
www.Stereophile.com, September 2009 1

E Q U I P M E N T  R E P O R T

“A
re You a Sharpen-
er or a Leveler?” 
was the title of 
my “As We See 
It” in the Febru-
ary 2009 issue. 

The terms sharpening and leveling come 
from work in the field of perception by 
the early Gestalt psychologists, sharpening 
referring to the exaggeration of perceived 
differences, leveling to the minimization 
of those differences.

In discussing how these terms apply to 
high-performance audio, I suggested that 
if audio designers are to succeed in this 
highly competitive field, they must be 
sharpeners: they must pay attention to dif-
ferences that may be very small but that, 
in the aggregate, could produce a signifi-
cant improvement in sound quality. I’ve 
encountered a good many audio designers 
whom I would describe as sharpeners, but 
perhaps none more than Ken Stevens, of 
Convergent Audio Technology (CAT).

RobeRt DeutSch

convergent Audio technology SL1 Renaissance preamplifier

DESCRIPTION two-channel tube 
preamplifier. tube complement:  
six 6922s and four 12AX7s.  
Maximum gain at 1khz: 25.8db 
(high, line), 15.2db (Low, line), 
47db (MM phono), 58db (Mc 
phono). Gain tracking: 0.05db  
(line, phono). Frequency responses: 
0.1hz–800khz, +0/–3db (line); 
20hz–20khz, ±0.1db (RIAA phono, 
Mc & MM). harmonic distortion 
at 1V: <0.0005% (line), <0.001% 
(phono). Slew rates: 15V/µs (line), 
10V/µs (phono). Maximum output 
at 1khz: 50V RMS (line, phono). 
Input overload (at 1khz): 100V RMS 
(line), 250mV RMS (MM phono), 
70mV RMS (Mc phono). S.N Ratio: 
98dbA (high, line), 109dbA (Low, 
line, below 2V output), 97dbA (MM 
phono, below 10mV input), 107dbA 
(Mc phono). channel separation: 
>90db (line, phono). Input imped-
ance: 50k ohms, 20pF (line); 47.5k

ohms, 180pF (phono) (user-adjust-
able). output impedance: 100 ohms 
(line), 50 ohms (phono). Maximum 
load: <4000pF, >5000 ohms (line); 
<4000pF, >10,000 ohms (phono). 
Power requirements: 120V, 60hz, 
80W (export version available).
DIMENSIONS Preamplifier: 19" 
(490mm) W by 5.24" (135mm) h 
by 12.2" (310mm) D. Power supply: 
12.2" (310mm) W by 4" (100mm) 
h by 6" (155mm) D. Weight: 64 lbs 
(29.1kg) net, 70 lbs (31.8kg) shipping.
SERIAL NUMBER OF UNIT  
REVIEWED 11107 (auditioning), 
1109 (measuring).
PRICE $9995 ($8995 without MM/
Mc phono stage). Approximate 
number of dealers: 12. Warranty:  
3 years parts & labor.
MANUFACTURER convergent Audio 
technology, 85 high technology, 
Rush, NY 14523. tel: (585) 359-2700. 
Web: www.analogshop.com.

Convergent  
Audio  
Technology
SL1 Renaissance
integrated amplifier
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A case in point: A few weeks after I’d 
received the review sample of CAT’s 
SL1 Renaissance preamplifier, Stevens 
called to tell me that, because of an error 
by their parts supplier, some capacitors in 
the phono section of a few Renaissance 
units weren’t exactly as specified. (It has 
since been determined that only three 
samples of the Renaissance were affect-
ed, my review sample being No.3.) The 
difference wasn’t something obvious, 
such as capacitor value, but the metal 
used in the capacitor lead wire. That wire 
was supposed to be made of copper, but 
for some of the capacitors copper-clad 
steel was used. Stevens admitted that the 
sonic difference produced by the lead 
wire was small, and would not show up 
in any conventional measurement of the 
Renaissance’s performance, but it was 
one that he could hear in his own high-
resolution system. He said that only a 
practiced eye could tell by looking at the 
capacitor which kind of lead wire it had, 
and he wanted to ensure that the review 
sample represented current production. 
Stevens offered to visit me in Toronto 
(the CAT factory is in Rush, New York, 

near Rochester, about a three-hour drive 
from my house) and, if necessary, re-
place the affected capacitors. That was 
fine with me—the visit would also allow 
him to confirm that the Renaissance was 
working as expected in my system. (By 
that time I’d already listened briefly to 
the phono section, and couldn’t tell that 
there was anything amiss.)

And so it came to pass that, a few days 
later, Ken Stevens showed up. After a bit 
of listening to CDs, which satisfied him 
that the Renaissance was working well 
in my system, he removed the preamp�s 
top panel and pronounced that while 
one channel of the phono section had 
the proper capacitor, the other didn’t. 
He proceeded to unsolder the capacitor 
with the wrong lead wire and install the 
correct one. However . . .

