Grail Quest...

Listening to VTL's latest,
the Lohengrin mono-blocs

by Dennis Davis

One of the most highly anticipated new components
of 2025 wasVTLs new, more compact, mono-bloc
addition to their Reference Series. First seen in
development guise at Munich in 2024, the finalized
version was expected to launch at the 2025 Hi End
Show, but although the circuit was finished, the company
was yet to finalize a new aesthetic, meaning that the
units playing in the room looked exactly like the
established Siegfrieds — being built into the same
casework. Casual listeners may have wandered into the
room and turned about thinking “nothing new here.”
Which just goes to show how dumb it is listening with
your eyes: even a brief listen with your ears should/
would have told you there was something a little special
happening in that room, a room that garnered universally
positive commentary from the press. Proper casework
wasn't the only thing the new amp lacked, so perhaps it's
only fitting that, as per the legend, when the name was
finally revealed, it should be Lohengrin.

It wasn't until the end of last year that VTL received
the final casework, fit all the bits into their more compact

space, ready to begin shipping the new amplifier to

dealers in the first week of the new year. Finally available,
a pair of Lohengrins retails for $100,000.

Although it shares more than a few styling cues, a
control panel and casework components with the existing
Siegfried and S-400 Series Il models, the Lohengrin is,
unmistakably a “New Look” for VTL. It's like they put
Siegfried on a diet. The casework has been downsized,
along with the footprint and the amp measures | 1.5”
wide by 19.25" deep by 19.5" high.That's the same
width as the flagship amps, but it's almost five-inches
shorter in both height and depth, making the Lohengrin
a whole lot easier to accommodate. But, styling-wise, the
big shift is the addition of a window to the front of the
case, exposing the vacuum tubes to view, rather than
concealing them.

Meanwhile, the real changes are inside the new
casework. The new amplifier incorporates the same
driver stage, fully regulated power supply and power
transformer as the Siegfried Series Il amplifier; as well as
the more advanced fault sensing circuitry from the 450
Series Il mono-blocs. As you can see from the side-

view of the open chassis, fitting all that circuitry into a



Grail Quest...

|01 T

LJWEQB

\

— "|I| |||,i||I_ -

. _d'—-

ul.r T
AT

significantly smaller volume has required packing puzzle

precision. A heatsink off the rear of the unit, requiring

3" clearance, does its job without interfering with the

aesthetics of the unit from the listening position.

The Lohengrin's

Listening to VTL’s latest, the Lohengrin mono-blocs

nilll
Pl o
& I [

to the circuit topology, but Luke Manley believes that the
biggest factor in the Lohengrin’s exceptional sound is

its newly designed output transformer, with significantly
more sophisticated interleaving of its windings.

On a rainy New Year's Day, | auditioned

output stage uses

eight KT88 tubes per
side, sourced from |
Electronic in the Slovak
Republic, to produce
400 watts into an 8Q2
load. Although VTL used
6550s for many years,
and those output tubes
remain an option, | for
one prefer the sound of
the KT88 inVTLs amps
and these days, that is
how most of them are
shipped. So far, window
aside, so predictable — so
where does that step up
in musical performance
come from? There are

certainly revisions and refinements

the new Lohengrin mono-
blocs at the home of VTLs
Luke Manley and Bea Lam.
Normally, listening to a new
product in an alien system
has limited value, but this
isn't that. Not only is Luke
and Bea's system pretty
familiar from earlier visits,
most of the components
themselves are more familiar
than that! Their system
features the same Wilson
Audio AlexiaV speakers
and Spiral Groove SP1.2
turntable and Centroid arm
that | listen to every day.
Luke and Bea use a Lyra
Etna Lambda SL, so | spent

the weeks leading up to
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the visit listening to music through my Lyra Atlas

Lambda. Both their system and mine use Nordost
cabling — they have Odin 2 while | slum it with Valhalla
2:there are certainly differences (all in favor of the
Qdin), but they are differences I'm familiar with.
With the entire VTL line to choose from, it's not
surprising that Luke and Bea are listening to their
TL-7.5 Series |ll Reference line-stage and TP-6.5
Series |l Signature phono-stage along with the
Lohengrins and an S-400 Series Il for purposes
of comparison. Although my own electronics
are (whisper it quietly) from ARC, I've recently [N - AN SN E-30 i S0 0
had both the TL-6.5 line-stage and the 5-200

amplifier at home. Both our systems are set

up in smaller areas, opening onto open-plan
spaces. But perhaps the most telling similarity
of all is that both my system and Luke and Bea’s
have been set up by Stirling Trayle of Audio Systems — ==
Optimized. In terms of a familiar if different context,

this is about as level as playing-fields ever get...

Certainly, the familiar context and the performance on | started with Intervention Records' recent re-issue of
offer meant that it wasn't hard to get a handle on the Dance Album Of Carl Perkins originally released on Sun
amplifiers’ contribution. LP-1225.Yes, it's 1957 mono rockabilly, perhaps not the

| took along a selection of records that have been first choice of most listeners to evaluate audio equipment.
in heavy rotation over the last month. Knowing that The recording doesn't have the frequency extension of
much of my favorite classical vinyl is duplicated in Bea’s a great classical record, but | chose it for a reason: within
record collection, | selected discs that | suspected she its range this fabulous re-issue tells you a lot about how
would not have. | listened to each record first at my faithfully an amplifier reproduces rhythmic patterns and
home the evening — how the texture and

before my visit, density of the sound
with the Audio
Research Reference
| 60S standing

in for the dual

fares. RG is a long-
time S-400 owner,

preferring (he says)
the mid-band life,

mono and much immediacy and
more expensive articulation
Lohengrin. Then of the stereo
at Luke and Beas' amp over the
house, | listened to absolute stability
selections of several and control of the
records on the S400

Series |l, before

Siegfried monos.
Seeing whether
we swapped to the Lohengrins
could match or

better the S-400’s

Lohengrin mono-

blocs.
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pace, urgency and harmonic textures
seemed like a pretty good place to
start...

