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I saw something interesting on the TV the other day, in a programme called 
If Memory Serves Me Right, made by actress Maureen Lipman. While the 
main thrust of the programme examined the difficulty of learning lines 
as one became older, a specific interview with a researcher did give me 

significant pause for thought.

Sadly I don’t have a recording and the programme is not available on iPlayer, so 
I can’t provide more than a brief recollection of the study in question, but the 
gist seemed to be that an individual’s most powerful memories are those that are 
built up during the transition from childhood to adulthood – say between the 
ages of 12 and 25. 

I’m increasingly convinced that this probably applies even more to musical 
memories than those of a more general nature, and as a result often goes some 
way towards explaining an individual’s particular taste in music – at least in 
terms of popular music forms. 

It’s certainly true that much (though by no means all) of my favourite music 
tends to date from my adolescent years (say, from the early 1960s to the mid-
1970s), and I’m also conscious that jazz fans are often a little older than I, and 
that punk enthusiasts tend to be rather younger. 

Indeed, listening to the beginnings of punk rock at my local record shop, I recall 
thinking that it wasn’t particularly original and strongly reminded me of early 
Who material. I therefore never really ‘got’ punk rock – but it’s no surprise that 
my kid brother (12 years my junior) became a big fan of The Clash.

Over the years my record collection has accumulated loads of music from 
outside that 1962-1974 ‘window’, much of which has no less merit than the 
music I enjoyed back in those early years. But there’s no denying that many of 
my favourite discs date from that era. And on the odd occasion that I get talked 
into participating in pub quizzes (I’ve discovered that my knowledge of history 
and geography can be quite useful), I find myself well able to answer questions 
from ‘my’ era, but quite unable to cope with those from more recent years.

I should stress that this observation only applies to popular music. Enthusiasm 
for classical music seems to belong to a different part of the brain and memory 
entirely. I was certainly exposed to plenty of classical music through my 
formative years, but the composers I heard in my youth seem to have little if any 
relationship to my current personal preferences (for the works of Sibelius, Elgar 
and Wagner, for examples).

However, while I don’t believe that one’s preference for a particular type or era 
of music entirely determines one’s choice of hi-fi system, it probably does have 
some influence. It also maybe helps explain why timing and dynamic expression 
seem to be much more important than imaging or tonality, for me at least, 
though I’m fully aware that others have quite different priorities.

Paul Messenger
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REVIEW  ■  

MSB seems to be a digital company first 
and foremost, but its amplifiers show that 
the company is pretty good at analogue 

products as well. It has now concocted a product 
called the Analog DAC, but promotes its 80-bit 
Digital processing as a major selling point. It’s all 
a little confusing – surely an analog (American for 
analogue) DAC is a contradiction in terms? But 
as the world is ever more dominated by digitally 
sourced music, this might well be the right approach 
to attract analogue music lovers into the digital age. 
 This £5,800 Analog DAC handles digits as usual, 
including DSD, so it might appear at first sight that 
MSB simply needed a new term for the advertising 
literature. But as it avows that the DAC has been 
designed to sound as analogue as possible, and it 
does have an analogue stereo input, the claims might 
be rather more than mere advertising hyperbole. If, 
as claimed, it’s good enough: “to challenge the best 
analog sources” there may be something in that name, 
as tenuous as the link may be. Furthermore, there can 
be little doubt that MSB’s DACs have found favour 
because the company’s products have a sound quality 
much loved by audiophiles. At times MSB seems 
able to move digital sound closer to that previously 
available only from the best analogue sources.
 The construction techniques have improved over 
previous models, and now involve a milled-from-
solid aluminium case, creating a very rigid housing. 
Individual pockets for the DAC components 
provided, and these are potted into the plate for 
perfect temperature control. (This construction 
method isn’t unique to MSB as some other audio 
manufactures have been successfully using it for 
some time now.) 
 Finish is to a high standard, and Matte White 
or Matte Black finish can be specified instead of 
silver; more exotic alternatives are available at extra 
cost. Unlike some other MSB gear which has rubber 
feet, the Analog DAC has screw in spikes to ensure 
mechanical grounding, which I reckon is no bad 
thing. I always preferred MSB DACs when they were 
directly supported with spikes or similar on a well 
designed audio platform or rack. 
 The Analog DAC comes with MSB’s Basic Desktop 
external power supply and umbilical cord complete 
with 9-pin DIN connectors. This supply is built into 