One of the important design features 
of all CAT products is vibration control. 
To help damp any vibration of the circuit 
board, the larger capacitors are glued to 
the board using a special adhesive. Ste-
vens had not brought a tube of this ad-
hesive with him. He could have left the 
replacement capacitor unglued—again, 

none of the preamp’s measurable attri-
butes would be affected—but that would 
not do. So we made a trip to a nearby 
Home Depot, where Stevens spent con-
siderable time determining which of the 
adhesives they had in stock had the right 
characteristics: not too hard when dried, 
but not too soft, either. Finally, he found 
an adhesive that, while not the same 
brand used by the CAT factory, had 
properties sufficiently similar. We drove 
home, and he completed the installation 
of the new capacitor.

Now, that’s what I call a sharpener.

Renaissance SL1
The original CAT SL1 was introduced 
in 1985, and quickly established a repu-
tation of being one of the best—if not 
the best—preamplifiers on the market. I 
bought a later edition, the SL1 Signature, 
in 1993, and although I’ve since heard 
some other excellent preamps, the SL1 
has remained, in various incarnations, 
my reference preamp.

The basic design of the SL1 Renais-
sance ($9995) is pretty much the same 
as that of the original SL1: It’s still a two-

To examine the convergent Audio technology SL1
Renaissance preamplifier’s measured performance,
I primarily used Stereophile’s loaner sample of the
top-of-the-line Audio Precision SYS2722 system

(see the January 2008 “As We See It” and www.ap.com).
Looking first at the SL1 Renaissance’s phono stage, this 

offers 46.6db gain in moving-magnet mode and 57.2db 
gain in moving-coil mode, both figures assessed at the 
tape outputs. the former is higher than the norm, the  
latter lower. both phono stages preserved absolute  
polarity; ie, were non-inverting. the input impedances 
were 55k ohms at 1khz for the MM input, dropping to 
47k ohms at 20khz; and for the Mc input, 3560 ohms  
at 1khz, dropping to 1270 ohms at 20khz.

the SL1’s RIAA correction (fig.1) was one of the most 
accurate I have measured, at less than ±0.05db up to 
10khz. the MM input featured a slight rise above the 
audioband, the Mc input a slightly early ultrasonic rolloff, 
reaching –3db at 78khz. channel separation via the phono 
stage was good, at 61.5db at middle and high frequencies,  
rising a little to 67.5db at 20hz. the unweighted, wideband 
noise floor of the phono stage was low via the MM input, 
at 67.6db ref. 5mV at 1khz, improving to 86db when A-
weighted. the Mc input was less good, at 43db ref. 500µV 
at 1khz, due to the presence of some low-level 60hz  
hum that I couldn’t eliminate by experimenting with  
the grounding between the preamplifier and my test  
set. this improved to 58.3db when A-weighted.

M E A S U R E M E N TS
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Fig.1 convergent Audio technology SL1 Renaissance, RIAA error for MM 
input (top traces) and Mc input (bottom traces). (1db/vertical div., 
right channel dashed.)
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Fig.2  convergent Audio technology SL1 Renaissance, MM input, spectrum 
of 1khz sinewave at 50mV input, Dc–10khz, into 100k ohms (linear 
frequency scale; left channel blue, right red).
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channel tube amplifier with volume 
and balance control, phono stage (a ver-
sion without phono stage costs $8995), 
no remote control, single-ended rather 
than balanced inputs and outputs, and a 
separate power supply connected by a 
thick, hardwired cable. I’ve always found 
this cable a pain to deal with, and during 
Stevens’ visit I asked if he might consid-
er using a detachable cable. He told me 
that although hardwiring the cable has 
some audible benefits, his original rea-
son for this design was a practical one: 
reliability. When designing the original 
SL1, he’d wanted to ensure that it not 
only sounded great but was reliable as 
well. He asked a major dealer for Audio 
Research if there was any one problem 
with ARC’s SP10—widely considered 
the top preamp at that time—that regu-
larly required warranty service from the 
factory, and the dealer had an answer: 
the connections between the detach-
able cable connecting the preamp to its 
power supply. Stevens decided that this 
was one problem his preamp wasn’t go-
ing to have; the sonic benefit was some-
thing of a bonus.

Over the years, there have been nu-
merous changes in the SL1, some of 
which led to changes in its name: Refer-
ence, Reference Mk.II, Signature, Signa-
ture Mk.II, etc. The last revision resulted 
in the SL1 Ultimate, which I reviewed 

in August 1999. (That and all earlier 
Stereophile reviews of the various itera-
tions of the SL1 are available at www.
stereophile.com/tubepreamps/705.) At 
that time, I’d kidded Stevens about the 
Ultimate designation: If you say that a 
product is the ultimate, what do you call 
its successor? Is it possible to have some-
thing better than the ultimate? Does, say, 
“Ultimate Mk.II” even make sense? It 

would be like a football coach saying 
“The players gave 110%.”

