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Both Sides of the Moon

The Simaudio MOON 300D DAC and MOON 750D DAC/ Transport

By Jeff Dorgay

imaudio has recently released a pair of outstanding DAC’s at
opposite ends of the price scale. Their 300D entry-level model
is reasonably priced ($1,595) while the 750D costs considerably
more ($11,995) and includes a CD transport as part of the deal.
I've been living with both of these DAC’s for some time now and
have been equally impressed.



Let’s Start Small

The 300D is available in black or
silver and comes packaged in a case
not much bigger than Simaudio’s
LP5.3 phono stage, or about half the
width of a standard component. A
nice touch if you are going to place
it on a rack with a LP5.3 or perhaps
a turntable power supply. It takes a
somewhat unconventional approach,
using the BurrBrown PCM1793 DAC
chips, featuring 24bit/192kHz resolu-
tion, yet internally upsamples every-
thing to 24 bit/352.8 kHz processing.
A row of LED’s on the left front panel
indicate the sampling rate of the in-
coming signal.

Though the current trend has
been more towards USB DAC’s, a
USB input is included on the 300D’s
rear panel, however it is only for
convenience. The Simaudio engi-
neers do not feel that USB offers the
best solution for high-quality digital
playback, concentrating instead on
investing the quality in the S/PDIF
(RCA) inputs. An optical input is also
included to make this a very versatile
DAC. There is a pair of RCA and XLR
outputs to accommodate either type
of system.

Setup

To give the 300D a thorough
test drive, | used a variety of 16/44
and 24/96 source material, primar-
ily from my Sooloos music server,
as well as pairing the DAC with a
few older disc players. For the au-
diophile on a budget, the Pioneer
563 and Denon 3910 can both be
purchased used for less than $250.
With a suitable digital cable, either
of these can mate with the 300D
to provide a high-quality digital
front end while offering the added
flexibility of multiple digital inputs.

175 ToNEAUDIO NO.31

For comparison purposes, the digital
output of the MOON 750D was used
just to find the limitations of the bud-
get transports.

The 300D was used via XLR and
RCA outputs to my reference Burm-
ester 011 preamplifier, and | preferred
the sound of the XLR outputs here,
using identical AudioQuest Colorado
interconnects. Staff writer Mark Mar-
cantonio, who now uses the 300D
as his reference, also had the same
experience with the 300D mated to
his Simaudio i-7 integrated ampilifier,
finding the balanced outputs offering
up slightly more ease and smooth-
ness.

Mighty Mite

In the midst of this review, we
had the opportunity to do a bit of
“group listening” where | had a few
staff members over for a day of mu-
sic while comparing a wide range
of DAC’s from about $1,000 all the
way up to the $55,000 dCS Paganini
stack with upsampler and word
clock. While we don’t do formal
product shootouts in the magazine,
it is always worthwhile to compare
gear that’s in for review to other sim-
ilar-priced offerings to see how they
shake out in terms of ultimate value.

With four other DAC’s ranging
from similar to almost double the
price of the 300D, | kept switch-
ing between one DAC and another
while the staff members listened, not
knowing what they were listening to.
The vote was unanimous on “DAC
C” having the most open and least
“digital” sound. A couple of the staff
writers were disappointed that they
consistently picked the MOON 300D
over their own DAC’s, but that’s how
the chips fell. (continued)

I’ve been living
with both of these
DAC’s for some
time now and
have been equally
impressed.
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If  had to
describe the
300D in one
word, it would
be “natural.”

Just as there are multiple paths to
great analog sound, the same applies
to digital. Most companies defend their
position as “the best” when in reality,
there is always more than one way to
skin a cat. In the case of Simaudio’s up-
sampling approach, it works well.

If I had to describe the 300D in one
word, it would be “natural.” This was
very evident when listening to solo vo-
cal tracks, small ensembles of acoustic
instruments and especially violins; the
300D consistently turned in an excellent
performance. Keeping in line with the
Canadian vibe, listening to “Love Won't
Find Us Here” from Mae Moore’s Drag-
onfly CD showed off Moore’s breathy vo-
cals, giving the presentation a big, open
sound. Moving on to the XRCD of Dave
Grusin’s Discovered Again, the sound
of the triangle in the opening of “Sun
Song” was smooth with a natural decay.

WALCHS OUTRUTS
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This is a small but subtle test that many
lower-priced DAC’s can’t handle.

