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A SECOND IMPRESSION

FOLLOW-UPBY ROBERT DEUTSCH

While designing the Black Path capacitor, Stevens and his 
crew were also working on the new “baby CAT” power am-
plifier, the JL5. The process resulted in many new findings 
regarding power-supply design, audio-circuit optimization, 
and ultimately, reduction of noise intermodulation. Accord-
ing to Stevens, all of these enhancements, which are now 
incorporated into the SL1 Renaissance Black Path Edition, 
are cumulatively more significant than the Black Path cap 
itself.

The SL1 Renaissance Black Path Edition costs $11,990 
with MC phono stage, $9990 without. The price of the 
Renaissance with phono had held steady at $9995 for eight 
years, so the increase just about covers inflation. An SL1 Re-

naissance with phono can be upgraded to Black Path status 
for $4000 (the upgrade for the line-only version is $2500). 
Earlier versions can’t be upgraded.

OPTIONS: The Black Path Edition can also be had with 
some interesting options—above and beyond the upgrades 
described above, in both scope and cost—that were unavail-
able in earlier SL1s. Like all previous versions, the Black 
Path is a single-ended design, but Ken Stevens has endeav-
ored to make it work well with balanced source components 
and amplifiers. In the past, this involved plug-in adapters, 
but now XLR inputs are available at no extra charge. Ac-
cording to Ken Stevens, when the negative leg of a source 
component’s balanced output is generated by an op-amp—
which he suggests is usually the case—that portion of the 
signal is best ignored, as it will be by CAT’s newly available 
pseudo-balanced XLR inputs. The Black Path Edition is also 
available with true balanced outputs, the negative legs of 
which are derived from the signal by transformers described 
by Stevens as excellent—but pricey: This $2000 option, 
not included in my sample, is recommended for use with 
balanced amplifiers of low common-mode rejection ratio, 
which produce less power and more distortion if they aren’t 
provided an antiphase signal.

A second option addresses a long-standing request from 
SL1 owners—and a long-standing criticism from reviewers: 
The 23-step volume control used in all previous SL1s was 
limited, in the middle of its range, to steps of 2.5–3.0dB. 
This sometimes led to a situation where the desired play-
back level was unattainable, existing as it did between two 

CONVERGENT AUDIO TECHNOLOGY SL1 RENAISSANCE  
BLACK PATH EDITION PREAMPLIFIER
Known simply as “the CAT,” Convergent Audio Technolo-
gy’s SL1 tubed preamplifier first appeared in 1985, and ever 
since has been the subject of almost continuous improve-
ment.1 According to Ken Stevens, founder and chief designer 
of Convergent Audio Technology, some of those improve-
ments—use of a specific wire, tweaking the value of a certain 
resistor, a minor change in wiring layout, etc.—are incorpo-
rated into production with no change in model name, and 
with little or no increase in retail price. When enough such 
changes have accumulated and/or have amounted to signifi-
cant cost, a new model is designated—Reference, Reference 
Mk.II, Signature, Signature Mk. II, 
etc.—and the price increased. Whenever 
possible, CAT makes available upgrades 
of earlier models, but sometimes the 
changes are so extensive that upgrad-
ing isn’t cost-effective—ie, the upgrade 
would cost almost as much as a new 
SL1. Nonetheless, earlier versions of the 
SL1 are much in demand on the used 
market.

The SL1 Renaissance, which I 
reviewed in the November 2009 issue,2 was itself the result 
of upgrades that couldn’t easily be applied to earlier units. 
Those changes were extensive, including new circuit-board 
material and layout; an improvement in the power sup-
ply; switch-selectable gain; an A/V Bypass; and an optional 
built-in moving-coil transformer. As I said in my review, 
while the Renaissance’s predecessor, the SL1 Ultimate, was 
an excellent preamp, the Renaissance was comfortably ahead 
of it in every musically relevant parameter. I then posed 
the somewhat rhetorical question: “Has every aspect of the 
design and its execution been tweaked to the point at which 
no further improvement is possible?” My not-so-rhetorical 
answer: “For now, the answer has to be ‘Yes.’ As for the 
future—well, knowing Ken Stevens, I wouldn’t bet on it.”

