EQUIPMENT REPORT

Micromega
AS-400

arr ouptey | WIFI CONNECTED D/A INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER

lind though T am to the allure of blind testing, I can appreciate some degree
of review-sample anonymity: Distinctive products elicit distinctive re-
sponses, but a plain black box encourages us to leave our prejudices at
the door. It asks of us a certain . . . objectivity.

So it was with the Micromega AS-400 digital source/integrated
amplifier ($4495), the anonymity of which was compounded, in my
case, by a generous helping of forgetfulness: I suppose I was told,
ahead of time, that this was a class-D amplifier, but at some point in time before my first
at-home audition I apparently killed the brain cells responsible for remembering that
fact. So I was innocent of conscious prejudice when I listened to this elegant cipher of a
box and wrote, in my notes: “Dynamic, dramatic, and almost relentlessly exciting with
some recordings. Imbued pianos with almost too much dynamism for the room—too
much being very good!—but lacked some ‘purr’ in the die-away. Basically fine and
fun. Wish it had a little more color and

spatial depth.”
DESCRIPTION All enduringly true. And you could

DIMENSIONS stop there if you wanted. But the thing
is, there’s a lot more to the Micromega
AS-400 than just that.

SERIAL NUMBER OF UNIT

REVIEWED Description

PRICE Rather like the Linn Majik DS-I before
it, the Micromega AS-400 combines a

MANUFACTURER solid-state preamplifier and power am-

plifier with a custom digital-to-analog
converter, the latter tailored specifically
to computer-music files (more on that in
a moment). Also like the Linn, the AS-
400 comes complete with its own phono
preamp: a lovely trend, and one that
would seem to allow the buyer to take
advantage of both the new and the old in
terms of cutting-edge music media.

Yet one could argue that the AS-400’s
real calling card is its implementation of
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something that Micromega calls their
AirStream module—essentially, an Apple
AirPort Express WiFi receiver that has
been reworked as a perfectionist audio
component. Micromega uses three dif-
ferent feeds from an R-core transformer
to supply its main module, master clock,
and D/A analog section. The incom-
ing digital stream is referenced to the
AirStream’s own custom-made timi
clock, then fed to a 24-bit/192kHz Cir-
rus Logic CS4351 chip, supported with
various perfectionist-quality parts. (The
D/A in the AirPort Express is not used.)
First seen in Micromega's WM-10
standalone digital source, the AirStream
module is intended to allow the owner
of an AirPort-equipped Apple Mac or
similar computer to wirelessly stream
his or her iTunes music files to a perfec-
tionist playback system, thus making an
end-run around the whole USB thing.
Not only is the AirStream module
in this new product said to be more
advanced than those in Micromega’s
past, but computer-music technology

MEASUREMENTS
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in general has progressed in such a way
that a new frontier is available to the
prospective AS-400 owner: At the end
of 2010, Apple released v.4.3 of their
iPod operating system, which incorpo-
rates a new wireless-transmission pro-
tocol called AirPlay.! The long and short
of it: One can now wirelessly stream
full-resolution 16-bit/44.1kHz, iTunes-
compatible music files from an iPod to
a Micromega AS-400. Compare that
with the Chordette Gem D/A converter
(reviewed in the January 2011 issue),
which uses Bluetooth wireless technol-
ogy and a necessarily lossy codec to ac-
complish the same thing.

The Micromega’s phono section de-
serves special mention: Its sensitivity is
appropriate for moving-magnet cartridges,
but moving-coil types will require ad-
ditional gain (and, for most users, a load
impedance considerably lower than the
AS-400’'s MM-appropriate 47k ohms).

1 A modern ailment: One can see just so many com-
pound words with capitalized second syllables before

UpChucking.

For me, that’s no hindrance, as I far prefer
loading my MC cartridges with an out-
board step-up transformer. Additionally,
Micromega has engineered the AS-400
so that, when its phono inputs are se-
lected, power to the AirStream module
is interrupted, so that the latter’s own
power-supply feeds won’t add noise to
the delicate phono signal. Nice.

Finally, no discussion of the Micro-
mega AS-400 would be complete
without mentioning its amplifier output
section, which is class-D—perhaps the
most misunderstood of the classes, sec-
ond only to the working poor. The D
doesn’t stand for digital—-although there
is, coincidentally, a digital-like concept
behind this 60-year-old design: Its out-
put devices are always switched either
on or off. The resultant wave is shaped
via pulse-width modulation (which is
not nearly as digital as it sounds) in an
effort to mimic the original signal.

All of the above is housed in a metal
enclosure of average proportions and

with an above-average level of finish.

Hz
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Perfectis not too strong a word to describe
the fit of the casework, the powder-coat
finish is uncannily smooth, and the front
panel is the very model of understated
elegance. Above all other adjectives, the
AS-400 looks mature.

