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Musical Fidelity Nu-Vista

300

Fifteen years after launching the Nu-Vista preamplifier, Musical Fidelity surprises us
with a high-end integrated amplifier using nuvistor valves: the 300W Nu-Vista 800
Review: Ken Kessler Lab: Paul Miller

5 Yogi Berra said, "It’s like déj3 vu

all over again.” It certainly doesn't

seem 33 if 16 years have passed

since the debut product to carry
the Musical Fidelity "Nu-Vista® tag appeared,
but it was in August 1998 that HFN ran the
scoop review on the Nu-Vista preamplifier.
In August 2014, Antony Michaelson arrived
with his new nuvistor-equipped integrated
amplifier, the Nu-Vista 800.

At £7999, it's exceptional value: the
circa-1998 £1200 price of the original
preamp translates to around £2000 in
today’s money, so the remaining £5999
buys a 300W/ch dual-mono power
amp. Blessedly, It unashamedly eschews
gadgetry, with any extras being purely of
the ‘useful’ variety: remaote control for sofa
spuds, a display of input and level you can
switch off, selectable home theatre pass-
through for one of the line inputs, extra
speaker terminals for bi-wiring.

The 39kg Nu-Vista 800 possesses a
fascia machined from selid, mil-spec
Aluminium, with a finish worthy of a
watchease. The sides are fitted with
heatsink extrusions that work well - after
beating the amplifier for 36 hours solid,

It was barely warm. The unit comes with
spikes for the feet, and cups to protect
floors; | used the unit without, nestling on
the AudioCarpet.

Any of you who have thrown up your
hands in despair upon seeing the back of
an AV recelver with 60-plus sockets will
rejoice in the 800 minimalist posterior,

A copper panel houses, in addition to

the quartets of multi-way binding posts:
phono sackets far four line-level saurces, a
balanced XLR input, plus pre-out and line-
out, That's it. Except for one bit of frivolity.

This is, after all, from the man who gave
us illumninated feet, as if in homage to Fred
Astaire, Because nuvistors are the "800
raison d'étre, they light up. Moreaver,
the colour changes from red to yellow to

RIGHT: A pair of nuvistor tricdes drive no fewer
than five pairs of Sanken power tronsistors

per channel. Note the pair of toroidal PSU
transdformens and duakmono amplifier layout

grean to indicate the state of warm-up. The
gimmick? The feet are down-lit, too. Those
of a sober mien can, via remaote ar the
display button on the panel, scroll through
eight lighting permutations, including all
lights off. | left "erm on.

SO WHY NUVISTORS?

But back to the nuvistors, and why
Musical Fidelity brought this out when the
catalogue has no shortage of big amps.
Nuvistor tubes were designed in the late
1950s, specifically to tackle all that was
deficient in glass-bodied vacuum tubes.

If there was a desiagn brief, it must have
addressed reliability, size, microphony,
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overall performance and consistency
between manufacturing batches. It
achieved all of this... just as the transistor
was becoming viable,

If an analogy is apposite, shed a
tear for Bulova, which developed the
superlative (and, it must be said, truly
cool-looking) Accutron, a timepiece that
might have been designed for audiophiles:
an electronic watch in which a tuning
fork controlled the frequency. So what
happened? The Japanese perfected quartz.
Boom - suddenly the Accutron is history.

Launched by RCA in 1958, the nuvistor
appeared in the company's TV sets and
other RF appllcations, but It was soon
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superseded by the transistor. Supplies
languished, with Antony Michaelson finally
rediscovering them in the mid-1990s,

Muvistors were plentiful but, according
to Antony, "Bases were impossible to
obtain, For at least three years after the
launch of the original Nu-Vista series, | tried
to et more hases, but aventually gave up.”
In earky 2013, he started thinking about
these tubes again and “was able to locate
what are probably the last nuvistor bases
on Planet Earth’ [see boxout],

For the "800, Musical Fidelity has moved
Nu-Vista along from its progenitors through
the use of ‘state of the art surface mount
design PCB techniques, the new designs
benefiting from the freedom of layout that
they offer'. | took a feed out from the "800
to compare the preamp section side-by-
side with an original Nu-Vista preamplifier,
and noted that 1) the family resemblance
Is uncanny, but 2) the newer unit is quieter
and with mere authentic bass.

