
    Thirty seconds into the first music track I listened to, some-
thing popped into my head that stuck with me through the entire
review: One amplifier to rule them all. None of the gods from
any mythology can do what this amplifier does—simultaneously
knock you out with brutal power while maintaining all the sensi-
tivity of a hippie chick sticking a sunflower in the bore of an
Abrams tank. But I am getting ahead of myself. If you were
thinking to yourself, “I thought SAE disappeared in the 1980s.”
You’d only be partly right. The SAE (Scientific Audio Electronics)
brand did go off most people’s radar around 1988. But the peo-
ple and company remained in business, making amplifiers and
other audio components, sometimes under the brand’s name
and sometimes for other audio brands from value-priced to
state-of-the-art.
    SAE is back and is celebrating its 50th anniversary this year.
There has been a more formal market presence over the last
three years. Unlike most resurrections of classic audio brands,
where the revitalized brand has absolutely nothing to do with
the original company, the resurrection of SAE brings back the
original designer/manufacturer. That just happens to be Morris
Kessler, proprietor of Amplifier Technologies, Inc. (ATI). You
may recall Morris Kessler’s name and ATI from the recent
announcement and interview published in Widescreen Review
covering ATI’s acquisition of Datasat’s hardware manufacturing
business (see Issue 220 October 2017). In addition, ATI owns
other high-end audio brands and makes amplifiers and other