CHRIS BRYANT

Analog Digital
A DAC AT HEART, MSB CLAIMS THAT ITS NEW ANALOG DAC HAS 
AN ANALOGUE CHARACTER, CHRIS BRYANT CHECKS IT OUT

a fairly chunky aluminium case with extruded ribbed 
side panels and plain end panels. Mains goes in one 
end via a standard 3-pin IEC socket, and DC voltage 
comes out the other on the multi-pin DIN socket. 
 Inside are a couple of decent sized toroidal 
transformers, one for digital and one for analogue, 
feeding the normal array of rectifier diodes and 
supply caps. An external switch selects between a 
120V and 240V AC mains supply. 
 A more advanced linear supply, called the Analog 
Power Base (£2,500) is an optional extra, and is built 
into the same style low profile case design as the 
Analog DAC in order to exactly match and stack with 
it. This supply has five separate toroidal transformers 
and associated circuitry, to increase isolation between 
digital processing, clock and analogue modules. 
Like the DAC, the housing is machined from solid 
aluminium, which is claimed to provide excellent 
shielding and vibration control. It comes in the same 
option colours to match the DAC, and a 12V power 
trigger is included for remote operation. It is also 
possible to power the Analog DAC from one of the 
DAC IV power bases, which can also power an MSB 
Transport.
 A single-ended pair of phono socket analogue 
inputs and outputs are standard, along with a pair 
of balanced XLR audio outputs. The DAC may be 
specified with various inputs which can be added or 
changed, as they simply slot into the back panel and 
are secured with a couple of screws. The optional 
Analog volume control is well worth having as it 
works very well but cannot be added later and so 
must be ordered with the DAC. 
 Up to three digital input modules may be 
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specified. One is included in the basic price – the 
simplest and most likely set-up is with the normal 
optical and co-axial inputs, but other inputs can be 
specified at a cost of £840 each, either additionally 
or alternatively. These comprise XLR balanced, MSB 
network (for Data CD and the Universal Media 
Transport), Pro I2S (for the Signature Data CD IV), 
and finally a 384 USB input. It can also be made 
internet controllable from a smartphone or pad. 
 The Analog’s case is quite slim, very sleek 
and looks solid. Small lobes near each corner 
accommodate the spikes, and have an associated 
indent on the top surface to securely locate the spikes 
of a similarly cased MSB product. The display is 
created by a white backlit matrix of holes located on 
the top surface of the unit. This is very attractive but 
can only be viewed from above; I placed it on one of 
the low shelves of a rack to view it when seated.
 Volume is controlled by a flush, inset smooth 
rotary knob with a range from -69dB to +9dB in 
1dB steps. As the setting is altered, the clicks of the 
attenuator relays can be heard; direct connection 
to the DAC output is at an indicated 0. The 
pushbutton mounted in the centre cycles through 
the inputs. 
 A basic remote control is included, covering 
volume, mute, and input switching. An optional 
multi-product remote (as supplied with the MSB 
Transport) is an extra which adds phase invert, 
re-clocking on/off and display on/off. A control 
interface port allows RS-232 or iPhone/iPod/iPad to 
be used. The latter also gives complete access to all 
DAC settings, and controls inputs, volume and other 
MSB products via free MSB Apps.
 In a digital audio world now dominated by delta-
sigma one-bit technology, MSB has continued to 
champion the discrete ladder multi-bit approach, 

arguing that alternative delta-sigma techniques 
trade resolution and hardness, and are never able to 
achieve both together. Ladder DACs also appeared 
to have superior dynamics, and good examples 
tend to sound more natural in this important 
respect. Advanced laser trimming techniques on the 
all important resistor values in the ladder enable 
MSB to get excellent low level linearity and a wide 
dynamic range. 
 The Analog DAC was designed by picking 
technology from the company’s other designs to 
achieve the performance desired, the only downside 
being that it can’t be upgraded (unlike the DAC IV 
series, see Vol5 No4). Key ingredients include very 
advanced femto-second clock technology, advanced 
in house digital filtering, and 384kHz/24-bit DAC 
technology.

