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Equipment Report

Kalman Rubinsaon

Theta Digital Generation VIII D/A converter

¢ audiophiles are ever
hopetil t}im. however sat-
isbyitng ot present eouip-
ment ;““.l. 'ML'n.IFI. W L ;il:.'l::lil-..""r'\l' £WEn
greater enjoyient with a tweak oran
upgeade. And we pever stop: b was
only 16 years {and chree mumeahbles)
ago thar 1 boughe whar 1 declired
would Be omy lse mroble, and
theres no doubr that chis “dead”
formar has improved substandally
sinee then, Mow, cven as we make
another (bue less paradigm-shifong)
Formar transinion, from C12 o SACD
and DWVID-Audio, new pwo-channel
IDACSH continue to appear chat show
us hew Far e soll are from wresting
all the music from the ongoal “Red
liook™ f6-bit CID formar, T revicwed
the wonderful Weiss Medea DAC in
Febriary 2003, and on my avdinon-
ing mack there are still rwo more Swiss
DACs chat might redefing the catepory:
the Orpheus 1and the Nagra AR
Although Audio Alchemy was prob-
ably responsible for populanzmng the
standalone  13AC, hack in the early
19905, Theea pioneered the use of pro-
prictary software running on RSP
engines rather than on oft-the-shelf dig-
ital chips with their DS Pre from 1988,
We connnue o see mapid decreises m
thes ot nf]rm:'cw'ug‘ power; mereasing-
Iy sophisticared processing can be incor-
potated into consumer  produces at
prices that, only a year or owo before,
seemed Impossibly low, Noo only las

Description: Digital-to-analog con-
verter and analog line controller with
rermote control. Digital section: 5
digital inputs {2 S5/PDIF RCA, 1
S/FDIF BNC, 1 S/PDIF Toslink, 1
AES/EBU XLR). Sampling rates: 32,
441, 48, 882, and 96kHz. Bx over-
sampling with Theta proprietary FIR
filter running on 24-bit DSP processor
with 56-bit accumulator (Motorola
56362). Analog input section: 2
steren, RCA and XLR. Maximum input
levels: 10V RMS (RCA), 20V RMS
(XLR). Input impedance: 10k ohms.
Frequency response: DC-20kHz,

Sterenphile, Februarny 2004

thes freed Them o modify dheir algo-
rthims ar will as advances are wade, i«
also permitted them o upgrade their
exising products. Sall. it has been abour
10 years since the fnmroduction of
Theta's 138 Pro Generation ¥V only now
i Theta Digital releasing ics successor,
the SELO0G Generadon YILL

Theta showed 2 protatype of the
Gen VI two years ago, and have
skipped Generatons V1 and VI alto-
pether —by which, dearly, they mean
that the Gen VI is more than a mere
incremeneal advance over the Geni.
Actually, thev'd be remiss if the

+0.2dB. Dynamic range and sig-
nal/noise ratio: 12548 ref 18Y bal-
anced input. Analog output section:
Valume/balance control via switched
resistor netwaork. Frequency re-
sponse: 20Hz—20kHz, +0.01dB, ref
1kHz. Output impedance: 25 ohms
balanced, 12 ohms single-ended,
Maximum output: 18Y RMS bal-
anced, 9V RMS single-ended.
THD+noise at 1kHz, maximum out-
put: <0.0012% balanced, <0.0035%
single-ended. Dynamic range and
S/M ratio: >115dB balanced, 11248
single-ended, A-weighted. Crosstalk:

Theta Digital Generation YiIl DFA comveedter

Gen T misned oue to be just another
reviston, and could not accommodare
mwltibit inputs from 32kHz o 96kHz
as well as DSIY input at 28224M Hz for
SACTE Moreover, multichannel opera-
fion has also been provided for, with the
stacking of three GenViIls controlled
from a single Theta Casablanca or Casa
Mowva processor,

1 {Zu.rrn.-|||:~|mull.|rnon Cren W s have po SACTY lsand-
wape comec, Hiweves, Seay has begun o offer i
SACH plaen woth 4 FieWire-hased Jigizal ourpac
g _]nr:n Arkion's review ol e ﬁnny SO
MAONES in the Precember 208 oy s s will
saipely conme wwm,

>140dB.

Dimensions: 17.625" W by 5" H by
17.75" D. Weight: 29 Ibs.

Serial number of unit reviewed:
26355,

Price: 10,000, ATET upﬁr.al '|np-ut
adds %300, Sample-rate lock board
adds $499. Approximate number of
dealers; 75.

Manufacturer: Theta Digital Cor-
poration, 5330 Derry Ave, Suite R,
Agoura Hills, CA 91301, Tel: (818)
587-9195, Fax: (R18) 597-1079, Web:
www.thetadigital.com.
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Theta Digital Generation VIilI

As anmactive as that 5 to me, Them
sent me only one unit, which meant
thae 1 could review the Gen VI :m|}" as
a two-channe] DAC, albeit one with
promise for the faoee Ir almose goes
withoue sAYINgE that the Gen W aver-
samples all mputs to as much as
384kHz, depending on original mpu,
and that e I:uI-I'urs andAar reclocks the
signals. Full detils are offered ar
wwwtheradigital.com.

