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t was exactly 10 years ago that we
listened to the original Audiomat
Maestro digital-to-analog converter in our system. The world
of digital audio was very different then.
The Compact Disc player was king, and
if you bought a DAC, it was because you
hoped that it could outperform the DAC
that was a part of whatever player was
in your system. The digital outputs of
nearly all players were coaxial or optical,
and so DACs came with those inputs.
Welcome to 2015.
W hen we rev iew amplif iers or
loudspeakers, we often wonder whether
much real technological progress has
been achieved over the past three
decades or so. It says a lot that some
classic loudspeakers and amplifiers of
many years ago are back on the market
with only a minimum of refinement.
That is not the case with digital products
such as digital-to-analog converters.
No high-end audio company makes its
own digital chips (the very few that have
tried have met with disaster), and chip
technology has made mighty leaps and
bounds. A 10-year-old DAC may sound
pretty good, but it will be leagues from
the state of the art.
That’s one of t he reasons why
Audiomat has produced other versions
of the Maestro since our original review.
There was an upscale version called the
Maestro Reference, and there was also
(as you may have guessed) the Maestro 2.
This new DAC doesn’t appear to
have much in common with the previous
models, beyond its name. For one thing,
it’s a lot bigger, big enough to be a high-

46   ULTRA HIGH FIDELITY Magazine

powered tube amplifier. In a world where
some DAC/amplifier combinations can
fit in a pocket, the Maestro stands apart.
You’re probably thinking that this huge
chassis, fashioned from aircraft-grade
aluminum, must be needed to make
room for a hefty power supply. But then
you realize that the power supply is in a
separate box. You can see it on page 48.
Well, some of the supply is in that
box. The big chassis contains large filter
capacitors that not only steady the current, but also isolate the different circuits
from each other. An effort has also been
made to keep key circuits away from the
sides of the box to avoid unwanted electrical effects. Last but not least, room has
been left for some options, which we’ll
get to shortly.
DACs of a decade ago didn’t come
with USB connections. The original
USB 1.1 standard (we are now up to
the third generation) was too slow for
high-quality audio. What’s more, USB
audio chips were then synchronous, with
the source and the DAC each using its
own clock. USB didn’t seem promising
for use beyond attaching keyboards and
mice.
Today’s USB is far more versatile,
and of course the Maestro 3 has modern
asynchronous USB circuitry. Look
at the rear panel, shown on the next
page, and you’ll see the other expected
input connections: coaxial (S/PDIF),
balanced (AES/EBU) and two optical
(TOSLINK) inputs.
It also has a space for an Ethernet
port, which on our review unit was
blocked by a green insert. Ethernet

allows you to connect the DAC
to a distant computer using
inexpensive cable of nearly any
length. Several digital streaming
systems offer that possibility. The
Maestro does…at extra cost.
     There are no knobs or visible
switches on the Maestro 3. The
large display is a touch screen,
which allows you to choose the
input. We wished it had a remote control; it does, but it is…you guessed it, an
extra-cost option
     The display shows the selected input.
On the right, the word unlock (which
act ually means unlocked) indicates
that there is no incoming digital data.
When there is, the display shows the
sampling rate of the signal, right up
to the maximum of 384 kHz. No, you
can’t buy 384 kHz music, at least not yet.
An unlabelled touch area can dim the
display or turn it off entirely.
The Maestro 3 can also decode DSD,
the recording format favored by Sony, its
developer. We didn’t test that function,
and such a test might be premature.
Many DSD files can now be purchased
on line, but it is no secret that many are
just transcoded from PCM. Not that
you can expect them to be labelled as
such. Then again, some “24/192” files
are actually upsampled. Caveat emptor.
We ran plent y of hours on the
Maestro 3, and we kept it warm while
it was getting ready for its stage debut.
When it was time to listen, we ran into a
minor glitch. We unplugged the standard
power cord and quickly substituted our
audiophile-grade shielded cord. The
Maestro didn’t like the quick off-on
sequence, and it refused to run until we
had unplugged and replugged the USB
cable.
We listened to the Maestro not with a
CD transport, as we had 10 years before,
but with the Mac mini computer that is
now an integral part of our reference
systems. We listened first with our
reference DAC: a Moon 300D with a
Stello U3 USB interface linked to it by
an Atlas Mavros digital cable. We then
substituted the Audiomat for the Stello
and Moon, and listened again.
The Maestro has slightly more gain
than our own DAC, and we compensated
by lowering the volume by 3 dB.

