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Do you like caramel—or lemon sherbet?

get nervous when I hear that an audio company I like is suddenly under new owner-

ship. Are the new owners planning to carry forward the legacy of the company’s

founders, or will they try to move things in a different direction? Worst of all is when

just the brand name is sold off to some marginally connected manufacturer so that
they can slap a prestigious name on some cheap garbage, such as the $15 Nakamichi-brand-
ed kids' headphones I recently saw for sale at Walmart. Then there are companies that are
either gone altogether, like Thiel, or seemingly dormant, like Wadia and Infinity. These
companies were once cornerstones of the high-end audio world and are now either dead
or surviving as a website with promises of upcoming activity that rarely happens.

On the brighter side, there are plenty of cases where a new owner seems to understand
what they have bought and builds on the strengths of the brand while moving it forward.
Klipsch and McIntosh are good examples. Now I can confidently add Musical Fidelity to
that list: The original owner passed the reins to Austria’s Audio Tuning in 2018.

Founded in 1982 by Englishman Antony
Michaelson, Musical Fidelity always wore
its Britishness proudly. So when they ran
into a trademark dispute just as they were
starting out, which prevented them from
using the brand name Musical Fidelity in
the US, the obvious choice was to name it
British Fidelity for a couple of years until
the dispute was resolved.

Michaelson himself is the quintessential
Englishman. A few years back, he asked if
we could meet up in New York to discuss
Musical Fidelity’s plans. Naturally he
insisted we do it while enjoying high tea at
the Plaza Hotel. One thing I learned then
is that it’s always Antony, never Tony, and
don't even think about sticking a misplaced
h into his first name.

In its early days, Musical Fidelity gained
areputation as one of the first British hi-fi
manufacturers to take on the big heavy-
weight amplifier guys from across the pond
such as Krell and Mark Levinson. The first
real shot across the bows came in 1986
with a massive bruiser of an amp called
the A370, which could deliver 185 mostly
class-A watts per channel. It weighed more
than 1001b. Apparently feeling that wasn't
enough, Michaelson followed it up two
years later with the SA470, which weighed
ashelf-busting 1901b: definitely a four-man
lift, minimum. These were big, room-heat-
ing beasts.

Giant power-sucking amps weren't an
ideal choice for most British consumers,
so Musical Fidelity also made a wide range
of smaller, more affordable amps, better
scaled to typical British systems and rooms.
One highlight was the luscious-sounding
Al integrated, which packed a bite-sized
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The latest to be launched
is the Nu-Vista Vinyl

S phono, a simplified
version of the Vinyl 2.

25Wpc taste of class-A goodness into a
compact amplifier that ran hot enough to
fry your eggs on, sunny side up. The demo
Al we had running at Sound by Singer in
the late 1980s ran so hot that it managed to
melt the plastic banana plugs on the ends of
the speaker cables attached to it.

Musical Fidelity has never been thought
of as a tube-amp company, but in the late
1990s, Michaelson started exploring the
qualities of a type of tube called the nuvis-
tor. Developed toward the end of the 1950s,
just as tubes were starting to be replaced
by early transistors, nuvistors came ina
tiny metal-and-ceramic envelope, about the
size of a large peanut. They didn’t look like
tubes and ran much cooler than the typical
glass equivalent. The military used them
because of their ruggedness and relative
immunity to electromagnetic interference.
In 1976, when Soviet fighter pilot Viktor
Belenko defected to the West by landing his
MiG-25 interceptor jet at a civilian airport
in Japan, the US authorities were aston-
ished to discover that most of the plane’s
avionics circuilry used nuvistor vacuum
tubes. One theory was that this design
choice was intended to make the plane
less susceptible to electromagnetic-pulse
weapons, which could knock out a plane’s
electronics.

The first "Nu-Vista™ (get it?) product from
Musical Fidelity was a preamp launched
in 1997; it was followed by a limited series
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of amplifiers, preamps, and a CD player. |
owned a Nu-Vista M3 integrated for a while
in the early 2000s. As fine as it sounded.

it wasn't a great match for the speakers |
was using at the time, so I moved it along.
Nu-Vista products were strictly limited edi-
tions because, word had it, nuvistors were
in short supply. After a few years, Michael-
son moved to using another rare subminia-
ture tube called the 5703WB, dubbing it the
Tri-Vista. This too was short-lived.