In any case, I think the name Stevens 
has come up with for this newest SL1 
is a good one. The literal meaning of re-
naissance is rebirth, and the word has very 

positive historical and cultural resonanc-
es. (In retrospect, certain early solid-state 
amplifiers might have been more accu-
rately named “Dark Ages.”) And unlike 
the previous revisions of the SL1, the Re-
naissance involves not only refinements 
of the circuitry and improvements in 
parts, but some useful new features.

In earlier SL1s, the line stage had 26dB 
of gain. This worked well with most am-

the SL1 Renaissance’s phono-stage overload margin 
was the best I have seen. the MM input offered 33db  
of margin at low and middle frequencies before the  
measured thD+noise reached 1%, dropping to 22.5db  
at 20khz, which is still excellent. the corresponding  
figures for the Mc input were 42.2 and 31.6db. to put  
this in perspective, the Mc input overloaded with a  
1khz tone at 64.33mV, more than 42db higher than  
the nominal 500µV reference level, with an output voltage 
at the tape output of 46.4V! the minimum thD+N figure 
was just 0.0094%, illustrated graphically in fig.2, the  
spectrum of the SL1’s output with the MM input fed a 
1khz tone at 50mV. the highest-level harmonic is the  
second, at –99db, and the only other harmonic visible 

above the noise floor is the third, at –110db! the SL1’s 
phono stage is basically overload-proof.

the cAt’s line stage offered 15.0db of gain when set to 
Low Gain, and 25.8db set to high Gain. the input imped-
ance was 45k ohms across the audioband under both 
conditions; the output impedance was 102 ohms at high 
and middle frequencies, rising to 475 ohms at 20hz, due 
to the finite size of the output coupling capacitor. As a 
result, the preamp’s output into the worst-case 600-ohm 
load rolls off prematurely at low frequencies, reaching 
–3db at 22hz (fig.3, cyan and magenta traces). Into the 
more realistic 100k ohm load, however, the response 
was flat to below 10hz (fig.3, blue and red traces). At the 
other end of the spectrum, the output was maintained 
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Fig.3  convergent Audio technology SL1 Renaissance, Low Gain, frequency 
response at 1V into 100k ohms (top two traces) and 600 ohms 
(bottom two traces) with volume control set to maximum (left 
channel blue, right red). (0.25db/vertical div.)
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Fig.4  convergent Audio technology SL1 Renaissance, channel separation 
with high Gain (blue, red) and Low Gain (magenta, cyan). (L–R, 
blue & cyan; R–L, red & magenta; 10db/vertical div.)

Unlike the previoUs revisions of the sl1,  
the RENAISSANCE INVOLVES NOT ONLy 
REFINEMENTS OF ThE CIRCUITRy and  
improvements in parts, bUt some UsefUl  
new featUres.
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plifiers and with typical box, planar, and 
electrostatic loudspeakers. However, the 
gain was not optimal for highly sensi-
tive horn loudspeakers, which required 
that the volume control be set near 
the bottom of its range. The control of 
volume in that part of the range was 
in large steps (the volume control uses 
discrete resistors); I often wished for an 
in-between step. To deal with this issue, 
the Renaissance has two switches (for 
the left and right channels) on the circuit 
board, which permit selection of High 
(26dB) or Low (15dB) gain. I used the 
Low Gain mode, which permitted the 
volume control to be set at around 12 
o’clock for normal listening, as well as 
finer adjustments of volume control.

The second new feature is called A/V 
Bypass. When the preamp is off, the 
Line 1 inputs are connected via a relay 
to the A/V outputs (which, somewhat 
confusingly, are referred to as Main 
Out 2 in the manual). As Ken Stevens 
explained it to me in an e-mail, this al-
lows “saving tube life while the kids are 
watching TV.” The way this would work 
in a typical home-theater system is that 

the A/V preamplifier- processor or re-
ceiver would still control the volume for 
all channels when you were watching 
movies, etc., but the front left and right 
channels would be routed through the 
Renaissance, which acts in pass-through 
mode when turned off. Volume control 
of the front L/R channels would revert 
to the Renaissance when it was turned 

on and the input switched to CD or 
Phono. It’s an ingenious arrangement 
for providing a choice of purist two-
channel audio and multichannel home 
theater in the same system. A second set 
of outputs, labeled Direct (Main Out 1 
in the manual), lacks a relay in the circuit 
path—a still more purist approach that 
potentially could benefit sound quality.