Sound Quality
The Basic Desktop power supply was used for most 
of the listening sessions but a DAC IV Signature 
power supply unit (£4,100) was also available for 
comparison in some of the listening sessions. As 
usual the mounting arrangements proved important, 
and I preferred to use it on its own spikes, placed on 
a good audio platform or rack designed to ensure a 
vibrational energy path to ground.
 Bypassing the volume control (by setting it to the 
0 position) and connecting the Analog DAC through 
a high class pre-amplifier, I found the bass quick and 
fluid with really great definition, revealing complex 
low frequency rhythms, and very fine structures with 
excellent weight and power. The very natural sounding 
midrange has a vanishingly little electronic coloration, 
and the absence of ‘edginess’ in the upper mid and 
lower treble really does sound more analogue than we 
have come to expect from digital material. 
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 High-definition recordings sound very natural, 
comfortably revealing the extra information available 
over CD quality recordings, but also showing how 
surprisingly good 16-bit/44.1kHz material can be. 
Obviously this still depends on the quality of the 
data provided by the S/PDIF source, be it streaming 
device or disc drive, but it always does a good 
job with whatever’s available. The midrange has a 
wealth of information, and the treble shimmers and 
rings nicely when the music demands. The result 
is so articulate that extra nuance may be heard on 
instruments and vocals. Words that had previously 
seemed slurred or poorly enunciated are made 
clear, while massed voices on choral works are well 
separated, clearly positioned within the stage with 
good accuracy and solidity. 
 Images remain remarkably stable, even when the 
music is very demanding and lots of information 
need resolving – an ability well beyond many DACs, 
even expensive ones. The soundstage itself is spacious 
with fine levels of depth and width, and therefore 
it’s very good at revealing the space in which the 
recording was made.
 When the recording is good, the treble is smooth, 
very detailed, in fact just quite delightful. And by 
revealing considerable detail across the entire musical 
spectrum, even old recordings can be enthralling. All 
this information does reveal errors on lesser material, 
but these can usually be forgiven because it also 
provides extra musical message and interest.
 While perceived timing is very good, it doesn’t 
quite match the most able examples, including 
MSB’s more expensive DACs. Indeed the latter show 
that even more detail, more natural sounds and 
neutrality is possible, and I also consider that they 
sound even more ‘analogue’. 
 I then removed the pre-amplifier and connected 
the output straight into a power amplifier, using the 
Analog DAC’s internal volume control (and thereby 
removing a set of interconnects from the signal 
path). The resultant sound was even better, and the 
fidelity of the Analog DAC’s volume controls proved 
a fine match for an Audio Research Reference 5 in the 
system context. 
 Feeding the Analog DAC’s analogue input from 
other high end sources proved most rewarding. This 
volume control stage is exceptionally transparent, 
and only extraordinary pre-amplifiers will prove 
comparable. The addition of this optional extra is 
clearly very good value for money as in some systems 
an additional pre-amplifier might well become 
redundant, except for those that need more than one 
analogue input.
 Adding an MSB DAC IV Signature power base 
moved the Analog DAC further into the upper 

echelons of elite DACs, and the improvement is 
well worth having. However, it still does not quite 
achieve the musical coherence available from today’s 
ultimate performers.

Conclusions
Despite its ambitious name, this is really little 
more than a fine DAC, though the addition of 
the excellent analogue stepped volume control, 
together with the single analogue input does provide 
a slightly different marketing angle. The modular 
DAC concept combined with advanced technology 
circuitry isn’t particularly fresh approach, and doesn’t 
set it above the competition, as many cheaper DACs 
have similar facilities. In reality it’s still just a DAC, 
albeit a very good one. 
 In basic form it’s quite reasonably priced for high 
end Americana, but like a German car, the price 
climbs remarkably quickly as the desirable extras 
are added. Although these extras increase versatility 
and usability they don’t necessarily enhance its 
audio performance. In fact they may detract from 
it, so if outright performance is the requirement, 
it’s probably best to keep it simple – just like 
a performance car, excessive fat is likely to be 
detrimental to its ability to fully engage. 
 Unfortunately the partnering Analog Power Base 
upgrade wasn’t available at the time of the review, but 
the DAC IV Signature power base certainly provided 
a considerable performance improvement, which 
bodes well for the Analog DAC’s ‘official’ upgrade 
option. However, these power supply options are not 
for those on a tight budget.
 I like this product a lot. It has first class sound 
quality, is easy to operate, looks great, and is very 
well made indeed. An excellent starting point for 
digital audio, it represents American exotica at an 
almost affordable price, as long you don’t order too 
much off the options list. It may not offer quite the 
performance of its more expensive MSB relatives, 
but a score or 180 still means it’s one of the very best 
currently on the market. Taking all this into account, 
and considering the unique nature of much of the 
technology it’s unquestionably very desirable, and 
may be soundly Recommended.

