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f 2013 was anything to go 
by, 2014 should be the 
year of the DAC. Last year, 
you couldn’t move for new 

designs, almost universally sporting 
asynchronous USBs for connection to 
computer for hi-res, and – less 
commonly – DSD playback. Another 
trend was the increasing use of tubes 
in the output stage and this is one  
of those happy accidents where the 
sonic characteristics of glass bottles 
flatters digital audio, or masks its 
failings, depending on your view.  

You could say that digital audio 
convertors are rapidly becoming to 
hi-fi what Sports Utility Vehicles are 
to cars. Increasingly, they seem to do 
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Vee power 
Valve Audio Devices’ new DAC-10 DSD is  
a strikingly styled, gutsy sounding DAC  
with a difference, reckons David Price

everything, deal with any kind of 
musical terrain, and keep getting 
more versatile, taking on ever more 
functionality. If that’s the case, then 
you might liken the DAC-10 to a sort 
of Overfinch Range Rover – into its 
already impressive chassis it slots a 
host of special, often bespoke bits, to 
deliver a seminal all-round sound.

As with the aforementioned 
four-wheel drive executive express,  
I am not completely sold on the body 
styling. Standard is a superbly done 
thick brushed aluminium fascia plate, 
but I just don’t think it suits the ‘Darth 
Vader’ styling. Happily, there’s also a 
piano black option, which I suspect 
would work better aesthetically. 

There is no doubting the build 
quality. The rigid monocoque case  
has even been polymer coated and 
polyurethane damped to keep 
vibrations to a minimum. This is no 
bad thing when tubes are used, as 
they’re microphonic and will blur the 
sound if they vibrate. EMI and RF 
screening is said to be used too, and 
the DAC is directly grounded via the 
safety ‘earth’ pin in the fused IEC 
socket, done with a keen eye on 
electrical safely and also to ensure  
the EMI/RFI screen works.

Striking though it is, most customers 
won’t be buying the DAC-10 for its 
styling – it’s what is under the hood 
that counts. And there are six glowing 
thermionic valves – two Souz 6SN8S 
drivers, a pair of mil-spec CV574 
rectifiers and twin 6N6P double 
triode valves, all of which VAD says 
have been carefully selected for 
reliability and robustness. The triode 
valve analogue output stage operates 
in pure Class A, and modern tube best 
practice is followed with good new 
old stock valves specified, short signal 
paths and point-to-point silver wiring.

Inside, the digital and analogue 
power supply sections are separate,  

as are those for the left and right 
channels – making a total of four 
mains transformers used. VAD says 
that all power supplies are choke 
loaded and feature inductors, 
polymer and film capacitors and 
paper-in-oils, plus ‘series’ resistor-less 
components. Specially selected silver 
mica and paper in oil capacitors are 
used for the audio signal output.

Valve Audio Devices would rather 
not divulge the choice of DAC chip, 
preferring to say it is simply a ‘current 
production’ 24-bit dual DAC circuit, 
“selected and uniquely configured  
by VAD” and directly coupled to the 
triode analogue output stage with 
minimum phase digital filter 
characteristics. The DSD filters have 
been designed to provide minimal  
processing to the DSD stream with  
no decimation, re-quantisation or 
noise-shaping, the company says.  
The digital board is bespoke and 
populated, soldered and tested  
by hand, and also has a built-in 
asynchronous 32-bit/192kHz 
high-end audio USB interface using 
the i2S transmission standard.

The DAC-10 is fairly minimalist in 
terms of facilities – the £600 Audiolab 
M-DAC beats it here. There’s no 
display of sampling frequency, which 
is so vital when it comes to computer 
audio; instead is a single ‘lock’ LED 
and a power button on the other  
end of the fascia. In the middle is the 
(analogue) volume control, which 
gives a (claimed) maximum of 4.5V 
RMS, which is high, and this can be 
controlled with the bundled handset. 
Round the back, there’s a stack of 
connections – RCA or XLR analogue 
outputs, plus RCA coaxial, BNC, 
Toslink and AES/EBU digital inputs. 
There’s also a USB 2.0 input, and the 
relevant switching between the 
various digital inputs; this is fiddly 
and would’ve been nicer on the front.