The Mew Generation

Unpacking the Theta Generation V111,
I was inlrn:::!i:lu:]y 'men:.*w.:r_:l with its
weight: At 29 lbs, it outweighs many
power amps! [ts appearance is distine-
tvely Theta, with a swooping, satiny

Measurements

ontinuing a Theta tradition, the
Generanon VIIT's madmum out-
put level was very high, at 9V single-
ended and 18V balanced. Is volume
control, which operares in accurare
1dB steps, will therefore tend to he
used around its ~20dB setting in sys-
rems with rypical gain architecrures,
B-nluth ﬁ::shn ot I;ct;tf:r[:‘imcd Inb~
solute po an very low
source impcc?zvnm: 115 ohms for the
unbalanced RCA jacks, 23 ohms for
the balanced XLRs.
Fed CD dara, the GenVIITs fre-
vency response was absolutely flat
1, top pair of maces), and its de-
emphasis error was negligible (fig.1,
bottom traces). The processor had no
problem locking on to high-sample-
rate PCM daea, though its response
showed a touch o band npple
before dropping oﬂp;:pidly above
45kHz (fig2). Channel separation
{not shown) was astonishingly pood
below 2kHz, at better than 120dB in

BT i e 4 ey B US4 S B i
(== -

Ll =
e
- an
L
- e
i
omm | ™
o o
aum ™

. =

Fig.! Thata Generation Wl CO frequency
nse at =1 2dBFS into 100k chms,
wﬂﬂ de-amphasis {bottom) and without
{top). (Right channel dashed,
0.5 jcal div)

aluminum panc] on the left frome dhat
serves as a surprisingly conventent lan-
dle in concert with the more obwious
pillar on che extreme right,. On the
rlg‘lln e |.I'|H|| h..i]!ruf l.l:!l'." +-!'l.'|]'|.t Fﬂ]'l.l.']
s occupied by the controls and a brighe,
distinet, vacuum=fluorescent digital dis-
pta}'. Beneath the VFDY display are the
bve selector buttons and the Serup bur-
ton. These buttons are normally used o
select the source, In Setup muode, the
bve buttons switch among the various
seup options, To cheir left and beneath
d'I.L' T'l]t.'t: ]lﬂg'“' ar tI"..' rc]no‘l‘t:—v.‘nntrc}]
receiver and the Standby bumon/LED,

To the right of the VFD are four bue-
tewLs, :Ln'.mgf::l as seEIments af a arcle,

which provide Up, Down, Letr, and

the L-R dirccti : Dﬁghlﬁndﬂ rJli’.-L. :l.nudF
worsening only slightly at the top o
the =udi1:%and,

The rop pair of rraces in fig.3 shows
a Y-octave spectral analysis of the
Thet's analog output while it decod-
ed dithered data representing a 1kHz
tone at ~04BFS. The noise floor's
smoothness is entrely due t the
16th-bir dither noise in the signal, In-
creasing the word length to 24 bits
dropped the neise floor by 15dB in
the midrange and treble, suggesting
that the Ther's DACs have almost
19-hit e performance, which is ex-
cellent, The lowest two traces in fg3
show a similar spectral analysis ﬁr
dithered 24-bir data representing a
1kHz tone at —120dBFS. These peak
only slightly above the =120dB level
and can be clearly distinguished from
the backpronnd noise. Though the
Theta gets a helping hand in these
measurements from its high outpue
level, it does offer truly exeraordinary

g s 0 ey s 1 e s oy

i

-

o ™

- o

am i

i e

EE- 3 aw
- " - -

Fig2 Theta Generation Vill, @6kHt frequency
respaonse at —12dBFS inte 100k ahma
{right channel dashed, 0548 fvertical
div).

H.i.g_h: aperatons for volumealance
and for the setup menus. Finally, there
are Mute and Display buttons, AN front-
p;ttlt.'l controls are Juplirntml on the re-
mote, which is large enough thar the
burtons are logically grouped and, after
a lietle experience, easily {:pr:rr:t:.:d with-
out the user having o look ac chem, The
Gen VI is fully balanced in both digi-
tal and ;1:!3]-;1-1,; domaims, and the remote
includes 1 handy phase-swicch buron,
The central portion of the rear panel
15 3 Jrovwer i.nputf:;ﬂ-urnﬂ section that
separates the amalog from the digieal
comections, Immediately o the nght
of the [prower p.mr! are digit.‘ll control
inputs and ourpues, which allow the
Grea VI o be simoothly mtegrated inte

dynamie range. Repeating the spectral
analysis with a digital “black™ signal
{not shown) d the GenVIITs
noise floor to tse above the audio-
band, reaching —75dB ar 200kHz, due
to the noise-shaping used to wring
such high audioband pedformance
from the DAC chips.

