
approximately 160W (22dBW) into 8
ohms at our standard 1% THD4+N clip-
ping point. T didn't have enough high-
power resistors to simultancously test all
five channels into 4 ohms, but with nwo
channels driven, 260W (21.1dBW) was
available (vight-hand trace). (Ignore the
sawtooth cffeet in this graph. With the
very low distortion and noise offered by
the Bryston, these discontinuities i the
traces are duc to the Audio Precision’s
automatic range-changing.)

To test the 9B’s ultimate power, I used
the Miller Audio Research Amplifier Pro-
filer, which drives one channel of the
amplifier under test with a low-duty-cycle
1kHz toneburst (10 cycles on, 400 cycles
off). This more closely approximates how
the amplifier will behave with a mwusic sig-
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Fig.5 Bryston 9B-THX, spectrum of 50Hz
sinewave, DC-1kHz, at 200W into 4 ohms
(linear frequency scale).

oped, in Bryston's PowerPac series, as a
120W (5795) amplifier mounted on a
flat plate that could be attached to che
back of a speaker to make it a powered
monitor. For the 9B-THX, this single-
channel amp was transformed into a
thin, 17"-long computer plug-in card.
The card’s length keeps the front power
supply a2 good distance from the rear
mput stages, to minimize hum.

But Bryston's Stuart Taylor decided
that the 9B-THX required more than o
reshaped circuit board. For cxample, the
grounding is far more complex than the
schenies tound in Bryston's two-channel
amps. All five amplifiers are  first
grounded separately, then connected
through a large bridge rectifier. Dual 25-

nal. Fig.8 reveals that, under these dynani-
ic condhtons, 227W was available for 1%
THD (horizontal magenta line) into 8
ohms (black trace), 410W into 4 ohms
(red). 680.5W into 2 ohms (blue), and

i R I:. i@ :J !

Fig.6 Bryston 9B-THX, HF intermodulation
spectrum, DC-22kHz, 19+ 20kHz at 128W
into 4 ohms (linear frequency scate).
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amp diodes keep differences between
channels to less than 1V,

Besides electrical hum, five toroidal
power transforiners squeczed into a sin-
ale chassis can generate a bit of physical
noise. To combat this, a special grade of
steel was selected for each roroid’s core.
Furthcrmore, the filter capacitors are
mounted to the PCBs using 5-pin
rather than 3-piu connectors, so that no
torsion of the amplificr will casily twist
the filter cap off the board, The filter
capacitors, selected for longest lite, arc
guaranteed to run at 105° for 5000
hours, The 9B-THX is designed to shut
down if it reaches a temperature that
would make the filter caps exceed 70°F
This extends their mean time between

967W into 1 ohm (green). The lacter is
cquivalent to a anrent delivery of 31.1A!
This excellent set of mcasurements
indicates solid, relable engincering,
—John Atkinson

[ ‘ I3

Fig.7 Bryston 9B-THX, distortion (%) vs
continuous output power into (from
bottom to top at 2kHz) 8 ohms and 2 ohms.

BUNLG 7000  wOOD 900D I0NOD 100

DYNAMIC OUTPUT IN Wrms [ |

Fig.8 Bryston 9B-THX, distortion (%) vs TkHz burst output power into 8 ohms (black trace), 4 ohms

(red), 2 ohms (blue), and 1 ohm (green).
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Welcome to the Real World

atching The Matrix on the

home-theater system I used
to review the Bryston 9B-THX was
a kick. The sound was highly
dynamic, extended, and cffortless,
and the visual action was non-stop.
Laurence Fishburne, who plays the
prophetic leader, Morpheus, says,
“Welcome to the real world” after
the hero, played by Keanu Reeves,
undergoes a rigorous education that
teaches him a new way of thinking.
Neo was re-educated the Holly-
wood way: kicked, stomped, tossed
against walls, shot at, and thrown off
buildings. While not as vigorous, my
multichannel education got my
attention just as firmly.

