





gincering staff, and a dose of fiscal disci-
pline. Under Madrigal’s leadership, new
amplifiers were brought to market, in-
cluding the No.23 and No.27 series, the
more expensive Nos. 20, 33, and 33H
Reference-series monoblocks, and the
Nos.331-336 series of dual-mono amps.
Madrigal’s styling for these amplifiers set
a high point in industral design: black
military-style amplifier chassis adorned
with huge heatsinks, and curved, art
deco faceplates in silver and black. On
the test bench they “doubled down,” in-

creasing power output as the impedance §

load dropped. 1 reviewed in Stereophile
the No.27 (June and July 1990, Vol.13
Nos. 6 and 7), the No275 (july 1993,
Vol.16 No.7), the No331 (January 1996,
Vol.19 No.1), and the No.334 (Septem-
ber 1999, Vol.22 No.9).

In 2001, Harman International pur-
chased ML, shuttered Madngal Audio
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Labs, and moved the company to Har-
man Specialty Group’s fadlity in Bed-
ford, Massachusetts. There it shared sales
and manufacturing space with Lexicon,
and brought to market the 400Wpc
No.436 (August 2003, Vol.26 No.8) and
the 200Wpc No.431 (May 2005, Vol.28
No.5). These were configured as low, flat
chassis cooled by convection: air rising
through slots in the bottom plate passed
over internal heatsinks and out the top
Ell'a;tc. The No.436 augmented this with a
for sustained high-power operation.

Harman produced no new ampli-
fiers until 2009, when it reorganized
its high-end brands into the Harman
High Performance Audio Video division
5 (HPAV). It later relocated to Elkhart,
Indiana—the original production site of
the Crown DC-300A amplifier—where
the cost-no-object class-D No.53 is

The toroidal power transformers are mounted
manufactured.

behind the front panel.
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External Simplicity and
Inner Beauty
The matte-black No.532H ($8500) is
the most no-nonsense stereo amplifier
in the HPAV line. Its monotone black
chassis differs from its more expensive
stablemates, the N0.532 stereo ampli-
fier (§20,000) and the No.53 Reference
monoblock ($25,000 each). These flag-
ship products have prominent external
heatsinks and black and silver accents.
The No.532H is almost identical in
size to the No.431, which [ reviewed in
2005, being only 9mm less deep and 21
Ibs lighter; it's also 100Wpc more pow-
erful and $1500 more expensive.
Harman redesigned the H-series
amps to be reliable and serviceable in the
field, All built on the same chassis, they
range in weight from 55.5 lbs for the
single-channel No.531H to 98.5 Ibs for
the five-channel No.535H. Aside from

MARK LEVIMSON NO.53ZH

the No.535H, each model aJso ust:s the
same 300Wpc internal am

ule, its printed circuit board olu:dmdm
back of a 16-fin internal heatsink. This
module has 14 small, 50V, 3300uF pow-
er-supply capacitors instead of the more
md:gnal and “soda can” electro-
lytic caps; two relatively small (by ML
standards) 436VA toroidal power-supply
transformers are bolted to the inside of
the late.

Inside, the No0.532H maintains tra-
ditional ML design values with inde-
pendent power-supply components for
each 16-output-device channel, convec-
tion cooling, curved PCB traces, large
power-supply capacitance, and a fully
differential circuit for the signal path. Its
separate chassis and signal grounds are
said to minimize noise for listening at
low levels. Though the No.532H isn’t
rated into loads other than 8 ohms, its

current-feedback output-stage design is
claimed to remain stable into 4 and 2
ohm Joads.
lladCl.u'lou.s aboutdd-l]:ulﬁo .532H’s inter-
wor an quality, T un-
smewcdlilhl::gil ht flat-head screws that
secure its top plate, which is like
an inverted U. This revealed the chas-
sis, also U-shaped, which contains only
two slim amplifier modules and the
two big toroidal power transformers.
The chassis is big enough to accom-
modate up to five amp modules, each
bolted to the chassis bottom via its heat-
sink. Signal and power connections are
on a small PCB at the inside left edge
of the rear panel. Another circuit board
is screwed to the left wall of the chassis,
Jjust behind a cutout that grants access to
two replaceable fuses and the jumpers
for setting the No.532H for the voltage
of the country in which it’s to be used.
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A small fuse is mounted on each amp
module, near the power-supply caps.

Inputs, Outputs, Controls

Like all Mark Levinson power amps,
the H models” front panels have only
a single Standby pushbutton. This sits
below the on/off power LED, which
cycles on and off at different rates under
standby or fault conditions. Otherwise,
it glows steadily when the amplifier is
turned on.