We went to even higher resolution,
with one of Keith O. Johnson’s wonderful Reference Recordings productions.
From Exotic Dances From the Operas
(HR-71), we selected Rimsky-Korsakov’s
Dance of the Tumblers. This is a 24-bit
recording with a sampling rate of
176.4 kHz, exactly four times the Red
Book standard. Supplied on a data DVD,
it is essentially a copy of Johnson’s master
recording.
Now here was a recording that could
do justice to the Maestro’s upscale talent.
“The orchestral slam hit me head-on,”
said Steve. But what we heard was not
just energy, but the sound of a real
orchestra. Powerful as the music was,
it was also smooth and unforced when
it needed to be. “There’s great frontto-back depth,” said Toby. “The other
dimensions are more perceptible, more
precise as well. I liked the richness and
the low-end impact.”
Yet we don’t want to leave you with

Summing it up…
Brand/model: Audiomat Maestro 3
Price: C$8,990 (depending on currency fluctuations)
Size (WDH, main): 44 x 36 x 13 cm
Formats: PCM, 32 bits/384 kHz,
DSD
Inputs: USB, S/PDIF, AES/EBU,
optical (2x)
Outputs: coaxial, XLR balanced
Most liked: Superb performance
Least liked: Remote is an option
Verdict: Definitely worth the shelf
space

the impression that this DAC was merely
a sonic show-off. True high fidelity must
serve the music, delighting the mind and
not merely the ear. The Maestro gets it
right.
There isn’t much music available
with that sort of native resolution, and
a good system must also do full justice
to the vast majority of digital music you
are likely to own, whose origin is the
Compact Disc. We have established that
a digital computer system like ours can
outperform any CD player ever made.
The Maestro’s handling of that music
would tell us whether it was truly a good
investment.
We turned to a Klavier recording we
have often used for reviews, a collection
of wind band music by modern American
composer Norman Dello Joio. Recorded
and mastered by Bruce Leek, the CD
sounds exactly the way you would expect
a high-resolution recording to sound.
We selected the Fantasy on a Theme by
Haydn.
The piece begins with the tympani,
which have an impact you rarely hear
on conventional CDs. It continues
with complex interplay of percussion,
brass and woodwinds. Terrific as it had
sounded with our own DAC, it was
better yet with the Maestro. We could
make out the sound of the mallets striking the drums. The improvement wasn’t
merely sonic. “I could perceive that the
musicians were enjoying themselves,”
said Toby. “This music is slapstick, and
they were having a ball.” Steve agreed,
pointing to the energetic transitions
from section to section. “This DAC
really lets our speakers show their stuff,”
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We included six selections in this
comparison, half of them high resolution
and the other half in standard Red Book
CD resolution. The first was the Ave
Maria from cellist Vincent Bélanger’s
album, Là. Supposedly composed in
the 16th century by Giulio Caccini, it
is almost certainly a modern work. In
this 24-bit 96 kHz version, Bélanger is
accompanied by a small choir.
In every way, the Audiomat showed
off its virtuosity. Bélanger’s cello was
rich and deliciously smooth, more like
a real cello presentin the room with us.
Both Toby and Steve commented that
they thought they were listening to an
even better musician. The voices seemed
less forced and the harmony was more
apparent, though Steve still found the
vocal crescendo difficult to listen to.
We continued with a recording that,
like the previous one, is on the Fidelio
label, a movement from Dvorak’s Symphony From the New World, with JeanPascal Hamelin conducting the Youth
Orchestra of the Americas. “With the
Maestro, it woke me up,” said Steve.
“It really had all-wheel drive. Even the
triangle filled the room.” Toby also
commented on the triangle. He liked the
vast space, with the orchestra no longer
confined to the area between the speakers. “I liked the way the tension built up
from the rollicking cowboy theme to the
final tutti. I loved the first violin, which
was believable. So were the horns.”
Gerard had reservations…less for the
DAC itself than for the recording, whose
limitations were too cruelly revealed.
“Even the Maestro can’t make the string
section sound natural,” he said.
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he said. “The 16/44 CD
standard is still pretty
good.”
We had noted in
the past that certain
USB-connected DACs
might seem just fine
in mere sonic terms, yet be
unable to reproduce rhythm in
communicative fashion. It’s easy to
notice this failing if you try to follow the
rhythm by waving your hand to it, as a
conductor might do. Was the Maestro
getting the pacing right? It certainly
was, and we gave it perfect marks.
We like to include female voices
in our reviews because so many audio
components, from sources to amplifiers
to loudspeakers, have trouble rendering higher notes in natural fashion.
We turned to Brazilian singer Bïa.
From her Sources album (Audiogram
ADCD10132), we played the medley of
Ballade pour un matin and the Beatles’
Golden Slumber.
We have heard Bïa’s voice sound
altogether too sibilant, with “s” sounds
that flirted with distortion. That hadn’t
happened with our own DAC, and it
certainly didn’t happen with the Maestro. The accordion introduction was
magnificent, and the notes of Bïa’s guitar
were accompanied by a slight echo. “I
like the way she makes John Lennon’s

