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REVIEW

in an acoustic space but through
your headphones,"lt's a simple
passive circuit, tonally neutral, that
simulates how sound refracts around
your face from your right speaker
into the left ear and vice versa.Your
brain has a difficult time establishing
sonic cues for sound staging without
it.The circuit helps co minimise
listening fatigue. ltt a subtle effect
that, when used over time, is more
noticeable when you turn it off as the
soundstage image then collapses into
the right and left cans."

The DAC sample
rate indicators are
also present with a
topmost LED, known
as the S-LOCK, a

dual stage, crystal-
based phase lock loop
indicating when you are
using a digital source that
is not USB-based.

Around the back are
connections to the Power
supply (connected to a low
noise, isolated, toroidal unit),
S/PDIF, USB (which is galvan-
ically isolated from the M903
chassis meaning that there is

no ground connection when
connected to a computel to
reduce noise),TOSLINK, AES3,
unbalanced phono outs, balanced
line outputs, unbalanced inputs and
balanced inputs.

lnside, the M903 design is notable
for purposely not using asynchronous
circuits for its USB sampling
connection."They are cheap to make

and work pretty well but our belief
is that not altering any of the bits
and, instead, presenting the most
pristine clock to your DAC thatt
synchronous to your sound source
is the most high fidelity approach. ln
USB mode. the M903 acts as a clock
master to the USB system so, when
the data arrives from the computer,
the internal crystal oscillators
are utilised.The M903 becomes
completely immune to any jitter
effects".

There are ten different power
supplies inside the M903 that
minimises interactions between
circuits and there are instrumen-
tation amplifier line receivers for
the balanced line inputs, which
means that any noise picked up
by the cable or in the ground is

rejected.
"Also, the headphone

output is based upon a current
feedback amplifi er, extremely
fast and able to resolve
complex harmonic overtones
with more fidelity than
voltage type amps."
Finally, Grace uses Burr
Brown DACs because
they have current outputs
which allows Grace to
make itl own current

to voltage convertors, "...
which is a critical part of a DAC.
Where the current from the DAC
is converted to a voltage, the
conversion is critical because the
pulse coming from a DAC is fast.
You need a high per-formance amp to

r'i

The internal circuit board is packed with miniature surtace
mount components. There are ten power supplies, a digital
section, balanced input amps and display drivers. This is no
simple headphone amplifier.

properly convert them to a voltage.
There are plenty of DACs where that
process is built in.The sound quality
from such DACs looks good on
technical specification sheets but they
don't sound very good.Which is why,
when people ring us and ask us what
chip are we using for our DAC, I can
tell them the part number but that's
only half the equation".

Notable for what this box does
not have is electrolytic capacitors
in the signal path,"They have lots of
non-linearities," said Grace. "They
have varying impedances, so they
have distortion and a blurring in
harmonics giving a metallic and tizzy
top end.Also, they are filled with a

liquid electrolyte, so they eventually
dry out which changes their charac-
teristics which then changes your
audio quality.We use film capacitors,
they're very stable and will last many
years. Longevity and reliability are
what we consider in every design
decision".

SOUND QUA1ITY
To begin the sound tests, I attached
my Sennheiser HD650 headphones
to a Musical Fidelity X-Can 8VP
headphone amplifier for a reference
comparison.Yes, it is only worth
around {350 but it offers great
value and performs out of its skin,
exceeding the capabilities of many
other, more expensive, units so the
Grace needs to be pretty amazing to
warrant the extra money. Just 'better'
isnt really good enough.

Listening to Skunk Anansiel
'Hedonism', via the phono
connections, there are two principle
elements that hit you immediately
during the first few bars of this song.
Firstly, there is an immense sense
of integrity in how each instrument
is described and presented to the
listener: with the M903. How a guitar:
for example, is portrayed is a very
important part of the M903's make-
up.There is real care and attention to
detail here that provides an immense
sense of truth for each instrument in
the band. I have never experienced
such'realism' in a headphone amp
before.The other principle element
that hit me was more disappointing
and involved the lifting of the upper
midrange, providing a sound that
leaned towards a more well lit upper
midrange. Bass was tight, weighty and
punchy while mids were backed by
a reassuring quietness, emphasising
a welcome clarity.Treble, meanwhile,
had a light, unforced and very natural
quality.

Switching on the X-Feed feature
was intriguing.Adding the feature
provided a fulle[ more rounded,
bass. Less one-dimensional and more
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