EMM Labs CDSA-SE Review

POSITIVE FEEDBACK ONLINE - ISSUE 30

Dr. Sardonicus Speaks ...The Good Doctor Previews Some Tasty New Offerings!

The NEW EMM Labs CDSA SE CD/SACD Player
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Those gentle readers who have followed my recent work know of my on-going love affair with the suave
and musical Lindemann 820 SACD/CD player. This dulcet-voiced, German-made, single-box player,
with an external power supply, has been my reference digital source for quite some time now. It has
given me hundreds of hours of sublime enjoyment.

My estimable friend and editor, David Robinson, has used the EMM Labs CDSD/DCC2, two-box player
as his reference for just a bit longer. He and | have duked our respective preferences out in print. David
thinks the Meitner is more detailed and resolving; | think the Lindemann is more musical and
harmonically rich.

But life changes, and in this particular case, it changes twice.

The Lindemann 820 has been around for quite some time now and digital technology changes more
rapidly than most of the rest of HiFi. So, a few weeks ago, | get a note from Lindemann telling me it was
time to return the 820, and they would supply a NEW model, the 820S. Yippy Skippy!

Concurrently, David tells me | am going to be taking receipt of the new, single-box EMM Labs Player,
some time shortly after its formal introduction at CES.

Double-Yippy Skippy!

As | am getting ready to pack up the 820 for shipping back to Germany, David shows up with the brand
new Meitner single-box player.

Jennifer and Michael Crock of JENA Labs also arrive to participate in (nay, even incite) yet another of
our PFO listening sessions/Asian food bacchanals. They each know my room and equipment intimately.
Let the games begin!

The sunset of, and sad adieu to, my reference digital player ...the chance to do direct comparisons with
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a new and less expensive single-box player from Meitner and Jennifer even tosses some more of her
amazing Model One/EZ One AC Cables into the ante. Add this to black-bean oysters, scallops in butter
and garlic, and roasted duck...

Well, how much audio fun is this going to be?

A Little History

I have history here. My (indirect) relationship with Ed Meitner goes back a while, back before | actually
got a chance to meet him in person at some audio conference or another and exchange initial insults
(we ended up being good buddies before the conference ended).

| am one of the few audio journalists who has actually had the experience of moving from a live concert
venue in progress, to recording control room during an actual live to DSD recording session(s).
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From classic piano-based trios, through 20-piece big bands, to exotically-instrumented world music, |
have listened to DSD recordings versus actual microphone feed on quite a number of occasions (and in
times past, | have had similar experience with 96k PCM and even 7.5 IPS and 15 IPS analog tape), so

when | speak of DSD and Meitner, | know of what | speak.

You see, a bank of Meitner converters (the professional's choice) drove each of these DSD recording

file:/IIH|/GRS_Documents/emm.cdsa.pfbl.htm (4 of 8)3/3/2007 5:31:13 PM



EMM Labs CDSA-SE Review

sessions.

And while | have always had the greatest respect for Ed, his delightfully caustic sense of humor and his
pro gear ...his consumer units always struck me as: A.) a bit pricey, and B.) a little clinical. My head
could certainly appreciate the enormous wealth of detail and resolution, but my heart just got left at the
station.

And, unlike David, my primary listening medium remains Redbook CDs, for the primary reasons | have
many thousands of them, and most of the music | love continues to only be available on CD.

The Lindemann was killer on Redbook. Unlike the Meitner, it did gerzillion upsampling and kept PCM in
PCM, rather than taking it through DSD land. Perhaps that was its advantage ...I do not know. | just
know | have not been seriously tempted by anything else | have heard, since first hearing the
Lindemann, including earlier iterations of the Meitner Kit.

Well ...until now.
CDSA SE Description

This new offering from EMM Labs is their first all-in-one box. Ed says they paid huge attention to the
Redbook side this time, and the machine contains a host of refinements and improvements, including
DSD upsampling for BOTH PCM and SACD to 5.645MHz and the Meitner Digital Audio Translator
(MDAT). Like the Lindemann, the CDSA-SE now features a dual differential DAC.