Alang with better surface mount
technology, other evelutionary changes
include CADJCAM PCB design and software
control for the volume and switching. The

NU-VISTA THEME

NuVista 800
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Nu-ista "800% front-and is sited on the
same PCB as the input circuitry to keep all
PCB tracks as short as possible, to provide
immunity to stray hysteresis fields from the
transformers. The nuvistor stage itself is
visnible through the top plate of the "800,
Beyand its physical resemblance to
Musical Fidalitys
autrageous Titan
powear amp, the latter
also serves as the basis
for the amplification
stage. In the interim,
Musical Fidelity has
made improvements
to the circuit. Overall
configuration is dual mono, with separate
mains transformers for each channel.

@ LET THERE BE LIGHT

OK, so switch-on results in a dazzling
display of colours, as if the Aurora Borealis
had mated with a piece of hi-fi equipment.
| have no problem with gimmicks not in
the signal path, but | do have a problem
with the tedium of minimalist ‘black
boxes' devoid of perceived value. Musical

Remembering when Antony Michaelson first realised what he could do with
nuvistors, and knowing that only Conrad-lohnson had used them before in a
high-end audio context, | saw that his delight was contained only by the finite
number of valve bases - not the tubes themselves. He had secured valves to
produce the original Nu-Vista series of Preamplifier, M3 Integrated, 300 Power
Amp and 3D CD Player. As he recently described the results, ‘They gave an almost
perfect balance between state-of-the-art transistor and tube design.’ Because

of the limited number of tube bases, the Nu-Vista models were produced in
limited numbers and were - seemingly - a cul de sac in audio history, legendary
products that appeared to be the dernier cri for the nuvistor. But that is to
underestimate Michaelson, whe knew that there were still multiple thousands
of nuvistors out there. 5o what did he do? He found a company to make nuvistor
bases exclusive for Musical Fidelity. All together now: ‘Dohl® It's called initiative.

'This was an amp
capable of copious
amounts of precise

extended bass'

RRBOVE: Minimalism rules, with only massive
rotaries for volume and source, and buttons
bedow for power on [off and display settings; all
functions controllable by a solid metal remote

Fidelity most assuredly does not listen to
the audiophile who thinks that, in order
for a eomponent to ba
taken serloushy, It has to
look like crud. High-and
audio is a luxury field,
and the geods should
reflect this. The "800
emphatically tells its
awner that this is no
ardinary unit.

Fed by the Marantz CD12/DA12 in
balanced mode and the Denon DVD-2900
universal player in line mode, as well as the
Astell & Kern AK120 digital player, the "800
drove Wilson Audio Alexias [HFN Mar "13]
through Transparent Reference cables. This
wias the initial test, because the Alexias are
hungrier than they first seam.

As it turned out, the "800 had no
problems whatsoever, even driving them
to levels that | would never suffer for more
than a few seconds. The single track that
made me sit back and go "Wheoa!" came
from Hall and Oates, the punchy *Africa®
from Voices [Mobile Fidelity UDSACD
2114]. It opens with frenetic “tribal’
drumming, such that | was reminded of
Kodo without feeling any need to look for
their CDs, it's that much of a slammer.,

Within seconds of firing up the "800,
| knew that here was an integrated amp
capable of delivering copious amounts
of controlled, extended, precise bass.

{! should remind you that my reference
amplifier is the D'Agostine Momentum
Stereo Power Amplifier at five times the
price.) The "800 was not shamed, lacking
only a troce of absolute mass. In other G
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ABOVE: A delight for those who hate clutter: multiway speaker taps paired for
biwiring, four line inputs, one balanced input, ineout and pre-out, plus IEC mains

words, despite being volced by

a man whose idea of a planist is
Grigory Sokolov while mine is lerry
Lee Lewis, the "500 rocks,

RECREATING SPACE

While bass quality is one of the
crucial elements that distinguishes
decent, proper, audiophile-
approved playback fram the drack
that appeases the masses, it isn't
everything. When dealing with
stereo recordings, the recreation

of space says as much about
performance a3 the tonal accuracy,
given the fragile nature of the
Audible clues to positioning. Here is
the area where the "800 excelled ta
a point where | rank it alongside the
very best | have sver heard.,

With the remastered Four
Seasons catalogue, The Classic
Albums [Rhino R122795939], we
have access to fantastic editions
of the superlative recordings that
exist to show off one thing: peerless
harmonies. The *lersey Bays' not
only pre-dated but certainly inspired
The Bee Gees, The Beach Boys,

The Searchers, The Hollies and The
Tremeloes, who had a No 1 hit with

The Four Seasons” ‘Silence s Golden’.