Fig4 shows the Gen VIIl's linear-
ity error measured with a dithered 16-
bit signal, which remains below £2dB

Wity iy D 99 ) Dl s Sl 20 Tl
e

el

Fg3 Theta Generation Wiil, %-octave
spectrum of dithered 1kHz tone at
~50dBFS, wath noisa and spuriae. 16-bit
D data (top) and external 24-bit data
{middle}, with 24-bit dithered 1kHz
tone at —120d6F5 (bottom). (Right
channel dashed.}

Py iy G PO DT iy B o L | i i
e

=~ Wby

" ™ - - - s s

Fig.4 Theta Generation VI, left-channel
departure from linearity, 16-bit €O data
{2dB fvertical div.).
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maore complex systems, The rest of the
'I'i%]'ll‘ side 15 occupied by a bank of digi-
wl inpus: three SAPDIF {owo RCA,
one BNC), one AES/EBU, one Tos-
Link, and, optonally, one AT&T. Above
these i a removable panel, sumilar in
size to the panel space ocoupied by the
puEs, o accept E;ture options. lhght
now, the only available opnon is a
Sample Rate Lock Board to accommo-
date low-precision digital sources, bue [
suspect thar SACI/DVD-A mpue
oprons can't be far off, The left side of
the panel bears analog inputs and oue-
puts, both RCA and XLER

There are no digical curpurs, which is
si‘gniﬂu:am: Although I've been speaking
of the Gen VI as a DAA converter
{even Theta refers oo it as such), ivis also
a serious two-input {three, if you con-
sider the buile-m DAC) analog line
preamplifier. In che past, Thera disdn-
guished their DACs withour volume
controls {DS l-"ro]l fram those with {s
Pre), but | see no such designatons in
their literapare or on the website, [ do
note that my Gen VIITs shipping carton
indicated that the unit had a volume
control, which imnplies that one can buy,

Measurements

to below —110dBFS. In fet, by look-
ing at fig.3, it should become apparent
thar this error is endrely due 1o the

[ L T T R S

AR

Wb wme Gmms iams poms LM LS LNe AR 4B e

Fig® Theta Genesation Vill, waveform of
undithered 1kHz sinewave at
-90.31dBFS, 16-bit data.

e Fromms e v oy ot i s g

/\h\\x

T T TS T

Fig6 Theta Generation VIl waveform of
undithered 1kHz sinemave at
—S0.31dBFS, 24-bit data,

i

EB

or upgrade 1o, 3 Gen VI wichour.

The GenVII's analog cromes ane
fully balanced, differennal, discrere, and
class-A. All sipnals —he digital after
conversion, the analog directly —are
handled by the ourpur stages and con-
rrolled by banks of switched resisors in
the analog domain, for volume and bal-
ance. Only two analog inputs? In this
century, that's just enough for my
phoo preamp and FM omer. Every-
thing clse comes in as ones and zeros.

[ won't subject you o the intricaces
of reprogramming the Gen VI except
to sav that, with the aid of che cxplicic
meny display, it wasnt difficule. You can
set which imputs are directly accessible
from the five buttons, which processdug
(reclocking or Ther's Jitter Jail) ach of
the digrral inpues 15 subjected o, sarmp
volume level, which extermal power
eriggers the Gen VI will respand to,
and the protocols for the RS-232 con-
trofl interface, Wou can also select
whether or nor the Gen V1T responds
to exteroal volume conerol instructions
for mulichannel use and fvoke the
Gen VIS bul-in white-noise penera-
tor for burn-in.

dither in the incoming data. The
Theta's tae linearity ervor is minimal
to below —1204BFS. As a resule, its
reproduction of an undithered 16-bir,
1kHz tone at exactly -S90.31dBFS is
perfect (fig.5), with the Gibbs Pheno-
menon “nnging” at the onset of each

The noise generator is an merigaing
option, The recommends breaking-
in the GenVII for a week, using
miusic andar the interpal born-in sig-
nal, However, Theta also stares thar,
after assembly and before testing, cach
Gen VI is pue on a burn-in tormare
rack for 100 hours ar the facrory. Be-
cause the noise generator is nglit there
in the machine, T used it for 2 week or
rwn, wsually when 1 was ot of the
house. However, [ couldn't discern any
change during the course of chis
uncontrolled experiment. One could
also feed the burn-in signal to other
I'.'l:]lTl'IFll'.'l'nﬂ'ﬂ'.S.

Plug it in!

Beeanse I'd been shown the protonpe
of Thea's Generadon V1T at the 2002
Consuiner Electronics Show and been
regaled with ies blandishments by el
Sinclair, | was not exacely panting for is
arrival as 2003 begnn wimllug dovan.
However, when the Gen VTIT was in-
serted inro my syseen, 1 owas stunned.
The Gen VI seemed so0 much moere
dynamic than anvthing else that |
immediacely  thoughe the ghoss of

of the three discrete DC voltage lev-
els clearly defined. Increasing the un-
dithered bit depth to 24 bits gives a
pretry good sinewave (fig.6).