Musical Fidelity’s new owner is Audio
Tuning, the growing hi-fi empire owned
and operated by Austrian Heinz Lich-
tenegger. He started out by creating the
Pro-Ject turntable company in 1991, and
over the last 35 years has built steadily
from that humble foundation to become
aserious player in the global audiophile
market. 1991 was around the time the Iron
Curtain, which had divided Europe, fell.
Lichtenegger was a pioneer in leveraging
Eastern-bloc manufacturing expertise to
make audio components in Europe without
incurring prohibitive labor costs.

Since taking over Musical Fidelity,
Lichtenegger has moved to strengthen the
brand. making the product lineup more
logical and reintroducing products that
had fallen by the wayside, such as the rare
MI turntable, now revised to become the
MBXTT: a new, cooler running version
of the little Al integrated: and a revived
Nu-Vista series, their current flagship
product line. They must have found a hid-
den warehouse full of nuvistor tubes. The
relaunched Nu-Vista series now comprises
nine products including integrated amps,
preamps, power amps, a DAC, and two
phono preamps.

The latest to be launched is the Nu-Vista
Vinyl S phono ($6999), a slightly simplified
version of the top $12,999 Nu-Vista Vinyl
2. To be clear, “slightly simplified” doesn’t
mean “stripped down.” The Vinyl S is bris- A
tling with useful features.

One thing that has changed with Musical
Fidelity’s new owners is where the prod-
ucts are designed and built. The shipping
box for the Nu-Vista Vinyl S says “Made In
EC™ (whatever that means), while the unit
says “Designed in EU and Built in EU” Word
is that the Vinyl S is built in Slovakia, while
the design work is shared between Audio
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- Lichtenegger has
Tuning’s operations become a big propo-
in Slovakia and their ~%  nent of leveraging
Vienna, Austria, the naturally bal-
—a /N T deveriy o
Nu-Vista w%gz‘gmprr | XLR 2 ( | cartridges, to lower
fier Martin Colloms : ' noise, and the Vinyl
reviewed last year S = j =9 . S'stwobalanced
for Stereophile’ was XLR inputs reflect
made in Taiwan. I - that. The balancing
have seen Nu-Vista act doesn’t end there
EU and Asian prod- however, because
ucts sitting side by side. I found it impos- heavier than many power amps I o the internal circuitry is entirely dif-
sible to tell that they were made indifferent | have owned. and it fills every inch ferential from input to output. That
factories on opposite sides of the planet. of a shelf on most standard audio v means each channel uses a mirror-

When you compare the features and racks. s SSE S | imaged pair of circuits, one for

specifications of the Vinyl S to the bigger With four cartridge inputs— m each phase of the balanced signal,
Vinyl 2, you start to wonder why anyone two balanced using XLR input ‘ H U canceling out noise common to both.
would pay an extra $6000 for the big guy. connectors and two single-ended | | The circuit uses three discrete gain
The Vinyl 2's chassis is taller and deeper, with RCAs—the Vinyl S is well- - '» | stageswithasplit passive RIAAEQ
and it weighs about 18Ib more, but the two prepped for systems with multi- I u curve tucked between gain stages.

phono preamps offer an identical feature
set and very similar circuit designs. One
key difference appears to be the size of the
power supply—and the Vinyl 2 allows you
to add an outboard power supply called the
Nu-Vista Uni PSU. As I tried to learn more
about the Vinyl S, I saw a few press articles
that described it as “compact™but that'sa
lie. At nearly 401b, the Vinyl Sisabeast. It's

ple turntables and tonearms. One
of my regular setup customers in
New Jersey has three turntables
connected to his system, one of

The eight nuvistor tubes—four per
channel—are used to buffer the

output section while endowing the
circuit with some thermionic color

which has two tonearms. He could and richness.

run the whole schmear into the NU-VISTA A clear OLED display big enough

Vinyl S and get rid of his four Sl s for boomers like me to read from

separate phono preamps. across the room allows you to set
Over the last few years, Heinz ——  UD each input using either the slim

aluminum remote or front-
panel buttons. In the moving
magnet setting, you get four
gain options between 40 and
49dB, and capacitive load
adjustable in eight steps from
50 to 400pF. The MC setting
boosts the gain another 20dB,
to between 60 and 69dB, with
nine resistive load options
from 5 ohms to 47K ohms.
Having a 47K ohm load option
on the high-gain MC input
means the Vinyl S should

be a good match for low-
output moving iron (variable
reluctance) cartridges such
as those available from Grado
and SoundSmith.