A new feature likely to be of great 
interest to hard-core audiophiles of the 
vinyl-loving variety is the Renaissance’s 
switch-selectable, low-gain (11dB), moving- 
coil transformer. According to Stevens, 
the Ultimate phono stage was already the 
quietest tube phono stage in the world 
(!), so there was no need for a high-gain 
transformer. Using a low-gain transformer 

allowed for a more optimal match with 
cartridges that have a high internal imped-
ance, resulting in greater bandwidth and 
lower distortion across the audioband.

In the areas of parts selection and de-
sign execution, the Renaissance includes 
some important improvements over the 
Ultimate. A new circuit-board layout al-
lowed the solder mask to be eliminated 

at full level almost to 100khz. this graph was taken with 
the volume control set to its maximum; the preamp’s 
bandwidth was not affected by either the Gain setting or 
the volume-control setting, which is commendable.

Line-stage channel separation was superb at almost 100db 
in both directions at 1khz, but worse at higher frequencies 
due to the usual capacitive coupling between channels. It 
was still an excellent 70db at 30khz, however (fig.4). the 
wideband, unweighted signal/noise ratio (ref. 1V output with 
the input shorted but the volume control at its maximum) 
was 67.8db in high Gain, 70.5db in Low Gain. A-weighted, 
these figures improved to 91.3 and 96.4db, respectively.

Fig.5 plots the thD+N percentage against output voltage 
into 100k, 10k, and 1k ohms. the downward slopes of the 

traces suggest that the actual distortion remains buried in 
the noise floor until the circuit actually starts to clip. (this 
graph was taken with the preamp set to high Gain; Low 
Gain was very similar.) the SL1 doesn’t reach 1% thD 
until an extraordinary 48V into 100k ohms, and 39V was 
available into 10k ohms, which is about the lowest power-
amplifier impedance the preamp will meet in practice. even 
into 1000 ohms, the preamp doesn’t clip until 6.9V, and at 
2V into any of these loads—about the maximum level it will 
be asked to deliver—the distortion is buried under the noise.

I plotted the thD+N percentage against frequency at 
a relatively high level, 6V, into 100k ohms. even so, the 
thD was very low over most of the audioband, rising 
only in the top two octaves (fig.6), and the only harmon-
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Fig.6  convergent Audio technology SL1 Renaissance, Low Gain, thD+N 
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m e a s u r e m e n t s ,  c o n t i n u e d

IT’S AN INgENIOUS ARRANgEMENT for 
 providing a choice of pUrist two-channel  
aUdio and mUltichannel home theater in  
the same system.
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from all signal traces. This mask is the 
green material covering traces on a 
printed-circuit board, and it’s character-
ized by having high dielectric absorption 
(DA)—a cause, Stevens says, of nonlinear 
distortion, with resulting veiling and loss 
of dynamic nuance. In this case there 
are actual changes in measurable perfor-
mance: although the circuit itself is identi-
cal, the Renaissance’s bandwidth extends 
to 800kHz, compared to 600kHz for the 
Ultimate. Stevens is careful to point out 
that he’s not claiming that the difference 
between 600 and 800kHz is actually au-
dible; it merely indicates the lower DA, 
and it’s the reduction of DA that can be 
heard within the audioband.

There’s also been a slight improve-
ment in the power supply, and the cir-
cuit-board material has been changed to 
G30 (polyimide) from something called 
G200. The changes in layout and board 
material were done at the same time, 
so it’s hard to determine which change 
has resulted in which sonic improve-
ment. Stevens notes that although G200 
and G30 have the same electrical specs, 
“perhaps the G30 simply sounds better.” 

Alas, Stevens has made too many chang-
es in his basic design—different circuit 
board, MC transformer, gain switches, 
A/V Bypass relay—to permit upgrading 
an Ultimate to Renaissance specs. The 
price has been increased by $2000 (or by 
$1000 for the line-stage-only version).

Setup
In evaluating a preamplifier, which by 
definition can work only as one part of 
an audio system, one of the contentious 
issues is the matter of associated com-
ponents. The manufacturer of a prod-
uct being reviewed is often more than 
willing to make suggestions about the 
choice of associated gear. Sometimes 
these suggestions have a solid techni-
cal basis (eg, a speaker presents a low 
impedance and must be used with an 
amplifier that can handle such a load), 
while at other times they represent the 
manufacturer’s knowledge of subtle 
component interactions that can have a 
positive or a negative effect on sound 
quality. (Occasionally a manufacturer’s 
recommendations represent industry 
politics, but we won’t go there.)

While I want to give each component 
I review its chance to shine, I don’t want 
to change the system in some other way 
that might change the system’s sound in 
and of itself. To this end, unless there are 
compelling technical reasons to do so, 
I’m reluctant to change cables to a manu-
facturer’s favorite, or to use other com-
ponents whose sound is unknown to me. 
I think the best chance I have of coming 
up with a conclusion that reflects a com-
ponent’s “true” sound is to evaluate it in 
the context of a system and recordings 
whose sound I’m very familiar with.