components on contract to brands that ATI does not own. Morris
Kessler founded SAE in 1967, close to the release date of Sgt.
Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band that also celebrates its 50th
anniversary in 2017. SAE was active for 21 years under Morris
Kessler’s direction, producing a variety of audio components, but
amplifiers were their top-selling components. They produced more
than 500,000 SAE amplifiers in the 21-year run. In 1988, he sold the
SAE brand to Giorgio Moroder (yes, the music composer and musi-
cian) who lost interest quickly. It’s important to understand that the
company built to manufacture SAE amplifiers was not sold, only the
brand name was sold. Morris Kessler continued operating the manu-
facturing company, but the SAE brand wasn’t brought back officially
until three years ago. More on this later. Morroder sold SAE to DAK,
the catalog company that tried making a go of moving “better” audio
gear into the mainstream with discount pricing and a printed catalog
that found its way into most mailboxes. DAK then succumbed to
bankruptcy. For several years, international bankers held the rights to
the SAE brand. Morris Kessler re-acquired the rights to the SAE
brand some time ago, but was so busy with other projects that noth-
ing happened with SAE until Brian Barr, President and co-founder of
loudspeaker manufacturer CAT (California Audio Technology) and a
friend of Morris Kessler’s, contracted ATI to manufacture amplifiers
for CAT to sell alongside their custom-built loudspeakers in the year
2000. These amplifiers were branded as “CAT powered by SAE.” The
re-start of SAE three years ago set up a separate company named
SAE with Brian Barr of CAT filling the role of President and CEO of
SAE, while also remaining President of CAT. SAE and CAT are sepa-
rate companies, and ATI continues to design and manufacture SAE
amplifiers.
    In the late 1960s, SAE really caught on with buyers who were anx-
ious to throw off the annoyance of vacuum tubes in amplifiers but
who didn’t like the way other solid-state amplification of the day
sounded. SAE claimed their amplifiers sounded at least as good as
vacuum tube amplifiers of the day, and that was especially true for
the quality of bass, which could be disappointing, from many tube
circuits of that era. SAE really hit the big time when they introduced
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stereo amplifiers with two huge analog power meters on the front
panel. To maintain that tradition, the 2HP-D has a large designed-
from-scratch electronic front panel display that emulates two analog
power meters or can display a two-channel spectrum analysis. Since
this is an electronic display panel, it was designed for ultra-fast
response, much faster response than is possible with analog power
meters. This display can tell you your current power use while also
indicating the peak power used by showing a red “telltale” virtual
meter needle at the peak power use point.
    CAT is a manufacturer of custom-built, high-end loudspeakers for
a high-end clientele. They custom-manufacture loudspeakers and
develop full systems for installation in homes as well as for installa-
tions on super yachts, larger private aircraft, elite recording studios,
commercial venues, outdoor and indoor entertainment and distribu-
tion systems. Environmentally, yachts are brutal environments for
loudspeakers. That led CAT to design and manufacture custom loud-
speakers using Corian™ enclosures, expensive 316L marine-grade
stainless steel, and proprietary aluminum drivers and electronics
“hardened” against weather and constant humidity when surrounded
by salt water. Of course, CAT builds loudspeakers with more conven-
tional enclosures also, but imagining the details involved in making a
big loudspeaker reliable on-deck or below-deck on yachts is quite an
interesting exercise. CAT has even provided equipment for complete
DJ entertainment and live band performances installed on or around
the helicopter pad on super yachts.
    Brian Barr and his brother Michael Barr, CEO and co-founder of
CAT, decided they needed an amplifier with world-class power, per-
formance, and reliability. The “Barr Brothers” partnered with Dr.
Jeffrey Yu, who became SAE’s Executive Chairman. They all spent
several years convincing Morris Kessler that they were serious about
resurrecting the SAE brand for the amplifiers they wanted Morris to
design and manufacture for them. The first amplifier to come out of
this collaboration is the 2HP-D ($19,995), also available as the 2HP
($15,995) without the large front-panel display. With personal the-
atres being such a big part of home (and yacht) entertainment, it was
only logical for SAE to have a multi-channel amplifier in the product
line. The SAE 8300 ($15,995) fills that need nicely, containing eight
amplifier channels rated at 300+ Watts each with all eight channels
driven with 8-Ohm loads. If 4-Ohm loudspeakers are used, rated
power is 450 Watts or more per channel. All eight channels are fully
differential and fully balanced for common mode noise rejection. That
means there are two complete amplifier circuits for each channel of
the amplifier. The amplifier circuits in the SAE 8300 are essentially
the same amplifier circuits that are used in the SAE 2HP-D/2HP, with
fewer output devices and other changes needed to accommodate 16
amplifier circuits in the same chassis with the processor. All the SAE
amplifiers share a signal-to-noise ratio spec of 128 dB or better. This,
as far as I can tell, makes the SAE amplifiers world record holders for
the lowest factory specification for signal to noise ratio. I was sent
photos of the 2HP-D being tested at ATI with the top-of-the-line Audio
Precision measuring gear producing a 130.7 dB signal to noise ratio.
This is state-of-the-art performance for an amplifier, and every dB of
improvement beyond the 128 dB spec is a major milestone. The
cognoscenti know that 130 dB is getting close to the limits of current
engineering and manufacturing capability. We laypeople don’t know
much of a difference between 130 and 130.7 signal to noise ratios,
but when you are working on the very edge of what is possible, every
0.1 dB is a huge achievement in itself. This low of a noise spec can’t
be achieved at a price anyone would be willing to pay for without
using fully balanced differential audio circuitry. This type of construc-
tion essentially requires two amplifier circuits for each audio channel.
A fully balanced stereo amplifier has four identical amplifier circuits
inside. In each amplifier channel, one amplifier circuit handles only
the parts of the music signal with negative voltage polarity, and the
other amplifier circuit handles only the parts of the music signal that

have positive voltage polarity. This technique produces about 70 dB
reduction of common mode noise (noise present in both the negative
and positive voltage portions of the signal). Splitting the audio signal
into positive and negative “halves” causes noise present in both sig-
nals to “cancel out,” helping produce the amazingly low signal-to-
noise specification. Other amplifiers have reached -125 and -126 dB
specs, but the SAE amplifiers are the first with a spec better than that
and measurements that are even better than the published spec.
    The name of the SAE 8300 amplifier refers to the eight channels
with 300 watts each. The 2HP-D amplifier’s name refers to its power
rating also. One horsepower is equivalent to 746 Watts of amplifier
power. Each of the two channels in the SAE 2HP amplifier is able to
deliver more than 1 horsepower into an 8 Ohm load, hence the
amplifier name… 2HP. The massive storage for the power supply
allows the SAE 2HP to deliver lots of power even if the power supply