Inaddition to the standard
RIAA EQ curve, you can select
either the Decca or Columbia
curves for early pressings.
Two bass-rolloff (rumble) filters are avail-
able: either a gentle IEC curve starting at
around 100Hz or a steeper subsonic cutoff
below 20Hz. I would have loved to seea
mono switch, but there isn't one. A mono
switch can be a real help for curbing sur-
face noise when playing mono pressings
with a stereo cartridge.

T'have never heard the Vinyl 2 in my
system, but looking at the manufacturer’s
specifications, the only significant dif-
ference I see (other than size and weight)
is a small uptick in noise in the smaller
preamp. For most of my time with the Vinyl
S, I'used my Lyra Atlas A Lambda cartridge,
but I also tried it with the lower-output
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Sumiko Oriole discussed
below and the even-lower-out-
put Ortofon MC 90X. Noise
wasn't noticeable with any of
them. With my ear next to my
speaker’s tweeter at a loud
volume setting, I heard a low-
level hiss, but from even a foot
away I no longer heard it.
Right out of the gate, the
Vinyl S gave me the Kind of
bold and powerful sound that
made me want to crank up the
volume. The Reddings were
a soul-funk group formed by
Otis Redding’s sons Dexter
and Otis Il and Mark Lockett
in the late 1970s. While they
never got much traction, their
debut album The Awakening
(Believe In A Dream JZ 36875)
includes some impressive
slap-bass playing by Dexter.
“The Awakening (Part 1)” has been covered
by slap-bass legend Les Claypool, but I
prefer the Reddings’ original, which was
released in 1980. With the Vinyl S, bass was
tight and powerful but with enough detail
to let you hear Dexter’s fingers slide across
1See stereophile.com/content/musical-fidelity-nu-vista-
£002-integrated-amplifier.
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each winding on his bass strings. The re-
cord starts off with Dexter double tracked.,
with bass lines panned to the left and right
and the drums smack in the center. It’s not
anatural soundstage, but it feels like he’s
having a conversation with himself. This
is exciting stuff, and the Vinyl Skept itall
organized and focused.

To chill out a bit, I put on the title track
from Shelby Lynne’s Just a Little Lovin’ (An-
alog Productions APP 041). Lynne recorded
the album to analog tape at Capitol Studios
in LA in 2007 with industry veterans Phil
Ramone and Al Schmitt at the controls. The
album was mastered by another legend.
Doug Sax. Sadly, all three are now gone, but
this album stands as a throwback to an ear-
lier era, with its intimate, stripped-down
sound and classy arrangements.

Using the Ortofon MC 90X into the Vinyl
S, Lynne’s voice, recorded with a vintage
RCA ribbon microphone, was luscious and
warm, and while thebass is alittle fat, as
is common with most modern mixes, the
detail and color are exquisite. If this record
played through this front end doesn’t
convince you about the capabilities of an
all-analog source, I don't know what will.

The Musical Fidelity Nu-Vista Vinyl S
promises a huge chunk of what you get
with their top Vinyl 2 model, at just over
half the cost. Its flexibility makes it perfect
for people who run several turntables,
arms, and cartridges—but even if you're
analog-monogamous, the Vinyl S will
extract the best from your chosen cartridge
with verve, color, and vividness.

TALKS TO

The Sumiko Oriole mov-
ing coil cartridge
For decades, I have had
asoft spot in my heart
for Sumiko’s phono
cartridges—not
for their premiere
models like the Pear-
wood Celebration I
reviewed many years
ago but due toone of
their lower entry-level
models, the $139 Pearl,
from the Oyster series.
In the mid-1980s, when I start-
ed working at Sound by Singer in Man-
hattan, we were selling a lot of turntables.
CD was still a newfangled format, and most
of our customers were using LPs as their
primary source. Unlike today’s turntable
buyers, who tend to be vinyl devotees,
these people just wanted something easy
to use that would sound good playing their
Bruce Springsteen and Madonna records.
‘We sold a lot of Duals and Regas—with
the Adcom GFC-1E cartridge, which sold
for $99. It worked on almost anything, but
its best quality was that it could sound pret-
ty good with even the nastiest 1980s pop al-
bums and their clangy, early digital sound.
It was so forgiving. Then, around 1989,
Sumiko launched a new line of cartridges
called the Oyster series, including the $80
Pearl. which looked like an exact clone of
the Adcom GFC-1E. Later research showed
me that this basic model has been around
for well over 40 years, selling under more

If this record played through this front end doesn't
convince you about the capabilities of an all-analog
source, I don't know what will.
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than a half-dozen names
including Coral 555,
Andante E, and more
recently Shelter 201.
‘When the Sumiko
Pearl came out, it
became our cartridge
of choice for those
Duals and Regas, and
I'm forever grate-
ful that 37 years later
Sumiko is still selling
them. I recommend the
Pearl to people who want to
dig out their old Duran Duran
records and play them with no audiophile
pretensions. Plug the 1989 price into an
inflation calculator, and you'll learn that
the Pearl should really be selling for $215.
Please don't tell Sumiko.

