
Phonostages 

The venerable Audio Research Corporation has been 
on quite a roll of  late. Its newest-generation amps (the 
Reference 210 and Reference 610T) and preamp (the 

Reference 3), designed as always by the legendary William Zane 
Johnson, are across-the-board lower in distortion and coloration, 
higher in bandwidth, energy, and resolution, fuller in duration, 
and more neutral in balance than Johnson’s previous designs 
(many of  which are undisputed classics).

The PH7 phonostage under review is certainly no exception. 
My current reference, it is the fi nest phono preamp Johnson has 
yet devised or I have heard, though coming to it from previous 
ARC phonostages (or other high-quality tube units) requires a bit 
of  an adjustment in aural expectations. It simply doesn’t sound 
as markedly “tubey” as the great ARC phono preamps that have 
preceded it. 

Oh, the PH7 still has ARC’s characteristic upper-octave 
air and light, its lifelike image size and soundstage breadth, its 
incomparable bloom, but so many other ingredients have been 
added to the sonic recipe that is harder, at fi rst, to recognize the 
classic ARC profi le. For one thing, bandwidth, transient speed, 
and dynamic impact have greatly increased. Where previous 
ARC phonostages have been just a bit rolled and polite in the 

treble (compensating for this by being just a bit aggressive in the 
upper midrange), the PH7 isn’t—or is far less so. Hard cymbal 
strikes, such as the ones in the “Libra” section of  Roberto 
Gerhard’s Astrological Series [Decca Head], no longer sound as if  
they are being played with a soft mallet or damped by hand; they 
now have the stinging attack—and the shimmering decay—of  
the real thing. Ditto for deep bass notes, like the room-shaking 
bottom-octave sforzandos of  John Constable’s Steinway on 
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the same Gerhard piece or the tremendous bass drum thwack 
toward the close of  The Firebird [Mercury]. Instruments that play 
in the bottom octaves—which used to sound a bit soft, plump, 
and muddled with ARC phonostages (and tube phonostages, in 
general)—are now very nearly as well defi ned, fast, powerful, and 
deep-going as they are with a great transistor phonostage, without 
any losses in  lifelike density of  tone color or bloom. Even in the 
midband, the PH7’s speed and impact are plainly audible. With 
“fast” cartridges like the Air Tight PC1 or the London Reference 
(and “fast” speakers like the MAGICO Minis), pizzicatos sound 
fool-you realistic.

But bandwidth and transients aren’t the only things that have 
improved in the PH7. Alongside its remarkable gains in speed and 
reach are signifi cant gains in low-level resolution and timing. By 
this last I mean the realistic reproduction of  the entire duration of  
a note—of  its attack, timbre, and decay. Tubes have always been 
good at reproducing timbre and decay (less good at attacks), but 
the PH7 brings a new level of  realism to all three. All you have 
to do is listen to a recording with acoustic guitar, like Joan Baez’s 
eponymous fi rst album on black-label Vanguard, to hear what 
I’m talking about. Typically, even with a very good tube preamp, 
you will hear the way Baez is playing her guitar—strumming or 
fi ngerpicking it—and enough of  the fundamental and fi rst few 
harmonics (which repeat the fundamental) of  each note to hear 
its pitch and get an inkling of  its tone color. But the upper partials 
and decay of  the notes are typically inaudible, swallowed up by 
the sounds of  subsequent notes. For years, I thought this was 
simply the way Baez’s guitar (in fact, most guitars that are being 
played as accompaniment to a vocal) sounded on LP—close-in 
miking just gives you a little more guitar string than guitar body. 
Then I heard the record through the PH7. 

Now I can’t say that the ARC unit reproduces each guitar note 
in its entirety, but I can say that it seems to realistically “prolong” 
the duration of  notes so that tone colors and decays are much 
more fully audible (and it does this without softening attacks). The 
sonic result is like the difference between seeing a peacock with its 

iridescent tail folded up and seeing it with its tail fully displayed. The 
harmonics of  the strummed and plucked guitar strings bloom with 
fresh color, hanging in the silence between notes before gradually 
trailing away beneath the attack of  freshly sounded notes.  

These major gains in dynamic and harmonic resolution 
are clearly related to the PH7’s dramatically lower noise fl oor, 
combined with its dramatically beefed-up power supply, which is 
claimed to provide three times the energy storage of  the Audio 
Research PH5 (see the sidebar on “New Circuitry”). Though the 
unit isn’t as dead quiet as some solid-state preamps I’ve heard, 
it comes mighty darn close, and with its improved bandwidth, 
superior dynamic energy, and higher resolution of  tone color and 
duration takes a second chair to none that I know of.