The GenVII's output stge is
extremely linear (fig,7), with the har-

monic spuriae associated with a full-

Fig.7 Thela Generation VIl unbalanced owipat, spectum of 1kHz sinewave, DC=1kHz, at OdBFS
into Bk ohms (finear frequency scale),

Seregphie, February 2004



Flercher and Munson must be abroad
and haunring.

However, even when TI'd carchally
matched output levels with an awdio-
trequency volomerer, and had substned
the Gen Y11 for other DACs or players,
the Theta stll made a distncave differ-
ence —much as a 2-3dB difference in
volume would fool the Unsuspecting in
showroom. Digital inputs came from a
varicty of sources [(see sidebar, “Asso-
clated Equipment”™), but the GenVIIT
played no favorites among them or
among its various digital connectors — as
it should not, assuming the DAC is doing
its job in buftering and reclecking the
npur data. The GenWIIs Jiner Jail
aption of buffering digial inputs played
an important role in this, which can be
casily wested by swirching the opton in
and out while listening, There’s a small
hicoup a5 vou make the switch, bur the
superiority of Jirer Jail buffering over
mere reclocking should be apparent to
any careful listener

The Gen VIS sound was so open
and grain-free, vet so unaggressive, that
it seemed 1o lnvite me to mrn up the
volume, Having been satisfied so long

scale 1kIHz tone lying at ~94dB or be-
low [0.002%). The second harmonic
is the highest in level; at low Frequen-
cies, the third and second swap pliau:s,
Intermodulation distortion is also
very low (fig-8), with the 1kHz differ-
ence tone resilting from a full-scale

Theta Digital Gemeration VIII

with the Mark Levinson No3605, and
with the Weiss Medea and MSB
Planum Flus before i, | was more than
a bit discurbed to think that che
Gen VI could sound so different yer
still be accurare, Yer, over the span of
mciehs, tat’s the conclusion T could
not avoid.

The Gen.VIll's sound was
so open and grain-free,
yet so unaggressive,
that it seemed to invite
me to turn up
the volume.

The GenV1L offered as uncolored
Lu“.i I!J'.u'l_l-pilrfi]t H] rl.‘pn‘.l;l:uttl:iun HiY ﬂ“"
Weiss Medea [which T thoughe a para-
digm of neurrality a year ago, and =nll
do) and the Levinson No.360S, but with
an even more detiled presentadon in

mix of 19 and 20kHz tones lying at
=96dB (D.0017%). Mone of these dis-
tortion components will have any
audible effeets.

The Generation VII has two
choiees for rejecting word-clock jitter
on its data inputs, Reclock and Jitter

Fig8 Theta Generation VIIL unbalanced HF intermodulation spectrsm, DC-25kHz, 19+20kHE at
O4BFS Into Bk ohms (linear frequency scale).
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the midrange and high frequendes. Not
brightet, m%e sure, but with a more dis-
erete definition of cach instrument (and
voice) harmonically and in space. At the
bottom end of the frequency spectrum, 1
was hard-pressed to hear any difference
between the Ther and the Levinsan,
though the Weiss seemed a bit Brmer
with some recordings. Of course, this is
very much dependent on the relation-
ship of the speakers to the room. In a
leaner system than mine, which includes
the Revel Uldma Studio speakers, the
tables would have been turned. MNone-
theless, I found the Theta Gen VI con-
sistently livelier and more engaging,
even with recordings made n large, res-

CTane ACCH.

‘F.ﬁr? the opening of the ambient
noise at the start of the Cowhoy Junkies'
The Tnity Sesston (CD, RCA B568-2-R),
a huge space rolled our in front of me
even before the music began. Then 1 did
something T hadn't done for vears: I lis-
tened o the whole damn dise, and was
tavished by the sound all the way
through. Quickly, I pulled our CD after
familiar CD and found that each was
better than [ had recalled. T thoughe 1

Jail, the latter said to achieve the high-

est performance. Even so, assessing
the GenVIIT's jitter rejection with the

Miller Audio Research A .1 got
a mere 230 picoseconds peak-peak of
jitter driving the TosLink input from

a WA\I’dﬁlt o-ntcn];f PC with leug]i
engaged. Swicching in Jirer Jai
ed chis a!:eacﬂr-l gure to
180ps. Figd shows the spectrum of
this jitter. The central spike is the
11.025kHz tone, which is used as the
carrier  for the LSB-level low-
frequency squarewave that exercises
the DAC hit transitions. The side-
bands spaced at 229Hz and its odd
harmonics to either side of the spike
(indicated with red numeric markers)
are due to word-dock jitter. ﬂl:i:r:
very low in level. The highest-level
sidebands, at £156Hz (pu LAk
markers), contribute 59ps to the toral.
This graph indicates more random
noise spikes than I usually see. More
interesting, when I drove the Theta
with an clectrical S/PDIF connection
from a PS Lambda transport, al-
though the jitter level dropped even
further, to 168ps, the central peak
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knew and Joved Odera's rendinon of
“Arnenica the Beantful” on Stake o D
Chond (CL, Justice JI 0003-2) —now it
was sweeter, 3 it less stentorian, and oh!
s mich more human,

