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Behind the Scenes
at Aesthetix

Neil Gader

. Aesthetix was founded in 1993 by owner and chief de- = ’

signer Jim White. The first component to enter produc- Jim NN ——— | e \
tion was the all-tube lo phonostage in 1994, which in retrospect Ozzy, w1th a Mifiagmp.
was not all that surprising given that White has always been an
analog loyalist. Even now Aesthetix’s biggest seller is the Rhea
phonostage.

The factory is located in the city of Moorpark, about thirty miles
northwest of Los Angeles on a freeway that ultimately leads you
to Santa Barbara and then onward up the picturesque California
coast. The exterior of the factory is nondescript; the building,
whose labyrinthine interior contains about 12,000 square feet
of workspace, is partitioned into rooms where components from
specific Aesthetix series are assembled. This is not a big opera-
tion. There are only seven employees, including Production Man-
ager Ozzy White (Jim’s son), and Head Engineer Robert Lacy, the
man principally responsible for the Mimas project.

White greeted me as | arrived. Affable as always, White is quick
to acknowledge the names of the men who mentored him ear-
ly. His goal from his college days was always geared toward de-
signing audio electronics. To that end he applied himself to math
and physics, but vacuum-tube technology
was always his primary interest, an area
not formally taught in school. In that sense
White is pretty much self-taught. He began
working at Theta Digital in 1990, where he
was mentored by three key engineers: Mike
Moffat, Dave Kerstetter, and Tom Lippiatt. As
White stated in TAS' Back Page interview in
Issue 243, “Without their benevolence, Aes-
thetix would not be what it is today.”

The Aesthetix design philosophy has re-
mained constant from the start. Tube tech-
nology prevails, but White will be the first
to admit that bipolar transistor and FETs
all have their place, particularly as regards
power-supply regulators and power ampli-
fier output stages. Aesthetix components
are zero feedback and in most cases employ
differential amplification, primarily for the
advantage of common-mode rejection and
the reduction of ground currents. White
saves much of his enthusiasm for the over-
built, ultra-high-performance power sup-
plies and the in-house-built transformers
he designs. Most Aesthetix components opt
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for expensive choke input power sup-
plies for “improved regulation, greater
isolation from RF, and an easier load on
the transformer.” White also emphasiz-
es that all Aesthetix products employ
discrete regulation for audio circuits
(except the high-current supplies for
output stages), and utilize the highest-quality electrolytic and
film capacitors. Every power supply in Aesthetix products is
carefully regulated to ensure consistent sound quality day-to-
day, regardless of AC power conditions.

The Aesthetix facility is less like a commercial factory pro-
duction line than a hands-on custom house producing highly
bespoke electronics. The factory is primarily dedicated to de-
sign, prototyping, and final assembly and testing. Circuit boards
are assembled elsewhere. Typically in those instances Aes-
thetix will get all the tested parts together for a run of perhaps
a hundred boards and send them along to the assembly house,
whereupon they're returned fully assembled. However, all oth-
er delicate operations are done in-house.

The aluminum cabinets are machined in the same Santa
Barbara shop that Aesthetix has used for years. The faceplates
are particularly expensive with their silkscreen lettering and
laser-cut aluminum logos. The final assembly of the faceplates
and front panels is among the most time-consuming jobs. It in-
cludes optimizing the action of the front buttons along with
circuitboards and LED displays and lenses.

When it comes to tube testing White remarks that “we can
select each [specific] tube we want to test. But, it's not just a
transconductance test or a pass/fail test; we actually do full

distortion analysis, noise analysis, gain.” Tubes are purchased
thousands at a time, but White adds that the rejection rate is
very high, especially with the tubes that go into phonostages,
which makes a product like the all-tube Rhea particularly diffi-
cult to build. And the actual sourcing of tubes is always a mov-
ing target. Prior to shipping, each unit is power cycled at least
ten times over the 100-hour burn-in. Before insertion into the
chassis, circuit boards are re-tested (they get tested at various
earlier production stages), and then the finished component
gets a full “pushing all the buttons” listening session.

Since the factory tour was contemporaneous with my Mimas
review | wanted to understand what prompted White to design
the first integrated amp to bear the Aesthetix badge. His reply:
“No one in my family could own Aesthetix products, and sepa-
rates were overkill. With Mimas, anyone can own it and use it.”
And why did the proposed one-year project expand into a four-
year marathon? White conceded that it was more difficult to do
it the way he wanted to: “A lot of it was how we could do it with
fewer output devices, and get the power we wanted out of that
chassis. But doing the additional cards and dealing with thermal
issues and isolation issues, etc., were much more difficult than
in a high-end product in its own chassis.”

| asked whether the Mimas integrated would remain in its
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current form or if there were any plans to turnitinto All transform riare Wouna—m—_h%use'
a “Mimas” collection, including a preamp and ste- ” ‘X (s :
reo amp? Without explicitly confirming or denying
anything, White did admit that he was strongly en-
tertaining such possibilities, including stand-alone
versions of the on-board DAC and phonostage.

Having recently reached its 25% anniversary,
the Aesthetix lineup now includes the Jupiter and
Saturn Series, with each model named for one of
those planets’ many orbiting moons. Included are
preamplifiers, stereo and monoblock amplifiers,
phonostages, a DAC (with and without transport).
Most components are available in optional Signa-
ture and Eclipse editions. These custom upgrades
can include power-supply modifications, enhanced
internal parts, volume control upgrades, improved
chassis construction, and stunning customizable
casework, right down to a palette of color choices
for the knobs.

As we concluded, | couldn’t conceal my surprise
when White remarked offhandedly that no Aes-
thetix product has ever been discontinued. Each
one is still available and manufactured. | learned
then that nearly every Aesthetix product is retro-
fittable. Examples are the addition of DSD to the
Romulus DAC/transport and network connectivity
down the road. Maintaining the viability of older
components is not always the most popular option
for dealers but customers love it. "Customers get
attached to a component,” says Jim White. "I look
at it as a consumer would. When you've been in
business 25 years the product line just grows and
grows. We learn, we get better.” [3s Matching input FETs and ou
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I\/l | MAS integrated hybrid amplifier
Features we ZKM

Inputs: -5 balanced & single-ended. .
P d For years you asked us to combine
Outputs: -Preamp output, balanced C 1 1 t d Atl
and single-ended. our Lalypso linestage and our as

One balanced-bridged power amplifier. We listened.
speaker output per channel.
-Headphone 1/4”.

I/0: -RS232: 1 DBY connector, ) )
IR extender. Fully differential

Full function remote control. Zero feedback

Home theater bypass.
Balanced-bridged outputs

Trigger: -0-5V output, 0-12V input;
1/8” mono jack. Tube / transistor hybrid design
Dimensions: -17 7/8"x17 11/16"x5 1/2” . .
44 bs unit: 51 Ibs boxed Switched resistor volume control
Tubes: -Une BDJ8/B922/channel Multiple discrete individually regulated power supplies
Power: -150 wpc, both channels ] )
driven into 8 ochms, nearly Vacuum tubes painstakingly tested and matched by hand

double into 4 ohms.

Custom transformers designed and wound in-house
|

Highest quality parts
Options Made in California, USA

Phono: Two input, MM / MC. Gain /
loading front
panel and remote adjustable.

DAC: 2 x RCA, 2 x TosLink, 1 x USB
24bit / 352k, DSD and DSD2.

Headphone amplifier upgrade with
1W into 32 ohms.

Backlit, motion sensing, brushed
aluminum remote contraol.

High pass crossover.

Optional DAC card
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