I come now to a subject that isn’t discussed often enough in 
audio magazines—at least it is isn’t discussed when electronics 
are reviewed—and that is the way the PH7, and ARC’s other 
new-generation electronics, facilitates the “vanishing act” of  
really neutral loudspeakers. Customarily, we talk about how 
loudspeakers “disappear” into the soundfi eld they project as if  
that were solely a function of  the speaker’s build-quality. It isn’t. 
It is also, demonstrably, a function of  the electronics that are 
feeding the speaker (and of  cabling and source). Anything that 
reminds us that we are listening to a hi-fi  system can fl ummox 
even the best loudspeakers—be it gross distortions like RFI or 
AC hum, subtler deviations from a neutral tonal balance like a 
persistent darkness or brightness or graininess, the lack of  lifelike 
image size and dimensionality (which tends to peg the sound 
of  voices and instruments to the faces of  loudspeakers and 
individual drivers), a constriction of  soundstage width and depth 
(which persistently reminds us of  speaker-cabinet boundaries), 
or an absence of  “action” or bloom (which tends to make the 
soundfi eld unnaturally static, as if  instruments were pinned to 
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Not Just Great-Sounding But Convenient
All recent-generation ARC electronics come with remote 
controls (batteries supplied). With the PH7, this means that 
you can adjust virtually every meaningful parameter of 
operation—including on/off, mute, mc/mm cartridge-loading 
(47k, 1k, 500, 200, and 100 ohms), mono/stereo reproduction, 
and the level of illumination of the vacuum-fl uorescent 
display—from the comfort of your listening chair. The 
cartridge-loading feature is, by itself, a boon. With the press 
of a button you can change the load that the cartridge sees—
no more getting up to turn knobs or change DIP switches—
making A/B comparisons of how your pickup sounds with 
different loading virtually instantaneous. (Note: As has been 
the case with every other remote-controlled ARC component, 
I prefer the sound of the PH7 with the display turned fully 
off. It will turn itself back on for a few seconds every time you 
change a parameter via the remote or the unit’s own push-
button controls, which duplicate those on the remote, so you 
can confi rm the change you’ve made.)  JV

New Circuitry in the PH7
ARC claims that much of the PH7’s circuitry—and its superior 
performance—derives from technology that was developed 
for its Reference 3 preamp (my current reference). The all-
tube output stage consists of four 6922 twin-triodes; power-
supply regulation is done via three 6H30 triodes. As has been 
the case with ARC’s previous phonostages, the input section 
is solid-state (J-FET). Gain in the PH7 has been boosted to 
57.5dB, which has allowed ARC to eliminate the moving-
coil step-up transformer it used in previous phono preamps 
(and which, frankly, wasn’t the most transparent device of its 
kind). Now, the output of moving-coil cartridges is amplifi ed 
directly by the PH7, which is one major reason, I think, that 
its sound is so improved over previous Audio Research units.

Another reason is the signifi cant lowering of noise, 
extension of bandwidth, and superior grounding in the 
PH7. Where, because of RF I could not listen to moving-coil 
cartridges without using a step-up transformer, with the PH7 
I can. Though it isn’t dead quiet at very high volumes, it is 
so far improved over previous ARC phonostages (and other 
tube phonostages) that RF is, for all intents and purposes, 
no longer a signifi cant problem. Congratulations, ARC, for 
successfully addressing this aggravating problem! JV
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HIGHDEFINITION
want the naturalness and High 
Definition® of Audio Research with-
out the periodic maintenance 
required by vacuum-tube designs,
these models represent a logical
choice. The two approaches–a tube
preamplifier with a solid-state 
power amplifier, for example–can
also be combined for musically 
excellent results.

A professional worldwide 
network of retailers and 
importers.
Audio Research components are
available only through specifically
authorized, independent specialty
retailers and importers on every
continent. Warranty service, product
support for older models and expert
advice is available throughout this
international network of highly 
experienced professionals. Most 
esoteric brands lack this depth of
support for their products.

We never stop listening.
From the in-house listening panel
that works hand-in-hand with 
our engineers in the development
of new products, to our dedicated
specialists who listen to each and
every Audio Research product as
the final step in our comprehensive
Quality Assurance process, the 
human ear continues to be the most
important test equipment used at
Audio Research. Even decades-old
models sent in for service or resto-
ration are thoroughly listened to 
in a reference music system before
they are cleared for return to their
eager owners.
Listening is always the first and 
last step in bringing music lovers
lasting value.

Research components earn loyalty
from customers and high resale 
value in the used market.