Setup and installation

When I open the carton of a new re- |

view sample and see that it contains
a software disc, the first words out of
my mouth are usually “Oh, shit” The
Micromega came packaged with a set
of discs, but I needn’t have panicked:
It turned out to be the software and
documentation Apple supplies with
every AirPort Express they sell; chances
are, the AS-400 user will never have to
break the seal on their packaging.

The setup procedure for the AS-400
was nonetheless more involved than
that for a step-up transformer or a cable
riser—more, even, than for most inte-
grated amps, assuming they don’t con-
tain wireless music streamers of their
own. But as someone who has, in recent

MICROMEGA AS-400

months alone, worn on his sleeve a bil-
ious disdain for needlessly difficult setup
regimens, you can take my word: The
Micromega AS-400 was relatively easy.
Here’s how it went for me: At power-
up, the AS-400’s pilot light glowed blue
and the word AirStream glowed red in
six-point type on the digital readout. Ap-

Then I launched iTunes and located
the “choose which speakers to use”
icon in the lower right-hand corner
of the display: The symbol, which ap-
pears only when an appropriate WiFi
network has been located, resembles
a planaria worm wearing a box on his

head. (Ironically, the icon appears right

AS SOMEONE WHO HAS WORN ON HIS SLEEVE

A BILIOUS DISDAIN FOR NEEDLESSLY
DIFFICULT SETUP REGIMENS, YOU CAN TAKE MY
WORD: THE MICROMEGA AS-400 WAS RELATIVELY EASY.

proximately 65 seconds later, that word
changed from red to blue, suggesting
that the AirStream module was ready to
go. And it was: When I clicked on my
iMac’s WiFi icon, in the upper-right
portion of its display, I saw that Music
was now an available network selection.
I duly accepted it.

next to the one for iTunes’ Genius func-
tion.) Clicking on it gave me the choice
between my computer or something
called WM20-330e85. 1 selected the
latter, which is related to the Micro-
mega’s serial number, and that was
that. Within 10 minutes of unpacking
the AS-400, my iMac was wirelessly
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streaming music to it. Contrast that
with every other wireless digital source
that’s come my way ...

I wanted to try streaming music
files from three software alternatives to
iTunes that arrived at more or less the
same time as the Micromega AS-400:
Pure Music, Decibel, and Amarra (see
my “Listening” column on p.39). Be-
cause the Micromega AirStream mod-
ule is optimized for iTunes, that wasn’t
possible without jumping through one
more hoop: downloading and installing
a $25 utility called AirFoil, from Rogue
Amocba Software? Once AirFoil is in
place, virtually any music file can be
streamed to an AirPort Express base sta-
tion, including the FLAC codec, which
iTunes doesn’t otherwise support.

If anything, getting my iPod Touch
to stream music files to the AS-400 was
even casier: I chose WiFi from the Set-

2 I'm sick of NerdNames, too. Ogg Vorbis could be
the best-sounding lossy format on Earth and I'd still
loathe it. And don’t get me stared on that stupid band
that dresses like eyeballs.

measurements, continuved
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tings page of my iPod (which I'd already
updated with OS 4.3), selected Music,
and there it was: When I went to play
music, I saw that the behatted planaria
had appeared to the right of the Skip
Forward symbol. As long as my iMac
wasn’t trying to hog the same airwaves,
everything was cool.

A final, miscellaneous setup note:
The AS-400 ran warm but not scary-
hot. Still, I was a surprised that it didn’t
run cooler, given that class-D output
sections tend toward the very efficient.

Listening

It seemed to me that the whole of the
Micromega AS-400—the sound of its
preamp and power amp taken together—
was designed to accommodate and com-
plement the built-in digital source that
is its raison d’étre. That’s wise: Although
$4495 is no longer regarded as a terribl
high price for a traditional (sourcclessg
integrated amplifier, there’s no reason
to buy something like that unless some-
thing like that is what you want.

And that something struck me as a hell
of a lot of fun to listen to and to use. The
first time I fired up my iPod Touch with
the AS-400, I was not only impressed:
I was surprised. That first number was
“Afro Blue,” from Phillips, Grier &
Flinner’s Looking Back (from CD, Com-
pass 4342): a jazzy acoustic instrumental
that opens with a string-bass improvisa-
tion by Todd Phillips. The instruments
had most of the sound they should have,
lacking only a little color. The ensemble
had the scale and presence they should
have. And the record had the fun it
should have. I was pretty much sold.