In the case of the Renaissance SL1, I 
had no problems with the selection of 
associated components. In my reviews 
of earlier SL1s, I’ve found that it “plays 
well” with other components—whether 
the power amp was tube or solid-state, 
low- or high-powered, single-ended or 
balanced, the SL1s worked well with 
it. Even better, the Audiopax Model 88 
Mk.II monoblocks, which I’ve found 
to be particularly synergistic with my 
Avantgarde Acoustic Uno Nano horn 
speakers, are products that Ken Stevens 
told me he greatly admires; he was most 

ics visible above the (low) background noise were the 
second and third (fig.7). however, at –111 and –126db, 
respectively, these aren’t going to bother anyone. Drop-
ping the load impedance to 600 ohms, with a lower out-
put level of 2V, introduced some higher-order harmonics 
(fig.8), but this is still good linearity overall. Finally, with 
its superb linearity, the SL1 Renaissance performed very 
well on the high-frequency intermodulation test (fig.9), 
with the difference signal into 100k ohms lying at –94db 
(left) and –87db (right).

 It may use tubes, but convergent Audio technology’s 
SL1 Renaissance preamplifier offers superb measured 
performance and an equally superbly linear circuit topol-
ogy. And its phono stage is bombproof.—John Atkinson

m e a s u r e m e n t s ,  c o n t i n u e d
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Fig.9  convergent Audio technology SL1 Renaissance, high Gain, hF 
intermodulation spectrum, Dc–24khz, 19+20khz at 6V peak into 
100k ohms (linear frequency scale).
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Fig.8  convergent Audio technology SL1 Renaissance, high Gain, spectrum 
of 1khz sinewave, Dc–10khz, at 2V into 600 ohms (linear frequency 
scale; left channel blue, right red).
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Fig.7  convergent Audio technology SL1 Renaissance, high Gain, spectrum 
of 1khz sinewave, Dc–10khz, at 6V into 100k ohms (linear 
frequency scale; left channel blue, right red).
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happy that I would be using them with 
the Renaissance.

The system in which I evaluated the 
Renaissance stayed the same during the 
review period, with one exception: the 
Ayre Acoustics CX-7e CD player that I 
used initially was later replaced by a re-
view sample of the CX-7eMP (Follow-
Up to come). My comments about the 
sound of the Renaissance refer to it be-
ing used with the CX-7eMP.

Setting up the Renaissance in my sys-
tem was pretty simple: Take off the cover 
to make sure the Gain switches are set 
to Low (they were) and the MC/MM 
switches to MC (they were); and trans-
fer the input and output cables from my 
SL1 Ultimate to the SL1 Renaissance, 
making sure to plug the CD cables into 
Input 2 and the output cables into the 
Direct outputs—which, unlike the A/V 
outputs, don’t have a relay in the signal 
path. I compared the A/V and the Di-
rect outputs and, believe it or not, there 
was a difference: the A/V output had 
very slightly less clarity. Sharpeners, you 
have been warned.

The Renaissance allows for loading 
the phono input with resistors different 
from the standard 47k ohms—they’re in 
the form of RCA plugs, to be plugged 
into the pair of MC load jacks next to the 
phono input jacks on the preamp’s rear 
panel—but the load recommended for 
my AudioQuest AQ7000nsx cartridge is 
47k ohms, so I didn’t have to use them. 
All components, including the Renais-
sance, were plugged into a PS Audio 
Power Plant Premier power conditioner.

I did no critical listening and made 
no direct comparisons with the SL1 
Ultimate until after several weeks of 
casual listening. If there was an audible 
break-in effect, it was relatively small.

Listening to CDs
I call it the reviewer’s nightmare. You re-
ceive a component for review, and, after 
extensive listening, you discover that it is 
literally perfect in every way. Not just excel-
lent, not just the best you’ve ever heard, 
but perfect, reproducing every aspect of the 
source material, adding or subtracting 
nothing from the signal except for increas-
ing its level�or, in the case of a speaker, 
producing sound that is a perfect sonic 
replica of the input signal. How would 
such a review read? And how would this 
experience influence any future reviews 
you might write? I mean, once you�ve 
heard the, ummm . . . ultimate, there is, 
by definition, no room for further im-
provement. Any succeeding reviews of 

products in that category would have to 
consist of descriptions of the ways their 
performance falls short of that perfect 
component. The best you could hope for 
would be that their performance would 
equal the ultimate’s, because of course it 
couldn’t be better. Might as well hang up 
your reviewer’s hat.

Fortunately for me and for other re-
viewers, the above scenario has not yet 
come to pass. The CAT SL1 Ultimate 
was and is an excellent preamplifier, 
probably the best I had heard up to the 
time of its review. But comparison with 
the SL1 Renaissance has shown that it 
was possible to improve on its sound—
significantly, in fact.

