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new integrated am-

plifier called the

Lars Type 1, which

made its debut at

the 2009 Con-

sumer Electronics
Show, has given my notion of
a dichotomy between main-
streamn audio and alternative
audio a severe beating. In that
sense, the Lars Type 1 has
been a life-changing prod-
uct, although the change took
longer than expected for me
to digest.

Designed by Lars Eng-
strom and manufactured 1n
Sweden by E & E Ingen-
jorsbyri! the Lars Type 1 is
supplied in two halves, each
of which comprises a single,
monophonic integrated am-
plifier. But they're not identi-
cal: One chassis has volume
and source-selection controls, the ef-
fects of which are communicated to the
other chassis via relays and an umbili-
cal. More significant, the Lars Type 1
is a low-power tube amplifier, a category
of products for which I admit bound-
less enthusiasm if not automatic love.
It uses a complementary pair of 300B
directly heated triodes per channel, for
a stated output of 20Wpc into a 4 ohm
load. The Lars Type 1 also features
transformer coupling between its driv-
er and output stages, and its rail voltage
is tube-rectified. To a believer such as I,
the Lars Type 1 sounds on paper as if it
would sound heavenly.

Indeed, during the five or six weeks
I had the review samples in my home,
the Lars Type 1 was convincingly, en-
chantingly musical. It conveyed the
dimension of fime in recorded music,
and the nuances thereof, with uncanny
humanness and realism. (In particular,
the Lars 1 was the single most rhythmi-
cally accomplished tube amp I've ever
heard, bar none.) And the Lars sounded
good, too: warm and substantial and
beautifully textured. On top of all that,
the Lars was casily the most visually

1 E & E Ingenjorsbyri, Hammarby Fabriksvig 23,
SE-120 33 Stockholm, Sweden, Web: www.thelars.se.
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The Lars 1, a two-box integrated amplifier.

striking amplifier I've had in my home:
It looked like a hundred grand.

Then again, the Lars Type 1 ought to
have looked—and sounded—like a hun-
dred grand, because that's how much
it costs. Without a phono section, Oy.

Of science

Let’s back up for a closer look: The in-
put stage for each channel of the Lars
Type 1 is a 6NOP dual-triode tube
(think: 6SN7), capacitor-coupled to
the driver stage, itself comprising a pair
of 6V6S beam-power pentode tubes.
The final two plates of that stage are
transformer-coupled to the signa%grids
of the 300B direct-heated triode tubes,
sourced from JJ Electronics. Rectifica-
tion for the B+ rail is supplied by a pair
of GZ34 diode tubes.

The basic box of each half-Lars com-
prises six oblong pieces of sheet metal—
four sides, a bottom, and a top—held
together with machine screws and lock-
nuts. Inside, those surfaces play host to an
unusual mix of tube sockets and drcuit
boards, not to mention Schaffner EMI fil-
ters, Philips integrated circuits, and Hahn
dircuit-board transformers. The huge to-
roidal power transformers are made by
Antrim, and all the rest—coupling trans-
formers, push-pull output transformers,

Art Dudley

power-supply chokes—are from
Lundahl, a name I have come to
revere. In a sense, the Lars Type
1 is the most cosmopolitan am-
plifier I've encountered, with
parts from Sweden, the Ukraine,
the UK, Germany, France, the
Slovak Republic, Japan, China,
and the US,

Outside of the box, a se-
ries of metal struts support
the amp and play host to four
nicely cushioned feet—not
spikes, thank the Good Lord
God. Struts of a similar type
are used at the top of the amp
to support a thin wood-com-
posite wrap with a rosewood
veneer: In photos, the Lars
Type 1 seems carved of solid
wood, but that impression is
dispelled close-up. Also from
a distance, the top plate of
the amplifier, from which the
tubes protrude, appears to be a large,
smooth billet of gold-tinted metal, but
that’s actually a thin cover plate, held to
the chassis with four magnets.

In a final aesthetic stroke, the Lars 1
forgoes a metal tube cage in favor of
a strikingly different approach: Each
chassis is surrounded by four very large
and vaguely bracket-shaped panels
of Plexiglas that together comprise a
transparent protective mantle, as the de-
signer calls it. Each of these beautifully
formed panels has a metal disc on its
bottommost surface, and is fastened to
the amp with a corresponding magnet
on each metal base strut,

Some miscellaneous technical notes:
Unusually for a low-power amplifier,
the output section of the Lars 1 is op-
timized for a 4-ohm load; designer
Engstrom says that his amplifier can
be used with an 8-chm load, but that
it will deliver significantly less than
20Wpc. (Given that the output trans-
former, a Lundahl LL1620PP, is a stock
unit with multiple secondaries, T don’t
know why alternatve taps couldn’t
be used in order to maximize perfor-
mance with alternative loudspeakers.)
Also, the Lars 1 is said to be a true bal-
anced design, with two of its four line-
level inputs configured as XLR jacks.



