The world’s most desirable kit

Unison
Research S6

Old-school valve amplifier tech meets true high-end sound
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Design miracle A well-engineered Class A valve design that's easy to use and
own. The use of EL 34 valves means it's cheap to maintain by valve standards

Tempted? Unison Research has a great tradition of building exceptional

valve amps. The S6 promises much at its relatively sensible price

ome folk believe that technical
specifications tell the whole
story. If you're one of those
people, then valve ampliliers ane mot
for you. In just about every area. from
power output and distortion levels
to energy consumption, such designs
are so far behind transistor-based
alternatives it's easy to wonder why
manufacturers still bother
But then, listen to a valve design
as pood as Unison Research's new 56
integrated amp, and it all makes sense.

Valves don't last forever
Valves deterorate with use,
Typical life is 10,000 hours for the six
EL34 output vahves and even langer
fior the pair of ECCB2s at the front. The
degradation happens slowly and can
I b noticed by a drop in performance.
In the worst cases you'll hear distortion,

How to change valves

It's &= quick and easy as changing
alight bulb. Buy from Unison Research
- around E160 per set - and you'll get
a matched set marked by position.
The graphics on the transformer
cover tell you where each valve goes.
Just push garmtly and it's Gone

Don't leave it on all the time
Leaving transistor-based kit on
permanently gives the most consistent
performandce (the downside being the
higher leccy bill). The 56 warms upin
20 minutes, 50 it's pot swch an issue
- but leave it on and the valves will die

It's the 56' speed that grabs our
attention first. It tracks a signal with
a impressive lack of inertia, which
translates into a wondrous ability to
render the nuances of MNina Simomne's
violce on I Loves You Porgywith a
delicacy we rarely come across.
Richness, power and tendemmess:
it’s all here, in generous portions,

In the midrange and treble the 56
is the real deal. It's agile and insightful,
delivering the low-level details that
define the texture of instruments and
voices brillianthy, Not only that it keeps
every musical strand in place even
with demanding recordings such as
Beethoven's Fifth. Here, the Unison
Research manages decent dynamic
swings and delivers them with
a comfidence barely reflected by
the 33W per channel power rating.

Sweet but not squashy-sounding
Conventional wisdom has it that valve
amplifiers sound smooth, warm and
soft. Good designs such as the 56 prove
things don’t have to be that way. Yes, it
has a sweet presentation and a lack of
hardness that few transistor alternatives
can rival, but for all that niceness
there's enough transparency for it to
sound appropriately brittle with harsh
recordings such as The Magnetic Field's
I Dor't Krnow What to Say. Hi-fi aspects
such as tonal neutrality aren't ignored
either. The 56 even times decently,
though if this aspect of performance is
paramount we would point you to the
Lavardins and Pliniuses of this world.
The valve stereotype the Unison
Research does live up to is the ability
to deliver sound in an organic manner,

Anticlockwise, from
tope Al that valvage
spes the 56°s weight hit
Jolog: The remiote s a
lovely wooden affair;
Sin EL34 valves power
the 56, while two
ECCE2s handle preamp
duties: Each valve can
b biased on its own:;
Details like the control
surrounds look classy




Be tempted this month...

Sweet valve amplification - and gorgeous looks to boot
Innovative tech takes centre stage in this turntable
These lively-sounding speakers have a clever design

As pleasing to isten o
as it is to look at, the 56

Tolume




What'ssoclever?

Dynamic shifts are rendered in a lovely
fluid manner, so changes in intensity
sound wholly natural with voices or
instruments. Most transistor-based
rivals sound just a little mechanical
and stilted in comparison. It's as though
they handle subtle level changes in
distinct steps, while the 56 varies things
on a continuous scale, Once heard,
this ability is hard to do without.
This is a beguiling amp, but it isn't
a brilliant all-rounder. With classical
music the 56 is spellbinding. and
it's at home with anything acoustic
- particularly if it's well recorded.
However, shift genres to the likes of
Eminem or The White Stripes and this
amplifier comes up short on attack

Individual valve bias controls

Allvalves {and transistors for that matter) need a certain amount aof

electrical current flawing through them to function. It's all about passing

encugh current to not only tum the device on but also to establish a

reference level to get it to operate in the range where it works best. This
eurrent - the bias current - is why amplifiers get warm when powered-up,

even when they're sitting on idle with no music running through them.
Avalve's electrical characteristics change over times as it's used
(see Top tips, p68). so this bias current requirement changes.