Although I've uncrated and posi-
tioned huge 250-1b loudspeakers and
wrestled sharp-finned 100-1b ampli-
fiers up my stairs, their installation
always followed one simple rule.
Like Noah's Ark, cverything came in
pairs: two channels, two mamn loud-
speakers, two interconnects, two
pairs of speaker cables. With the
advent of the CD player, all non-
speaker components for two-chan-
nel stereo can be stacked, if neces-
sary, in a single, central column.
With monoblocks like the Bryston
7B-ST, the amplifiers can be placed
on the floor behind the two loud-
speakers, so the large speaker cables
are run out of sight bechind the
equipment stack to behind the loud-
speakers. One can minimize the
clutter of speaker cables and inter-
connects by running them behind
the speakers and the equipment
stack without major renovations of
one’s living-room walls or floors.

This is not the case with mult-
channel. Six-channel systems obvi-
ously can’t follow the Rule of Pairs.
Furthermore, there is much more
cquipment in the simplest multichan-
nel syseem than is found in a compo-
NCnE stereo system, even if one owns
monoblacks. Where to put it all?

I found I couldu’t stack a large
television monitor, a five-channel
amplitier, a video processor, a sub-
wooter, and a central-channel loud-
.fpcakcl‘ 1 one neat array. As they say
i the counseling business, who goes
on top? The ampliticr and TV moni-
tor are both heavy, and should ¢o on
the bottom. Yet the amplifier runs
hot and can’t be stuck under all those

other boxes. 1 could put it on the
floor ... but the system’s six 1in inter-
connects keep the amplifier closely
tethered to the Lexicon MC-1
processor. The size, of these boxes
differ greatly, so one can’t make a
ncat lictle lower of Hanoi. On a visit
to Sony’s cavernous retail store in
Manhattan, 1 learned that they install
their home-theater control centers in
huge credenzas. 1 didn't have room
for a huge credenza and all the loud-
speakers necessary!

The Matrix's Neo was
re-educated the Hollywood
way: kicked, stomped,
tossed against walls . . .
While not as vigorous, my
multichannel education got
my attention just as firmly.

So | made two stacks, starting with
the Velodyne HGS-18 subwoofer on
the bottom. Then came a Mark
Levinson No.334, for using Revel
Salons as my two front-channel speak-
ers when 1 needed a huge bass
response (no more than three times a
davl). Then camie the Mirage HDT
FCH-1  center-channel  unit, the
Thera Carmen DVD player, and the
Lexicon MC-1 digital  controller.
Finally, atop cverything, T perched —
like a cherry on an ice-cream sundae
- a very lightweight Panasonic 13"
vidco monitor. (The stack wouldn’t
accommodate the weight or width of
my 27" Sony Trinitron,) The Bryston
went in a second stack, sitting by itself
on a piano bench next to the sub-
woofer. That gave it good veutilation
and easy accessibility for wiring loud-
speaker cables. But i€ wasn’t prety.

Atter the electronics were installed,
I followed Bart Lo Piccolo’s advice
and made certain that the front-, cen-
ter-, and rear-channel speakers all
came from the same manufacturer. |
temporarily replaced the Revel Salons
and B&W 805 Nautiluses with
Mirage HDT-FCH-1 front-channel
loudspeakers 11" apart and 10" from
the listening chair, 1' from the rear
wall, and about 3' to each side of the
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HD1-FCH-1 used for the center
channel. The rear-channel speakers
were placed on stands next to the side
walls and 5' 6" behind my listening
chair. On Lo Piccolo’s advice, the
Velodyne HGS-18 remained as my
powered subwoofer.

Then there were the speaker cables.
I prefer very-high-quality audiophile
speaker cable sourced from such man-
ufacturers as PSC, Audiolink, and
Coincident Speaker Technology, but
their heavy spade lugs were thicker
than the '/, slots in the plastc shrouds
of the 9B-THXs binding posts. Of the
cables in my cable box, only Sumiko
OCOS cable’s spade lugs were thin
enough for the rear-channel speakers,
and only Mark Levinson HF-10 for
the front channels. Bryston’s Chris
Russell says this problem has been
corrected i current-production 9B-
THXs: the shroud slots have been
enlarged to /4" wide.