Male votces, roo, were less "clectron=
ic" and beter-defined, widhout losing
any weight or resonance. T have thres
versions of Dire Straies” Broders i Anns:
the LI (Warner Bros, 25264-1), the
remastercd CIF (Warner Bros, 47773-
2). and che Hong Kong XIRCD CD,
imported by May  Aodio [Verias

Measurements

broadened (grayed-out race in fig9),
which suggests the presence of very-
low-frequency random jitter compao-
nents with this source,

Finally, as the Gen.VIIT has analog
inputs, | tested it as a conventional
line preamplifier. Its balanced input
impedance at 1kHz was a respectable
20k ohms, bur only 7k ohms unbal-
anced, which will give ligheweighe
low frequencies with some wabed
source components. The maimim

i was 5.8d1 for both inputs with
ﬁ::: volume conmol set to 867 the
unity-gain setting was “B0" Meither
input inverted absolute polarity,

The fequency response was the
same for both unbalanced and hal-
anced inputs, and had a2 very wide
bandwidth: -1dB ac 200kHz (fie.10,

Theta Digital

Generation VIII

5483572). (Because T already had the
LB T wever bought the origina G
telease, about which 've heard nothing
Hatteong.) First, only the L1* and the
XRCD caprure the same baluce of
breathiness and resonance o Mark
Knopfler's voice, and the XRRCD did so
only through the Gen VI DAC
Sceond, although T haven't made
scrupulous anditions of these dises with
every DAC thar's passed through, it's
my impresson that only with the
Gen VI did every other aspect of the

top pair of traces}, This was with the
volume control ar s maximum; set o
=2(dB, which is more likely where it
will be used, the Theta’s bandwidth
was 2 litthe wider: 07508 ar 200kHz
(10, bottom traces), Channel sepa-
ration {not shown) was excellent, at
around 10048 across the audioband,
though rthis is not quite up to the stan-
dard of the digital inputs.

The GenVIITs analog inputs were
basically overload-proof —it ook
more than 12V o drive the balinced
input into clipping, 6V for the single-
ﬂ]l.:l:l.‘l ir:]put. Figdl shows how the
measured THD+noise percentage
changed with ourpur volmge into
both 100k ohms and 600 ohms: the
distortion level actually Hes at the
limit of the Audio Precision System

LICENSED TO STERECFHILE MAGATHE

O RILLER AL080
FETEARCH

Fig.s Theta Generation Vill, unbalanced output, high-resolution jtter spectnam of analog cutput
signal, WAk source on PC via RME Digio6/8 Pro and TosLink connection, litter Jail
connected {11.025kHz at —6dBFS sampled at 44.1kHz with LSB togpled at 229Hz), Center
frequency of trace, 11.025kHz; frequency range, £3.5kHz, (Grayed-out trace is data from PS5
Lambda via 5/PDIF connection.)
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sound of the ©1F march or exceed thar
of the LI,

The bass was tighter and froer, wnd
imaging was stible, as demonstraced by
the gant mosquite (1} in “Ride Across
the River" The recorded levels are a b
lower on the remastered C1Y and che
Lalances a bit more restrained, as if in
reaction to what I've heard about the
original CU release. As a result, the ne-
mastering is a lide too sedare, and
Enopflers guitr docsn't billow out as it
should, In comparson to the LE and

One, revealed by the sawtooth effect
in the traces as the AP changes its
pain. Even into the punishing 600
ohm load, the GenVIIT will put out
19V BMS ac clipping in balanced
maoxde; the corresponding figure for
the unbalanced ou “le tjl'.E'V.
As nexpensive digital products et
beter mngllmul:r. it tflkq:s :I?upcrb r:ng{:-
neering skill to justify the price o?a
high-end  digital processor.  The
Generaton VIITs extraordinary mea-
sted performance demonstrates chat
Theta Digital's design teany has that
skill, —John Atkimson

- ] - -

Fig. 10 Theta Generation Viil, balanced analog
inputfoutput frequency response at 1y
into 100k ohms, with volume control at
+£&4B (top} and -20d8 {bottom). (Right
channel dashed, 0548/ vertical div.)

Fig.11 Theta Generation Vill, balanced analag
inputfoutpul, THD=N (%) vs output
voltage into 100k ohms {hght) and
&00 ohms (haft),

a
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KRCID, the remastered CD 1s also soft
on top. Listen to the cymbal crescendo
abour five minutes inte “Ride Across
the River” On the XRCD, it sounded
appropriacely  bright and glitery and
equally realistic as it was panpoeted back
and forth; on the remastered dise it
sounded fileered and dulled, Owerall,
the Theta GenVII not anly let me
hear such very small differences be-
rween media, but also ler me, afrer
many years, say that the XRCD version
is my preferred choice,

