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"No doubt, this is a reference-level
Weiss Engineering Medea component." CHOICE
Digital -to-Analog (Lo
Converter —T——

by Doug Schneider

In 1982, Sonydelivereda swift kick
that changedhe directionof music
reproductiorforever: Theyreleased
the worldOdirst CD player,the
CDP-1. Digitally encodednusicfor
the consumemarkethadfinally
arrived.

Review Summary

HOwever’amongaUdIOph”eghe Sound "Extreme resolution”; "the Medea unveils

compactdiscturnedout to be one of

) . loads of detail" -- "minute details were far
the mostcontroversiabudio more apparent, and details | never knew
productseverproducedlIf tubes existed were suddenly brought to life"; but
versussolid state,copperversus "the Medea is no lightweight; itOsgich, robust,
silver, the Rolling Stonesversusthe detailed, and textured -- not just in the mids,

. but down low as well."
Beatles,and CokeversusPepsi

werenOenoughto argueabout
already,we now hadanalogversus

Features "Uses two multi-bit DACs per channel in what
the company calls a proprietary 'Mutual
Relation Correlation System' configuration to

dlgltal And while thosedebates reduce converter 'imperfections.
were,andstill are,oftenheated, "UpsamplingEis performed on a separate
there®ro questiorwhich sidewon. DSP chip." Jitter is addressed via "a double

phase-locked loop (PLL)." "Weiss obviously
went lengths to control mechanical resonance.
Rap on any part of the Medea and youOlbet a

After CD playerswereintroduced,
LP salesdwindledasCD sales

soared. thuck sound in return.”

) ) ~ .. Use "The Medea also sports a "high/low" switch on
Still, while Sonstrl_glnaI C_DP']- the back to toggle the output between, yes,
wasgroundbreakingit certainly high and low." "Results will vary from system
wasnOthe statementn digital audio to system, so you will want to toggle between
reproductiorthat itwasoriginally the two to ('j'etermlne which works best with

your setup.

purportedto be. The CDP-1 was
quickly eclipsed-- andthenover
andoveragain.Technological
advanceshigherquality parts,andthingsno oneeverthoughtimportantin the earliest
players-- including separatinghe single-box CD playerinto two units,now well knownas
a transportanda digital-to-analogconvertefDAC) -- madesuchimprovementgo sound
guality that eversomeof the earliestvinyl diehardsbeganto believethatdigiphiles may

Value "Outrageously expensive, but it at least acts
the part.”
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well be onto something.

And theimprovementgo CD playbackneverreally stopped Now itO<2003 andyes,CD
playersand DACs haveimprovedfrom evenjust a few yearsago.As aresult,| donOthink
youOlfind anyonewho will say"This is asgood ast will ever get" aboutany digital
product.

Whatl cansay,though,is that theMedeaDAC from WeissEngineeringof Switzerlandis
no doubtat thetop of the currentday CD-playbackmountain.

Description

The Medeais Weiss@irst consumetbasedoroduct,but certainlynot the company'dirst
audioproduct.In the ownerOmanual Weissexplainstheir history of building professional
marketdigital products.In 1985,for example their 24-bit 102-seriesdigital audioprocessor
debutedandin 1995 theydeliveredwhatthey saywerethe worldOdirst "96kHz sample
rate capableproducts.'The Medeais simply the company'sffort to enterto the home
audiomarket.

The $13,500 USDMedeais outrageously

expensiveputit atleastactsthe part. ItOs

slick-looking and beautifully made.The

outsideis thick, anodizedluminum

finishedflawlesslyin eitherblackor - L ———
silver, andinsidethereis a steelframe
for addedrigidity. The Medeais heavy, >
weighingmorethan20 poundsandas
deadfeeling asasphaltWeissobviously
wentto greatlengthsto controlmechanicatesonanceRapon anypartof the Medeaand
youOllgeta thuck soundin return.

The Medeausestwo multi-bit DACs per channeln what the companycalls a proprietary
"Mutual RelationCorrelationSystem'configurationto reduceconverter'imperfections.”
Upsampling the buzzwordof digital audiofor the lastfew years,is performedon aseparate
DSP chip. Jitter, whichrefersto timing errorsin the bitstream s anotherthing the Medea
attacksrigorously.Weiss@olutionis a doublephaselockedloop (PLL) for which they
makethe headyclaim that theMedeais "virtually immuneto the quality of the audiosource
regardingjitterEyou shouldhardly hearany differencebetweerdifferent makesof CD
playersor betweendifferent pressing®f the sameCD. Also, Oaccessorielie@ disc
damping devicesr extremelyexpensivealigital cableswill not makeany differencein sonic
guality."