Six years later, I’m glad I didn’t.

What’s New, Pussycat? 
The SL1 Renaissance Black Path Edition is named for CAT’s 
new Black Path capacitor, which is used in the most critical 
positions in the preamp. As Ken Stevens tells the story, every 
three or four years, CAT holds a “capacitor shoot-out” (see 
sidebar). In previous shoot-outs, the CAT cap, designed in 
1990 by Stevens, emerged unscathed. However, at the last 
shoot-out, one of the other capacitors had a more natural-
sounding midrange, and another had better low-level resolu-
tion. But both had shortcomings in other areas, so Stevens 
designed a new cap: the Black Path. According to Brian 
Wasserman, who handles customer relations for CAT, “the 
Black Path capacitor utilizes a film with a highly convoluted 
arrangement of the long-chain molecules. This greatly slows 
down the absorption rate of fast moving signals (ie, those at 
2Hz or above) and then slows down the re-release of energy 
back into the signal.”
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1 Convergent Audio Technology, 85 High Tech Drive, Rush, NY 14543. 
Tel: (585) 359-2700. E-mail: catamps@aol.com. 
2 See www.stereophile.com/tubepreamps/convergent_audio_technology_sl1_
renaissance_preamplifier/.
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A related factor, particularly evident 
in recordings of piano and of other 
percussion instruments, was the Black 
Path’s rendering of intertransient 
silence. Percussive sounds gener-
ally seemed crisper—not sharper or 
exaggerated, but with less overhang 
of notes. Listening to Dick Hyman 
Plays Fats Waller (direct to CD, Refer-
ence RR-33DCD), I’d always been 
impressed with Hyman’s technique; 
through the Black Path, his fingers 
seemed to fly even more effortlessly, 
or as if the action of his Bösendorfer 
2905E reproducing piano had been 
tweaked for faster response. Quite 
remarkable.

Going through my audiophile 
checklist, all the important charac-
teristics were improved: Soundstages 
were more clearly defined, with better 
focus on voices and instruments; tonal 
balances were as neutral as could be, 

I had already listened a couple of 
times to Eugene Istomin’s recording 
of Mozart’s Piano Concerto 21, with 
Gerard Schwarz conducting the Seattle 
Symphony Orchestra (CD, Reference 
RR-68CD), and while I thought its 
sound was excellent, the interpreta-
tion seemed a bit bland and lacking 
in energy. Listening to it through the 
Black Path Edition, I noticed a lot 
more in the way of subtle dynamic 
variation, with no lack of energy when 
that was called for, and with a most 
effective communication of the playful 
interplay between piano and orchestra. 
Admittedly, other variables were in 
play—my audio system had undergone 
some changes since the last time I’d 
listened to this recording—but when 
I bypassed the Black Path using the 
DirectStream’s variable analog output, 
some of the subtle dynamic variations 
were obscured. The Black Path Edi-
tion had a special way with dynamics, 
revealing variations at both the subtle 
and extreme ends of the range.

selectable levels. CAT’s optional 46-
step volume control is most welcome, 
providing increments about half the 
size of the standard control. At $1000 
it’s fairly expensive, but it’s a high-
quality component, its installation is 
labor-intensive, and Stevens claims 
that it sounds better. It was installed in 
the upgrade of my Renaissance to the 
Black Path Edition, and I found the 
finer volume gradation very useful.

LISTENING: It’s only logical: The 
better an audio component, the less 
room for improvement. The CAT SL1 
Renaissance was already an excellent 
preamp, so when Ken Stevens told 
me that an upgrade was available, I 
assumed that any sonic improvement 
would likely be modest.