Concomitants of the Gen V11I's non-
aggressive namire include a shightly more
distant soundstage of cxrraordinary
depty and deeal, and the potental for
extremely loud playback levels free of
car fatigue, as IP ng as the associated
equipment is up toic I clearly preferned
the €1 track of the Rosalyra String
Quartet's new muldchanne] SACTLACD
of Shostakovicl's String Quartets 2 and
8 {Artegra ART 1002}, as DAC by the
Gen VI, over the two-channel DSD
wrack ted directly from the Sony SCD-
HATTFES o one of the Theta's analog
inputs. They were harmonically pretry
much indistingnshable, but T risk heresy
i saving that T heard berter detail from
the 16-bit mack. Each instrument was
erched in plice, and the lowest levels of
margimally audible sound were dis-
cernible. In the opening of the Largo
movernent of Chuartet 8, the vicla plays
a low-pitched drone before making a
slow Dies frae statement, then joins the
other instratments in the musical argu-
ment. That first, barcly audible tone
anchored chose bars to great nousical and
erotional effect via the Gen VIII, but
was nearly missing and less effective on
the DSD mack. (In defense of this
SACD, the eHect 15 subtle and more suc-
cessiul in multichannel.) 16's not that one
can't hear this with the other DACS, bue
that suech distinctions are efortless with
the Gen VIIL

With really big seuff (he says, whip-
ping oot yet another Mahler disc), 1
could tum up the volume to glorous
levels withour concern. | eould play
Michael Gielen's neo-Brahmsian ver-
sion of Mahler's Symphony 1 {(CD,
Hinssler HAM 930%7) ar levels that
tevealed the sweer felicinies of the
quictest moments m the second move-
ment, and then | could revel in the size
and power of the finale's fortssimos as
they rolled over mic, free of strain. It just
got bigger, and bemer.

it does analog, too

[mplicd in most of the above is that the
output stage of the Thets Generation

Stereaphile, February 2004

Theta Digital Generation VIl

VIILis as good as, iF net better than, my
reference Sonic Fronders Line-3 pre-
amp, and chac either alone i better than
the pair i seres. So, afier my experis
ences with the Gen VI as a DAC, 1
distilled them by eliminating the Sonic
Frontiers and ranning the Gen VIII, via
its own volume n.nr% balance conrrols,

No electronic component
has so transformed
my stereo system,
or made such an
emotional impact on me.

directly into the balanced inpurs of the
Classé CAM-350 or Sonic Frongers
Power-3 monoblocks. [ also spent much
dme vsing the Gen VI as an analog
preamp with, as sources, my mentable
a:].’l.i FM tu]’ll.']'—:ll'ld.l {}E CANLATSLE, thf
Gen VIITs own and ather DACs,

It was oghe and clean, and could
depice a very deep, wide soundstage.
The phase switch came in handy g:sr
comparing discs and sources, because 1«
]E! me {:l].:l‘_'un]zr fll:l'l. one “’Ith LASC.
Dinve was excellent from both the bal-

Associated Equipment

Analog source: Heybrook TT2
turntable, SME III tonearm,
Ortofon SME3OH cartridge.
Digital sources: Californa Audio
Labs CL-20 DVD-V/CD player,
Orphens 0 CD player, Linn
Unidisk 11 universal player, Sony
SCD-XAT?TES SACDVCD play-
er; Mark Levinson Mo360s, Weiss
Medea DACs

Preamplification: Sonic Fronters
Line-3 premnp].iﬁfr. Audiolals
8000PPA phono 5

Power ampli Sonic
Frontiers Power-3, Cl:s:.é CAM-
350 rnnnnblncks. McCormack
DMA-1 Rev A,

Loudspeakers: Bevel Uluma
Studio.

Cables: Interconnect: AvdioCQuest
Anaconda & Python (both  bal-
anced), Digital Preasion X-60 digi-
tal interconnects, Cardas Cross
(single-ended). Speaker: Audio-
Quest Gibrltar AC: P5 Audio Lab,
JPS Aluminata. = Kalmn Robinsn

anced and single-ended outpues with
my M interconnects and any of the
power amps. The only characteristics |
could ascribe tw the GenVII when
used as a line stage were that it was not
warm or forgiving but revealing and
dynamic. Deal with i,

In my search for complaines, T reach
for straws: | wish the Gen V1L DACS
bass, pood as it was, was a5 good as thar
of the Weiss Medea or, indeed, of the
Theta's own line stage. [ wish, too, thae
there was a knob for volume control —
making large, fast changes is difficult
with the Gen.VII's incremental bue-
wons, I'd also like a readout of inpuor fre-

uency and bic width, Finally —1 feel

]‘}kt Oliver Twist pleading for “Mare,
please, 8" —would 2 third analog
mput be too much ro ask ford OF
course, I'd not rrade off anything the
Gen VI does now o fulfill any of
these wishes,

Condusions

For the past months, I have been
beguiled by muldchannel muosic and
luve become very casual and conrent
with my two-channel listening, The
Thera Generation VI has changed all
thar. With the exception of a handful of
speakers —the B&W Signature 800,
E: Revel Ulnma Smdio, the Apogee
Studio, and the sainted Swax ELS-F81
come to mind —no component, and
cerrainly no electronie component, has
so transformed my stereo system, or
made such an emotional impact on me.
Through the GenVILL 1 have discov-
ered how much more information,
music, and enjoviient wy stereo CDs
comtain, [ mow nish back from oy
multchannel weekends anticipating
new delights, The prospect of stackin

three GenV1lls for multchannel is al-
most overwhelming,

The GenVIIs glory is in how it
opens up the musie, particulaely in the
midrange, It's only a linle berwer than
cvuﬁﬁlung else I've heard, bue that
small merement is like conl water to
the thirsty audiophile. Evervone who
reads this should give it a listen, just o
hear what the "Hed Back” CD tech-
nology can deliver now, 20 vears after
its debur.

