
SEPTEMBER 2016 WWW.HIFINEWS.CO.UK

PLUS 18 pages of music • VINYL RE-RELEASE The Beach Boys’ Pet Sounds on 180g

•OPINION 12 pages of comment • VINTAGE Hitachi DA-1000 first-gen CD spinner

• SHOW BLOG Stockholm High End • READERS’ CLASSIFIEDS Hi-Fi bargains galore

0g

Budget
Esoterica
Marantz 6006
series CD/amp

Prism Sound Callia
USB DAC with pro heritage

US Muscle
Mark Levinson
unleashes the
No536

‘This studio is a 
musical instrument’

Brian Eno – ‘sonic landscaper’, p84  

Focal Sopra No3
France’s new flagship floorstander

Computer Audio
Getting started pt2, p24

5555555555555555-

  UK £4.99 US $13.00 Aus $12.99

THE HOME OF REAL HI-FI

Exclusive

• 

• 

• 

THE
hi-fi
SHOW

29-30th Octob  

See p17

•

•tobobeer

VINYL
IC

O

NREVIEW

V

RRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRREEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWW

ALICE COOPER
BILLION DOLLAR BABIES



Listen to the new Emit Series.

Emit.
Enter the World
of High-End
Performance.  

The new Dynaudio Emit series is the latest model range from Dynaudio and was conceived as an entry level high 
end loudspeaker series incorporating extraordinary levels of performance and technical innovation in an attractive 

TEST WINNER
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PHONO STAGE

MM/MC phono preamplifi er
Made by: iFi-Audio (Abbingdon Global Group), Merseyside

Supplied by: iFi Audio
Telephone: 01900 601954

Web: www.ifi -audio.com
Price: £435

practice this refers to a mixture of bipolar 
and J-FET-based op-amps, along with a 
choice selection of discrete components in 
its buffered output stage. The surrounding 
circuitry is populated with thin-fi lm SMD 
(surface mount) resistors and a mix of 
TDK and Panasonic audio-grade fi lm type 
capacitors, selected for low distortion. 
Additionally, iFi Audio says that it has 
removed the remaining two audio coupling 
capacitors in its MC circuit, retained in the 
earlier iPhono model.

The company has also carried out work 
on the power supply 
section. The most obvious 
part of this is a new +15V 
‘iPower’ wall-wart PSU, 
available for £45 on its 
own to upgrade other 
DC-powered items. To 
this end, it is available in 
four versions, with output 
voltages of 5, 9, 12 or 15V. The fi ltering 
implemented inside the main unit has also 
been increased, reducing MC noise by a 
claimed 3dB and MM by 10dB [see PM’s 
Lab Report, p59]. In fact, iFi Audio goes 
one step further and suggests that the only 
way to make noise lower still would be to 
‘cool the circuit in liquid nitrogen’!

All these changes are not so obvious 
from the outside. Instead, the case is still 
the same size and bears MM and MC input 
sockets at one end, plus a grounding post. 
(If this initially appears worryingly small, 

the company provides a short adapter 
lead that fi xes to it, which has a chunkier 
binding post on the other end – a nice 
touch.) Also included is a short set of 
phono leads and a small screwdriver for the 
adjustment of the various DIP switches that 
populate the underside of its alloy body. 

CHOOSE YOUR EQ
On top of the unit are three tiny LEDs: one 
indicates power and the second shows the 
unit is ready to play, after a short start-up 
delay. The third apparently signifi es ‘Class 

A TubeState operation’ 
but, as far as I could see, 
was effectively a second 
power LED.

At the other end of 
the case are the output 
phono sockets, plus 
the DC input. In the 
centre sits a three-

position ‘response equalisation’ switch that 
defaults to the standard RIAA eq curve but 
also offers Decca and Columbia settings. 
However, even more options are available 
underneath through three rows of PCB-
mounted DIP switches. 