Contacts:
HiFi Traders
Tel: 07842 126218
www.hifitraders.co.uk
www.msbtech.com

MSB Analogue DAC Specification 
3 input slots with choice of co-axial, Toslink, balanced AES/EBU, MSB Network PROI2S and USB_________________________________________________________________________________
RCA Output   2.62V RMS (7V p-to-p)_________________________________________________________________________________
RCA Output Impedance 53ohms no volume control, 38ohms with volume control_________________________________________________________________________________
Balanced Output 2.62V RMS (7V p-to-p) _________________________________________________________________________________
Balanced Output Impedance 106ohms no volume controls, 76ohms with volume controls_________________________________________________________________________________
Volume Control (optional) 1dB stepped attenuator (78 steps) _________________________________________________________________________________
Sampling Frequency 32kHz to 384kHz_________________________________________________________________________________
Bit Depth 32-bit_________________________________________________________________________________
DSD 64x and 128x

RECOMMENDED
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Subjective Sounds 

We call it ‘globalisation’, but that’s just a blanket term for a huge 
number of factors that have led to much of our hi-fi equipment 
being manufactured outside the UK. Take your pick from the 
relative importance of the invention of containerisation, the 

massive political changes that have taken place across Eastern Europe and the Far 
East, and the business consequences of those changes, but put them all together 
and you’re in the modern world where hi-fi equipment may well be designed in 
Britain, but is probably destined to be manufactured somewhere else in the world, 
where material and production costs are lower.

However, the situation is in constant flux. China has been the manufacturing 
source of choice for many companies in recent years, but its increasing prosperity 
is starting to erode its competitiveness, transport costs are rising, and Western 
companies often seem to have struggled with communication issues relating to 
quality and tolerances.

It’s for those reasons that a number of brands are currently exploring alternatives. 
When I visited Sofia in Bulgaria a year ago, I was startled to hear that a Hewlett 
Packard factory in the city employed thousands of people, so Eastern Europe is 
clearly one obvious zone to consider. To generalise, standards of education tend to 
be good and cultural similarities ensure decent communication, along with modest 
labour costs and flexible transportation.

That’s the reason why my fellow listening panellist Russell Kauffman has teamed 
up with Polish associates to create his Russell K brand of speakers. I’m not sure 
that the choice of brand name is all that promising, but its debut loudspeaker, 
codenamed RED 100, is itself very interesting. I can’t say whether it will be 
commercially successful – it might prove to be a little too unfashionable for its 
own good – though it does unquestionably tick all the audiophile boxes.

So who is Russell K? He has vast hi-fi industry experience, working for a number 
of established hi-fi companies. He also spent a number of years travelling with well 
known loudspeaker designer Robin Marshall to my regular ‘blind’ listening panel tests.

Chatting with Marshall on those journeys probably provided some of the inspiration 
behind the RED 100, which might look like a regular port-loaded compact stand-
mount, but is actually rather unconventional in various important respects.

First impression is that this speaker feels exceptionally solidly built, which is 
confirmed by the substantial weight of around 11kg. This is partly because two hefty 
horizontal partition braces above and below the 160mm main driver are drilled 
with small holes to add some acoustic resistance. The port here is tuned to a low 
32Hz and the internals are quite deliberately left entirely undamped. High quality 
crossover ingredients are used, and the cosmetics are certainly unusual too, our 
samples featuring a heavily textured finish on five faces and a red painted front panel. 

There wasn’t time to carry out a full review of this speaker, but initial results were 
distinctly promising, with the sound showing fine timing and coherence. The in-
room measurements gave best results when the speakers were well clear of walls, 
whereupon they demonstrated good sensitivity with fine bass extension, albeit 
with some emphasis around 800Hz. And the load looks easy enough to drive, even 
though it does fall somewhat at high frequencies.

By combining a fairly complex UK designed enclosure with low cost Polish 
manufacturing, the RED 100 can be sold for a relatively modest base price of 
£900/pair. And those who want fancy wood veneers, grilles and so on can specify 
them as extras.
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