Relays and hand-made switches share space
with lots of Lundahl trannies.

Now let’s move to an altogether
thornier question—the hundred-thou-
sand-pound gorilla in the corner, so to
speak: Why in the name of all that’s
good and holy would anyone want to
launch a $100,000 integrated amplifier
in 20097

Granted, the Lars Type 1 is attrac-
tive; February visitors to my home,
male and female alike, were all bowled
over. Yet none of them was ever called
on to unpack and install the Lars 1,
or even to move its two halves just a
few feet, from one point on the floor
to another. Had they done so, they
would have learned in an instant that
those top-heavy Plexiglas sides, which
Im sure were frightfully expensive to
make, require little more than a strong
breeze to come unfastened and topple
this way or that: They’re no more than
decorations, and 1 doubt they could
protect a small child from hot tubes,
or vice versa. In fact, the Lars Type 1
was in my system for little more than
a day before 1 became so frustrated
with its flimsy sides, and so frustrated
with my own inability to combine the
words Plexiglas, damn, and whore into
sentences capable of amusing both me
and my family, that I removed the sides
altogether and packed them away until
photo day arrived. The Lars 1 sounded
no different for the change.

The amp thus denuded, I took a
closer look at the top plate—and off it
came, too. (It’s a pity that the magnets
that hold the top plate, and the mag-
nets that hold the Plexiglas sides, are all
cemented to the amp itself and not to
the removable bits: Otherwise I might
have determined whether the presence
of all those fields had any effect on the
sound.) Finally, I took a closer look at
the wood-composite wrap, which looks
nice from a distance, and is itself doubt-
less expensive to make, especially in
such (presumably) small quantities. But
viewed from up close, the quality of the
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veneer is not even remotely in keeping
with a product that sells for a tenth of a
million dollars. Off it came, too.

The finished product looked like a
shaved Chihuahua, were Chihuahuas
held together with machine screws,
and T liked it ten times better than
stock. I liked it because it sounded no
worse, and because it looked like what
it was, not what it was dressed up to be.
But most of all I liked it better because
now it Jooked like something T could af-
ford, whether or not that was so.

Of joys and passions

So T relaxed and simply enjoyed the
Lars Type 1 for the next few weeks.
On the first few selections I thought
the amp sounded a little dark, but as the
hours and the days wore on I came to
think that the Lars 1 was simply allow-
ing my reference Audio Note AN-E/
SPe HE speakers to sound like Audio
Note AN-E/SPe HE speakers, espe-
cially in their mildly dark human-voice
range. That said, and in keeping with
the majority of high-quality, low-pow-
er amps—single-ended triodes (SETs)
above all, or so I used to think—the Lars
Type 1 sounded magical, and chrilled
me with the manner in which it allowed
drums, horns, plucked strings, and vocal
sibilants and plosives to leap from the
soundfield with unusual realism.

But that's not all the Lars had going
for it. On Sonny Rollins’ take on “Pve
Grown Accustomed to Her Face,” from
Rollins Plays for Bird (CD, JVC XR-
0055-2), the Type 1 was every inch
the classic 300B amplifier, emphasiz-
ing, rather uniquely, the richer aspects
of Rollins’ tone, The amp even had a
slightly more realistic combination
of timbral richness and reedy texture
than my combination of Shindo Mas-
seto preamp and Corton-Charlemagne
monoblocks, with less glassiness on the
piano, too. And still, the beat carried by
Max Roach’s foot on the hi-hat pedal
was unstoppable, relentless, and com-
pletely alive, despite the relaxed tempo.

The Lars Type 1 also came closer
than anything I've heard to having the
ideal treble performance: apparently
limitless detail and air, yet without
the slightest suggestion of harshness
or grain. The amp had the least artifi-
cial, most natural treble performance
I've ever heard from a domestic audio
product of any sort. If the Lars were a
speaker instead of an amplifier, it would
make even the Quad ESL sound sick.