Finding the optimal video outputs of
the Theta Carmen required me to
RTFM (read the factory manual). 1
hadn’t iunally, and so got to enjoy Rin
Lola Run in pure black and white. Set-
ting the Theta Carmen’s composite
video outputs to Component turned
my color monitor mto a black-and-
white TV. Toggling to Composite
returned color to the screen. I then had
to decide on the digital audio ourput:
“PCM Only” or “PCM/AC-3/DTS"?
The latter position was the only one
that let mie bisten to my DTS demo dise,

The next lesson was simple: Hook
up the center channel and ask ques-
tions later. As an aging two-channel
man, I hadn’t hooked up the center
channel at first. Impulsive and cager
to hear what my DTS demo DVDs
sounded like, I'd connected the tront-
channel speakers, fired evervthing
up, and put on track 3 of the DTS
demo disc —a scene from The Haunt-
ing. 1 heard lots of smashing glass,
creaking doors, blowing wind, and
rumbling thunder-  everything but
Catherine Zeta-Jones™ voice. 1 had
transformed Hollywood's technolog-
ical masterpiece 1nto a silent movie!
Wiring up the center  channel
uncorked the missing dialogue.

To fully test the Bryston 9B-1HX, |
necded brand-new source material.
None of my “Records To Die For”
were going to give me discrete chan-
nels and video signals, so T hought a




selection of DVDs and DTS-
encoded CDs featuring wide-rang-
g special effects or music. Among
the former, I found many that were
revealing and enjoyable: The Bone
Collector (Universal DVD 20716),
Kiss the Girls (Paramount 331887),
The Long Kiss Goodbye (New Line
N4446), Godzilla (TriStar 231129),
Saving Private Ryan (DreamWorks
84433), Run Lela Run (Sony Pic-
wre Classics 04014), The Fifih Ele-
ment (Columbia Pictures 82409),
The Marrix (Warner Bros. 17737),
and Blade Runner (Warner Bros.
12682). For DVDs with strong
musical content, I turned again
Rt Lola Ram, then Digital DTS Sir-
round Demenstration D7D 4 (DTS
DVD 99121). For DTS-only source
material 1 listened to Holse's The
Planets (Telare 20CD-80466) and
Don Henley's The Eud of hinecence
(Geften 69286-01062-2).

Finally, T learned that listencer
participation differs greatly be-
tween multichannel and  two-
channel systems. A surround-
sound home-theater setup had me
involved cevery minute. [ find two-
channel audio at its best to be a
more meditative cxperience in
which T literally sit back to savor
the intricacies of the sterco sound-
ficld: its depth, breadth, three-
dimensionality, transparency, and
ctfortlessness. With no visual sig-
nal, T close my cyes and become
aradually more and more mvolved
with the music. To enjoy the expe-
rienee, T have to bring more to 1t.

Surround sound was dramatically
difterent. T frd to be more active, as
it took two remotes to control the
svstem: one cach for the Theta
Carmen and Lexicon MC-1. 1 sat
forward and was pulled into the
action instantancously, because all
my senses were actvated. Paradoxi-
cally, in another way, | had to do fess
work to get into this very active

experience, The sound, instead of

being the main component, is only
a part of the experience. The sound-
staging was around me instead of in
front, and that cenhanced the
involvement. All these factors made
the  multichannel,  multimodal
experience exciting and different,
bat not necessarily better than two-
chaunel audio. — Larry Greenhill

tatlures to 400,000 hours. Such overde-
signing 1s necessary to justify Bryston’s
20-ycar warranty.

The 9B-THXs five 60V rails could
really pull down the AC voltage on
startup when large amounts of current
are needed to mutially charge the elec-
trolytics. Bryston uscs a sophisticated
soft-start circuit to prevent the 9B-THX
from tripping your home’s circuit
breakers. The startup components and
crreutt are placed on the sixth board, at
the far right of the chassis.

The 9B-THX resembles other Brys-
ton amplifiers in sporting pairs of han-
dles fore and aft. The front panel is of
! y"thick sculpred aluminum with two
narrow hotizontal grooves; the two frone
handles are similarly grooved. Because
the faceplate s buft-finished with a fine
abrasive like jeweler's rouge, its surface 1s
very smooth to the touch. Besides the
company name, the only lettering on my
review sample’s face were two logos:
“THX” and “ST” The former is sclf-
evident; the latter are the mitals of Brys-
ton's circuit designer, Seuart Taylor.