Features:
. Meitner Digital Audio Translator (MDAT) Technology
. Proprietary Dual Differential DAC Circuit
. Exclusive Composite Laminate Circuit Boards
. Remote-Controllable Polarity Inversion in the Digital Domain
. Active Power Factor Corrected (APFC) Power Supply
. Balanced and Single-Ended Outputs

The chassis is all aluminum, and while not quite as substantial and silky as the Lindemann, it is very
nice indeed. Of particular note on the ergonomics front is the huge display, which is actually useful from
the listening position. Ed's about my age; perhaps he is learning the virtues of BIG displays.

The hefty remote is backlit and furry ...well, OK, fuzzy. | would have preferred less fur, and more
differentiation in the size and type of buttons, so | could find what | wanted by feel.
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| like the ability to switch from high to low output (listen to them both, they sound differently).

Missing is the ability to hook up my SONY CD recorder (no RCA digital out). Ah, well, Jennifer can
always do me one of her custom lash ups...

I think a bit more attention to the visual design would be wise ...something that suggests how gorgeous
the thing sounds. Don't get me wrong, it's not unattractive ...it just looks very different (industrial
functionality) from how it sounds.

So, Doctor ...How Does it Sound?

First, | will officially apologize to Ed, but despite his efforts in AC management, the JENA Labs Model
One™ power cord produces more of an improvement with the CDSA SE player than in any other
application in which | have heard it used. An impaired Yak would be able to hear, and would probably
even appreciate, the difference. This machine should be sold with this cord,; it's that good.

As fine as it is, whatever final shreds of attachment | held for the Lindemann 820 were blown away
when we hooked the EMM Labs CDSA SE up with this phenomenal JENA Labs AC treatment cord. The
effect was absolutely transformative on what is already an incredible achievement.
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There's no reason to hide my initial take: with the JENA Labs Model One™ power cord in place, the
EMM Labs CDSA SE is heads and shoulders above the competition. It IS the best sounding single-box
player on the planet, period. It retains and even expands upon the historically fine resolution of the
previous two-box Meitner unit, but now at about 60% of the cost, betters the previous generation two-
box in every other way.

Virtually every trace of "digital" character is removed on both SACD and CDs ...a wealth of harmonic
detail, air and sheer musical richness imbues every recording we played. Gone is that tiny bit of "chill"
that always marred the EMM players for me.

From top to bottom, and side-to-side, this is simply the best consumer-level digital playback you will
hear at this point in time.

Grainless, razor-sharp resolution, huge amounts of phase-coherent detail ...stygian bass, and baskets
of harmonic texture presented in this absolutely silken, lush wash of true music. SUPERyummylicious!

That first night, our little PFO listening group started our marathon listening session with George
Martin's, Beatles Love. We listened to every cut (25), sequentially, without pause ...ever see a group of
audiophiles do that?

Whatever you may think of the claim some are making that the new Meitner upsampling results in
SACD-like resolution for Redbook, | just know that when | grab digital music now, | pay no attention to
the format. For once, the incredibly banal admonition, "It's all good," is finally true. From stock Redbook,
through JVC-XRCDs to SACDs, it IS all good.

| have had the CDSA SE for some weeks now, firmly ensconced on the superb Critical Mass Source
Filter and stand, and other than a very occasional fussiness with some discs, it has performed
flawlessly. At USD $9.95K, full retall, it doesn't take a genius to figure out this should soon be the hot
ticket.
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And it doesn't matter if you don't have even one SACD.

Perhaps you have decided to follow the unwashed masses that have wrong-headedly concluded
because not all SACD releases are sublime, there is something wrong with DSD, or perhaps you have
abandoned or never investigated SACD because Sony obviously cannot find its collective ass with both
hands (I know, Beta, let it go ...Elvis is dead too), or maybe you fell from the path, because this or that
anal-cranially inverted music or audio spokesman has declared SACD dead ...again ...it doesn't matter.

Put the CDSA SE up against any Redbook player extant, smile with confidence, and just take SACD as
a lagniappe.

At this point in time, on planet Earth, digital music reproduction just doesn't get any better than the
CDSA SE.

As David Robinson has been known to say, "Get thee forth to a Meitner!" Or, something like that.
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