Features—SAE 2HP-D
Dual mono design, stereo amplifier
Independent 1930 VA transformers for each channel
Separate transformer windings for input and output stages
Independent windings for each of the two amplifier boards per
channel
Independent bridge rectifiers for each of the two amplifier boards
per channel
4 layer circuit boards including a power plane and ground plane
Mirror imaged circuit boards with perfectly centered ground point
Circuit boards are electrically and physically balanced
Solid copper bus bar
Current feedback instead of voltage feedback
Double transistor input stage
Dual DC servos essentially eliminate DC offset
ThermalTrak bipolar output devices
Protection circuits are isolated from the audio circuits and they self-
reset
Distortion limiting circuit compares the input signal to output signal
Rear panel cooling fan with manual on-off switch
Large front panel display designed from scratch has VU meter and
spectrum analyzer display options
More than 1 horsepower per channel
State of the art signal to noise ratio
Four binding posts per channel (2 positive, 2 negative)
Speakon loudspeaker cable connector for each channel
High quality XLR input connectors
Dual power cords
12 VDC Trigger input
External grounding post

Features—SAE 8300 8-Channel Amplifier
Same as 2HP-D with exceptions below
8 amplifier channels rated at over 300 Watts each, all channels
driven full range
2 binding posts per channel and no Speakon connectors
No wired IR In/Out or fan switch
MSRP $15,995

Specifications—SAE 2HP-D Amplifier
Dimensions (WHD In Inches): 19 x 9.75 x 20
Weight (In Pounds): 127
Power requirement: 100-240 VAC 50/60 Hz
Power consumption: Standby-less than 2; Maximum-3600 (Watts)
Frequency response: 5 – 150,000 Hz +0/-3 dB
Max. THD+N from 20 – 20,000 Hz: 0.01%
Signal to Noise: better than 128 dB A weighted
Output power: 746 @ 8 Ohms; 1350 @ 4 Ohms; 1350 @ 2 Ohms
(RMS Watts, 1000 Hz all channels)
CEA 2006 1000 Hz Burst Power: 1100 @ 8 Ohms; 2000 @ 4 Ohms;
3400 @ 2 Ohms (RMS Watts)
Warranty: 90 days, extended to 7 years with product registration
within 14 days
MSRP: $19,995, 2HP model without front panel display $15, 995

Manufactured In The United States By:
SAE 
1749 Chapin Road
Montebello, California 90640
Phone: 844 443 7372
Email: info@hear-sae.com
Web site: hear-sae.com
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can’t draw enough current from the wall outlet. For example, the CEA
2006 1000 Hz Burst Power test measured 1,100 Watts for 8 Ohms,
2,000 Watts for 4 Ohms, and 3,400 Watts for 2 Ohms. Horsepower-
wise, the spec is 1 per channel with 8 Ohm loudspeakers or 1.75
horsepower per channel with 4 Ohm or 2 Ohm loudspeakers. The
SAE amplifiers’ performance actually exceeds the performance spec
in most every respect, including the power rating, which is actually
comfortably over 800 Watts into 8 Ohms. That said, power alone isn’t
reason enough to buy an amplifier, it has to sound great too, espe-
cially considering the near-$20,000 cost. Some may think that
$20,000 is the end of the world for the cost of an amplifier, but I’m
aware of multiple amplifiers sold in recent years with price tags well
over $100,000. I’m not trying to say the SAE 2HP is affordable, but
there’s no reason I can think of to pay more for SOTA amplifier per-
formance when you can get it just under $20,000 or just under
$16,000 for either two SAE amplifiers.
    Both amplifiers need all the AC power that you can deliver to
them. There are two power cords, one powering each power supply,
one for the left channel, one for the right channel. These are each 20-
Amp power cords with three horizontal prongs in the IEC sockets on
the back of the amplifier. If you are installing these in a new audio
system or home theatre where you can wire the electric power any
way you like, SAE would like you to install 240 VAC service with at
least 30 Amps and purchase the North American 240 VAC version.
The amplifier can actually make a little more power with this type of
AC service than it can with 120 VAC. And you may as well do a sec-
ond 240 VAC/30-40 Amp service for the SAE 8300 if you are using
that amplifier. Be certain your electrician keeps the two phases of
North American 240 VAC service in the same outlet locations if you
are having multiple 240 VAC outlets installed, and use wire with four
conductors (one ground, two power, one neutral) along with four-
prong outlets. 
    As mentioned earlier, each amplifier channel in both amplifiers is
made of two complete amplifier channel circuits. You could separate
the two channels of the 2HP amplifier into four fully functioning ampli-
fier channels, and you would have four amplifier channels with excel-
lent performance, though, their signal-to-noise spec would be more
like 105 dB or 110 dB instead of the 128 dB (and better) that these
amplifiers measure on state-of-the-art test equipment at ATI in
Southern California. These amplifiers use ThermalTrak bipolar transis-
tors for output devices. These have internal temperature sensors to
allow monitoring heat so the bias voltage can be adjusted to com-
pensate for thermal differences that are inevitable when using audio