Amplificr functions are addressed by
a square pushbutton power switch and
five bicolor power-indicator  LED.
These glow green while the unitis pow-
cred, turning red only when the ampli-
fier is clipping or suffering an internal
tault. The clip-sensing circuit uses a
comparator to detect signal distortion,
clipping. short circuits in cabling, exces-
sive DC, or supersonic signals.

The rear panel is laid out in simple
tashion. At extreme left sits the detach-
able AC connector and the remote
turn-on input. The remainder of the
rear panel 1s divided into five narrow,
identical panels, cach with clearly print-
ed instructions in white lacquer that
make it possible to set up the 9B-THX
without having to consult the written
instruction sheet. There is a switch to set
the channel to an unbalanced RCA
input, or to balanced or balanced +6d1B3
inputs. The balanced input uses a dual-
function connector by Neutrik that
takes a balanced XLR plug (pin 2
positive) or a TRS (“tip-ring-slecve™)
balanced ' 4" phone plug (dp posicive).

Each amplificr’s output uses a new
speaker binding post (rated at 60 amps)
that allows you to inscrt one banana
plug in the back while serewing another
into the same post from the top. These
binding posts have been designed to
meet the rigorous CE standard, which
changed the spacing of speaker binding
posts from 19mm to 25mm or more.
The posts themselves are plaste-shrouded
so fingers can't get to the contacts when

Bryston 9B-THX

the amplifier is playing. The first 9B-
THXs came with slots in the plastic
shrouds to allow for '4"~thick spade-lug
connectors. Speaker-cable manufactur-
ers quictly exceeded that thickness —as
I found ourt (sce sidebar, “Welcome to
the Real World”). Current-production
9B-THXs have . i"-wide slots for their
speaker binding terminals,

The ST logo signifies that the 9B-
THX has the latest Bryston circuit
nmovations. These include lower power-
supply impedance, a distortion-lowering
mput buffer amplificr, 28% more encrgy
storage, improved power-transformer

Following a steady
stream of massive
two-channel audiophile
amplifiers, the relatively
compact Bryston 9B-THX
spelled relief.

lavout, shorter lead lengths, and un-
provcd qigml isolation. Compensation
tor capacitive loads is provided by a single
loop of wire in the output stage. The new
toroidals are precision-wound, cach with
exactly the samie length of double wire.

After bench-testing, the 9B-THX
gets a grueling 100-hour factory burn-in
consisting of a squarcwave input signal
clipping the amp into a capacitive Joad.
lu theory, this load draws an infinite
amount of current on the rising leg of
the squarewave, stressing the power
supply to the max. Unlike a resistive
load, which dissipates all the energy as
heat, a capacitive load feeds back che
entire signal into the amplifier, which
puts maximal stress on the output
stages. The driving signal 1s gated onc
hour on and onc hour off; this cycle
repeated many times. This heats up the
amplificr, cools i, and heats it again, the
resulting expansion and contraction
exposing any loosc connectors and
shaking out any devices subject to carly
failure. After burn-in, cach 9B-THX is
again beneh-tested, and the resules are
shipped with the amplificr.

The ground trembles with its force

Following a steady stream of massive
two-channel audiophile amphfiers, the
relatively compact Bryston 9B-THX
spelled relief for this reviewer. During
my auditioning, I placed it atop a Mark
Levinson No.334 stereo power amplifi-
cr. Rated at approximately the same
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power, the Levinson was 1.6 times as
cxpensive, almost 1.5 times as heavy,just
as deep, twice as tall, and yet had three
fewer channels! For somconc used to
doing the audiophile amplifier-lift —
deep breath, bend at the knees, lift
straight up to protect the back —mov-
ing the 9B-THX's 75 lbs around was
downright easy.