A single, superior level of 
manufacturing quality.
Many so-called “high end” audio
manufactures are actually market-
ing and distribution companies who
use outside subcontractors for
much, if not all of the assembly and
testing of their products. That's not
good enough for Audio Research,
where one hundred percent of all
assembly, soldering and testing is
done in-house by our own highly
trained, experienced craftspeople.
From least to most costly, every 
Audio Research model is designed
and manufactured to a uniform 
level of exacting quality. Rugged,
beautifully finished alloy chassis
components, audiophile grade con-
nectors, and heavily-plated circuit
boards, carefully selected resistors,
capacitors and other sonically 
critical components from leading
specialists around the world are the
hallmarks of every Audio Research
model. The main differences lie in
convenience features, number and
type of control functions, input/out-
put configuration and size of power
supplies. Regardless of which Audio
Research model you choose, you
are assured of unparalleled build
quality and uncompromised High
Definition® performance.

Vacuum-tube or solid-state,
the goal is the same.
Though renowned for its many suc-
cessful vacuum-tube based designs,
Audio Research also prides itself on
state-of-the-art solid-state models
that have musicality as their first
priority. For those music lovers who

For more than thirty years, 
Audio Research has repeated-
ly set the standard for accura-

cy and dynamic realism in music 
reproduction systems. More than
any other manufacturer, Audio 
Research has advanced the state of
the art again and again with prod-
ucts that innovate by bringing
recorded music collections to life
with new vibrancy and immediacy,
with new source media and old. 
This achievement has been recog-
nized by audio reviewers the world
over, year after year, making Audio
Research components among the
most highly valued on the market,
whether new or old. Audio Research
is an investment in sound technol-
ogy and value that lasts a lifetime.

An unmatched record for
product support.
Audio Research takes pride in 
stocking a vast (and costly) array of
electronic parts and components
necessary to support the entire
range of products it has manufac-
tured over the last three decades.
The company maintains a highly
trained technical staff dedicated
solely to the servicing and restora-
tion of older models, as well as 
to the maintenance of products 
covered by the company's Three
Year Limited Warranty. Any older
model bearing the Audio Research
marque can be restored to original
factory performance specifications.
In addition, a complete inventory of
selected and tested vacuum tubes
needed for each model is available,
assuring the Audio Research owner
of quality vacuum tubes and best
performance. Support like this is 
an important reason why Audio 
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discrete spots, like dead butterfl ies to a corkboard—rather than 
realistically dynamic, with instruments changing in relative size 
and presence with changes in register and intensity). 

ARC gear has always been good at avoiding these pitfalls, and 
its latest generation products are simply superb at it. Because 
of  its natural image size (focused, but never miniaturized), tonal 
neutrality (which in the PH7 is better than ever—and more 
extended top-to-bottom than ever), low levels of  distortion, 
lifelike bloom or action, and simply astounding soundstage (the 
widest, deepest, tallest, and most densely populated I’ve yet 
heard from an ARC phonostage—or any tube phonostage), the 
PH7 truly does help speakers disappear. 

There are other great phonostages out there that do some of  
the things that the PH7 does—and do them well. The gorgeous-
sounding Aesthetix Io is just as big and bloomy and has more 
output, but, as least in my room, it is way too noisy. The superb 
Lamm LP2 Deluxe is as quick and detailed and marginally lower in 
noise, but it is darker in balance and lacks the action and “life” of  
the ARC unit. Certain solid-state units have equal grip in the very 
bottom, albeit at the steep price of  sacrifi cing bloom, air, and light 
in the mids and treble. At this point, only the PH7 provides all the 
virtues of  these others with few to none of  the drawbacks—and it 
does all this without reminding you that it and the speakers you’re 
listening to are there. With the right source and the right speakers, 
you cannot fi nd a more lifelike phono preamp. TAS

JV’s Associated Equipment
Analog Source: Walker Black Diamond record player

Cartridge: Air Tight PC-1, Clearaudio Goldfi nger

Phonostages: ARC PH7, Lamm LP2 Deluxe, Aesthetix Io

Digital Source: MBL 1621A/1611E, ARC Reference CD7

Linestage preamps: ARC Reference 3, MBL 6010D, Lamm L2 

Deluxe, Aesthetix Callisto

Amplifi cation: ARC  610 T monoblock, MBL 9008 monoblock, 

Edge 12.5, Lamm ML2 monoblock

Speakers: MAGICO Minis with (2) Wilson-Bensesch Torus 

subwoofers, MBL 101 E Radialstrahler, Ascendo M-S Mk II, 

Quad 57

Interconnect: Tara Labs “Zero,” Synergistic Research “Absolute 

Reference” 

Speaker Cable: Tara Labs “Omega,” Synergistic Research 

“Absolute Reference”

Power Cords: Tara Labs”The One”

Accessories: Shakti Hallographs; Walker Prologue Reference 

equipment stand; Walker Prologue amp stands; Richard Gray 

Power Company 600S/Pole Pig line/power conditioner; Cable 

Elevators Plus; Walker Valid Points and Resonance Control discs; 

Winds Arm Load meter; Clearaudio Matrix record cleaner; Walker 

Prelude record-cleaning system; HiFi-Tuning silver/gold fuses
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