Here, the original version
sounds smooth, detalled, but
abewe all, cinematic in Its spatial
magnificence, The "BOD it 10 open
and transparent that you feel as
If you could walk around each
Individual vecalist. On the same,
otherwise rather lame album, Born
To Wander = where they illadvisediy
latch an to the then-current craze
far hootenanny-style folk - the net
effect is, unfortunately, camically
like the spoof music in A Mighty
Wind, but with faultless harmonies.
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Regardiess of the (artistic) quality
of the material, the ‘800 presents
it with an almost schizophrenic
balance: precisely what the nuvistor
promises. Yas, | must return to the
cliché abaut the nuvistar being the
true bridge between the virtues of
tubes and trannies, but this will be
evidant to anyone who can enjoy
a dacent demonstratian. (it should
Inciude all-tube, all-solid-state and
hybrid tubeftransistor rivals, in order
for this virtue to manifest itself
without a shade of uncertainty.)

For that, | can recommend [but
it shames me to do so) the stadium
filler that |5 Foreigner's maudlin
smash, “Waiting For A Girl Like You®
from Foreigner 4 [Mobile Fidelity
UDSACD 2053]. This track is awash
with lush harmonies, synth-y swalls,
tasteful drumming, ad nauseam, but
above all, a silky overall texture.

Fed with this, the "B00 rises up
fike It was 1952 and it's time to
unvell Cinerama, Iits sound is huge,
raom-filling... grand rather than
grandiose... persuasive rather than
commanding. if | were allowed to
use a wine analogy, this would be to
maost ‘mega-amps” what Ornellaia is
to Amarone, Too obscure? Then let's
just say I'm at a loss for words, &
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Those who were lucky enough to
savour original Nu-Vista models
will know what's in store: the
speed and punch of solid-state,
with the "love’ you only get from
valves. This is a stupendously
powerful integrated in a relatively
compact chassis. [ts behaviour is
impeccable, It suffers nothing -
lightshow aside - superfluous. It
Is capable of both delicacy and
machismo, And 16 years from
now, we'll remember itl

Sound Quiy. 4%

NuVista 800
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LAB
REPORT

MUSICAL FIDELITY NU-VISTA 800

This rervistornipalar rytwid mtegrated amplitier marks a return
to Munical Fadedity's familiar q:lnm;l'rg ground, although the
pronshonal 330WEchm power rating i likely 1o have been
resdsed bo I00W/Bahm by the time you iéad this lab report. In
practice the NuVista 800 defivers a masive 2532 5WEohm and
2580w Hohm with sullicient fideve Lo accomimodate peaks
of ATOW, 700, 1.306W and 2.17TKW into 8, 4, 2 and Tohm
Ioads at = 1% THD [see Graph 1, beiow]. The fhve pales of output
devices [per channed) offer o curment bmit of 46,54, which i
mote Lha sulfecient 1o ok 3wy diElicult loudspeakes]

Distortion & low at 0,001-0.004% from 20H:- 20kH: though
out sample dhowed 2 higher bevel teough bass fequencies
ik the right chadel of bhis duslmond design [see Graph 2]
Duist Lo Daedy sracreames walln leved lroo <0000 T8 W Lo
0,002 100w andd 0.0053300W although this trend clearly
incremes with decreasing load impedance [see Graph 1], The
Trequency responss it sermibly tallosed with -3dB paints at 3H:-
ASkHz and fat within the audic band to within +0.0/-0.248
Thee At SN ratho is “average’ o an integrated amp st B6dE
[P, DMBENNY bt e i & subjectreely pleasant white note,

Thee digitally-governed volume control operates in 0,548
steps over a | 14,58 range with an emor of just +0.3d6 over
B0dA, +0. %0 over 10048 anc 41,30 ower a Full 11048
of i3 range. LR channel balonce trackng is good to within
£ 1B over this same ange - Impossible to achieve with a
cormentionsl analogue potentiometern] Readers may view an
in-depth QC Suite tegeort hor Musical FideBty's No-Vista S00
armplifier by navigating 1o waww Wiineiws. couk and clicking on
the red "dewmboad’ Button, PM
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ABOVE: Dynamic power versus distortion into 8ochm
{black trace), 4ohm (red], 2ohm [cyan} and Tohm
|green) speaker loads. Maximum current is 46,54
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ABOWE: Distortion versus extended frequency at
10W/| Bohm [SHz-10kHz, left = black; nght = red)
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