H-series amps are CE-certified so
they can be sold in Burope. This re-
quires a rear-panel power switch to dis-
connect the supervisory power supply
from the AC mains without having to
unplug the amplifier. Other rear-panel
features include single-ended RCA
and balanced XLR inputs, and Mark
Levinson's traditional curved “Hur-
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terminals, for making tight contact
with speaker-cable terminations. For
amplifiers intended to be operated on
120VAC, the speaker posts are hol-
lowed out to accommodate banana
plugs. A small toggle switch selecs
between the No.532H’s single-ended
RCA and balanced XLR inputs—a wel-
come improvement over ML’s previous
models, which employed tiny—and eas-
ily lost—curved U-pins to short XLR
input pins 1 and 3 when the RCA
inputs were being used. Nearby con-
trol connectors include an Ethernet
10-Base-T port, and trigger input and
output mini-plugs. The ML-Net Eth-
ernet jack allows the amplifier’s power
status and internal operating conditions
to be monitored remotely by a home
computer or 2 Mark Levinson pream-
plifier; and there’s a rear-panel IEC
Jjack for the detachable power cord.

Setup
Harman first shipped me a solitary sin-
gle-channel No.531H, which I returned.
When the two-channel No.532H ar-
rived, I was easily able to unpack the 72-
Ib amp. This was a first among ML amps
Pve reviewed, which have often weighed
100 Ibs or more, and had sharp external
heatsinks. T attached balanced intercon-
nects to the MLUs inputs, the spade lugs
of my PSC speaker cables to its outputs,
threw the power switch on the rear pan-
el, and got ready to listen. As always, 1
used Stereophile's Test CD 2 (Stereophile
STPHO04-2) to ensure that I'd gotten the
channel assignments and phasing correct.
Even though setting up most two-
channel, solid-state stereo amplifiers
requires little instruction, I enjoyed read-
ing the No.532H’s well-written manual,
which is informative and detailed. It
revealed that the Sleep mode has been
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eliminated from the turn-on se-
quence of H-series amps. Push-
ing the front-panel Standby
button of an olci::?r ML ampli-
fier would bring it out of Sleep
and into Standby for 10 sec-
onds, the power LED flashing
on and o& three times as the
circuits stabilized, before the
amE: would respond to a sec-
nd press of the button and
come fully on. T was de-
lighted that the No.532H
required only a single but-
ton press to play music.
The No.532H was
in my system for four
months during the fierce
winter of 2010-2011,
surviving any number
of brownouts and sud-
den blackouts without 1
showing any signs of ™
damage, and handling
each power interruption by reverting
to Standby. During that time, 1 trav-
eled often: When away for more than
a few days, I turned off the amplifier’s
rear-panel power switch; otherwise, 1
left it in Standby, its front-panel power
LED slowly flashing, to ensure that the
No0.532H would sound its best when 1
returned.

Listening

I played CDs on a Bryston BCD-1
CD player, and high-resolution digital
files on a Bryston BDP-1 digital file
player, including 24-bit/176kHz files
from Reference Recordings's HRX
series, 24/882 files of Stereophile
master recordings engineered by John
Atkinson, a 24/88.2 file of Beethoven’s
Symphony 3 as performed by Andrew
Manze and the Helsingborg Symphony
(Harmonia Mundi HMU 807470), and
the 24/96 and 24/48 versions of two
Chesky recordings: Ultimate Demonstra-
tion Disc, Volume 2, and David Chesky’s
Urban Concertos (both originally released
on SACD, on Chesky SACD343 and
SACD326, respectively).

I soon discovered that I loved the
No.532H’s clarity, huge dynamic range,
resolution of fine detail, and bass im-
pact. Harman’s Jim Garrett told me that
the No.532H was designed to produce
big dynamic contrasts, and its wide dy-
namic range became all too evident
when I accidentally overloaded—for the
first time—the Snell Phantom B7s’ twin
woofers playing the dmpani passage in
Eiji Oue and the Minnesota Sympho-
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With the amplifier's modular construction,
up to five channels can be accommodated
within the same chassis.

ny’s recording of Stravinsky’s The Rite of
Spring (24/176, DVD, Reference HRX
RR-70). Further listening taught me that
when musical detail began to disappear,
[ needed to back off the volume to avoid
pushing the amplifier into hard clipping.

The No.532H delivered greater jaw-
dropping dynamic contrasts than I'd
heard with my No.27 or No.334. The
effect was much more than just some
extra headroom. Driving the Snell A7
Musion towers, the No.532H resolved
what seemed the subtlest dynamic dif-
ferences, whether at low or lease-break-

across the soundstage. The track
culminates in an explosive shot,
then finishes with a deep, sub-

terranean rumble that sounded
edgy and sinister.