During that first period of casual lis-
tening to the Renaissance, I did my best 

to put aside my critical attitude and just 
listen to the music. I made no compari-
sons with the Ultimate, and the CDs I 
played ranged widely—hardly any were 
of the “audiophile” variety, and none was 
one of the reference recordings I use for 
direct comparisons. You might say I was 
in leveler mode. Still, when you’re used 
to judging sound quality, it’s difficult to 

put aside that attitude entirely, and it 
wasn’t long before I’d formed the defi-
nite impression that the Renaissance was 
as good as, and very likely better than, the 
Ultimate. From then on, it was a matter 
of determining how it was better.

If you use highly sensitive loudspeak-
ers, the first impediment to good sound 
is noise. My Avantgarde Uno Nanos’ 
sensitivity exceeds 102dB. This means 
that even a small amount of noise gener-
ated by the preamp, combined with noise 
from the power amp, will be much more 
audible than if I were using a typical box 
speaker with a sensitivity of, say, 86dB.

In the past, with different electron-
ics and an earlier version of the Uno, 
reducing noise was often a struggle 
(grounding or ungrounding different 

components, changing cable routes, 
etc.), and I sometimes ended up having 
to reconcile myself to the fact that the 
music was not going to emerge from 
a completely silent background. But 
with the combo of Ayre, SL1 Ultimate, 
Audiopax, and Uno Nanos, I’d gotten 
lucky: the level of background noise 
was so low that I didn’t have to worry 
about it. I was curious to hear if the Re-
naissance would be even quieter.

John Atkinson reports on his measure-
ment of the Renaissance’s signal/noise 
ratio in his “Measurements” sidebar, but 
I did my own informal subjective test to 
evaluate the Renaissance’s contribution 
to the overall noise of my system. With 
no CD playing, I set the volume to what 
would be an average listening level, and 
compared the noise with the preamp’s 
Mute control engaged, then disengaged. 
I did this with the Ultimate and the 
Renaissance, matching volumes as well 
as the preamps’ discrete volume con-
trols would allow. (The Renaissance’s 
volume setting was 0.5dB higher.) 
Result: With either preamp, turning 
Mute on and off had no audible effect 
at the listening seat.

I then repeated the test with each 
preamp’s volume control one click up 
from the “average” level. Again, muting 
or unmuting the preamps had no effect. 
Even two clicks up, which represented 

ASSOCIATED EQUIPMENT
DIgITAL SOURCES Ayre Acoustics 
cX-7e & cX-7eMP cD players.
ANALOg SOURCE Linn Sondek 
LP12 turntable with Lingo power 
supply, Ittok tonearm, AudioQuest 
AQ7000nsx cartridge.
PREAMPLIFIER convergent Audio 
technology SL1 ultimate.
POWER AMPLIFIER Audiopax 
Model 88 Mk.II monoblocks.
LOUDSPEAKERS Avantgarde  
Acoustic uno Nano.
CABLES Interconnect: Nordost 
Quattro Fil. Speaker: Nordost Val-
halla.
Ac: PS Audio xStream Power, tARA 
Labs Decade.
ACCESSORIES PS Audio Power 
Plant Premier power conditioner; 
Arcici Suspense Rack, Polycrystal 
amplifier stands; Furutech RD-2 cD 
demagnetizer.—Robert Deutsch

i call it the reviewer’s nightmare. yoU receive  
a component for review, and, after extensive  
listening, yOU DISCOVER ThAT IT IS  
LITERALLy perfect IN EVERy WAy.
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the highest level I would want 
for listening, the Mute control 
had no effect on the level of 
noise coming through the 
speakers—the noise was virtu-
ally inaudible at the listening 
seat. (This is as much a trib-
ute to the Audiopax mono-
blocks as to the CATs.) 
Conclusion: If you’re 
concerned about keeping 
audible noise to a mini-
mum, either SL1 will do 
an excellent job.

I then donned my 
sharpener hat to do some more critical 
evaluation. For A/B comparisons, it’s 
good to have two components’ volumes 
matched as closely as possible (ie, within 
less than ±0.1dB?), but the volume-con-
trol steps of the CAT preamps are too 
coarse to allow this. Instead, I matched 
the volumes as much as the controls 
would allow (0.5dB), then “bracketed” 
them: the preamp with the lower vol-
ume in the initial comparison had the 
higher volume in the subsequent one. 
Conventional audio wisdom says that 
the music that’s louder will tend to 
sound better, but I haven’t found that 
to be the case. I guess I’ve learned to 
mentally compensate for volume levels. 
Still, if there is such a bias, the bracket-
ing procedure should control for it.

If I had to use just three words to 
name the attributes that made the Re-
naissance special, they would be trans-
parency, resolution, and dynamics.