One of these allows the standard RIAA 
option to be adjusted in two additional 
ways. The fi rst switches between the 
standard RIAA curve and the subsonic 
roll-off (IEC option) originally developed in 
1976. This adds an additional frequency 
response adjustment to roll off subsonic 

Rather as with the car industry, 
it’s increasingly common for 
audio manufacturers to operate 
two brands under the same 

umbrella. In both cases, one is for higher 
end products and one for more affordable 
offerings. Just as Lexus is to Toyota and 
Infi niti to Nissan, we have the likes of 
Esoteric and Teac, Bang & Olufsen and B&O 
Play, plus TAD and Pioneer. One of the more 
recent additions to this market is iFi Audio: 
junior partner to high-end UK company, 
Abbingdon Music Research. 

iFi Audio has carved itself a very solid 
niche in the marketplace. This is thanks to a 
range of implausibly small, high quality and 
eminently affordable products, the latest 
of which is the £435 iPhono2. It would 
be a perfect candidate for HFN’s ‘Budget 
Esoterica’ if that slot were not already 
occupied this month by Marantz’s new CD/
amp combo [see p68]. Of course, ‘iPhono’ 
isn’t all that far removed from ‘iPhone’, 
so iPhone users might experience a spot 
of déjà-vu as iFi’s packaging is remarkably 
similar to that of Apple’s bestseller!

BACK TO THE DRAWING BOARD
Although iFi’s claim that the unit’s 
predecessor, the original iPhono, ‘became 
the “benchmark” phono stage under 
US$1000’, should be taken with a pinch 
of salt, there was no doubt that it was a 
highly capable unit. However, the company 
has resisted the temptation to lightly tinker 
with things under the bonnet to 
no real avail. Instead, it has gone 
back to the drawing board and 
come up with what is more like a 
complete engine transplant.

For the main part of the 
circuit, iFi Audio has made use 
of the topology it refers to 
as ‘Class A TubeState’, but 
developed it further. In 

RIGHT: A comprehensive set of DIP 
switches underneath the iPhono2 
allows selection of three LP eq modes, 
plus gain and loading adjustments for 
both MM and MC cartridges

‘It cut to the heart 
of the recording 
like a hot knife 
through butter’

iFi Audio replaces its popular iPhono preamp with the higher specifi cation iPhono2. 
Visually and functionally similar it may be, but much has changed under its skin...
Review: Adam Smith Lab: Paul Miller

iFi Audio iPhono2
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information below 20Hz. 
The third choice is the 
rather more unusual ‘enhanced 
RIAA’ (eRIAA) equalisation. This 
attempts to compensate for the ‘natural 
HF roll-off of a record cutting lathe’ by 
progressively boosting frequencies above 
10kHz – although PM did not measure any 
signifi cant difference with eRIAA engaged.

The remaining sets of DIP switches 
select loading and gain for both MM and 
MC cartridge selections. When used in MM 
mode, the iPhono2 has gain options of 36 
or 48dB and capacitive loading settings of 
100, 200, 300, 400 and 500pF. The MC 
section offers gains of 60 or 72dB (6dB 
greater than the old iPhono) plus resistive 
loading options of 22, 33, 75, 100, 250, 
330 or 1kohm, along with 47kohm for MM. 

Although it is small, the iPhono2 feels 
very solidly made and is beautifully fi nished. 
With its ‘sockets at each end’ layout it may 
be less easy to position neatly on your rack 
than some. The upside, of course, is that 
there’s no good reason why you can’t tuck 
it away out of sight altogether.

 ALL GROWN UP
With the iPhono2 set to MM gain, standard 
RIAA and driven by my Ortofon 2M Black 
cartridge in an SME309 arm, the iPhono2 

offered a fi ne 
account of itself from 
the fi rst bars of music. There 
is no doubt that it is a step above 
most other phono stages at the price. It 
has a ‘grown-up’ feel and a sense of purity 
to its performance that distances it from 
some enjoyable but rather more rough-
edged competitors.

Along with this sense of maturity came 
a surprisingly capacious soundstage depth 
and width. This let backing-instruments 
line up behind the main action in a broad 
arena. All too often, ‘affordable’ items 
like this seem to have everything playing 
in a somewhat curtailed space, but the 
iPhono 2 confers a pleasingly voluminous 
character upon recordings. It offers a 
fi ne sense of atmosphere, while keeping 
everything within the space well ordered. 