Driven by the No.532H,
both Snell models produced
startlingly ~ dynamic ~ and

_, powerful reproductions of
'_; percussion instruments: the
8 struck chimes that tighten
S the suspense in “Assault
% on Ryan's House,” from
% the Patriot Games sound-

track (RCA 66051-2);

the pulsing congas
that open the “Ho-
tel California,” from
the Eagles' Hell Freezes
Over (CD, Geffen
GEFD-24725);  the
! exploding burst of

kickdrum and guitar that
follows the sleepy open-
ing of David Bowie's “Putting Out Fire,”
from the Cat People soundtrack (CD,
MCA MCAD-1498); and the dead-on
pitch definition of the bass synthesizer
in the 24/48 download of Chesky’s Ur-
ban Concertos. Mark Flynn's flash-bang
drum-and-cymbal opening to “Blizzard
Limbs,” from Attention Screen’s Live at
Merkin Hall (JA’s hi-rez, 24/88.2k mas-
ter file for Stereophile STPHO018-2)
was more energetic and urgent than I'd
heard before,

Soundstaging, too, benefited. The
No.532H enabled my Quad ESL-989
electrostatic speakers to project a broad,
detailed, involving, three-dimensional
soundstage with vivid dynamics that

THE NO.532H DELIVERED GREATER JAW-
DROPPING DYNAMIC CONTRASTS THAN
I'D HEARD WITH MY NO.27 OR NO.334.

ing volumes. Take “The Hand-Off”
from James Horner’s music for the film
Sneakers (CD, Columbia CK 53146).
Explosive piano scales jumped out of
dead black silence on a wide sound-
stage. Don Dorsey’s synthesizer-based
“Ascent,” from Erich Kunzel and the
Cincinnati Pops’ Time Warp (CD, Telarc
CD-80106), erupted with sledgeham-
mer bass pulses and crystalline highs,
which then melded into a mix of softer
pulses, bleeps, whooshes, and high-
pitched tones that swept back and forth

equaled, and in many cases bettered, the
soundstage created by my ML-2 mono-
blocks. “Breathe,” from the SACD re-
mastering of Pink Floyd’s Dark Side of the
Moon (SACD/CD, EMI2435-82136-2),
presented a wicked brew of throbbing
helicopter blades, jackhammers, foot-
steps running across my listening room,
dive bombers, and announcements
made on the PA system of a railroad
terminal—all on a wide soundstage, to
create a cinematic effect.

I easily heard the senses of space
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and instrument placement in
the Eagles’ Hell Freezes Over—the
No0.532 achieved a well-defined
positioning of audience sounds,
acoustic guitars, and conga
drums set on a very wide
soundstage. Listening to a
24/192 digital file of “Kote
Moun Yo?,” from Markus
Schwartz & Lakou Brook-
lyn's Equinox (also CD,
Soundkeeper SR1002),
I was again stunned by
the width and depth
of the soundstage, the
totally “black” back-
ground, the great
dynamic range, the
silky-smooth highs.
The No.532H’s
bass response was out-
standing. Driving the.
Snell A7 Illusions, the ™7
Mark Levinson produced
tuneful, solid, punchy bass with great
pitch definition. Snell’s smaller Phan-
tom B7 also shone, tracking the deepest
synthesizer notes in “Silk Road,” from I
Ching’s Of the Marsh and the Moon (CD,
Chesky WO144). As for room lock—
a level of deep bass sufficient that the
low frequencies can be felt as a pressure
wave—both Snell models outdid them-
selves in reproducing: the 32Hz pedal
note that ends organist James Busby’s
performance of Herbert Howells's Mas-
ter Tallis’s Testament on the collection
Pipes Rhode Island (CD, Riago 101); the
sustained, massive pressure wave gener-
ated by the low G played by the c%mlblc
basses in the Introduction of Strauss’s Also
spmfﬁ Zarathustra, on Kunzel's Time Warp,
and the power and presence of the deep
pedal chords in Gnomus, from organist
Jean Guillou’s performance of his tran-
scription of Mussorgsky's Pictures at an
Exhibition (CD, Dorian DOR-90117).
This level of pitch definition let me
discern: Jerome Harris's careful acous-
tic bass guitar work weaving in and
out of his quintet’s playing, as well as

the different tensions of the heads of |

Billy Drummeond's tom-toms, in “The
Mooche,” from Rendezvous (CD, Ste-
reophile SPTHO13-2); the sound of a
fabric-covered drumstick striking a large
bass drum in H. Owen Reed’s La Festa
Mexicana, from Howard Dunn and the
Dallas Wind Symphony’s Festal (CD,
Reference RR-38CD); and the charac-
teristic synthesized bass pulses that drive
the rhythmic power of “Something’s
Wrong,” from Randy Edelman’s score

for My Cousin Vinny (CD, Varése Sara-

bande VSD-5364).

