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AesthetixCalypsd.inestagePreamplifier
and RheaPhonoPreamplifier

RobertHarley

esthetixmay seemlike a new
nameon the high-endscene,
but the companyhasactually
eenin busines$or ten years.
For nearlyall of thoseyearsAesthetix
built just two products,the $11,000
Callistolinestageand matching$9000
lo phonostageThoseproductshavea
singularmission:deliverthe bestper
formanceavailablewithout regad to
cost, appearanceyr easeof use.The
Callistoandlo ar ultra-tweaky ultra-
expensiveyltra-inconvenientthe pair
consistedf six large chassiwith the
optionaloutboad powersupplies)and
ther cosmetics weren® condudve to
front-and-centeggositionin yourequip
ment rack. (See VO review of the
Callistoandlo in Issuel43 and HP®
reviewof the Callistoin Issuel37.)
| alwaysviewedAesthetixasa cre-
ativeoutletfor foundedim White, who
kept his dayjob at ThetaDigital until
threeyearsgo.Jim madealargecontri
butionto Theta€Casablancaneof the
best soundingand most sophisticated
multichannelcontollers extant, along
with aslewof othersuperbrlhetaprod
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ucts.TheCallistoandlo wele alaborof
love,andJim®&exploratiorof whatwas
possiblen circuit design.

Aeshetix isavery different compa
ny now. Not only is Aesthetix a full-
time venture, but the decidedly niche-
market Cdligo and o have been aug-
mented by three very mangream prod-
ucts the $4500 Cdypso linestage,
$4000 Rhea phonostage, and the
$6500 Janus, a full-function preamp.
(The Janus combines a full-fledged
Cdypso with a less daborate imple-
mentation of the Rhea® phono dircuit-
ry in asngle chassis) White has taken
the innovative circuit concepts deve -
oped for the no-holds-barred Cdligo
and lo, packaged them in one of the
best-looking and mog functiond chas
ssin the high-end, and brought the
price down from the stratogphere.

As | already pointed out in our
Productofthe YearAwaudsin Issuel46,
theseproductsredefinein my expen
encethe price-to-pdbmancesquation
in their respectivproductcategories.

The Cdypso linetage and Rhea
phonostagéok and function not like

second-generatiproductsscaledlown
from loftier heights,but ratherasfully

matued and realizedproductsin their

own right. In fact, thesetwo units,

whichshaethe samehassigjserinter-

face andremotecontol, are amonghe

best-thought-outbestbuilt, and most
fegture-laden products in ther cae

goriesLookinginsidethe chassid, got
the impressionof a Swisswatch. The
layout,pats quality andoverallexecu
tion are what youOdind in products
costingmore thantwicethe price.

The Calypsmoffersfive line inputs
on both balance@dndunbalanceghcks,
atapeloop,polarityinversionabalance
contol, muting, numericaldisplay of
volumeandbalanceandthe ability to
turn off the display In aneattrick, the
displaywindowalsofunctionsasa vol
ume contol; just presson the left or
right sideto loweror raisethe volume.
A Obypasdfditton puts the unit into
unity gain, an extemelyusefulfeatue
whenthe Calypsads usedn conjunction
with ahome-theaterontoller.

TheRheamustbethe mostfeatue-
ladenphonopreampevemadeln addi
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tion to havingthreeinputs (whichlets
you use multiple @blesor multiple
amsonthe samefable) the Rheaoffers
variablegain and loading, with inde
pendensettingsforeachnput. A built-
in catridge demagnetizesendsa pulse
throughthe catridgeto removeesidual
magnetismA front-panedisplayindi-
categyainandloading.All featuesare
availabldrom the remotecontiol. This
meangoucansit in the listeningchair
and adjustphonoloadingand gain or
multiple catridges. Thesefeatuesare
ananalog-lov@dreamcometrue.
Manyof theseadvanceteatuesare
made possibleby the combinationof
microprocessocontiol and a stepped-
resistometworkfor the volumeadjust
ment, phonogain, and phonoloading
(sedechnicasidebar)Notethatall dig-
ital-contol electonics are turned off

TechnicalDescription

e Calypso8circuit is pure tube, employing a single Sovtek 12AX7WBin the gain

I stage, operated differentially. This drives a Sovtek 6DJ8 (6922) functioning as a

differential-output buffer. The volume control is a network of discrete resistors
selected by FETswitches.