On the 56 the adjustment s made easy by the built-in meters. Simply
press the selector button for the valve you want to check. If the needie

doesn't point to the mark that's dead centre, then turn the adjuster
control knob accordingly. If the current is too low, performance falls
off and distortion rises - and if overdone, valve life suffers,

TELH SFELD
Type Integrated
Power 33W

Tuner Mo

Line level in 5

MM phonao in Mo
MC phono in No
USB in Mo

Tape loops |
Preamp out Mo
Speaker outputs |1
Tone contrals No
Headphone out Mo
Remote Yes
Finishes 2
Dimensions (hwd)

control - the thing we usually complain
about with most high-end products - Is

an attractive, nice-feeling wooden affair.

The amplifier is available in two
good-looking finishes: the black of cur
review sample and one with a cherry
wood front panel,

Class A performance

Technically, this is a relatively
conventional valve product. It uses the
puriet single-ended approach to the
output stage rather than the more
commeon push-pull arrangement.

In theory, single-ended operation
gives greater sonic purity, though it's
an approach that suffers when it comes
to power output and the ability to

and bass tautness. Most of the better
conventional alternatives will deliver
amore attacking performance with
music such as this.

However, it's important to note that
even when the 56 isn't on home turf,
the results are enjoyable and the musics
message s still relayed unambiguously.
Its ability to reveal emotion in vocals
and tie all the instrumental strands
into a cohesive whole continue to
shine through. The 56 is capable
of sanic magic, but that magic gets just
a little diluted with music such as this.

Move away from sound quality and
there's more good news. Build quality is
excellent: all the controls have a solidly
engineered feel, and even the remote

really grip a speaker. As is usual on
single-ended designs, this amplifier
works in Class A mode. It means
the valves run hot (and use a lot

of electricity in the process), but
sound quality should benefit.

As usual, the spec sheet can only
reveal so much. It's the quality of the
components used, plus the engineering
compromises chosen that define
just how good a product becomes.

The 56's depth-biased proportions
and 26kg weight demand a big (and
strong) rack to sit on. The relatively
large gquantity of heat generated by
the six EL34 output valves mean
it's a product that needs plenty of
ventilation, too - placement in a closed

21x 35 x 49cm

Weight 26kg
cabinet is a definite no-no, though

considering how distinctive this
amplifier looks, we can't see many
owners wanting to hide it away.

The relatively low power output
and single-ended circuit configuration
means that careful speaker matching
is a must. The Unison will sound small.
congested and soft down in the hass
department if things aren't right.

Get it spot-on and the 56 emerges as
a strong product at this kind of money.
Granted, other similar products might
better it in other areas, but none stun
like the 56 in what it does well.

A spellbinding sound

50 good is the 56 in its areas of strength
that we find it easy to forgive the lack
of outright attack. Rivals that can
better it in this aspect don't even come
close in other areas. It offers a viable
alternative to the established class
leaders - one where the sonic character
is so different from the norm that we
can't imagine a person being undecided
in a head-to-head comparison.

%o, then, if you fancy something out
of the ordinary, and can take the care
necessary to build a compatible system
of suitable quality, this Unison Research
amplifier is a simply terrificbuy.

Unison Research 56
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FOR A silky yet revealing sound; organic
presentation; good detail; excellent build
AGAINST Meeds careful systerm matching:
nat the |ast word In attack or bass precision
VERDICT In the right system the 56 is capable
af somic magic. Hear it working properly and
we defy anyone not to fall fior its charms
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