The GenVIIT costs S10,000; buying
one will not be a snap dedsicn for any-
ome, But it is, at that prce, the most re-
vealing and ecfgmg 12AC Tve heard,
and a cutting-cdge line controller. Thera
Digital's Generation VIIT may have
been a long ame coming, but its not
going back so fast ve sdll gor thous
sands of CDs to rediscover. B8
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seems w flow much more naneally,

Wertical vibrations have a surprisingly
lirge neganve impact on the perfor-
mance of many audio and video com-
ponents. For example, the higher
densides of informanon conined in
SACD and DVD-Audio dises make the
plvers even more senstive o reading
errors due to external vibratons, Ie s
casy, theretore, o understand bow e is
even tnore cntcal w0 deeeer che lngh-
density dama on SACDs and DV-As,
wirhot the intervention of the errare-
ourmechicn fi'j':i"..'l'l'l.

The =me is mue for video sources
such as DVDAVideo and LCD projec-
tors. By placing vour video equipment
on 3 H.I:Exn.. vou will gain a desnsace
improvement  in resoliton,  mese
noticeably mn the form of more vivid
colors and blacker Blacks, The improve-
ments are very easy to demonstrate.
Insere a W in your player, then pause
during a scenc thar has considerable
black in the frame. Swdy the wmage.
Ther, with the dise sl in pavse moﬁc.
place vour DVD player on the Relaxa.
The “snow” will either disappear or he
much less evident. Again, error-cormee-
ton devices are believed o be blamed
tor poor image quality. With the Relaxa,
you can erjoy your DV library ro ies
fullest potental!

Finnally, please note thar the Relaxa
line includes the Belaxa Srand {speaker
st;llldjl. Relava Back, and Relaxa Feet. In
addition, SAE offers 1 complete line of
loudspeakers, wbe clecronies, and
cables, More informarion is available on
our website! wwswesapandiocom,

We look forward te Michacl's com-
ments regarding the Relaa’s offect on
his Manley Steelhead and ASR Basis
Exclusive phono preamps. We also
hope Michael uses a digeal source; we
predice he will be pleasantly surprised|

Mahalo! {"'Th:uﬁ:s" in Haweaiian)

TLW‘{ Hant
Presidens, 5.A Audio Feteranational

A allurnng as new formats can be, we
knew we had 1o address the needs of all
of s who have vast libranes of 16-Int
PCM compact dises. There are millions
of titles—more than anyone could listen
to i a lifetime, We aren't gl:l'lug te throw
all of thern sway just becanse a fuery of
mwltichannel DVIAudio and SACL
dises cone oo the marker. {Music lovers
diddn’t throw away their LP collections as
soon as Sheffield released it direct-to-
dise offerngs.)

Some of us ar Theta have been con-
cerned abour mherene limitatons of
S0, as have others.? We hoave been
doing our own listening rests: Dr
Rubinson is not alone in hearing supe-
rior resclution from PCM over SACD,
given revealing cquipment and a record-
g that has not had s CI} rack
hUI'Eit.'L'I!L'Ij to a reduction in sonic qualing
I think thar the rests Gen VI owiers
will be able to make once they have our
I'li&;h Spr.'ud I}igi.t:l] Inpur Card will be
quite interesting,

This board, which brings in SACD
amd DVI-A, i very nearly ready, Te will
be available within wecks of the publi-
cation of this magazine, to deliver these
sigr!al:i from Them's own Cmnp]i,
Universal  player/transpore to the
Gen VI and soon after o The's
multchannel conrrollers, The Gen VLI
already has everything inside needed to
process both DVIE-A and SACDH sg-
nals; we have had this ready for a long
time, actually,

A major delaying factor for the
GenVTITs release was thar we were
docilely awaiting the “universal stan-
dard” e four years ago. Sony
promised would seon be forthcoming,
Like Dr Rubinson, when we saw Soan's
Fire Wire-out SACTY component carlicr
this vear. we thoughe, “Ah—rhe long-
awaited standard nterface has come”
It srll hasn'e.