It might be compact, but the 9B-
THX packs plenty of punch—my
notes on first hearing the Bryston
through the Dynaudio Evidences [
reviewed last May testify to its speed
and power. Like the 4B-ST and the 3B-
ST I wrote about several years ago, the
9B-THX’s strength is in the power
region of the audio spectrum: the mid-
bass and bass. The 9B-THX delivers
fast, powerful, well-defined midbass,
and low bass with depth, extension, and
solidity. It combines snap and slam,
allowing the listener to perceive both
the low-frequency energy and the
rightness and definition of the leading
edge of the bass pulse. Playing back
two-channel audio through the Evi-
dence towers, it excelled in its focused
imaging, absence of midrange grain,
and extended, transparent highs.

As a multichannel amplifier, the 9B-
THX was superb. DVD recordings of
live concerts benefited from its speed,
punch, slam, and rhythmic drive. For
half the listening test, I set the Lexicon
to treat the Mirage front- and rear-
channel spcakers as “Large” (ie, driven
full-range). After 45 minutes of Godzil-
la's thunderous footfalls and the pound-

Assaociated Equipment

Digital source: Krell MD-1 CD
transport, Theta Carmen and Denon
DVM-3700 DVD/CD players, Lex-
1icon MC-1 Controller.

Tuners: Day-Sequerra FM Refer-
ence Classic; Rotel RH-10; Mag-
num Dynalab MD-102, 205 Sleuth
RF amplificr.

Preamplification: Krell KBL pre-
amplhitier, Mark Levinson ML-7A
preamplifier with L-2 phono sec-
tion, Duntech MX-10 moving-coil
preamplifier.

Power amplifiers: Mark Levinson
No.334, Bryston 7B-ST mono-
blocks, Denon A/VR-4800.
Loudspeakers: Mirage HDT-
FCH-1, HDT-RB-1, Dynaudio
Contour 3.0, Dynaudio Evidence,
Revel Salon, B&W 805 Nautilus,

ing techno beat of Run Lola Run, the
Bryston’s internal heatsinks were quite
hot. But the sound remained open,
transparent, clean, and revealing of
detail, as madc evident by concert
DVDs. The opening drum beat of the
Eagles’ Hotel California (DTS DVD
99121) made my room shudder. Similar-
ly, the extremely deep bass-guitar

The Bryston 9B-THX
Is @ surprisingly
powerful amplifier
with strong dynamics.

chords dominated the opening of Sheryl
Crow's Am I Getting Through concert
DVD (DTS DVD 99121).

The muldchannel experience placed
mc in the center of the action. The sur-
round actvity in Chapter 12 of Godzilla
made the front-to-back action —as
when the dinosaur approaches from the
front channels, passes over the hero, and
Icaves via the rear loudspeakers —com-
pletely convincing. A similar front-back
fly-by gripped me as the attack heli-
copters chased Godzilla through the
streets of New York.

After several hours of listening, 1
pushed the 9B-THX until the front
pancl’s LEDs occasionally flashed red.
While the sound exhibited the ex-
pected compression, refusing to get

Velodyne HGS-18 powered sub-
woofer.
Cables: Intercounects: Bryston,
Krell Cogelco Yellow, PSC Pristine
R30 silver-alloy (all three balanced);
Concident  Speaker  Technology
CST-1C, Randall Rescarch, Ultralink
Performance, Mark Levinson HFC
(with Camac connectors) single-
ended; 75 ohin Silver Starlight and
Ultralink Digital Pro digital coax.
Video: Ultralink  Videophile Pro
Composite, Ultralink Videophile Pro
Silver S-video. Speaker: Levinson
HFC-10, Sumiko OCOS, Ultralink
Excelsior, Coincident Speaker Tech-
nology CST1, PSC Pristine R-50
biwired double ribbons.

—Larry Greenhill

Bryston 9B-THX

louder, it didn’t become brittle, analytic,
hard, or distorted.

The midrange was excellent. The
pace’n’thythm of Rum Lola Rui’s throb-
bing techno score became an integral
part of the movie, its brush strokes on
synthesized drums driving Franka
Potente’s tireless running. 1 heard the
individual notes from the several guitars
in Hotel California more clearly and dis-
tinctly than ever before; they refused to
be homogenized by the conga druins in
the selection’s opening.