By transparency I mean the ability of 
a component to let me “see” into the 
music, so that it is obscured as little as 
possible by the technology involved 
in reproducing it. Not having JA’s ex-
perience in engineering recordings, I 
can’t say to what extent the reproduc-
tion matches what was heard in the 
recording session, but I can tell when 
it sounds more like live music and less 
like a reproduction. (Strangely enough, 
this is the case even when some of the 
instruments in a recording are of the 
electronic sort.) It’s a matter of the com-
ponent doing a better job of getting out 
of the way of the music—and that’s what 
I heard with the SL1 Renaissance. The 
Ultimate was very good in this respect, 
but the Renaissance was better still.

For critical comparisons, I normally 
use a relatively few recordings that I’m 
very familiar with. Almost invariably, 
the first of these is the Chesky Records 
Jazz Sampler & Audiophile Test Compact 
Disc, Vol.1 (JD37). Track 3 features a 

wide range of percussion instruments 
as well as singing. This time, having 
matched levels to the extent possible, I 
first listened though the Ultimate, which 
sounded as it had before: very good in-
deed. When I switched to the Renais-
sance, the instruments seemed to be 
more clearly defined in space, and the 

ambience of the recording studio itself 
was more “present.” I then switched 
back to the Ultimate and increased its 
volume by one notch, to make sure that 
I was not merely responding to the small 
difference in volume. The sound was a 
little louder, but my initial conclusion 
was confirmed: The Ultimate, while 
sounding very good on its own, did not 
communicate as much of the recording 
as did the Renaissance. I repeated this 
comparison several times, with a num-
ber of recordings, and my conclusion re-
mained the same: The Renaissance was 
more transparent to the source, which 
made listening to music more involving.

By resolution I mean a component’s 
ability to reproduce sonic details. Al-
though transparency and resolution 
are often interrelated, they’re not the 

same thing. The sound may be 
transparent to the source sig-
nal, adding little in the way of 
colorations or artifacts, but it 
may not be able to resolve the 
smallest differences in that 
signal. Conversely, a com-
ponent may resolve a lot of 
detail, but add distortions 
and artifacts that keep it 
from providing a truly 
transparent “window” on 
the sound.

I’d always consid-
ered the performance 

of the Ultimate to be very much in the 
high-resolution category, and listening 
to the Renaissance did not change that 
assessment. Unlike some “classic” tube 
components, which give you a smooth, 
musically pleasing sound but gloss over 
some of the details, the Ultimate gave 
me the best of both worlds: a highly mu-
sical presentation that was also detailed—
and, at the same time, did not give the 
impression of being (to borrow a word 
from digital photo processing) oversharp-
ened. Where the Renaissance did its spe-
cial magic was to go even further down 
this road: more detailed than the Ulti-
mate, but without a hint of sounding 
clinical, or of the details representing an 
artificial enhancement of resolution.

I could hear this effect most clearly 
in the reproduction of the human voice. 
Listening to Sylvia McNair’s Sure Thing: 
The Jerome Kern Songbook (CD, Philips 
442 129-2), I felt I was hearing more 
of the tonal richness of McNair’s voice, 
and the piano and double bass had more 
of the harmonic complexities that char-
acterize those instruments. This increase 
in resolution was also evident in how, 
with the Renaissance, my system repro-
duced glitches in recordings. On Sure 
Thing, I had previously identified what 
I thought was an editing error at 1:32 
of “All the Things You Are” (track 10), 
in which two takes overlap, sounding as 
if another singer has joined McNair for 
that note. This was crystal clear through 
the Renaissance, but more than that, for 
the first time I noticed with this record-
ing other similar if less obvious instances 
of McNair’s voice changing character in 
ways that seemed to represent artifacts 
of the recording process. The Renais-
sance was also outstanding in the way 
it let me focus in on differences in the 
performance of other components in 
the system, such as the differences be-
tween Ayre’s CX-7e and CX-7eMP CD 
players. (How did they differ? Watch this 

if i had to Use jUst 
three words to name 
the attribUtes that 
made the renaissance 
special, ThEy WOULD 
BE transparency,  
resolution,  
and dynamics.
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space . . .)
Dynamics refers to 

how well an audio 
system or compo-
nent reproduces the 
changes in volume 
of the source signal. 
The starting point is 
dynamic range (the ratio 
between the loudest 
and quietest passages); more recently, 
the related term dynamics has been ap-
plied to refer to how well a component 
reproduces the ebb and flow of music.

This is another of the Renaissance’s 
great strengths. Assuming the rest of the 
system is up to it, the Renaissance is ca-
pable of great dynamic range. This also 
happens to be one of the Avantgarde 
Uno Nano’s long suits: the speaker 
can play very loud without sounding 
strained. The Renaissance proved an 
ideal partner to the Uno Nano, adding 
no audible distortion of its own, regard-
less of the volume level. A more subtle 
effect was in the way voices emerged 
from the background of silence. A 
magic moment of this sort is in Ariel 
Ramirez’s Misa Criolla, as conducted 
by José Luis Ocejo (CD, Philips 420 
955-2), when tenor José Carreras is 
first heard. The chorus is humming, 
and then you hear a solo voice of great 
beauty. With the Renaissance in the 
system, Carreras�s entrance had greater 
�suddenness,� and the interplay between 
the soloist and the chorus behind him 
was, well . . . magical.