Then I switched to the same music
file, streamed from my iMac, and heard
even better sound: slightly clearer, and
with a more natural sense of flow. In fact,
as the days progressed, there continued
to be audible differences between the
sounds of music files streamed from my
iMac and (presumably) identical files
streamed from my iPod—but those dif-
ferences were often slight and hard to
pin down, seeming almost to vary from
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one selection to another. (I used only
44,1kHz AIFF files for these compari-
sons.) Even after compensating for the
different output levels of the two devices,
music streamed to the Micromega from
the iMac generally had greater scale and
more apparent channel separation. Mu-
sic streamed from the iPod tended to
be sonically a bit grayer and musically a
bit fussier, with less certain momentum
and flow. But the latter wasn’t nearly
enough to impede my enjoyment or
ability to respond to the music. I recall
in ;iartlcula.r one dark, rainy morning in
carly April when I streamed the Byrds’
“Here Without You” from my iPod to
the AS-400, and the sound and music
were utterly enchanting,

Driven by whichever music-file
source, the sound of the Micromega
AirStream module didn’t match that of
the best (Ayre and Wavelength) USB
D/A converters I've heard so far, nor
that of the Linn Majik DS-I at its own
best (with hi-rez files). Those alterna-
tives all made music sound a little more

MICROMEGA AS5-400

present and colorful than did the AS-
400: a little more flesh and blood. But
it wasn’t far enough from the mark to
disappoint, especially in light of both
the AS-400’s price and its viability as a
one-box, just-add-speakers solution.
Auditioned as an integrated amplifier,
and setting aside for a moment its digital
source capabilities, the AS-400 was en-
joyable but not entrely to my taste, es-
pecially with line-level sources. On the
plus side, the AS-400’s ability to retrieve
extremely subtle detail was nothing
short of astounding. Drummer BJ. Wil-
son’s very soft floor-tom roll near the
beginning of Procol Harum’s “Strangers
in Space,” from the recently reissued
Something Magic (CD, Salvo CD029),
was uncovered as never before, each little
tap having its own distinct sound. And
throughout Levon Helm’s Dirt Fanmer
(CD, Vanguard 79844-2), the amp un-
covered nuances in the performances

that were otherwise lost to me—the

fluttery background voices in “Calvary”
were especially delightful. On the down

side, the Micromega amp was spatially a
bit flat—except for the most prominent
lead vocals and solo instruments, few
sounds stood proud of the mix—with
insufficient timbral color compared with
my reference amps, and a very slight
trace of artificial texture in the trebles.
But the Micromega’s phono section
sounded like more than just an after-
thought: Isolated from the rest of the
AS-400 and driven with the Hommage
T1 and Silvercore One-to-Ten trans-
formers, it was slightly leaner than the
phono section of my Shindo Masseto,
but not at all shamed by the comparison.
In phono mode the Micromega’s top
end was light and detailed but not brigh,
though it jelled better with the meaty
Ortofon SPU pickup heads than with
any of the alternatives on hand. A great
new 45rpm reissue of Rachmaninoff's
Symphonic Dances, with Donald Johanos
conducting the Dallas Symphony Or-
chestra (45tpm LP, Turnabout/Analogue
Productions AAPC 34145-45), had tre-
mendous drama, scale, and sheer whomp

Data in Volts
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through the Micromega, with convinc-
ingly good bite in the loudest brass pas-
sages. Mono LPs and 78s had good chunk,
too, although the Shindo’s phono section
was less perturbed by the noise on some
worn-out discs.

Considered as an integrated amplifier,
the Micromega AS-400 sounded best
by far with the less sensitive Wilson and
Snell loudspeakers, especially in my larg-
est listening space. It’s apparently more
atease ata gaﬂop than a stroll.

Conclusions
The AS-400 did't reach state-of- the-art
heights in my system, as either an amp
or a digital source—yet it was consistently
engaging, musically and sonically. And
the performance of its wireless digital
source was so surprisingly good that I
couldn’t help thinking that a maxed-out,
standalone AirStream unit might be just
the cat to scare the USB pigeons. ...
Even as it stands, the Micromega
AS-400 strikes me as a virtually perfect
choice for the audio perfectionist who

measurements, continued
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ASSOCIATED EQUIPMENT
ANALOG SOURCES

DIGITAL SOURCES

PREAMPLIFICATION

POWER AMPLIFIERS
LOUDSPEAKERS
CABLES

ACCESSORIES

shares space with other listeners—and
multip! lclPodsand/orfMacs Correctme
if I’m wrong, but I don’t think anyone
else offers this combination of qualities—
high output power, a nice preamp with
ac}:ustablc balance and a healthy number

analog inputs, a phono stage, and in-

stant, out-of-the-box wireless compat-
ibility with the world’s most popular
music-playback software—for any price,
let alone one that seems so reasonable
for the design and workmanship on tap.
The AS-400 is a unique, and uniquely
recommendable, piece of gear. B

BEEEEEEEE
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