I was wrong. Within a few minutes 
of listening to my SL1 Renaissance 
Black Path Edition, I knew I was 
hearing no minor improvement—an 
impression that solidified as the 
preamp continued to warm up and 
break in. My original plan had been to 
discuss the upgrade in a short sidebar 
to a review of a different product; 
having now heard the improvements, 
I felt they deserved a separate Follow-
Up. Except as noted below, I played 
CDs through PS Audio’s PerfectWave 
MemoryPlayer transport and Per-
fectWave DirectStream DAC. The 
speakers were Avantgarde Acoustic 
Uno Nanos, driven by a McIntosh 
MC275LE amplifier. All cables were 
Nordost Valhalla 2.

In my review of the PS Audio Di-
rectStream DAC in the February 2015 
issue,3 I compared driving the McIn-
tosh MC275LE directly from the Di-
rectStream’s analog outputs vs through 
the CAT SL1 Renaissance, at matched 
levels. The DirectStream’s operating 
system was the then-current v.1.2.1. My 
preference was for the signal played 
through the SL1 Renaissance—but, 
as I noted in the review, it was a close 
call: I had to switch back and forth at 
least a half-dozen times before I was 
confident in my conclusion.

I made the same comparison with 
the Black Path Edition (the Direct-
Stream itself having been upgraded to 
the latest—and sonically superior—Yale 
OS). This time there was no contest: 
Through the Black Path, music was 
simply more open, with more clearly 
defined soundstages and a more dy-
namic presentation. Nor did I have to 
do much switching back and forth to 
arrive at this conclusion—the differ-
ences were immediately apparent.

CAT’S CAPACITOR SHOOT-OUTS

A capacitor shoot-out is a method 
for selecting capacitors that have the 
potential to produce the best sound. 
It does not involve measurements—
Convergent Audio Technology’s Ken 
Stevens has found that measurements 
of capacitors taken with even the most 
advanced laboratory instruments 
reveal very low correlation with sound 
quality. On the other hand, such factors 
as termination technique, film tension, 
core construction, and wrap style—all 
of which have virtually no effect on 
traditional capacitor measurements—
may profoundly affect the sound. The 
only way to tell how good a capacitor 
will sound in a circuit is to listen to it.

Stevens is adamant in not regarding 
these tests as “subjective”; he consid-
ers them to be objective, in that they’re 
“repeatable with trained listeners with 
access to a credible system and familiar 
with the sound of instruments and hu-
man voices.” Typically, CAT’s capacitor 
shoot-outs involve Stevens and two 
other listeners, who reportedly find 
themselves in almost consistent agree-
ment about the sonic characteristics of 
the capacitors tested—if not neces-
sarily their preferences, which Stevens 
considers to be more subjective.

The procedure involves inserting 
various makes of capacitors, all of the 
same nominal value in microfarads/

picofarads, in a part of the circuit 
that is highly sensitive to capacitor 
performance, such as the interstage in 
a preamplifier’s line stage. They then 
listen to highly familiar recordings, 
selected on the basis of their ability to 
reveal differences. In the last capaci-
tor shoot-out, the first recording was 
Diana Krall’s Live in Paris (CD, Verve). 
According to Stevens, they listened for 
the overall “feel” of the performance 
as well as for specific details, such as 
the naturalness of Krall’s voice and her 
working of the piano’s pedals: “With 
really bad capacitors, including some 
of the expensive audiophile brands, the 
pedals just become a low-frequency 
disturbance of unknown origin.” That 
first test eliminated many capacitors 
from contention. The three listeners 
then played additional recordings, to 
focus on specific sonic characteristics 
such as timbre and macrodynamics. 
Sometimes, using IC pins on the board, 
they plugged in and removed caps 
without turning off the system.

The same sort of listening tests are 
used to select other component parts 
of CAT products, including various 
support feet. The squishy feet used for 
the SL1 Renaissance Black Path Edition 
are the best CAT has found so far, but 
they’re always on the lookout for some-
thing better.—Robert Deutsch

3 See www.stereophile.com/content/ps-audio-per-
fectwave-directstream-da-processor-robert-deutsch-
february-2015.
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to match my new cartridge, and that 
the SL1 will not be a limiting factor in 
optimizing the sound quality.