To hear subtle amplifier differences,
it was necessary to replace the front
Mirage speakers with 250-1b Revel
Salons, driving them alternatcly with
the Mark Levinson No.334 or with
two 9B-THX channels. This revealed
differences in the uppermost ranges.
While the Bryston 9B-THX sounded
clean, fast, and very dynamic, it was not
as transparent as the much morce expen-
sive No0.334 driving these exquisite
$15,000/ pair loudspeakers. The Levin-
son was also more defined and etched
playing the guitar accompaniment to
Roy Orbison’s “Pretty Woman” on
DTS’s Demo Disc IV,

Conclusions

My listening revealed the Bryston 9B-
THX to be not only a surprisingly
powerful amplifier with strong dynam-
ics, but also the equal of more expen-
sive solid-state amplifiers in its ability
to deliver powerful midbass, wide
dynamic contrasts, and involving vocal
reproduction.

Bryston’s 9B-THX is a beefy, rugged,
reliable home-theater amplifier whose
20-ycar warranty and midpoint price
make it a real value. If's powerful, built
to last, and appears to be very casy to
service. Souically, it resembles the other
ST Brystons, particularly the 3B-ST’s
midbass punch and solidity, and equals
top two-channel audiophile amplifiers
like the Bryston 4B-ST and 7B-ST.
While these two-channel stereo ampli-
ficrs have slight edges in transparency,
high-end openness, and soundstage
depth, they can't deliver the Bryston 9B-
THX's ultra-clcan power to five sepa-
rate loudspeakers. Such pristine power
makes it a perfect choice tor someone
who wants to have a home-theater sys-
tem, yet have a basic amplifier for mult-
channel music-only rccordings.

So sit forward and join the action: Put
on a DVD and enter the new world of
multichannel home-theater sound. The
9B-THX five-channel amplifier took
me there on that bright spring day in
April. It could take you there, too.
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Bryston doesn’t need an elaborate intro-
duction. The company has been around
since 1962 catering to the professional
sound industry, as well as the home elec-
tronics field. Known to be a relatively
conservative company which doesn’t
jump quickly to change the “tried and
true” Bryston, nevertheless, has intro-
duced a number of new components
over the past few years. These include a
number of multi-channel amplifiers and
their recently introduced home theatre
processor/preamplifier, the SP1. In the
audio-only category, Bryston’s designs
have focussed on power pack amplifiers
which are mounted on or in loudspeak-
ers such as the PMC line, distributed by
Bryston in North America.

The amplifier under review, which was
under development for over one year, is
Bryston's flag ship component. Though a
prototype unit was shown about one
year ago and auditioned a short time
later, a production model was not avail-
able until now. However, we believe that
it was well worth waiting for.

Appearance:

This is a massive component, finished in
the, now traditional, flat black. The front
panel sports—as in Bryston’s other
power amps—two tricolour LEDs which
indicate standby (yellow), clipping (red)
and operating (green). The on/off switch
is located on the front centre and is a
“soft touch” switch—or one could call it
a “smooth touch” feature that activates
with a gentle stoke, rather than a firm
push, of the finger.

Having looked at this amplifier for some
time now, we noticed that the14B ST is
considerably higher than other models.
Thus, we have an 85 pound amplifier
which measures 7 inches high, 19 1/2
inches wide and 17 inches deep (19
inches with handles).

The rear panel accommodates left and
right channel speaker terminals, gold-
plated RCA and XLR (single-ended and
batanced) inputs, a circuit breaker/power
switch, the switches for balanced or
unbalanced operation, a balance regula-
tor (gain from 0 to -14 dB) and the well

fTHE INNER EAR BREPORIT
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If you like
bass—accurate
bass, that is—
this is your

amplifier

for the (detachable) power cord which
also houses the main fuse. A “trigger”
allows remote switching from an exter-
nal source such as a preamplifier.

Despite its bulk, the 14B ST is a sleek,
handsome component which is intended
to blend with existing decor and com-
municate its presence and style with its
function as an important electronic com-
ponent. While a lot of amplifiers may
have embraced similar styling, few have
a similar degree of sonic finesse, as we
shall see later on; first, however, the
unit's...