We are constrained by incellecnual

| AUDIDOUEST - SUMID - KIMRER B

TRUMGLE = CAPMELONT - I = CAlRM
REG - GRADIO - CRERE - ACKPRE
TARTET * AU DY RALAE - EPOS
LINFON RESEARTH + |LLMIKATICNS B
HARMONIC TECHNOLOGY - M5E BB
LI AURALOGUE = ATALAA - RGP =
BIRICHT STAR = OPERL - BILLY BaGS
FATHOS = €1 ALDI0 - VIERAPODS S
ALEABCE ILILSICHS - P LD - 85T
(LDRING* DU~ EDUITECH - BOR,
BELLES * MOKOLITHIC + SHAKLIKG &=
SOLILOCAY - AKTIOUE SHUNT LAR S5
AMALTSAS PLUIS = VN SCHWWERERT B

Theta Digital Generation Vil

Edlircsr:

Kalman Wubinson dedoced correctly
that the Generanon VI is much more
than “juse another revision™ 10 Years
atrer the Gen.V, It is a complete restare-
rent of our art,

John Atkinson wrote o paragraph
that summed up all the hopes and fears
that we had about the Generabon VI
project: * L itemkes superb engineering,
skid o justify the price of a high-end
tlig‘ita] processor,” W ane ti:rrilﬂ}' gr;tn'—
Hed that he concludes thar *Theta
Daigiral's design team las thae skall™

Srerpophile. February 2004

1 Althously sanaphing ar 44,1080 rienes 5 second ar s 16-
hiz .L'pr'.'l viekds » dagmarean of M54 l:lnl_-q“pn g,
anid SAVCLFy 1-Iie saarrpling whizzes alvayg at 2 533,400
ey 4 woond (theoredcally vieldng boar rimes x
gk abata), the gantivy of dizs posits feedal o fad
any eae average slita point incans that @ 1-bit syaeny
actutally reuires mere than fisar mmes as many dies
ot per wernisd oo approdman: the oy of the
bt lb"i M sysem |I\-c-.T|r.| conventonal digial reoond-
ez Teter Momoedt bas wrinen i depely explainagg
SACTYs dependencs o wveraging,

Techuical papers derailing the [anived resolwtion
[l othier mherem problems s SACY) have heen pre-
wiarsd ar pecent AES gopventions v Prolooos
Malealn Hawkadord of the Univenity of Escx, UK,
anidl Professor Senley Lipahicz snd Jobne Vinderkooy
nf ol Liminveraty ul Woaretloe, Caida Prodesser
Lipehugr said in an mtervcas “lts an inherendy flawed
swsten. . a Forme which i inminadcally worse than dhe
I W -!-'M'. I|:5.l‘.l|::|1u| s, 1t Ssevalind T
Toibusseal Sovaery fvemial “SACTY . has wer real resolu-
tion than the Cssystem in the highest comve
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Manufacturers'

Comments

property law from sending a raw
5ACDH Ij!ig!l:&E sipmal out of any’ of our
componenes. Soy's FireWine signal 1s
encrypred, and is readable by other
Sony equipment. Ours s amque o
Theta equipment.

We are very excted abour these
soon-to-be-accessible addinonal capa-
biliies  built nto che GenVIIL
Multchannel listening experences can
be thrill ndes of fun, and movies seem
ideally suited to the surround-sound
experience. But  mberent o the
Gen VI is a senous devotion o owo-
channel music, Mot only do we sl
have just two earss the fuest steren
HFL‘.‘IIH‘TH, when set Lp pmin:r] , can and
will deliver all the phase information
for a fully mmnersive lstening experi-
[ 8 [ Ff‘nr“ :l.“ {5Ft|'|{“ic thi_“l.h'ilrlti.‘i lll'lﬂll'.l
illions of CDs we all still have,

Further owo-channel subwersion:
Lurkin stt.'.'nlthﬂ}' in Theta's Casablanca
controllers, a funcion called Center
Spread offers a way w correct theater
mixes that ﬁruﬁ" all the mose impnrr:m:
sonic information through the poores
speaker in the lving room — the home

theatet's center channel, Center Spread
lews people recover the use of their two
best speakers —the left and nghe frone
ones —for doing the work that they
can do so much berter than the “volee”
channel. Think abous ir,

Perhaps 2 way to further test the
capability of the Gen VI would be i
conjunction with that feature; there 1s 2
possibilicy that this will nuake the per-
cetved need for a stack of three
Gen Vs less pressing, (Mot that we
wind iF semeone buys three —or up o
six, to teed the Casablanea’s potential
12 channels —but this 5 something to
wry first)

Last, our deep and sincere thanks for
the attention lavished on this offering
of ours. It is the best ool we could
devise for liberating all the music that i«
locked up in those shining discs,

Nl Sirrelarir
Prodidens, There Dipical
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Cary Audio Design 5LP-98

Edivor:

In the words of my seven vear old
erandson, Hunter Charles Hammond,

I love it, 1 really love it Papa DM Well,
At Dudley and John Atkinson, [ love
it! You have sure placed a smale on my
face with the extraordinary review of
the Cary SLP-98 preamplifier. It s grat-
ifving for me a5 a designer to realize my
fivorite preamplifier design series will
now mark s 14th anniversary of con-
rinuous  production. Long live the
“Sweet Little Preamp.”

Thank you John Atkinson and all the
good folks at Srerophile for your ethical
reviewing process and once again for
the apportunity to voice my words.
| LOVE IT!

Dhenmais | Hind
Clary Andio st T

Stereopivile, Febreany 2004
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