On the backpanelof the Medeaarefour
sets ofdigital inputs.All four inputs
support S/PDIRhroughRCA jacks,but
inputs 1, 2, and3 support AES/EBWia
XLR connectorswhile input4 alsohasa
TosLink connector(ItOgmportantto notethat although eacketof inputs hastwo sets of
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connectorsyou onlyuseoneconnectoratatime.) All four inputswill supportsampling
ratesof 44.1, 48, 88.2, 096kHz, butitOdnputs 1 and 2 (i.e., together)that alsosupport
176.4 andl92kHz.The Medeais obviouslyversatile butit mustbe notedthat forthe
contextof this review| only inputthe standardCD samplingfrequencyof 44.1kHzandlet
the Medeado itsupsamplinghing.

The analogoutputsarealsoon therearpanelandincludetwo sets ofXLR andtwo sets of
RCA connectorsAs with mostelectronicsproductstoday,thereis an IEC socketfor a
detachablgowercord. The Medeaalsosportsa "high/low" switchon thebackto toggle the
outputbetweenyes,high andlow. The "low" settingseemedo generateaboutthe same
outputlevel asmostany DAC, andthatOsvhat| usedwith my system The"high" setting
cranksout quite abit moregainandwill be suitablefor systemghat needhis. Resultswill
vary from systemto systemsoyou will wantto toggle betweethe two to determinewhich
works bestwith your setup But asthe ownerOmanualwisely warns,watchout whenyou
flip the switch. Thedifferencein outputcould causedamagedependinghow loud you are
playing yoursystem Always err on thesideof caution.

Onthefront arefour largebuttons,boldly centeredn the recessedaniddle portion of the
panel,alongwith four lights aboveeachbutton. ThereQalsoanotherbig buttonoverto the
far left. Thatbuttonis the powerswitch, while eachof the four middle buttonscorresponds
to thefour digital inputs. Whenyou presone of thefour, the blue light aboveit flashes
until it locksto the incomingdigital signalon that input- providing you havea digital
sourceconnectedif not, it simply doesnQock). | usedthe Medeawith my older Theta
DataBasictransportandit workedperfectly.l alsoslid the Assemblagdd2D-1 digitatto-
digital converterin the middle of the digital streamandalthough Ifoundit offeredno sonic
benefitwith the Medea,the DAC still workedfine by locking flawlessly.

The Medeaofferedone morefeaturethat surpriseane: left andright-channeltrim pots.If
you look closelyat the pictureyou will seetwo very smallbuttonson theright sideof the
front panel. ThatOghem, andhey canbe usedto fine-tunethe outputof eachchannel At
first, this may seemlike aratheruselesghing -- kind of like a balancecontrolon theDAC.
However,whenyou considethat manyhigh-end preampsdonOhavebalancecapabilities,
this featurecould comein handy.

Review system

Although the transportusedwith the Medearemainedthe samemy ThetaDataBasic(with
the Assemblagdd2D-1 thrownin on occasion)electronicsvariedfrom the Orpheus
Two/ThreeS preamplifier/amplifiercomboto the ZandenAudio Model 600 alltube
integratedamplifier to the Simaudioi-3 solid-stateintegratecamplifier. Loudspeakersvere
the Verity Audio Tamino,SongAudio Typell Silk DM, andVon SchweikertAudio VR-1.
InterconnectandspeakercableswereNirvanaAudio SL, while coaxialdigital cableswere
thei2Digital X-60 andDH LabsD-75.

Sound

Whoa! Thatwasmy first reactionto the Medea.Oh my wasmy second! wonder if can
afford to buy this thing? Thatwasmy third.
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|IOveneverhearda digital processoresolveas muchinformationasthis onedoes.The
Medeaunveilsloadsof detail -- throughthe high, mid, andbassregions-- to the point
wherel wasscramblingfor discafterdiscto determinaf what!l washearingwassomesort
of illusion. It wasnOt.

The openingtrackfrom Blue RodeoOBive Days in July [Discovery 77013],titled "5 Days
in May," featureslim CuddyOsountrifiedvoice solidly in front. Any good digitalsource
rendersthe vocalimagefirmly and slicesit out sothat itOgasyto discernin the mix. Five
Days is starkly recordedandthatOsow it shouldbe presentedBut the MedeadoesnQust
presentit asstarkandsliced;it presentst with richnesstexture,andvibrancy,all of which
givesCuddy'svoice superbdimensionality As a result,the voice stoodout in vastrelief to
the otherinstrumentsn the mix, the positioningin the stage,andthe distanceto the other
musicians.

And the air andspacearoundthe voice? | neverknew it wasthereto the degreethat the
Medeareproducedt. Minute detailswerefar moreapparentanddetailsl neverknew
existedwere suddenlybroughtto life. If CuddyOshoelacesameuntied whilehe was
singing, IOmsurel would havebeenableto hearit happeningThelevel of detailthat the
Medeasendghroughis simply extraordinarylt affords a realreferencelevel look into the
recording.