While the 300D had great dynamic
range and solid, decisive bass perfor-
mance, what really sets this one apart
from its peers in its price range is that
level of delicacy that usually does not
exist at all here. No, it’s not a giant
killer and you won’t mistake it for Si-
maudio’s top player, but it gives a very
solid performance that is as non-digital
as I've yet heard here. To try and put
it in better perspective, if you only have
a modest analog setup, I’'m guessing
yoUu'll either be shopping for a bet-
ter turntable or more time listening to
digital, especially if you have any kind
of collection of high-resolution digital
music files. Call me crazy, but I'd rather
have great digital than mediocre analog,
and at this level, the 300D delivers
the goods. (continued)

CAUTION



REVIEW

Going to the Head of the Class - The 750D

Removing the 750D from the box, this player
feels substantial at 35 pounds. Like all of Simau-
dio’s Moon Evolution series, the aluminum chas-
sis is built in-house on their own five-axis milling
machine, and the result is a player that looks like
a piece of sculpture with performance to match.
The 750D includes a front loading CD (only) trans-
port as part of the bargain, and even though
many audiophiles are strictly playing music from
their hard drives, there are still quite a few who do
not want to embrace the computer as a means
for playback. With the 750D, you can have the
best of both worlds. And should you decide at a
later date to include a music server, you're pre-
pared.

The rest of the visual scheme is in keeping
with Simaudio’s top line Evolution series of elec-
tronics, with an all-silver front panel or the black-
and-silver front panel. I've always been a fan of
Simaudio’s industrial design; the layout is intuitive
and incredibly easy to read, and like the other Si-
maudio products, it has a large, LED readout that
those of us who are older than 30 can read easily.

Around the rear panel, the 750D features four
digital inputs; Toslink, USB, AES/EBU and an RCA
S/PDIF input should handle whatever source you
require. Personally, this is my only complaint with
the 750D. At this price point, | would love to see
a second RCA input for the fanatics in the crowd
who have more than one source requiring it, even
if it was at the expense of the Toslink input.

It would have been nice to connect my Wadia
170i and my Sooloos to the 750D. When you've
got a DAC this good, you want to use all of your
sources with it.

As with the 300D, the USB input is not con-
sidered the high-performance option on this DAC
and is limited to 16/48 capability. It’s worth men-
tioning here that even though Simaudio does not
offer 24/96 USB capability on the 750D, | was
more than impressed while streaming 16/44 loss-
less files from my MacBook Pro and never felt like
| was missing out on anything.

The 750D has a pricetag to match its level of
quality; MSRP is $11,995. However, considering
you get a world-class DAC and transport, you'll
agree that this one is quite the bargain after all.
(continued)




REVIEW

Top Technology

Even though the CD is slowly falling from favor (as
is all physical media) as a means for distributing music,
I’'m guessing that if you are going to spend 12 large on a
redbook player, you probably have a substantial collection
of CD’s that you’re not planning on getting rid of anytime
soon. In 2010, it’s the late 80’s all over again, and just
like everyone was getting rid of their LP’s for peanuts, the
used CD market has never been better. So it’s exciting
“We felt we had to build our own to know that Simaudio has made a commitment to their
transport after getting burned by customers by designing and building their own transport,
g "_‘ajor RERRliepaidecade ago- thus assuring you that this player will be serviceable in the
:::’ sa;a:;xet’::::ox‘:sv:::“:ur future. Simaudio’s Lionel Goodfigld told me at this years’
own decks. And we feel our CES sh.ovv, “We felt we haql to bUI|d.OUI’ own transport af—
transport sounds better, t00.” ter getting burned by a major supplier a decade ago. This
way, we knew we would always have transports for our
own decks. And we feel our transport sounds better, too.”

Thanks to the ESS Technology Sabre32 Reference
ES9018S DAC/Digital Filter working in HyperstreamTM
— which uses a total of 16 DACs (8 per/channel in a dif-
ferential configuration), the 750D operates in 32-bit asyn-
chronous mode and combined with their M-AJiC32 jitter
reduction circuitry, reduces jitter to below 1 picosecond.
(continued)
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Tracks captured in
24/96 with my Nagra
LB from records
became stunningly
close to the originals
through the 750D.

The 750D operates in fully balanced, differential
mode throughout and sounded it’s best run-
ning in balanced mode. The sound through the
RCA'’s is excellent, if that is your only option, but
it will give the last few percent of sound quality in
an all balanced system.

Top Shelf Sound

Just like all the other Simaudio components
I've used, the 750D requires about 300 hours
to sound its best. Fortunately, with a CD player
this is easy to get out of the way. Two weeks of
constant operation ran the clock up significantly.
Starting each day with the same CD, Tina Brooks
True Blue (the current XRCD) allowed me to listen
to how the player was opening up day by day
with some sparsely recorded acoustic music. I'd
venture that about 75 percent of the change took
place in the first 100 hours, with the final unfold-
ing of the sound happening in the next 200.
Don’t fret, the 750D sounds very good right out
of the box, but it becomes magical after about
300 hours with the high frequencies smoothing
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out more and the low-level dynamic contrast
increasing as well.