The Lars Type 1’s “great obligation
to the beat,” to use Wes Phillips phrase,

continued unabated with pop fare.
The electronic percussion throughout
XTCs Mummer (Japanese import CD,
Toshiba-EMI TOCP 65716) was ap-
propriately hypnotic, especially the
repeating figure on the opening tune,
“Beating of Hearts,” Again, the Lars
bowed to no other amp—literally, and
regardless of output technology—in its
sure grip of tempo and timing. And Jeff
Buckley’s Grace (CD, Columbia CK
57528) sounded simply, thoroughly
amazing through the Lars: not in a su-
perficially impressive hi-fi sort of way—
the treble wasn't crisper, the bass cer-
tainly wasn’t deeper—but by stripping
away so many temporal distortions that
the performance seemed to hold to-
gether better than it usually does, and
the performers sounded more human.
On “Lover, You Should Have Come
Over,” when the drummer enters with
his kick drum, the impact was more
easily felt through the system—yet at
the same time, Buckley’s strangely
beautiful voice had even more of a se-
cretive, insinuating quality.

The Lars Type 1's strengths were
equally evident with antique record-
ings, perhaps even more so. Wilhelm
Furtwingler’s remarkable 1949 record-
ing, with the Vienna Philharmonic, of
Wagner's Tanuhauser Overture (CD,
Testament SBT  1141)—remarkable
partly because no one seems to know
why it wasn’t released until 1998—
maintained its eerily pulse-like beat
better through the Lars than anything
else 've had the pleasure of using. On
that recording and dozens just like it,
the Type 1 played music, not hi-fi. I
could ask no more of a product.

Which is why I'm so puzzled that it
was made to look like a whiz-bang lit-
tle-boy hi-fi toy. Geez Louise, why not
just build this obviously wonderful cir-
cuit into a normal box, price it to reflect
a fair profit, and watch serious record
lovers snap it up? Why develop such a
design as this into a $100,000 product?

I can only guess. Perhaps an ampli-
fier with this level of performance
would cost $10,000 or so to manu-
facture—a steep but reasonable esti-
mate, given the expense of the various
transformers, switches, and metalwork
required, not to mention the expense
of packaging and ultimately shipping
such a thing—and thus would have to
sell for twice that amount in order to
attract dealers and ensure profitability.
But I can imagine applying to this the
same axiom manifested in any number
of high-end consumer goods: To many

who can afford a $20,000 hi-fi com-
ponent, $30,000 isn’t that much of a
stretch. Or $50,000. Or $100,000.

That may, in fact, be a smart market-
ing tactic in our present cconOMIc straits,
when middle-price goods are becoming
as scarce as middle-class consumers.
And don’t get me wrong: I'm not say-
ing that, given the means to afford it, I
would decline to buy a very expensive
product, knowing that a significant por-
tion of its price represented style as op-
posed to substance.

But not this style.

Of the people of the unseen
world
Now for that dichotomy.

Like the self-conscious teen who has
trouble fitting in, I often worry that my
approach to domestic audio is thor-
oughly, irreconcilably, and altogether
unhappily out of whack with everyone
else’s. In my case, however, aging has
made the problem worse, not better.

First: It seems that, the older I get,
the less tolerance T have for conspicu-
ous consumption in general, and for
the conspicuously overstyled and alto-
gether overcooked monuments to bad
taste that pass for high-end turntables,
CD transports, amplifiers, and loud-
speakers in particular. And T wonder:
Am I the only one who prefers audio
products that are beautifully but subtly
styled, that are no larger than they need
to be, that are no more expensive than
they need to be, and that attempt to
blend with rather than dominate their
surroundings? Cripes almighty, some-
times I almost think so.

Second: I firmlybelieve thathome mu-
sic systems should exist for all the people
who live in the homes that have them.
The fantasy paradigm that has domi-
nated our hobby for so long—the solitary
male listener in his high-tech, no-gurls-
allowed spaceship of a dedicated room,
with his Special Listening Chair placed
just the right distance from the industry-
standard glant-robot loudspeakers—has
become an embarrassment, and does
more to hold back our hobby than all
the high prices, shopkeepers with per-
sonality disorders, and exploding ampli-
fiers combined. Even audio reviewers’
inability to “emotionally control their
frequent political rantings,” to quote a
recent and erudite correspondent, could
do us no greater damage.

