THEBE$T\F

Thebest
sub-f350hi-fi

EI'ERSEEN!
YOU'VE
firstSony
Wortd's
3DTV-tested
STinSupertest
Samsung's
flagship
setsnewstandard

TEIRT{TAfiIETRI$
: BLU.RAY BIilYO$R
your
relevant : INABOX EARBUTIS!
Keep records
withthesehigh-clasg
decks
=
:
.
.

Thereally
simple Takeyourmusic
waytohigh-def serioustywith
homecinema
a pairof
on-ear
fromjustf450
headphones

KIT
MOSTDESIRABLE
IHEWORLD's

c#
e of Ref*r*n
A n*kvfrarsT
::::t*,:::-*ilt mightnotbemuchto lookat,butthismodestly

our
ustoredefine
hasforced
; Or.ti.dpreamptifier
iffi,{iiffi,'
E*

,WB

quality
isallabout
ofwhattop-end
, understanding
i

EE

Best'is massively overusedand
THEIERiI"UUORUT'S
abused.Even if it cpuldbe quantified, using such a
term with piecesof hi-fi has litde meaning. At the
top-end ofthe market, levels ofoverall ability are
very similar, leading any preferenceto be more
about sonic flavour. What we can sayis that, if
you're in the market for a premier-leaguepreamp,
thenAudio ResearctisReference5 has absolutely
It larkstheluxuryFeel got to be on your shortlist, evenifyour budget
righilyexpected
at
extends farNgher.
thispricelevel
That's notto sayit's anyparagonof
perfection, mind. External
TheReference
5 sets build is solid, but in terms
sky-high
sonic
of sheerluxury and cosmetic
lt'sthe
standards.
detailing itt out-pointed by
we've
bestpreamp
many a high-end rival, even
everheard
those that cost vastly less.
Don't get us wrong. This
preamp feels like it'II give
manyyearsof use,and if it
ever doesgowrong you have
the safew net ofAudio
Researchlsimpressive track record ofbeing ableto
service and maintainproducts decadesafter they ,
goout ofproduction. But, ifyou look at that hefty
price tag, it's not hard to be disappointed by the
poor feel ofthe rotary control knobs and the sheer
cheapnessof the front-panel plastic buttons.We're
not big fans of the remote handset either, which
may be nicely laid'out, but has no placealongside
aproduct ofthis price.
On a more positive note,the Reference5's
feature count is impressive.This is a line-level
unit with six inputs , two outputs , eachwith a
choiceofbalancedXLR or single-ended
connections:you can switchberween tlte two
at the pressofabutton.There's alsoa
processorinput, which blpasses the volume
control and let's the preamp blend into an AV
set-up.In short, this preamplifier is better
connectedthan the royal family.

By normal standardsthe Reference5 is a
great-sounding product straight from the
off. It delivers massesof detail, but
managesto present it in awholly natural
and convincing manner. However, run the
preamp over hundreds ofhours and tlte
sound steadily transforms into the realms
of the magical. Any hint of harshness
disappearsand the senseofspace and
the sound stagein generalexpands
exponentiallywith not a hint of
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Puttingona bigdisplay
The comically large size of the massivefront
display has split opinion in our office, but we aII
like the way it's easyto read frorn the other side of
the room. If you don t like it you can always switch
it off.We alsolike the fact thatvalve life canbe
monitored on an internal counter tlnt measures
hours ofusage.
On that note Audio Researchclaims the Ref 5
will sound best after about 6oo hours ofrunning.
Valve life is claimed to be 4ooo hours, which is not
a lot if you keep the preamp powered-up all the
time. Fortunately, warm-up is relatively rapid, so
that's not neededfor optimum performance.
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superbly,with plenty of
punch, while momentary excursionsinto
quietness really do produce quiet. The latter is a
difficult thing to do for all valve prearnps,which
invariably tend to produce more background hash
than transistor'based alternatives.
AII this meanschallenging music such as
Stravinsky's Tfue RiteOf Spring,TheDark Knight
OSTor MassiveAttack's Heligoland all corne
through with realpresence,massesofirnpact and
no shortageof excitement.

DetaiLdefinitionanddistinction
You'dexpect an astonishing level ofdetail on a
preamp like this , and that's exactly what you get:
at th-isprice, that's the least that should be
delivered.What's really pleasingis the way all this
resolution is used to define the sonic textures of
instruments andvoices.TheReference5 hasthe
insight to distinguish between acoustic,
harmonically rich instruments such aspianos,
rymbals and drums better than anything else
we'vecomeacross.When somethingsoundsthis
informative, this convincing, even that five-figure
price tag starts to make sense.
Yes,we'vebeencritical ofcertain aspectsofthe
butwe still
Reference5'sdesignandappearance,
thinkit's anutterlybrilliant performer.If a certain
degreeof visual flair in keeping with the loftyprice
is irnportant to you, you might be deterred. But
those prepared to lookbeyond the unit's
unpromising exterior are in for a sonic treat. Could
it be the best preamp in the world? Possibly.Is it
the best preamp we've ever heard?That's a definite
and wholehearted, yes. E
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