Technology:

There isn't a lot of information available
regarding the amplifier's topology. We
know, however, that Bryston’s designer,
Stuart Taylor, employed brand new
output devices made by Motorola and
placed almost the entire circuitry in atyp-
ical sites on the elaborate chassis. This
allowed a more effective heat sink cou-
pling, thereby keeping the operating
temperature to a minimal level while
operating at maximum efficiency. The
amplifier is available in two version with
identical specifications—other than
current capacity—both a 15 amp and a
20 amp version are available in North
America (a 230 volt, 10 amp version is
produced for European countries). It is
not necessary to get the 20 amp model
unless your AC is really poor and your
house is wired with 12 gauge electrical
cable. For most domestic applications,
the 15 amp version is fine. The 14B ST’s
immaculate circuitry layout as much as
eliminates interchannel interference,
such as magnetic induction, signal
bleed, etc. The signal path has been kept
as short as possible and beefy trans-
formers rated at 750 V/A each assure sta-
bility of the power supplies.

Our unit was spec'd out and provided
rather  impressive measurements.
Harmonic distortion is 0.00332% at 20Hz,
0.00288% at 200Hz, 0.00343% at 2kHz
and 0.00570% at 20kHz. Intermodulation
distortion is 0.00374%; noise was mea-
sured at -110dB from 20Hz to 20kHz.
Power at clipping measured 582 watts
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per channel, though the component is
rated at 500 watts/ch into 8 ohms and 800
watts/ch into 4 ohms. The input imped-
ance is 15k ohms balanced and 50k ohms
unbalanced. Input sensitivity is 2 volts
balanced and 1 volt unbalanced {100w/8
ohms). All in all, this amplifier is an excel-
lent piece of work by anyone’s standards.

The Sound:

The 14B ST came in time to be used with
the fabulous B&W 801s, reviewed in this
issue and the JMlab Micro Utopias,
reviewed in our last issue. Thus, two
pairs of great, though different loud-
speaker were used for this evaluation.
The Wyetech Lab Opal preamplifier, the
Audio Aero CD player, also reviewed in
this issue, and our in-house Audio
Alchemist DAC/DTI Pro/Elite transport
made up the front end, while wiring was
achieved with Nordost's Valhalla inter-
connects and speaker cables.

When the amplifier arrived, we connect-
ed it first to the B&W 801s, played a few
CD tracks and then switched on the
Magnum MD 108 to burn in and stabilize
the Bryston. After having operated the
amplifier for a few days, occasionally
checking its sound, we proceeded with
the “serious” listening tests. We began
with what the Editor considers to be the
most difficult to reproduce CD Todo
Sobre Di Madre. This CD consist of large
orchestral works along with solo trumpet,
moog, accordion and bass—Iots of bass.
What makes reproducing this material so
very difficult is the presence of extreme
dynamics, almost simultaneously with
finicky subtle “detail”. Amps and speak-
ers have a devil of a time trying to faith-
fully capture and reproduce the foud
vociferous bass, for example, which is
often married with very soft sounds of a
muted trumpet. Whereas many compo-
nents can reproduce one or the other
element, few can handle it all. Enter: the
Bryston 14B ST. This amplifier handled
ALL passages with the utmost finesse,
never labouring, never running out of
steam; and with never a hint of harsh-
ness when dynamic high frequencies
were present on the disc. That in itself is
an accomplishment, but it's only the




beginning. In addition to the smoothest
highs we have heard produced by a solid
state amplifier, the 14B manages “inner
detail” finesse usually found only in low
powered amplifiers—read (some) single
ended tube jobs. All panelists comment-
ed that the amplifier's mastery of
musical midband information and
voices, especially female vocals, is on
par with the best we have encountered
to date. If you like bass—accurate bass,
that is—this is your amplifier. The
Bryston folks have successfully correlat-
ed midbass and deep bass information,
melding it (sonically, of course) until it
presents an effortless musical stream.
They have tamed the 14B’s sheer power
to produce (or reproduce) deep, resolute
bass. Listening to a double bass, elec-
tronically produced bass or the pedal
notes of an organ is a lesson on how
things should be done. Imaging, focal
proficiency, spatiality and resolving
capability are nothing short of stunning.