Third: Setting aside SACD for a
moment—which we needn't actually
do, given that SACD has virtually com-
pleted the task of setting aside itself—I
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confess to hearing more, not less, in
the way of musical differences between
analog and digital playback as time goes
by: differences in their abilities to con-
vey momentum, pacing, flow, melody,
harmony, and overall intellectual and
emotional involvement. And, again, the
older I get, the less I find I can tolerate
average-quality digital sound, even for
background music—even as the opposite
seems to be the case among so many of
my friends, and even as my hearing con-
tinues its natural and inexorable decline.

But the biggest difference between
me and the rest of the audio world
is this: While everyone else has been
moving toward ever bigger, ever heavi-
er, ever more inert, and, of course, ever
pricier loudspeakers—which them-
selves require ever bigger, ever heavier,
ever more inert, and ever pricier ampli-
fiers—I have found myself traveling in
the opposite direction.

That, I also confess, heavily figured
in my original, positive take on the
whole low-power amp thing: Virtually
all of them played music well, and most
of them were either cheaper than the
high-end norm or were priced faitly
in terms of the parts or labor costs re-
quired to make them. (The well-worn
example of the Audio Note Ongaku
comes to mind: a frightfully expen-
sive amplifier, but one that was wired
point-to-point and that contained sev-
eral pounds of hand-extruded silver
wire, not to mention handmade silver-
foil capacitors, moderately rare new-
old-stock tubes, and so forth.) That I
tended to like the people who made
those products sealed the deal.

And hey: Everyorie wants to belong to
something, and none more so than the
ones who say they don’t: the ultimate
conformity of the cool. And so it was
for me: Alternative audio became pref-
erable to comparatively comfortable,
bloated, and altogether unsatistying
mainstream audio.?

Of course, it wasn't all as superficial
as I make it sound, and many hobby-
ists were clearheaded and reasonable (if
not always amicable) in the drawing of
the philosophical lines that separated

2 One can’t help secing the parallel to popular music
in the 1970s, when record labels and producers and en-
gincers and even artists became too comfortable with
the one path to success that scemed to work: excessive
studio trickery, perfermances built around arena-sized
ventues, songs aﬁour wizards and fairies, saxophone so-
los, Michael McDonald, We traded Chuck Berry and
the Kinks and the Beatles for Boston and Journey and
Styx and Pablo Cruise, and rockn’roll sucked out loud
until people abandoned their old, fat, tired, wasteful
ways and ultimately tried something diffcrent. And
it worked—at least until those guys got old, fat, tired,
wasteful . . . and comfortable.

us. Folks in the mainstream would
sometimes observe the comparatively
high levels of harmonic distortion and
the downright abominable degree of
source-impedance sensitivity among
so many SET amplifiers on the market
and declare the worst of the bunch—
fe, most of them—as examples of very
bad engineering: a legitimate, fair, and
well-founded point of view. Folks on
the other side would suggest that any
loudspeaker whose impedance dips
below 2 ohms within its audible range,
or that requires several hundred watts
of amplifier power in order to play an
orchestral crescendo, is just as poorly
engineered—and is, in fact, something
of a joke. (I confess to finding the lat-
ter products much more offensive, con-
sidering that they typically have silly
prices, silly shipping weights, and silly
nstalladon requirements.) We each
thought that the part we had hold of
looked more like an elephant than the
other guy’s part.

In any event, the fallback sneer I re-
served for the worst of the mainstream
stuff was to write it off as thick-faceplate
gear, in light of that most visible charac-
teristic: the one that combines extremes
of both uselessness and cost. And that’s
what disappoints me most about the
beautiful-sounding Lars Type 1 from E
& E Ingenjorsbyri: It has no fewer than
eight thick faceplates, none of which
will even stay the hell in place.

It that sense, the Lars Type 1 was a
life-changing product for me, the same
as finding out that Bob Dylan wasn’t
really booed off that stage at Newport,
that Lou Reed went home from the
last Velvet Underground gig in a limo
supplied by his family, that Sex Pistols
impresario Malcolm McLaren was
only kidding. The message being: This
isn’t just art, it’s commerce, too, And if
I happen to see some significance in a
genre of hardware, some guality that al-
lows me to think that a box of wood
and wires can transcend itself and stand
for something bigger, I'm just kidding
myself. That baby isn’t smiling at you,
sir: Its just gas.

To the few who can afford it, E &
E’s Lars Type 1 will bring extraordi-
nary pleasure, It may very well be the
best amp I've heard—a neighborhood in
which value is the traffic sign that isn’t
just ignored but is actually, literally un-
seen. To those of us who can’t afford it,
the Lars Type 1 is equal parts sobering
and liberating: We needn’t take our-

selves and our world so seriously after
all. |
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