amplifiers. However, SAE wasn’t satisfied with the
internal thermal sensors, they have additional out-
board circuits that stabilize and further correct the
output of the ThermalTrak sensors. SAE incorpo-
rates current feedback rather than voltage feed-
back to correct problems at the output. SAE says
this change is one of the innovations that allow
the 2HP to perform with such brutal power while
doing such a great job with minute details in the
signal. The SAE 2HP and 8300 are both so
resolving and have such absolute quiet in the
background, you can hear things that make you
question your sanity. If you are of the mind that
line level, AC power, and loudspeaker level
cables make no worthwhile difference, the SAE
amplifiers will change your mind about that.
Changing cables of any type (power, line, loud-
speaker) makes sonic differences sound due to
changing cables much more obvious than I’ve
encountered with other amplifiers. It is much easi-
er to hear how any specific cable changes the
sound and to make judgment decisions about

whether the sound is better, worse, the same, or just different without
being better or worse. In addition, all the SAE amplifiers reveal that
the “free” molded power cords you get in the box audibly degrade
the sound of both of these amplifiers. Sound quality is degraded so
much with the “generic” power cords that I found listening became
slightly annoying after the first four hours or so. I did happen to have
two identical power cords with high-quality materials and construc-
tion (retail price about $750 each, five years ago), and they had the
correct 20 Amp IEC plug on the amplifier end (engages three hori-
zontal “prongs” in the IEC socket). This was a substantial sonic
upgrade, removing the midrange glare that bothered me in the range
of 500 Hz to 1500 Hz, making silences even blacker so even more
fine detail came into clearer focus, and the tonal colors became
more vivid. In addition, the top three octaves sounded like something
was holding them back when using the generic power cords. It
wasn’t that the treble octaves didn’t sound nice, it was more a matter
of not being as smooth, pristine, and colorful as the amplifier can
make them.  The generic power cords made the overall presentation
slightly boring. The “better” power cords seemed to be awfully obvi-
ous, so much so, I would expect measurable differences. Brian Barr
confirmed that properly made cables and power cords using materi-
als that are especially good at handling analog audio signals (power
cords transmit lots and lots of 60 Hz energy and can be considered
a type of analog audio signal) do indeed produce differences that
can be measured and heard. This bit of knowledge led Brian Barr to
get into the cable manufacturing business, producing cables for
loudspeakers, AC power, and analog line level input signals that
each improve the bench measurements of the amplifiers. Honestly,
you aren’t getting your money’s worth out of this amplifier if you use
generic power cords and well-made-but-nothing-special cables for
loudspeakers and line level signals. Barr felt that there was a need
for cables that CAT, SAE, and their sales channel associates could
trust to be no-nonsense and be made with the best possible compo-
nent materials and devices (like connectors). This need led to the for-
mation of a new brand “SoundChord” strictly for the cables.
SoundChord’s principles are President and co-founder Brian Barr,
CTO and co-founder Michael Barr, and CEO and co-founder Lipson
Huang. With power cord prices in this product line ranging from $500
to $7,995, there should be a price point to satisfy any buyer. Brian
Barr provided a pair of the $7,995 power cords to try with the ampli-
fiers, and I have to say (and trust me, I hate admitting this), they
killed the sound quality of the generic power cords and improved
sound quality quite noticeably over the $750 cables in my “collec-
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tion.” Nobody is forcing anybody to purchase $15,990 worth of
power cords for amplifiers that sell for the same price or just $4,000
more. Do not forget, there are people in the world who do not care if
the power cords cost $7,995, the price simply does not matter to
them. If they want the best there is, have the money, and it has no
impact on their financial stability, it’s their choice whether they spring
for the top cables or not. Customers for CAT loudspeakers and SAE
amplifiers often go far, into six and seven figures for theatre and
music systems, and those people won’t care about the cost of the
power cords if they hear the demo and like what they hear. All others
can choose their power cords from generic to top of the line. Just
don’t listen to the amps with the $7,995 power cords if you have no
intention of spending that much on the power cords. You’ll doom
yourself to years of fretting over the compromise. If you never hear
the amplifiers with the top-of-the-line power cords, you won’t worry
about what you are missing.
    Barr admits to sometimes underestimating what customers are
willing to spend. He thought the cost of the large display on the 2HP-
D, $4,000 higher than the same amplifier with no front panel display,
would be high enough that the 2HP model at $15,995 would sell
about the same number of amplifiers as the 2HP-D, but the reality is
that there are very few orders for the 2HP amplifier, virtually every-