Spinning ‘Walking In The Rain’ from 
Flash And The Pan’s Panorama LP [Easy 
Beat EASLP 100], the iPhono2 took the 

gentle nature of the track and delivered it 
delicately to the loudspeakers. The backing 
bass line was a surprisingly fi rm guiding 
hand but it never overpowered things. 
Instead, the vocals led the track, but none 
of the backing effects – including the rain 
itself – were lost.

Interestingly, though, the fruity low 
end of the iPhono 2 had both its ups 
and downs. Just occasionally it seemed 
as if things were getting just a little out 
of control. Some of the beats from The 
Adventures’ ‘Broken Land’, taken from their 
1988 album The Sea Of Love [Elektra EKT 
45], seemed to lose their grip. The result 
was that the iPhono2 could be a little 
boomy at the very bottom end. It certainly 
digs deeply and there were no issues in 
terms of detail, but I felt a modicum of 
more control would not have gone amiss 
from time to time.

Across the midband, the iPhono2 again 
transcended its modest selling price by 
being, frankly, more accomplished than it 
had any right to. Vocals were strong and 
fulsome with plenty of body. Additionally, 
it was able to pick up on subtle vocal 
nuances that can sometimes elude its 
similarly-priced brethren. As a result, voices 
were detailed and emotive, only ringing 
out a little too enthusiastically on the very 
odd occasion. 

Al Jarreau’s crescendos on his track 
‘Mornin’’ from the album Jarreau [WEA 25-
0070-1] again pushed the barriers of the 

FROM MERSEYSIDE TO CHINA

Abbingdon Music Research fi rst appeared on the hi-fi  scene in 2001 under the 
guidance of its three founders – Technical Director Thorsten Loesch, Marketing 
Director Vincent Luke and Operations Director Pat Wayne. The company 
specialises in high-end audio equipment, having its headquarters and design 
team in the UK, while manufacturing is carried out in the Far East. In 2012, the 
company launched its budget offshoot, iFi Audio. This is a subsidiary sharing 
the same team of engineers and designers, with all hardware and software 
developed in-house. IFi Audio itself states that its products are ‘aimed primarily 
at the future, Computer Audio generation’ and a large part of its range is indeed 
based around digital audio, such as the Nano iDSD DAC/headphone amp [HFN 
Dec ’14] and USB iPurifi er [HFN Aug ’16]. However, a sign of the changing times 
can be seen in iFi’s attention to vinyl in its portfolio, with the iPhono and now 
the iPhono2 preamps. The company started out with four products to its name 
but the range has now expanded to over 20, which are divided into four core 
areas: digital, analogue, signal conditioning and power. Additionally, a retro 
micro system with loudspeakers is offered in the form of the Stereo 50 and LS3.5.

LEFT: Three green LEDs on the top of the unit 
indicate operational status. The toggle switch 

visible beside the output sockets allows 
selection of RIAA, Columbia and 

Decca equalisation curves
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PHONO STAGE

iPhono2’s comfort zone, but I have 
heard many other dearer units give 
up sooner, so the iFi phono amp is 
not lagging in this respect.

However – saving the best until 
last – where the iPhono2 really 
shows its class is at the treble end 
of the spectrum. Throughout my 
evaluation, I never stopped fi nding 
myself surprised by its top-end 
abilities. This is a phono stage that 
really has no diffi culty in capturing 
the very essence of what good 
quality treble detail is about. It is 
smooth, inviting and lucid, but it has 
a level of insight that proved quite 
uncanny at times. 

RIAA FINE-TUNING
Guy Garvey’s latest LP, Courting The 
Squall [Fiction 4758702] is a good 
recording but there’s a lot going on 
with it. It has spent a great deal of 
time on my turntable since I bought 
it and so I know only too well that 
it can reveal any shortcomings 
in a phono stage – so far, only 
rather more expensive items have 
really pulled everything together. 
The iPhono2 then waltzed in and 
confounded that notion by cutting 
to the heart of the recording like a 
hot knife through butter.

I was also happy to discover that 
the phono stage seems to favour 
no one type of music over another. 
Certainly, I found that the iPhono2 
is very happy to settle back with 
something smooth and considered. 
On the other hand, when fed with 
something rather more upbeat and 
raucous, it shrugged off the change 
and hit its stride in an instant.

Briefl y trying the enhanced 
RIAA setting revealed its effects to 
be subtle but certainly welcome. 