This simple signal path is fed by an elaborate power supply featuring dual trans-
formers, each with multiple secondary windings. Notably, all the power-supplyregulation
is discrete; there are no IC regulators feeding the audio circuits (the single IC regulator
powers the front-panel display and control circuitry). Nichicon audio-grade electrolytic
capacitors provide the generous filtering, and power-supply bypass caps are Wima.

The chassis, made from 3/ 8" grained and anodized aluminum, is strengthened by a
stainless-steel tunnel that runs down the center and shields the audio circuitry from AC.

The Rhea@circuit is nearly identical to that in the $9000 Io, but with small changes
to reduce the tube count. The all-tube circuit employs five tubes per channel and yields
ample gain (a whopping 75dB at maximum setting). The gain block uses two Sovtek
12AX7LPtubes operated in single-ended mode, followed by a single Sovtek 12AX7WG
that provides gain and functions as a phase splitter to create a balanced signal. The
output is filtered by a passive RIAAnetwork, then amplified again by another 12AX7WB.
The output buffer is a 6DJ8 (6922). Variable loading is provided by a switched-resistor
network that offers nine settings; the eight gain settings are also selected via a
switched-resistor network.

As with the Calypso, the Rhea® power supply consumes much of the chassisCreal
estate. All regulation stages are discrete, except the one that powers the control and
display circuits. The power transformers are mounted on an isolation substrate and
shielded.

It is difficult to overstate the build-quality of these two units, whichis world class by
any standard, and surprising at their price levels. RH
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whennot in useso that digital noise
isn€radiatednto theanaloglectonics.
Oneshotcoming,at leastin the review
sampld had,wasthat the volumecon
trolwadartooinsensitivatthelowend
of the volumerange,paticularly with
highish-levelsouces.The lowestvol
ume settingwastoo loud for quiet lis-
tening, andthe volumestepswele too
coarseat the low end of its volume
range.Aesthetix has sinceredesigned
thevolumecontol, fixing this problem.
TheCalyps@ndRheadonot sound
like tubedelectonicsl head notraceof
the classitube soundNbillowysound
stage,soft treble, full and ill-defined
basspr Omusicalityéx the expensef
resolutioninsteadthe threewordsthat
bestdescribehis duoNand both com
ponentsshae the samequalitiesNae
Oopen,Otranspant,Cand Ouncoled.O

In fact,theseelectonicsmposedheleast
coloratioronthe musicof anylOvaudi
tioned.Theyimpat asensef palpab
ity andimmediacyhatrecallthemagic
of live music.

| was bowled over by the Aesthetix®
gunningly wide dynamicsand effortless
presentaion of musicd dimaxes High-
levd trandents such as snare drum,
farly jumped out of the musc with a
suddenness and impact tha one hears
from thered thing. It was asthough a
caling on the dynamic range had been
lifted, opening up the dynamic pdette
on which the musc was expressd.
Listen to Roy HaynesOdosing rimshot
on thetrack (EludidationOfrom aterrif-
ic new 180-gram pressing of LikeMinds
(Gary Burton, Chick Corea, Pat
Metheny, Roy Haynes, and Dave
Holland) from Pure Audiophile. It
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srves as a muscd punctuaion, and
through the Rhea and Cdypso it had a
gatling redism. Sy what you will
about the music on Sheffidd Lab®
direct-to-disc LP of James Nemm
Haward and Friends but the drum sound
on this record is without pear. The
Aesthetix par seemed to turn this
recording loose, reveding for the firg
time the full messure of its dynamics
This quality alonegavethe music
auch life and exuberance it seemed
releasedrom somesot of confineslt
wasrtQust transienslamthat benefited
from the Calypss@ide dynamicsthe
unit didn® congealhe soundstager
hadentimbresduring loud and dense
orchestralpassagesven very highly
regadedlinestage® whichl compaed
the Calypscsoundeda bit compessed
dynamically and lackedthe Calypss®
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seemingly unlimited headroom and
complete composure no mater how
complexhesignal.

In addition to the impression of a
caling being lifted from the upper-end
of the dynamic spectrum, | had asmi-
lar feding about the Cdypso-and-Rhea
combo® top-octave reproduction.
There was a sense of ar riding on top
of the highest frequencies tha opened
up the presentation and fostered afed-
ing of ligening to an ultrawideband
source. 1t@that same impresson | get
from microphone feeds and anaog
madter tgpe. On microphone feeds and,
to lessr extent, andog maser tape,
you can hear the room in which the
recording was madel the ar sounds
GhargedOwith life. The Caypso and
Rhea had an uncanny ability to convey
this previoudy obscured aspect of
familiar recordings. | didn®enjoy this

aspect of these e ectronicsCperformance
for its own ske but rather for the
incressed sense of redism and musc-
making it fostered. | heard a gregter
impresson of muscians in a room
playing together.