Listening to LPs
Although I appreciate a good LP as much 
as the next person—well, maybe not if 
that person happens to be Michael Fre-
mer—most of my listening is to CDs. (So 
far, I haven’t found music downloads or 
hard-drive-based music servers tempt-
ing enough to indulge in.) My experi-
ence with the performance of the SL1 
Ultimate’s phono section had been that 
it did its job well, and the noise level—a 
potentially problematic area with mov-
ing-coil cartridges—while noticeable be-
tween tracks, was masked by the music. 
My AudioQuest AQ7000nsx cartridge 
is claimed to output 0.3mV, which puts 
it squarely in the low-output class, so it’s 
a good example of the type of cartridge 
that can use the extra gain from the SL1 
Renaissance’s MC transformer.

What I hadn’t realized was that the 
Ultimate’s noise, even when ostensi-
bly masked by music, was discouraging 
me from listening to my LPs. The dif-

ference with the Renaissance was that 
the electronically generated noise of its 
phono stage was simply inaudible. With 
the input switch in the Phono position 
and the volume turned up to a normal 
level but with no record playing, I could 
flip the Mute switch on and off and was 
hard put to hear any difference in the 
amount of noise (very low in both cases). 
Performing the same test with the Ul-
timate, there was broadband noise—not 
loud, but clearly audible from the listen-
ing position—with Mute turned off, and 
a marked reduction in noise with Mute 

turned on. That extra 11dB of gain from 
the MC stage made a real difference.

I also noticed that when I played the 
same LPs through the Ultimate, the 
listening experience was simply not as 
relaxing. It seems that the noise level, 
while mostly subliminal during music, 
always threatened to become audible 
during rests in the music, and even dur-
ing low-level passages. With the Re-
naissance I was able to enjoy the music 
more, not worrying about or trying to 
ignore any residual noise.

And I found myself listening to more 
and more LPs. I dug out the audiophile 
LPs that had been my demonstration 
discs back when LP was king: The 
Weavers’ At Carnegie Hall (Vanguard); 
Depth of Image (Opus 3); Arne Dom-
nerus’s Jazz at the Pawnshop (Proprius 
PROP 7778-79); Lincoln Mayorga and 
His Distinguished Colleagues Vol.III (Shef-
field Lab). And they all sounded terrific! 
My AudioQuest AQ7000nsx cartridge 
is getting a bit long in the tooth, but ex-
hibits no audible signs of wear or age. 
Of course, there was still surface noise, 
but it was less intrusive than with the 
Ultimate—and this was definitely not 
because of any top-end rolloff: the 

highs were fully pres-
ent, with a natural, 
unexaggerated qual-
ity. Serious jazz fans 
might consider Jazz 
at the Pawnshop to be 
nothing special as far 
as the playing goes, 
but I still find it a 
most enjoyable re-

cording, with a wonderful sense of am-
bience. The sounds of clinking glasses, 
people talking, and applause were all 
there through the Ultimate as well as 
through the Renaissance, but somehow 
the Renaissance was able to more clear-
ly differentiate the spatial cues that cre-
ated a sense of three-dimensionality.

Conclusions
It’s quite an accomplishment, if you think 
about it. Is there any other audio prod-
uct introduced nearly 25 years ago that, 
while keeping the same basic design, has 
continued to be developed, its designer’s 

aim always being to provide the best 
possible sound rather than adding new 
features? I can’t think of any. And while 
Convergent Audio Technology exhib-
its at the annual Consumer Electronics 
Show, it’s been a long time since I’ve seen 
magazine ads for any CAT products. Ken 
Stevens seems to be following the “better 
mousetrap” theory of marketing—and, by 
all accounts, it has worked for him.

The latest SL1, the Renaissance, is a 
most worthy representative of this tra-
dition. To use terms that have become 
hackneyed, its presentation is accurate 
as well as musical, allowing the system 
to reproduce music in a way that’s faith-
ful to the source and preserves musical 
values, with outstanding transparency, 
resolution, and dynamics. The SL1 Ulti-
mate was an excellent preamp; in every 
musically relevant parameter, the SL1 
Renaissance is comfortably ahead of it.

Is this the end of Ken Stevens’ long 
development of the SL1? Has every 
aspect of the design and its execution 
been tweaked to the point at which no 
further improvement is possible? For 
now, the answer has to be “Yes.” As for 
the future—well, knowing Ken Stevens, 
I wouldn’t bet on it. nn

cutline
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