While | could write paragraphs about transpar-
ency, etc., etc., the short story is that the 750D is
one of a very few select CD players that gets out
of the way of the decoding process well enough
that you can forget that you are listening to digital.
Though some players achieve this by rounding
off the leading and trailing edges of the music to
make it easier on your ears, the 750D gets the job
done with a huge helping of resolution and lack of
grain. Much of this lack of grain comes from the
attention to jitter reduction as well as the massive
power supplies in the 750D.

Along with an eerie, almost analog-like
smoothness, the 750D excels at what digital
does best: dynamic range. Whether listening
to large-scale orchestral pieces or the heaviest
metal in my collection, this player has the sheer
weight that makes for a compelling performance.
This is another one of the biggest differences
that you get with a world-class player. (continued)
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Fortunately, it has the low-level reso-
lution and ultra-low-level noise floor
that will add a new dimension to re-
cordings you’ve heard many times.

Always a common audiophile ar-
gument regarding the superiority of a
hard drive versus CD for tip-top per-
formance, | still maintain that at least
with the hardware at my disposal
(MacBook Pro, Wadia 170i, Sooloos
and Naim music servers), standard
16/44 discs still sound more natural
when playing through the trans-
port. It’s close, but when listening
to the best discs in my collection,
the transport still had the edge in
smoothness and low-level detalil.
Acoustic instruments had more body
and texture, and again, the upper-
most register had a lack of harsh-
ness that | didn’'t hear until | switched
back to hard-drive playback.

Upping the ante to high-resolu-
tion files changed the game. Playing
a combination of downloaded files
from HDTracks.com and the Naim
Music Store established how much
more interesting digital is in high
resolution. Comparing some of my
favorite analog tracks captured in
24/96 with my Nagra LB from re-
cords became stunningly close to
the originals through the 750D and
certainly good enough that | found
myself listening less often to vinyl.
Especially with those Blue Note
45’s, and that’s as
good as it gets for digital.

Against the Odds

Again, the unlikely comparison
test occurred, as | just happened to
have a handful of great CD players
here in the studio, including my
Naim CD555, the Wadia 781SE
and my new reference, the four-box
Paganini stack from dCS.
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From an informal comparison, I'd put
the 750D squarely in the middle of
the “big bucks” category. While it
did not have quite the level of refine-
ment in the upper registers as my
$32,000 Naim player (and we are re-
ally splitting hairs here on a six-figure
reference system), it did have a little
more weight and control in the lower
registers, very impressive for

a $12k player.

Switching to system two, con-
sisting of the daRTzeel CTH-8550
integrated and my Harbeth Monitor
40.1 speakers, the difference be-
tween players evaporated, so for 99
percent of the market, the 750D will
be the top of the mountain and you’ll
be happy living there.

But that’s not the whole story,
in 2011 when Simaudio releases the
outboard power supply for the 750D,
| anticipate that it will increase the
performance substantially, just as
any of my favorite Naim components
have when making a similar upgrade,
S0 don’t count the 750D out of the
very top of the playing field just yet.
We are anxiously awaiting this up-
grade and will report as soon as it
is available. For now, the Simaudio
750D is a fantastic digital player that
is as obsolete proof as today’s tech-
nology will allow. This is a fantastic
player in every way and it is certainly
a bargain in the “cost no object” CD
player category.

| am very happy to award the
Simaudio 750D DAC/Transport one
of our Exceptional Value Awards for
2010, and we have purchased the
review sample for our reference fleet
of components. @

Staff members Marc Marcantonio
and Ken Mercereau both contributed
to this review.

The Simaudio Moon

300D DAC
MSRP: $1,595

750D DAC/Transport
MSRP: $11,995

MANUFACTURER
www.simaudio.com

PERIPHERALS

Analog Source Spiral
Groove SG-2 w/Triplanar
arm and Grado Statement 1
cartridge

Digital Sources Naim HDX
music server, Sooloos music
server, Squeezebox Touch
music server

Preamplifier Burmester 011

Power Amplifier Burmester
911 mk. 3, Simaudio i-7
(integrated), darTZeel CTH-
8550 (integrated)

Speakers GamuTl S-9,
Harbeth Monitor 401,
B&W 805D

Interconnects Shunyata
Aurora, Cardas Clear

Speaker Cable Shunyata
Stratos SP, Cardas Clear

Power Conditioning
Running Springs Dmitri
and Maxim

Power Cords Running
Springs HZ and Mongoose,
Shunyata Python CX

Accessories SRA “Ohio
Class” isoBase ampilifier
platforms, Shunyata Dark
Field Cable Elevators