Sound quality
There is a certain ‘rightness’ to the 
sound of the DAC-10. It comes over as 
a simple conduit for the music, letting 
it – as someone once said – blossom 
and letting it flow! For example, 
UB40’s Food for Thought is a joy. It’s 
not a hi-fi recording, but the DAC-10 
pulls me right in and charms me with 
its wonderful sense of authenticity, 

and connectedness to the music. 
When the saxophones kicks in, it is  
a revelation. Even off CD it sounds 
sweet, natural and breathy. The usual 
sandpapery layer that 16/44 seems  
to give is gone, and in its place  
is a remarkably natural tonality. 

That rich and raspy, but silky 
smooth sax sound is just the start  
of the fun. Alongside an excellent 
tonality, the VAD has the ability to 
convey the rhythms inside the music 
in an unerringly faithful way. In the 
past I’ve been of the opinion that 
16-bit digital cannot ‘time’ properly, 
and few DACs I’ve heard have 

disproved this. The VAD certainly 
does, possessing as it does a 
wonderful rhythmic gait. But here’s 
the thing – it isn’t forced and 
mechanical or overblown and 
melodramatic, as some DACs that  
are supposed to have great rhythmic 
alacrity sometimes are. Rather, the 
DAC-10 is effortlessly understated; it 
doesn’t shove rhythms at you, making 
an enormously big deal about the 
subtle interplay between snare drum, 
hi-hat and bass. Rather, it just seems 
to give them lots of room to be 
themselves and do their own thing – 
‘lilting’ is a bit of a cliché, but it’s a 
good word to use here. 

The result is that Food for Thought 
rolls along beautifully, in a way that 
totally distracts the attention of the 
listener from whatever else he or  
she may be doing. The sound is 
immersive, it pulls you in and holds 
you almost in a trance. Love’s lead 
singer, Arthur Lea, has a beautiful 
voice, and the VAD conveys it with a 

The DAC-10 is 
covered in cotton 
candy, so silky and 
smoky and gentle

It might be 
striking, but  
it’s what’s under 
the hood that 
really excites

I
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LIKE: Wonderfully 
natural, engaging 
sonics; design and 
build
DISLIKE: no bit depth 
or sampling frequency 
display; price! 
WE SAY: lovingly 
designed dac with 
superlative sound
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hOW iT 
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purity and sumptuousness that I 
haven’t heard from other DACs. It is 
– to borrow one of the great man’s 
phrases – covered in cotton candy, so 
silky and smoky and gentle. Again it 
seems to strip away a layer of grime 
and expose it in its full, fragile beauty. 
It is one heck of a seductive 
performer, charming and beguiling 
the listener into wanting more.

By the same token, it is still very 
tight. Sometimes vinyl LPs lure you in 
and make you smile, but they can be 
loose and imprecise – sounding ‘nice’ 
rather than accurate. But you can’t 
accuse the VAD of this, as it has an 
extremely solid backbone to what  
it does. Its soundstaging is very 
‘architectural’ – everything is well laid 
out in the stereo mix, and images are 
tightly located and set into proper 
perspective. One spin of my favourite 
DG pressing of a Karajan Beethoven’s 
Fifth Symphony shows how spacious  
it can be, yet everything is so well 
ordered within the recorded acoustic. 
Ironically, this makes Love’s Maybe the 
People…, with its George Martin-style 
split stereo, sound more coherent 
than is normal.