p o e t r y e m e r g e : Once there was a
way to get back homeward,” said Gerard.
“Bïa’s voice is detailed, yes, but she is
warm, very much present, living and
breathing before us.” Toby said he didn’t
write much, and just listened.
The final female voice was that of
Joni Mitchell. It was back in 1969, when
she was just 26, that she first recorded
Both Sides Now. She performed it again
15 years ago, when she really had seen
life and love from both sides. Her voice
is smoky (on the booklet cover she is
holding a cigarette), but it is her emotion
that gets to you.
The arrangement opens with an
eerie and evocative synthetizer passage. When she began to sing, we were
startled, because she was so present, so
alive. “I was better able to appreciate

the nuances of Joni Mitchell’s art,” said
Steve. “The way she expands on the
melody is wonderful.”
         The modern version of the
song is marred somewhat by an
overly busy arrangement. On
the final verse she must compete
with a saxophone we would
have done without. We hadn’t
changed our minds about that,
but the Maestro allowed her to
be heard more clearly over the
clutter.
Some audiophiles are reluctant to
spend large amounts on digital components because they anticipate that the
next decade will see as many changes as
the last decade. That could be true, but
waiting for the next big thing around the
corner means you’ll be missing out on
what you can get today. And what you
get today is beyond anything we would
have anticipated even a few years ago.
This converter is at the frontier of the
present state of the art. Will tomorrow
bring something even better? Sorry, but
our vision doesn’t extend beyond that
distant horizon. What we can tell you
is what this Audiomat can give you now,
right now.
No, the Maestro 3 is not a product
that is accessible to the ordinary budget.
But what it can offer is by no means
ordinary either.

CROSSTALK
When I’m watching professional sports
on TV, it often seems the case that size
matters. The players seem to get bigger and
bigger, along with the ticket prices.
As I looked at the DAC on the other side
of the listening room, the same thing crossed
my mind. It is very large, the size of a decent
amplifier. Its price tag is not small either.
So what is inside this imposing electronic
package?
I don’t really know. I do know that what
comes out is at a level unmatched by even
the reference DAC. All of the music had
life, presence and impact. This magic box
of circuits and solder is a cut above the best
that the reference can offer, and that doesn’t
happen too often.
—Steve Bourke
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I won’t say the reference put me to sleep,
because this review panelist always gets
slumberous after lunch. But the music from
the Audiomat Maestro 3 woke him right
up. The complex layering of sound sources,
the fine timbres, the expanded space with
instruments clearly placed within it, and
the compelling impact and pacing all made
the orchestral pieces command attention.
And then, when first Bïa and then Maestro
Mitchell sang, I just stopped writing.
Here the Audiomat did something I have
to thank it for. I had, I’m afraid, considered
Bïa’s non-native inf lections and Joni’s
tobacco-pickled vocal cords to be handicaps,
something you needed to make allowances
for. The Audiomat made that very much not
so. It may hardly surprise you to hear this,

but each singer turns out to be the kind of
consummate artist who can make whatever
Nature has provided work — work magnificently well — for a lucky listener. And thanks
to the Audiomat, I heard that.
I cannot give this piece of equipment
higher praise than my sincere gratitude.
—Toby Earp
The Audiomat Maestro 3 listening session lasted until the end of the afternoon.
After my two colleagues had gone home,
you know what I did?
I spent the evening and part of the
next morning listening to lots more music
through the Maestro.
That should tell you all you need to know.
—Gerard Rejskind