body wants the $4,000 front panel display. Another underestimation
came with the development of faceplate options. Today there is what
appears to be an extremely expensive faceplate option for the 2HP
made from highly polished marine-grade stainless steel, which is a
very expensive material but is known for being able to look new for
many, many years on ocean-going yachts. You essentially cannot
purchase a high-end, ocean-going yacht without this grade of materi-
al being used throughout because people spending that kind of
money on yachts don’t want the stainless to look bad after a year. A
client with a yacht wanted marine grade stainless faceplates and did-
n’t care what the cost was. When other clients looking for systems to
go on yachts learned there was a polished marine-grade stainless
faceplate option, they would have the same sort of reaction… “I don’t
care how expensive it is. I want the stainless faceplate.” This is the
same sort of clientele attitude about the expensive power cords. If
they like what they hear, the cost just doesn’t matter to them, even if
it seems improbably over the top to those of us with more typical
financial means.
    There are some reasons the copper and silver Barr is using in the
top-end cables is so expensive. First, he is using only “6N” or “6
nines” copper and silver. That means 99.9999% pure (literally 6 nines
with the decimal place after the first 2 nines). There are different
“grades” of 6N copper and silver though. One production method
creates 40,000 pounds of cast wire in 10 minutes or so by pouring a
controlled stream of molten metal from a huge crucible. The other
casting method takes days, and the material is cast in short lengths
(rather than the very long wire produced by the pour method). This
latter process makes the raw copper and silver far more expensive
than the “easy” and fast casting method. High-purity wire is no joke.
It is widely used in server farms, health care instrumentation, aero-
space, shipping, and anywhere a power cable failure or loss of
capacity could cause severe repercussions. Less-pure conductors
oxidize internally over time because of the impurities. The far slower
casting method produces what is called PCOCC copper (Pure

Copper OHNO Continuous Cast) and PSOCC silver conductors. Also
used are the best terminations they could find. Many involved in the
study of signal transmission over different types of materials believe
that the purity of the wire is more of a long-term quality/reliability
issue than an immediate contributor to sonic qualities. The casting
and slow-cooling process produce what some call “single crystal
copper” or “single crystal silver” even though that’s clearly not what
happens… there are many crystals within the metal, but they are
much larger crystals than those formed from conventional wire manu-
facture processes. It is the more uniform crystallization that some
believe is the true performance benefit for power cords for analog
devices like amplifiers and analog audio cables.
    It’s not my intention to initiate an unwinnable-by-either-side letter
or Email campaign, I merely report what I hear. If the difference was
small, I would assume no difference. But the difference I hear is far
from small. All I ask is that you not comment, at all, until you have
heard an SAE amplifier with generic power cords and top-of-the-line
SoundChord power cords. If you hear nothing different between the
different power cords, that would be interesting to know. If this hap-
pens to you, please include a list of all the associated equipment and
cables and what was used for the evaluation when you write. Music
you are familiar with that is well-recorded should be all it takes,