CONCLUSIONS: Convergent Audio 
Technology’s SL1 Renaissance Black 
Path Edition is a preamplifier that 
can be described only with superla-
tives. It is simply a great preamp, and 
represents a major improvement on 
its predecessor, the SL1 Renaissance. 
But more than any of the specific 
component changes, such as the use of 
CAT’s Black Path capacitor, the factor 
most responsible for the performance 
of the Black Path Edition is designer 
Ken Stevens’s single-minded devotion 
to making his products the best they 
can be by selecting the best-sounding 
components and tweaking every aspect 
of the design for optimal sound quality. 

Of course, a preamplifier is only one 
component of an audio system; at the 
risk of stating the self-evident, it can’t, 
by itself, produce sound. Every compo-
nent of an audio system is important, 
and the first link in the chain is the 
recording itself. But if everything else 
in the system is working right, the SL1 
Renaissance Black Path Edition will get 
you closer to the music’s soul. 
—Robert Deutsch n

the Black Path Edition’s phono section 
(“Make sure you listen to some LPs,” 
he told me). It was extremely quiet, 
and its switchable MC transformers 
and plug-in load resistors allow it to be 
optimized for use with a wide range of 
cartridges. In my 2009 review, I’d not-
ed that the SL1 Renaissance’s phono 
section was much quieter than that of 
the preceding model, the SL1 Ulti-
mate. Not having the SL1 Renaissance 
and Black Path Edition available at the 
same time for a direct comparison, I’m 
reluctant to say that the latter sounded 
“much better,” but it certainly sounded 
as good. My phono source consists of 
an aging Linn LP12 turntable with It-
tok VII tonearm, and a similarly aging 
AudioQuest AQ7000nsx cartridge—a 
combination that, while very listenable, 
falls well short of the state of the art. 
I’m in the middle of upgrading to a 
new turntable, arm, and cartridge, but 
that will be a story for another day. My 
experience with the Black Path Edition 
told me that it will be easy to set it up 

with no warmth added or subtracted, 
or other departures from neutrality; 
trebles were extended but sweet; and 
bass was similarly extended and very 
natural in character. Noise, which can 
be a problem with tubed equipment, 
was simply absent in practical terms: 
With the volume control set to a 
normal listening level but without ap-
plying signal, I engaged and disengaged 
the Mute control and had to strain to 
hear any difference at all.

In my write-up of the SL1 Renais-
sance, I described it as having the 
much-desired combination of high 
transparency and high resolution. By 
transparency I mean a component’s abil-
ity to get out of the way of the music, 
adding as little as possible of its own 
characteristic sound or coloration. By 
resolution I mean a component’s ability 
to reveal the most minute recorded 
details. Although I didn’t have a non-
upgraded SL1 Renaissance on hand for 
an A/B comparison (and don’t forget 
those other changes to my system), I’m 
comfortable in saying that the Black 
Path Edition further enhanced the 
SL1 Renaissance’s transparency and 
resolution. 

Ken Stevens is justifiably proud of 

The Black Path Edition 
is also available with 
true balanced outputs.



SL1 Renaissance Preamplifier 
BLACK PATH  EXTREME 

CAT’s philosophy is to design our products to neither add to, 

nor detract from, the music.  We never attempt to cover up a 

design problem with another problem, nor do we try to 

introduce a supposedly complementary problem to “synergise” 

with it.  Two wrongs do not make a right.  Only the eradication 

of the problem is correct. 

The SL1 Renaissance is the product of relentless refinement to 

the original SL1 introduced in 1985.  We have identified and 

eliminated every electronic artifact.  This preamplifier is 

designed to allow superior systems to reach their fullest 

potential. 

Power Supply 

 External power supply chassis contains the transformer’s

magnetic field eliminating it as a source of hum.

 Rectification, initial regulation, and noise filtering are all

performed in the EPS thereby delivering pure quiet DC

power into the main chassis eliminating the grain and

dryness associated with noise intermodulation.

 Slow filament power-up extends tube life greatly.

 Quadruple cascaded audio power supply combines 22 zero-

feedback regulators with over 30 energy storage and bypass

capacitors for unequaled dynamic life, soundstage precision

and musicality.