The drums wergust asstarkly definedanddetailedasthe voice -- standingon theirown,
occupyinga distinct placeand spacen the stage.Thedrums hadveight, too, just asthey
should.The Medeais no lightweight; itOgich, robust, detailedandtextured-- notjustin

the mids, butdown low aswell. And whenyou needoower,the Medeahass/am, andthen
some."Articulate" and"authoritative"aretwo wordsto describeit. "ItOsgot grunt" is a more
crudeway to putit.

The oppositeendof the spectrumwhereinstrumentdike guitarandcymbalsreside,also
helpto tell atale abouthigh-end DACs. A nastytop endis oftenwhat differentiateghe
good fromthe bad.And evenamongthe onesthat qualifyasgood, thereGsfairly big leap
from good togreat.Cymbalsthroughthe WeissMedea for example soundclean,clear,
airy, andbeautifully delineated- not hard,obscuredsplashy, andl -definedastheycan
with somedigital sourcesThehigh frequencieghat guitaremitsarealsoa greattest. At
worst, the stringscangetsteely,splashy, anebscuredAt best,well, theysoundlike guitar
strings-- andthatOgreciselywhat the WeissDAC presentsThe Medea'shigh-frequency
presentations absolutelypristine andexceptionallydetailedwithout overemphasizingr
soundingtipped-up or bright.

Fromtop to bottom,the Medeais a full -bandwidthdigital componentwith exceptional
detailandcompleteneutrality (the latter,| guessshouldcomeasno surprisédrom the
Swiss).|Ovecometo regardthis DAC asonethatgivesyou moreof everything,but at the
expensef nothingelse.But so continuallytakenwas| by theMedea'sability to unravel
detailthat | turnedto my old 1986 soundtracko the movie The Mission [Virgin 905672],
which consistsf large scalechoralandorchestraworks. This Oscarwinning recording
from Ennio Morriconeis not stateof theartin termsof soundquality, but for almost20
yearslOveheardit with everynewdigital sourcel could. And asthe yearshavegoneby itOs
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beenlike a progressiorupa ladderin termsof how muchmoremusicl canhear.

Early CD playersand DACs wereonly hinting atwhat detailswerein The MissionOits --
oftentimesthe smallestdetailswere obscureddifficult to hear,or absentltogether]
learnedyearslater that thosesarly playerswere missingthe microscopicpartsaltogetherpr
maskingthem withnoise.The endresultwasthat | wasnOhtearingeverything.But frankly,
whenwe hit the mid O90swhenCD playersand DACs werereally hitting their stride, |
thoughtlOcheardeverythingthat thisrecordingoffered. TodayIOmstill surprisedat how
muchmorelOmhearing.Currentdigital sources- like the$9800 Zandeiviodel 5000 MKkI
DAC andthe Medea-- areakinto gettinga neweyeglasgprescription.Thethingsyou
didnOknow you weremissingarenow clear.And the Medea,in particular,is like that new
prescriptionfine-tunedandtweakedwith the glasseshemselvesleanedo themax. ThatOs
what the pinnacleof transparencys about,andthatOsvhatthe Medeacandeliver.

Extremeresolution, therefords what helpsto definethe Medea-- whetheritOghetiny
ambientcuesof the venue,the nimble decayof aninstrumenttheair arounda voice, or the
exactplacemenbf a performerin thestage-- but thatOsot to saythat thisDAC is some
one-trick pony, orsomeguy atthe partywho hasonly onejoke to tell overandoverand
overagain.

Whenit comesto otheraspect®f performancethe Medeais topnotch andloesnJet its
guarddownanywhere At first it washardfor meto geta handleon basgpresentatio® my
roomis rathersmallandthe speakerd usein it aretoo. Soin termsof bassextension] can
only gleanso much.| havethe $2795 SimaudidNova CD playerhere-- anditOso slouch
in the bassdepartmentl couldtell that intermsof how deepandauthoritativethey go, each
front-endis roughly equalwith my setup.Themain differencevasthat theMedeawasever
so-slightly moredetailedandarticulatedownlow -- not surprising. Bothalsohavethe slam

| talkedabout.

Still, | wanteda toughertest,so | hauledthe Medeaoverto RossMantleOsome-- hewas
reviewingthe AcapellaHigh Violin loudspeakers$or Ultra Audio atthetime. TheHigh
Violins, with their 10" woofersheld captivein a sealedenclosurearenot the be-all and
end-all of bassreproductionput theydo go prettydeep.And with the Medeain the driverOs
seatthey donObnly go deeptheygo deepwith powerandauthority. The Medeasounds
effortless,sort oflike a big solid-stateampwith powerto spare Lots of CD playersand
DACs presentbassfrequenciestrongly,but not all of them havehe impactthe Medea
does.