Starting in 2018, Sumiko made moves to
rationalize their cartridge offerings, with
several new moving magnet models and
a couple of new moving coils, the Starling
(52099) and the Songbird (51099). These
use the same basic generator and skeletal
cartridge body and are made in Japan by
Excel Sound. the manufacturer that builds
the Hana cartridges. The key difference
is that the Starling has a boron cantilever
fitted with a nude MicroRidge stylus, while
the Songbird has a more basic aluminum
cantilever with a bonded elliptical stylus.

Now a new cartridge, the Oriole (51699),
fills the gap between the Starling and the
Songbird. The Oriole uses an aluminum
cantilever (like the Songbird) fitted witha
nude Shibata stylus. But that’s not the only
difference. The two older models have a
28 ohm coil impedance; the Oriole uses a
Tighter coil with fewer windings resulting
in both lower output (a nominal 0.3mV) and
much lower source impedance: 5.5 ohms.

Like most skeletal-body cartridges, the
Oriole leaves its generator and cantilever
out in the open, with little to protect it
from probing little fingers and the dust
cloths of overzealous housekeepers. It does
come with a well-designed stylus cover; |
encourage its use to prevent the heartache
of a broken cantilever. One of these days
I'llwrite about the various stylus cover
designs I have seen over the years, which
range from perfect foolproof protection to
putting your stylus in peril every time you A

useit.
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‘While that change in coil design and
the resulting lower output voltage places
greater demands on the phono preamp, it
also opens the door to potentially higher
performance with less moving mass and
better compatibility with transimpedance
(current-drive) phono preamps. I still have
the remarkable CH Precision P1 phono
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preamp on hand, so I was able to test this
compatibility by comparing its perfor-
mance through both the PI's current- and
voltage-mode inputs.

Going back to an old favorite, I pulled
out Shelly Manne & His Men At the Black
Hawk Vol. 3 (Contemporary Records S
7579), specifically the track “I Am in Love”
Iloaded the voltage input at 100 ohms, and
I found that while both inputs sounded
superb, the voltage input sounded a touch
more open and brighter, the transimped-
ance input a little darker and smoother. Its
background was a little blacker, allowing
me to hear a little deeper into the sound
of the club in this 1959 live recording. Joe
Gordon's trumpet was especially impres-
sive, with a purity of timbre and sense of

MIKE METTLER
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The Oriole behaved
flawlessly, with superb
tracking and no
peakiness.

clean dynamics you rarely hear. The Oriole
behaved flawlessly, with superb tracking
and no peakiness.

Lou Reed’s 1989 album New York has
been getting a lot of renewed love lately.
It has long been one of my favorite Lou
Reed albums. Many of the songs have a
ripped-from-the-headlines quality to them,
yet it still sounds fresh today. Lou always
had a bit of an audiophile streak—I once
made a wiring loom for one of his guitar
racks using high-end wire—and he always
wanted his records to sound greaton a
good system. That attention to detail shows
here with an open, clear mix that’s differ-
ent from most records from the era. On the
album’s second single, “Dirty Boulevard.”
everything sounds up close and intimate,
Lou’'s and Mike Rathke's guitars played
clean with few if any added effects. Bassist
Rob Wasserman's Clevinger standup elec-
tric bass digs deep, bringing an interest-
ing combination of the rich warmth of an
acoustic bass and the drive and power of a

solid-body electric.
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Musical Fidelity, A Division of Audio
Tuning Vertriebs GmbH
Margaretenstrasse 98, A-1050 Vienna,
Austria

US distribution: Harmonia Distribution
1712 Corrigan Ct., La Verne, CA 91750
Tel: (909) 931-0219

11763 95th Ave. N., Maple Grove, MN
55311

Tel: (510) 843-4500

Web: sumikophonocartridges.com

Knowing its DNA, I figured the Oriole
might sound a bit like a Hana ML or Umami
Blue, but its character was different: more
upfront and dynamic, a bit leaner and less
laid-back than the Hanas. They all play in
the same ballpark performancewise; it
comes down to whether you prefer caramel
or lemonsherbet. =
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