 Isolation transformer eliminates entry of radio frequency

noise through the AC power line yielding greater benefits

than any of the expensive add-on power line conditioners

without any of their sonic shortcomings.

Circuitry 
 Pure vacuum tube circuitry for vibrant and natural music.

 Extraordinarily quiet high gain phono amp accommodates

both high and low output cartridges.

 Fastest tube preamplifier, without any of the high frequency

circuit-induced edginess which slower preamps frequently

substitute for real speed.  This speed is maintained even into

long runs of cable.

 Lowest open loop distortion of any preamp yields unforced

detail and resolution as no other preamp can.

 Low feedback ratio eliminates the aggressiveness of high

feedback designs and yet still maintains correct focus.

 Matched output impedance snubs reflections on

interconnects quickly, yielding exquisitely lucid midrange

and treble.

Chassis 
 Very strong steel chassis with anti-RFI plating ensures hum

and RF free operating environment for the circuits.

 Damping material lines both chassis to stop mechanical

resonances which would otherwise modulate the electric

fields in the preamp.

 Mechanical isolation from floor vibrations provided by high

loss viscoelastic feet.

Quality 
 Exotic low loss circuit board material combines the

transparency of hard wiring with the low resonant signature

and musicality of a circuit board.

 Amazing new high technology BLACK PATH capacitors used

for the ENTIRE audio signal path.

 NEW: BLACK PATH capacitors used thoughout the power

supply in the Extreme version.

 Balance and volume controls are military grade rotary

switches with solid silver contacts and  precision resistors.

 46 position volume control now standard! Only one NOS

resistor in the signal path for untouchable sound quality!

 CAT designed MC transformer is the flattest, fastest,

cleanest transformer ever made, regardless of price.

 The best sounding precision resistors are used everywhere

for the best resolution and minimum unit to unit variability

 Premium BLACK PATH audio wire used throughout.

 Rhodium/Gold jacks for superior connection.

Convenience 
 Front panel muting switch.

 Internal high/low line stage gain switch allows gain

optimization for all systems.

 Automatic mute at turn on and turn off.

 Record/Normal front panel taping switch

 Extra set of main output jacks for A/V and special setups.

 Load  jack allows changing MC cartridge loading while

listening to music.

 Optional balanced inputs and outputs

Specifications 
Gain (@1kHz):  Line 25.0 dB (“high”) / 15.2 dB (“low”), 

      Phono 47dB MM / 58 dB MC 

Gain Tracking:  Line .05dB, Phono .05dB 

Frequency Response:  Line 0.1Hz to 800kHz+0, -3dB 

      Phono RIAA +/- 0.1dB 20Hz to 20kHz (MC & MM) 

Harmonic Distortion (@ 1 volt):  Line less than .0005% 

       Phono less than .001% 

Slew Rate:  Line 15 volts/microsec, Phono 10 volts/microsec 

Maximum Output (@1kHz):  Line & phono 50 volts rms 

Input Overload:  Line 1000 volts rms 

       Phono MM 250 mv rms at 1kHz, MC 70 mv rms 

Noise:  Line High 98 dBA, Low 109 dBA below2 volt output 

       Phono MM 97 dBA below 10 mv input, MC 107 dBA 

Separation:  Line greater than 90 dB 

    Phono greater than 90 dB 

Input Impedance:   Line 50 kohms, 20pf, 

MM Phono 47.5 kohms, 180 pf 

MC Phono 4K ohms (User adjustable) 

Output Impedance: Line 100 ohms, Phono 50 ohms 

Maximum Load:  Line under 4000 pf, over 5000 ohms 

        Phono under 4000 pf, over 10,000 ohms 

Dimensions:  Main Chassis - 19.0” X 5.24” X 12.2” 

        Power Supply - 12,2” X 4.0” X 6.0” 

Weight:  Net 64 lbs., Ship 70 lbs. 

Power Requirements:  120v, 60Hz, 80 watts (export version 

available) 