My speakers’ midrange response blos-
somed when driven by the No.532H.
Whether the volume was low or high,
I discerned delicate differences in the
tones and timbres of male voices, and
piano and other percussion instruments.
In this regard, it reminded me of my
ML-2s, especially when listening with
the Quads. Keith Jarrett’s piano playing

soundstaging so important to
choral music. I heard separate
and exacting placement of the
different ranks of singers in
the Turtle Creek Chorale
singing Rutter’s The Lord Is
My Light and My Salvation.
Rutter’s A Gaelic Prayer,
from the same disc, had
new clarity and balance,
and superb pitch defini-
tion of the organ’s pedal
notes. The lilting ten-
L~ ors of the vocal group
4% Cantus singing Edie
& Hill's A Sound Like
% This, from their
While You Are
Alive  (24/882
digital file or CD,
Cantus CTS-1208),
had wonderful clarity
and timbres.
Similarly, the No.532H
transmitted more of the timbres
and harmonics of solo male voices,
without tubbiness or midbass empha-
sis. José Carreras’s light, lyrical tenor
remained pure during the Kyrie of Ariel
Ramirez’s Misa Criolla, as conducted by
José Luis Ocejo (CD, Philips 420 955-
2); Willie Nelson’s voice in “Getting
Over You,” from his Across the Borderline
(CD, Columbia CK 52752), was pal-
pably present in my listening room as

2
Z
‘ﬁ‘:

THE NO.532H TRANSMITTED MORE OF THE TIMBRES
AND HARMONICS OF SOLO MALE VOICES, WITHOUT
TUBBINESS OR MIDBASS EMPHASIS.

in “True Blues,” from his The Carnegie
Hall Concert (CD, ECM 1989/90), was
clean and translucent, with normal em-
phasis in the presence range but no sod-
den overtones when he used his sustain
pedal. Suzanne Vega's a cappella per-
formance of “Tom’s Diner,” from her
Solitude Standing (CD, A&M CD5136),
became a three-dimensional image of
hervoice centered between the speakers
with chilling realism, The trumpet and
trombone solos in the Jerome Harris
Quintet’s recording of “The Mooche”
blossomed into the full, biting, “brassy
blattiness” that the late J. Gordon Holt
claimed can be heard only with the fin-
est high-fidelity systems.

The No.532H’s superior midrange
reproduction  greatly benefited the

a sonic hologram; and Harry Connick
Jr’s voice in “Don’t Get Around Much
Anymore,” from the When Hary Met
Sally... soundtrack (CD, Columbia CK
45319), was transparent and free of ex-
tra resonance.

The No.532H’s upper midrange and
treble responses were commendable,
especially when cymbals were center
stage. | heard subtle instrumental har-
monic overtones, such as: the sweet,
translucent cymbal notes in the drum
solo in “Nardis,” from Patricia Barber’s
Café Blue (SACD/CD, Premonition/
Blue Note/Mobile Fidelity Sound Lab
UDSACD 2002); the sounds of cymbals
stoked softly with wire brushes in “Fruit
Forward,” from Attention Screen’s Live
at Merkin Hall, the subtle dynamic shad-
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ings of the fading cymbal sounds that
end the overture from A Chorus Line,
on Beachcombers, with Prederick Fennell

conducting the Dallas Wind Symphony |

(CD, Reference RR-62); and the me-
tallic cymbal sheen that opens “The
Mooche,” from Jerome Harris's Rendez-
vous, which the No.532H rendered as a
shimmering sound rather than as soft,
hissing static.

Conclusion

The Mark Levinson No.532H may not
be strikingly beautiful to the eye, but
its sound won me over time after time.
Its supetior bass slam, soundstaging,
treble detailing, midrange pitch defini-
tion, and jaw-dropping dynamic range
equaled or exceeded that of my other
ML amplifiers.

The No.532H’s price of $8500 makes
its purchase a serious decision. One
must consider this amplifier’s superb
build quality and impressive dynamic
range playing hi-rez digital files. The
No0.532H made my Snell A7 Illusion
and Phantom B7 dynamic speakers
sound more alive and more authorita-
tive than ever before, with bass slam

AMARK LEVINSON MO.532H

galore, while coaxing dynamic musical
contrasts and subtle timbral textures
from my more sensitive, electrostatic
Quad ESL-989s.

Perhaps it's time to add another
Mark Levinson amplifier to my collec-

tion. Meanwhile, 'm recommending
we give this relatively affordable stereo
amplifier with the plain-Jane exterior
and stunning inner beauty a Class A
rating in Stereophiles “Recommended
Components.” e |
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