For other listening tests, we connected
the 14B ST to the JMlab Micro Utopias
with the identical back-up components
used for our earlier tests. This time, with
the Micros firmly planted on solid
stands, we began by listening to classi-
cal material which the Micros do so well.
And again, the Bryston showed that it
can and will reproduce the most delicate
musical passages, simultaneously with
dynamic information, without accentuat-
ing or diminishing any part of the fre-
quency spectrum. The 14B ST's sonic
makeup complemented the JMiabs and
introduced additional body and weight
to the bass, creating richer sonic tex-
tures. Highs, midrange and bass fre-
quencies were immaculately balanced,
but the most noticeable sonic benefit
was the ability of this system to recreate
subtle details (inner detail).

Both pairs of loudspeakers used for our
listening tests demonstrated the
Bryston’s knack for speed, accurate
dynamics and outright control of the
drivers. However, the amplifier’s greatest
accomplishment is its ability to convey
what we know as “musicality”. What we
mean is that the 14B ST handles musical

program material without imposing its
technical blueprint. Although complete
sonic neutrality is impossible, we daresay
that the Bryston comes very close to
sounding neutral as it handles music
without prejudice.

Synopsis & Commentary:

Regular readers may know that one of
Bryston’s multi-channel amplifiers—the
8B ST—has been used to evaluate loud-
speakers in many of our reviews, usually
in the bridged stereophonic mode. This
provided us with over 400 watts per
channel—a power house—while main-
taining the finesse supplied by Bryston’s
3B ST. The 14B ST is even more power-
ful than the bridged 8B ST. However, in
addition to the increased power, this
amplifier managed to sound a lot
smoother, with musical finesse rarely
found in powerful amps. Listening to our
regular selection of CDs, there were
occasions when our panelists couldn’t
discern sonic differences between the
14B ST and the single-ended Wyetech
Lab amps. Though apparent when listen-
ing attentively, the Bryston mad cult, as
its sonic footprint and tonal balance is
quite comparable to the Wyetech Lab’s
Onyx, reviewed in this issue. Subtle dif-
ferences can be appreciated, to be sure,
but only those with “ears” can readily
establish the identity—and it may take a
little time even for them. Thus, what we
have here is an outstanding solid state
amplifier that can drive any speaker
under the sun, while maintaining musical
finesse in line with some of the best
single ended vacuum tube designs cur-
rently on the market. And another thing:
even trained ears will have difficulties
identifying this amplifier as a Bryston
product. We consider the 14B ST a high-
end design without the customary high-
end price tag (high-end, high, perfor-
mance amplifiers usually go for about
$10,000). When an amplifier sounds this
good, looks this cool and handles expen-
sive loudspeakers effortlessly under
demanding conditions, it deserves to be
regarded as a first-class component.
Audition it, buy it—and laugh all the way
to the bank. .
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Bryston 4B ST

Introducing Studio Sound’s regular amplifier bench tests, Paul Miller assesses Bryston’s 4B ST

EW COMPANIES

attempt to - straddle

domestic and professional
markets with. ostensibly. the
same products. but Bryston is
one of the successtul examples.,
Bryston sees itself as a purist
company. catering for the sonic
expectations of the hi-fi market
while maintaining the rugged
build and bomb-proof rehubility
demanded by the professional
sector. fUis distributed in the
UK through PNC Ltd who
implement Bryston's 20-year
warranty. By all accounts. its

Max Continuous Power Output,

1% THD into 8ohm (cne channel)
1% THD 1nto 3ohm (two channels)
1% THD into dohm (two channels)
Frequency Response @ 04RW
Dynamic Headroom (THF)
Maximum Current (Sensec. 1% THD)

Qutput Impedance

Damging Facter

Stereo Separation (1kHz:
(20kHzj

Zhanne! Balance, 1kHz (QdB V)
Total Harmonic Distortian

{G4BW, 1kH20kHz)
(23 power, IkHz/20kHz)

flash red it the amp is driven
hard into chpping  (they
remained resolutely “areen’

most popular product is the 4B
ST poweramplitier. a 2230W"
model that's sandwiched
between the budget 3B and
rather more substuntial 7B/8B

during my power lests 1o 1%
THD) while the former are
provided to trim gain and

FREQUENCY RESPONSE @ Odfiw

models, And it just £1495 (UK. ? E
ex-VAT). the 4B clewly services 4
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