In comparison

Thentherearethe midrangeandhighs.In this areathereOprobablyno bettercomparison
thanthe ultra-pure-soundingtube based$9800 Zanderudio Model5000 MKII. The
Medeaedgeshe Model 5000 MkII in termsof resolution - albeitat a pricethatOsver
30% higher.The Medeasimply presentsnoredetail, moreof the subtlestuff, andnot only
canyou heara little bit more,yougeta slightly morespecificsoundstagandgreaterre-
creationof spacen thoserecordingsthat displaysuch.The Weisscanalsoout-slam, out
weight, andout-articulatethe 5000 MkIl downlow. As for the midrangeon up, whichone
is betteror worseis not asclearly defined.EachDAC rendersthingsslightly differently, an
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importantpoint.

The Model 5000 MKl soundscrystalline,with a purity aboutit that no DACor CD player
|Oveheardmatches- none.The Medeathough,surprisedne becausef how cleanit
sounds ThereisnOg hint of grainor edge-- unless, oftoursethe recordinghasit -- similar
to the 5000 MkIl. Wherethetwo DACs differ mostly,though,is in termsof fuliness. The
5000 MkII projectsthe soundjust a little morein the mids and highs,with a bit of what
RossMantle callsvoluptuousness -- a controversiatermin SoundStageNetworkinner
circles,|Ollhaveyou know.Somemay call this romanticizing the sound,while othersmay
sayit hasallittle bit of ~sumanness. | happento call it fullness,andRosscallsit
voluptuousness.

Whicheverway you wantto sayit, the ZandenModel 5000 Mkl hasjust a weebit moreof
that in the mids and highs,andmaybethatOsvhy | still labelthe 5000 MKl asthe purerof
thetwo. The5000 MkII hasa naturaleaseaboutit, a bit of its own "voice," if you will, that
makesit a pleasureto the ears-- not to mentionthe eyeswith its jewelry-like casework.

But donOgetthe ideathat thereCGsproblemwith the Medea.The Medeais just different,
beingmoreconcernedvith precision-- extremeprecision,in fact, with accuracyand
neutrality thatOsnakesits pro-marketlineageall themoreapparentin fact, the Medeais a
"laboratorygrade"digital-to-analogconverterfor the homeaudioenthusiastYou wantto
heareverything on yourCDs? ThatOsvhatthe Medeawill give you.

Conclusion

The Medeahasstrengthghat canoutclassnuchof its competition-- namelythe retrievalof
detall, its top-to-bottomcleanliness, andits bassauthorityand slam-- andreally hasno
weaknessedAt worst, it simply meetsits competitionheadon andyou cancall it a draw--
not somethingo snickerat sinceits "competition"is the bestdigital sourcesn theworld.
Perhapgherewill be thosewho donOwvantto hearsomethingasruthlesslyrevealingasthe
Medea,butto methatOsvhat the pursuitof high-end audiois really about.

If thereQanything tocriticize, itOsertainlynothingto with the soundor featuresor the way
the Medeais built. 1tOghe price.In the US, the Medearetailsfor 13,500 USdollars.In
Canadaheretail priceis 14,000 Canadiadollars.ThatOs hugewad of cash,evenfor a
DAC that somewill call thebestthereis. Thenagain,thesedaystherearesomepeoplewho
think $100,000speakerand $30,000 amplifiergor more!) aresane By thosestandards,
perhapsthe price of the Medeamay actuallyseenmtame.

Soapartfrom that singlecaveat- which is moreor less myown perceptionof value in the
marketplaceandnot necessarilyeveryoneelseOs- | cansaythat if you wanta reference
level DAC that will allow you tohearall that CDplaybackcan offer, thenmostcertainly
auditionthe WeissMedea.No doubt, this is a referencelevel component.

...Doug Schneider
das@soundstage.com
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Weiss EngineeringMedea Digital -to-Analog Converter
Price: $13,500 USD.
Warranty: Threeyearspartsandlabor.

WeissEngineeringL.td.
Florastrassd?2

8610 UsterZurich Switzerland
Phone:+411 940 20 06
Fax:+411 940 22 14

Website:www.weisshighend.com

US distributor:
DamokalLLC

2109 BroadwaySuite677
New York, NY 10023
Phone:(917)4419001

E-mail: info@damoka.net
Website:www.damoka.net

Canadiandistributor:
FocusAudio

43 RivieraDrive, Unit# 10
Markham,ON L3R 5J6
Phone:(905)4158773

E-mail: contact@focusaudio.ca

Website:www.focusaudio.ca
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