The pai® soundstagenet all the
audiophilecriteriaof width, depth,and
layerof spacdetweernstrumentsput
| found myselfignoring thesequalities
andinsteadrevelingin the peformersO
musicalexpessionOne aspectof the
Rheaandto aslightly lesseextentthe
Calypsowagheimpressiothatsoloists
wetee Ospotlighted Thatis, the soloing
instrument seemedo movemore for-
wad in the soundstagand my atten
tion wasmore riveted on that instru-
ment,muchtheway! hearive music.

The Rheaand Calypsohad deep
extenson and a center-of-the-earth
solidityin the bottomoctaveThemid-

bassleanedtowad the wam and full
sideratherthan in the quick-and-lean
direction.This gavea natural,OoundO
characteto acoustibasghat conveyed
a feeling of air resonatingn a large
wooderbody

Finally the Rheawvasfairly quietfor
a tubed phonostagehat hasa huge
amounbfgain,but lackedhejet-black
backgoundof, for exampleJohnCurl®
famous (and short-lived) Vendetta
Reseahphonostag@vhichl livedwith
for fiveyears)l couldhearabit of tube
rush at times, althoughit wasrQdis-
tracting. The noiselevelwasdependent
on the tubesinstalled;l wentthrough
severaiubechanges.

Although far from the mostexpen
sivelinestagdOvéadin my system|
musg rank the Cdypso as the best
soundingoverall. That®quite a state
mentNand a remarkableachievement
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for a $4500 product. Frankly had the
Calypsocost$10k, | still would have
recommendeét. Moreover the unit®
build-qualityandfeatue setwouldhave
jugtified a much higher price. The
Calypsas not only a world-clasgper
fomer but astone-coldagain.

I haveasimilarlyhighimpressiomf
the Rhealt shaedthe samdundamen
td muscdity and rightness as the
Calypsoand would be at homewith
everthe mostsophisticatednaloglay
back systemsWhat® more, no other
phonostagOnawae of hasthe Rhead
usefulfeatues.If you@ra vinyl lover
the Rhea would likdy be the last
phonostaggouOkverbuy

In anerain whichmanylesseguat
ity componentsostconsiderablynore
moneythe Calypsand Rheaestablish
newvaluebenchmarka their product
categories. &

SPECIFICATIONS

Calypsolinestage

Tube complement: One 12AX7WB,one 6DJ8
(per channel)

Inputs: Fve single-ended (RCAjacks), five
balanced (XLRjacks), one tape (RCA)

Outputs: Main out on balanced and unbal-
anced jacks, unbalanced tape out
(unbuffered)

Features: Remote control with polarity inver-
sion, front-panel volume and balance dis-
play, theater pass-through mode

Dimensions: 18" x 4 3/8" x 17 5/8"

Weight: 39 Ibs. (shipping)

Rheaphonostage

Tube complement: Two 12AX7LPtwo
12AX7WB,one 6DJ8 (per channel)

Inputs: Three single-ended (RCAjacks), three
balanced (XLRjacks)

Features: Font-panel-variablegain and load-
ing, independent for each input, remote
control cartridge gain, loading, and car-
tridge demagnetizer

Dimensions: 18" x 4 3/8" x 17 5/8"

Weight: 39 Ibs. (shipping)
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ASSOCIATED EQUIPMENT

Clearaudio Maximum Solution Turntable;
Graham 2.2 and Clearaudio TQ-1tonearms;
Benz Ruby and Clearaudio cartridges; Mark
Levinson No.31.5 transport; Theta
Generation VIl DAC; Sony SCD-9000ESmul-
tichannel SACD player; Plinius Odeon,
Anthem Statement P5, and Balanced Audio
Technologies VK-600SEamplifiers; Wilson
WATT/Puppy 7 and Avalon Eidolon Diamond
loudspeakers; Nordost Valhalla and MIT
Oracle cables; Acoustic Room Systems and
AV Room Service treatment; Three ASC16"
Full-RoundTube Traps; MIT Z-Systempower
conditioning; Clearaudio Matrix record clean-
er; Billy Bags equipment racks

DISTRIBUTOR INFORMATION
MUSICALSURROUNDINGS

2625 Alcatraz Ave., Suite 501
Berkeley, Califomia 94705

(510) 420-0379

Prices: Calypso: $4500; Rhea: $4000
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