though, anything too simple and too quiet won’t be as immediately
revealing as music with a variety of instrumentation, and lots of inter-
esting, yet familiar sounds.
    The SAE amplifiers have extraordinary attention paid to detail and
incredibly high component counts. The attention to detail is even
reflected in the layout of the four-layer circuit boards. One of the lay-
ers provides all the power, another layer provides a ground plane,
and the other two layers are used for circuit connections. The circuit
boards are balanced for mass and electrical function. The layout of
the boards is mirror imaged with the grounding point in the center of
each board. And the balance point for each circuit board is the cen-
tral ground point. The amplifiers each weigh about 125 pounds and
each has two very large toroidal transformers standing on end. There
are no external heat sinks. In normal use, a fan is not needed. But for
rack installations or other installations with limited space, there is a
switch on the back to turn on a cooling fan that runs when the ampli-
fier is turned on.
    Brian Barr says the SAE amplifiers maximize the voltage slew rate,
the rate at which the amplifier can produce voltage in response to a
transient. The specification is “greater than 60 volts per microsec-
ond.” One school of thought on slew rate says you should hear no
difference as long as the slew rate is high enough to reproduce
20,000 Hz. For example, to reproduce 20,000 Hz at 100 dB you need
a slew rate of just 12.57 volts per microsecond. Most any amplifier
can do that. Amplifiers I’ve used that have had slew rates of 60 volts
per microsecond or better always sound dramatically “faster” when
reproducing transients. How easy is this to hear? No more than two
or three seconds of a familiar music track is needed to realize some-
thing special is going on with the way the amplifier is reproducing the
music.
    Morris Kessler’s design for the SAE amplifiers focused on low
noise floor. One of the ways they did that was to remove the protec-
tion circuits from being able to interact with the audio circuit. To
accomplish that, the protection circuitry is optically isolated from the
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audio signal path. Circuit design
techniques described above also
contribute to the low noise floor,
as do many of the other unsung
details. The high slew rate is
aided by the current feedback
topology, which has significant
advantages over typical voltage
feedback systems. SAE also
added a distortion-limiting feature
that compares the output signal to
the input signal and also com-
pares supply voltage to output
voltage before it does anything.
When this distortion limiting “turns
on,” all clipping is rendered
impossible and THD cannot
exceed 1 percent. With so much
power on tap, this seems like a
great method of protecting loud-
speaker drivers, especially those
most vulnerable to damage from
clipping tweeters. This prevents
some sort of unexpected problem
inside the amplifier from being
able to damage the loudspeakers.
    The front panel display will be
magic for some and superfluous to others. That’s why the two ver-
sions of the SAE 2HP exist, with and without the front panel display.
The display itself responds to the output signal far faster than analog
meters with physical “needles” pointing to power values. The meter
display can show current and peak power at the same time and
appears to be an analog meter, but there are no moving parts in this
full-color display. You can change the display to show frequency
spectrum of the music signal instead of output power. A switch on
the back panel changes the meter range to make the readings for 8
Ohm and 4 Ohm loudspeakers closer to the actual power use.
    These amplifiers have XLR input connectors, which makes a lot of
sense when the amplifier circuits are fully balanced. If you use a fully
balanced processor with these amplifiers, you’ll have fully balanced
operation from the preamp or processor through the amplifier. There
are also a pair of XLR outputs from this amplifier for those cases
where you need to pass the signal on to another amplifier or sub-
woofer. Loudspeaker connections are insulated WBT nextgen™ bind-
ing posts. These accept spade, banana and bare wire connections
and are easy to make very tight and to loosen thanks to the tighten-
ing nut that holds 1/4-inch spades and acts as a vibration damper to
assist in keeping these posts tight for extended periods of time.
There are a pair of “Speakon” outputs on the back panel as well. This
is a type of connector used in some pro applications that locks
cables in the socket so the cables cannot fall out without somebody
disconnecting the Speakon connection.

Listening

   Movies sound great, but they don’t often reveal what these ampli-
fiers are capable of because of the very nature of movie sound-
tracks. Multiple channels seem to make sonic evaluations much more
difficult than evaluations of stereo music. And few movie soundtracks
are recorded in real spaces with natural sounds. Almost everything is
studio-recorded and added after scenes are shot. If an amplifier
helps make watching movies fun, it’s doing its job. The SAE 2HP and
8300 did a great job of keeping up with dynamics and complex
mixes, though, I had this feeling while watching movies that the SAE
amplifiers were not being “challenged” much by movie soundtracks.

The whole movie presentation from beginning to end seemed “easy”
for these amplifiers. The 2HP produced 100 dB average SPL (slow
response, C-weighting) without the feeling of impending doom or
damage to the loudspeakers. If you haven’t heard 100 dB lately, it’s
louder than I ever listen to movies. The loudspeakers I used with the
2HP (Vandersteen 3A Signature) are of average sensitivity/efficiency
(88 dB) and produced 100 dB with the meters only passing the 12-
to 20-Watt range occasionally, which seems ridiculous for an amplifi-
er rated at 768 watts into 8 Ohms, both channels driven (though the
2HP channels really deliver more than 800 watts into 8 Ohms). The
power is there whether you need it or not. The sound quality remains
incredible at every power level, so get this amplifier for the perform-
ance and use as much of the power as you need. If I never needed
more than 10 watts, I’d still want a 2HP in my system so I could get
the sound quality.
    The most common things I noticed in movie sound was hearing
details in soundtracks I don’t recall hearing with the same degree of
life-like physical presence in previous viewings. A bouncing 55-gal-
lon drum produced a very distinctive borderline-steel-drum sound on
each bounce, just as you would expect to hear in real life. But many
amplifiers lose too much of the reverberation the SAE amplifiers
reveal for the second and subsequent bounces. Wonder Woman’s
soundtrack really came to life with many more audible low-level
details on the Amazon island. Feet crunching and shuffling over the
ground were considerably more obvious and detailed. Yet I kept
“seeing” (in my mind) a Foley recording session for those sounds
rather than a real person moving while the scene is recorded live.
The “ring” of sword impacts was also more visceral and separated
into more “levels” of sound that all happen in quick succession… the
initial sharp impact followed by multiple resonances that repeat on
each sword-to-sword (or other metal) impact. The shots fired by
German soldiers with WW1 rifles have more pop and less boom than
the sound that movies have made me expect to hear. I don’t mean
there is no boom, but like those real rifles firing real ammunition, the
“tone” of each shot does and did have a metallic pop just ahead of
the boom as though the expanding hot gases cause metal parts with
tolerances to slam into each other as the bullet fires. The SAE 2HP
and 8300 both produce just the right balance of sound for each shot
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when the Germans land on the Amazon Island. The faint squeak of
brakes on a pre-1920’s car was missed on previous viewings of
Wonder Woman. The first time I heard that with the SAE amplifiers, I
put the previous amplifier back in the system, and noted that now
that I knew the sound was there, I could hear it. But it just wasn’t as
“right” as it sounded with the SAE amplifiers. The music in the
Wonder Woman soundtrack only sounds OK, it’s far from the best
sounding orchestral soundtrack. But I’m not sure I would have
noticed that with more typical amplifiers.
    Spider-Man: Homecoming sounds like more attention was paid to
the soundtrack. There’s better use of atmospherics, and dialogue
sounded less like ADR and more like real-time recording, but only
the movie makers know how much ADR there was. The SAE draws
attention to the way sound changes in different spaces… on an
urban sidewalk, inside a school, in a bodega, inside a commercial
building, in a lab, etc. Each space had a sense of space that
matched the location of the scene. John Favreau’s voice in a lab
sounds distinctly different, echo-wise, than Spiderman’s voice in an
alley. Favreau’s voice seamlessly jumps back and forth between the
echo-y sound in the lab and the somewhat-muffled sound of his
voice coming from Spiderman’s cell phone. Kids talking in a gym
replicate the right acoustic, something almost all of us have experi-
enced in our lives.
    Music revealed these same sorts of traits, and it did not take
“deep listening” in a meditative state where nothing exists but you
and the music to hear these differences. They are right out there to
be easily heard by anybody paying attention… well, let me take that
back. I once visited a preamp designer/manufacturer who also was a
musician. He played a jazz track for me, then we talked about what
we heard. I focused on the sounds and textures of each instrument,
the body sound, string sound, and sounds of fingers on strings,
along with following the melody, etc. He didn’t even understand what
I was talking about. He was listening to how the musicians communi-
cated with each other via the music, and my way of listening hadn’t
even occurred to him. So assuming you listen to the things I listen
to/for, you should hear what I hear because it’s not difficult to hear
how great these amplifiers sound.
    I’ve mentioned Taylor Swift’s 2014 album titled 1989 before as a
surprisingly interesting-sounding album. You can tell there is a ton of
digital editing, but it is done so well that the edits aren’t obtrusive.
While all the tracks together have a cohesive “sound,” there are clear
variations that keep the sound interesting. The sheer amount of detail
in some of the manipulated and/or synthesized sounds gives you
good insight into how well modern studio software can be used when
there’s a budget and impetus to do something special with the
recording. Some of the synthesized sounds on this recording have
textures within them that are very nearly missing with more typical
amplifiers. The amazing transient speed of the 2HP (shared with the
8300, of course) freaked out guests who were familiar with the major
“hits” from this album (“Welcome to New York,” “Bad Blood,” and
“Shake It Off”). As you hear the beginning of “Shake It Off,” the drum
has a lot of head resonance (the drum head continuing to move and
make sound after it is struck) that gets lost, or partially lost with other
amplifiers, but the SAE amplifiers put it right out there and obvious…
not an emphasis but a reproduction of what was captured by the
microphone that other amplifiers gloss over to some degree or anoth-
er. The head resonance I’m talking about can be approximated by
scratching a frosted drum-head with the edge of one of your finger-
nails (this won’t work with smooth drumheads). That sound is given
kind of a second thought by most amplifiers. You may hear some of
it, but the amount you hear is not the same amount you hear when
you hear a similar drum played live at a distance close enough that
you can hear all the detail. The SAE amplifiers put the right amount of
head resonance into the drum sound, getting this sound more like
what I hear from a live drum than any other amplifier I’ve heard so

far. The second “major” sound on this track is a baritone or bass sax
blatting out some peppy notes and, man, do these SAE amplifiers
get the texture, blat, and percussive playing of the instrument just
right. I’d swear I could hear reed-sound coming through as you hear
in real life, standing close enough to a real saxophone—the manipu-
lated hand-clapping sounds manipulated but not offensive. The SAE
amplifiers also make it clear that there are varying degrees of pro-
cessing applied to Taylor’s voice, sometimes even shifting the pro-
cessing within phrases. But that too is not offensive when you con-
sider that the point of this album is to sell millions of copies in as
short a period of time as possible. It’s an entertainment experience,
not a serious attempt at a “fine” recording or art. This is as “serious”
as an artistically sophisticated pop album can be, and Swift’s song-
writing as an adult is considerably more mature than her previous
efforts. If you want “serious” female vocals, Diana Krall (jazz) and a
host of others will give you your fix.
    Then you put on something like Queen’s iconic “Bohemian
Rhapsody” recorded in the early 1970s, when most vacuum tube stu-
dio consoles had been replaced with early solid-state consoles that
were not necessarily as clean and clear through the upper bass all
the way to the treble. I never thought this track sounded particularly
good with most other amplifiers, but the SAE amplifiers reveal much
more texture in cymbals and other sounds, giving this track a new
level of sonic appreciation. It reminded me very much of restoring a
favorite family photo that had faded and color-shifted over time to
bring back the colors, whites, blacks, and grays just as they were
when the photo was taken. 
    To get a good handle on the sound of real acoustic instruments
recorded in real spaces, I used Buena Vista Social Club. This record-
ing led by Ry Cooder was made in Cuba with masters of Cuban
music and was recorded on location in Cuba at the Buena Vista
Social Club with recording equipment taken to Cuba just for this proj-
ect. Here you can visualize the location of each instrument in
space… both left-right and front-back. Piano recordings rarely get
the piano sound right, and if the recording has well-recorded piano,
the amplifier typically does something to the sound that steals some
of the beauty and realism of the piano—but not the SAE amplifiers.
Even though the piano(s) used on this recording may not be the
grandest pianos (there were limits to what could be taken to Cuba),
their sound rings true for old pianos we’ve all encountered in some
place or another. Beaten up by decades of use, but tuned well and
played by masters, these war horses still produce charmingly nice
piano sound, and the SAE amplifiers give all that character back
without making the instruments sound better or worse than their old
age and heavy use allows. This was an exceptionally charming and
captivating listening experience though the SAE amplifiers. I’ve heard
this music on a lot of audio equipment and can’t say I’ve ever been
entertained this much by this recording.

Conclusion

    That brings us back to the beginning of this review: One amplifier
to rule them all. There’s nothing more I can say really. You could pay
more for an amplifier, a lot more, but I can’t see that getting you any-
thing material in terms of what is coming out of your loudspeakers.
These are the quietest, noise-wise, amplifiers I’ve ever experienced.
The SAE amplifiers also have more detail, texture, and color to the
music than any amplifier I’ve experienced before.  I know I said some
of the same things about the Datasat amplifiers. But these SAE
amplifiers are still a bit better than my memory of the Datasat ampli-
fiers. Interestingly, the Datasat amplifiers were also designed and
manufactured by ATI. The SAE amplifiers are a few steps ahead. If
the prices aren’t an issue, these are the amplifiers you want in your
system. WSR
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