At first blush, this is an LP that
sounds great whatever the equipment
used to reproduce it. However, even
with a “legacy” title of uncomplicated
music like the Carl Perkins, the
Lohengrin makes its grip and control
obvious without sounding, dare |
say, solid-state. But there is a reason
the album has the word “dance” in
the title, and it should be almost
impossible to listen to it without
moving your body. The Lohengrin’s
ability to flow through the music's
rhythms, drive its beat and capture
subtle differences in articulation brings
the rhythmic patterns, the enthusiasm
and the ‘danceability’ right to the fore.

Yes, there's plenty of control and definition, but there's
nothing static or immobile about the pace, attack and
musical energy projected by the Lohengrins.

Stepping up a notch to a more complex and better

recorded LP, | queued up a new re-issue of Pepper

Adams Quintet. (Gammaut
001). Like the Carl Perkins

LP this was recorded in

1957, but in stereo, and as

the re-issue demonstrates, in
exceptional sound quality. The
wider bandwidth recording
underlined the extremely
well-focused and taught bass,
coupled to an extraordinarily
well-developed acoustic space,
peopled with precisely located
and dimensioned images. This
spatial definition and clarity
helped maintain the amps’ fluid
articulation and rhythmic flow,
even at low volumes. Often in
open plan spaces, extraneous
noises can be intrusive, but

the Lohengrins held the music

together, so solid and focused that
it resisted such distractions, even at
lower volume levels.

And tonal colour and harmonic
identity! One of my favourite, but
undervalued, jazz instruments is
the baritone saxophone, and the
Lohengrin captures Pepper Adams’
sound as well as I've heard from any
stereo component. The amps' ability
to create lifelike dimensional imaging
elevated this great sounding LP to
jaw-dropping status.The piano sound,
from Carl Perkins (not the same Carl
Perkins who sang ‘Blue Suede Shoes’)

wasn't just rhythmically on point,

| the instrument was perfectly placed

upon a convincing stage, along with
the trumpet, bass, drums, and Pepper
Adams’ sax.

As you might expect, the toughest test for a world
class amplifier is its ability to reproduce a large orchestra.
To evaluate the Lohengrin’s performance, | brought along
a Deutsche Grammophon Original Source re-issue of
Berlioz's Symphonie Fantastique (DGG 2530 358) with

Ozawa conducting the Boston
Symphony Orchestra. The piece
calls for an orchestra of about
90 players. It really does put

all of Lohengrin’s attributes

on full display. Despite being

a vacuum tube amplifier; it
demonstrates the sort of grip

and transient speed more often

associated with the top solid-

state amplifiers — but combined

with the body and presence
that only tubes seem to deliver.
The soundstage on the Berlioz
disc was not only deep, wide
and high, but also displayed
exceptional dimensionality.
Perhaps the most striking
attribute was its low noise floor.

Over the last few years,
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we've watched and listened as some of the best solid-
state designs have caught up with the midrange neutrality
and bloom of tube amplification. A brief time listening to
the Lohengrin with classical music suggests that the best
tube amps have also advanced, not just in the quality of
their mid-band, but by stretching that quality further up

and down their range.

It's one thing to hear an amplifier in the barn-like

space of a show and quite
another to hear it in the carefully
set up and stable system and
listening room. In Munich, the
Lohengrin was driving the Wilson
AlexxV, one step up the Wilson
line from the Alexia V. It used the
same cast of electronics, same
cabling, same cartridge, but with
a Kuzma table and Safir arm.
Despite the challenges of the
Munich rooms, the Lohengrin
produced by far the best sound
from Wilson speakers at the
show, and there were a LOT of
rooms using Wilson speakers.
One would expect a significant
improvement once the system is
transplanted into a better room
and given time to get everything
dialed in. But the difference was
more than significant—it was
startling.

The Lohengrins more than

match the midrange qualities of

the 5-400 and extend them considerably, particularly

at low frequencies. There’s the control, definition and

transparency, expansive soundstage and rock-like stability

that | associate with the Siegfrieds, but combined with

the “overall life, intent and musical purpose” that RG

describes in the stereo amp. Whether the Lohengrin

really is the best of both worlds, adding the positive
attributes of both the Siegfried and S-400 to create a

whole that's even greater than
the sum of its parts, only closer
comparison with the Siegfrieds
will tell. Absent the flagship's
dominant presence, that's
certainly the way it sounds.
Bigger, more power-hungry
speakers might change that
equation, but the Lohengrin/
Alexia pairing is consummately
musical, sonically impressive
and downright charming! The
only hard part was leaving

the Lohengrin behind. Back
home I'm still waiting for my
brain to readjust to what I'm
missing. This Lohengrin isn't
going anywhere. It hasn't just
delivered on its promise, it's
reaching out for a permanent
place amongst that select group
of high-end amplifiers that are
both capable and genuinely
musical. Definitely a defender
of the Grail.