Given it’s excellent 16-bit/44.1kHz 
Compact Disc sound, I am eager to try 
it on hi-res, and it doesn’t disappoint. 
Sometimes high-resolution files can 
disappoint, sounding more impressive 
from a hi-fi perspective, but not 
necessarily more musical – but not 
here. Herbie Hancock’s Future Shock 
at 24/96 is extremely clean and 
ordered, with oodles of space in the 
mix, yet massively powerful, too.  
The DAC communicates the song’s 
chord progressions beautifully, giving 
a great sense of the song having  
a strong direction to follow. 
Rhythmically superb, it still doesn’t 
force the beats out at you, preferring 
instead to charm and beguile the 
listener. Bass is amazing enough via 
16-bit, but at higher resolutions it is 

breathtaking. The picture is the same 
for DSD too, with Alex de Grassi’s  
The Water Garden coming over in  
a natural and spacious way. 

Indeed, so open, even and 
effortlessly musical is the DAC-10, 
that one has to scrabble around for 
things to say about it. The only 
obvious flag it flies is that it is a tube 
design. There is still a little bit of hiss 
to be heard at very high volumes – it’s 
rather nice and comforting, but it’s 
still there whereas a good solid-state 
design will give you an ‘inky black’ 
silence. The bass lacks that last few 
percent of tightness, it’s ever so 
slightly soft on leading edges, lovely 
as it is all the same. 

Conclusion
A fabulous sounding device then – 
but so it should be at this price! The 
Valve Audio Devices DAC-10 is an 
auspicious debut from a new 
manufacturer, and obviously 
encapsulates a high amount of 
development work. The result is a 
wonderfully natural and enjoyable 
sound – not something you always 
associate with digital audio. If you’re 
lucky enough to be able to entertain 
thoughts of buying a top-class DAC, 
this is an essential audition l 

Q&a

DP: What’s the most important part 
of the DAC-10’s design? 
GS: the design has been developed 
and fine-tuned over many years with 
every part honed to achieve the very 
best sound. ultimately for us, it is all 
about the music and we have kept 
going until we can design a product 
that truly moves us. examples of how 
we work include the quality and 
separation of all power supplies, over 
engineering where it makes sense, 
the selection and quality of passive 
components, the inductance of 
digital pcB connections, the choice 
and configuration of active 
components and their initial quality, 
the use of vacuum tubes not to 
create a ‘tube sound’, but to make a 
pure one, the design and quality of 
analogue valve stage and chassis 
grounding issues. some amount of 
engineering magic is also important i 
think, which i would explain as 
developing and applying solutions 
that are non-standard approaches. 

 
Why include DSD when almost no 
one has any files at the moment?
there is a growing interest in 
downloadable direct stream digital 
files, and more titles are becoming 
available. We believe that native dsd 
recordings available to purchase are 
here to stay and wanted to include 
the dsd playback in its purest form. 
dsd can sound better than pcm, 
when recorded originally in dsd  
and played as native (without back 
conversion to pcm) or any other 
manipulation such as converting  
low-rate pcm to dsd. 

 
Why build in the United Kingdom 
when it is cheaper elsewhere?
during the R&d process, i’ve met 
many fantastic people who helped  
us with our casing, sourcing of the 
components and generally helping 
with the project – all of whom are in 
the uK. so i cannot imagine myself 
making our products anywhere else. 
cheaper elsewhere? maybe for mass 
production at the moment, but Vad 
products are all hand-built and we  
are proud to manufacture in the uK.  
i believe that Britain can manufacture 
anything competitively. it just needs 
more people to give it a try!   

Gregor Szymczyk
VAD founder and chief designer

The obvious rival here is 
dCS’ £7,929 Debussy. It 
employ’s the company’s 
bespoke hardware and 
software. The RingDAC, 
as it is called, offers a 
sound completely 
unlike any other DAC 
around. The dCS is 
amazingly detailed,  
the sound is ‘alive’ with 
texture and has a 
wonderfully spacious 
nature. You wouldn’t 
call it the world’s most 
beguiling listening – 
although less forensic, 
the VAD tugs at the 
heart strings more, 
giving an exuberant 
sense of the majesty of 
the music whereas the 
dCS operates on a more 
molecular level, sifting 
right down through 
layers to the very 
bottom of the noise 
floor. Both are superb 
but very different, so go 
try them for yourself.
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Glass bottles and 
digital audio 
appear to be  

a match made  
in heaven