Although it does not give an obvious 
treble lift, it adds an extra hint of 
air and upper register spatiality to 
recordings. Consequently, it is a 
handy extra, allowing for a spot of 
fi ne-tuning as preferred. 

Occasionally, the MC option 
on such a unit tends to lead one 
to wonder whether its inclusion 
might just have been something of 
a box-ticking exercise. The iPhono2 
can, again, hold its head high in this 
respect. Switching to MC did not 
change the unit’s essential character 
one iota, showing that the two parts 
of its circuitry have been very well 
matched together. 

Treble was still sweet, but the 
iPhono2 moulded everything 
together with a welcome sense 
of completeness. In addition, that 
occasionally exuberant midrange 
suited smoother MCs rather better. 
If you are a buyer taking your fi rst 
tentative steps into the moving-coil 
world, then the iPhono 2 would be a 
very reassuring companion. 

ABOVE: Input RCAs are at one end of the enclosure, and outputs at the other. The 
earth pin is very small, but an extension lead with a larger binding post is provided

iFi Audio’s new iPhono2 has a 
comprehensive set of gain and 
loading options and punches well 
above its weight in both build 
and performance. The variable 
EQ curves mean that the iPhono2 
would be perfect for a second 
turntable making the best of a 
collection of older recordings. 
However, its excellent sound 
quality ensures it’s well worth 
considering as a superb value 
upgrade to a primary system.

Leaving aside the puzzling ‘Class A TubeState’ and ‘DirectDrive 
servo-less DC Infi nity’ circuits, iFi Audio makes other more 
straightforward and bold claims for its new iPhono2 MM/MC 
preamp. The amp is based on +12dB (x4) gain increments: the 
MM stage starts at +36dB and +48dB (+36.0dB and +50.0dB 
achieved in practice) followed by another +12dB headamp 
that kicks-off the MC input at +60dB and then +72dB (+60.3dB 
and +72.5dB in practice). This is an impressively wide range 
and equivalent to a sensitivity spanning 235μV (low output 
MC) to 15.9mV (very high output MM) for a 1V/0dBV output. 
Of course, a wide gain range is of little use without an input 
overload margin that’s similarly generous, and here the 
iPhono2 is not found especially lacking, its 100mV ceiling in 
the +36dB setting (+16dB relative to sensitivity) scaling with 
increasing gain to 21mV (+48dB/MM setting), 5.9mV (+60dB/
MC setting) and 1.5mV (+72dB/MC setting).

Noise is low too, for while the overall S/N ratios are not as 
wide as iFi Audio’s specifi cation might suggest, fi gures of 82dB 
and 74dB for the MM and MC inputs, respectively, are still very 
good for a wall-wart-powered phono stage at this price point. 
Neither did the measured distortion quite plummet to the 
low 0.0007% of iFi’s literature, though a minimum of 0.0025% 
rising to 0.02% through presence and treble is still orders of 
magnitude lower than that achieved by any practical pick-up 
[see Graph 2, below]. Neither did the response quite hit the 
claimed fl at 20Hz-20kHz (±0.2dB) with its rising extreme 
HF (+2.3dB/100kHz) and +0.55dB bass boost below 50Hz. 
Only with both ‘eRIAA’ and IEC selected did its bass show the 
anticipated –2dB/20Hz roll-off [see Graph 1, below]. PM

ABOVE: Distortion versus frequency (20Hz-20kHz) at 
1V out (MM input at +36dB gain)

ABOVE: RIAA-corrected frequency response over 
an extended 5Hz-100kHz at 0dBV via MM input 
(eRIAA+IEC dashed trace)

Input loading (MM/MC) 47kohm / 22-1000ohm

Input sensitivity (MM/MC, re. 0dBV) 15.85mV / 966μV

Input overload (MM/MC, re. 1% THD) 100mV / 6.0mV

Max. output (re. 1% THD) / Impedance 8.5V / 77-97ohm

A-wtd S/N ratio (MM/MC, re. 0dBV) 82.0dB / 74.0dB

Frequency response (20Hz-20kHz) +0.45dB to +0.1dB

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz, re. 0dBV) 0.0024–0.021%

Power consumption 4W

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 58x28x157mm / 0.2kg

IFI AUDIO IPHONO2

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS


