
HEADPHONE AMP

www.hifinews.co.uk | Reprinted from Hi-Fi NewsReprinted from Hi-Fi News | www.hifinews.co.uk 

Tube-based headphone preamp. Rated at 1W/12ohm
Made by: Manley Laboratories, Inc, California ,USA 

Supplied by: Elite Audio Ltd, Fife 
Telephone: 01334 570 666

Web: www.manley.com/hifi; www.eliteaudiouk.com
Price: £4500

Manley says the device provides ‘fifteen 
independent controls,’ and I tried all 
of ’em. With the exception of balanced 
headphones requiring two XLRs or two ¼in 
jacks, the intention is to be able to match 
this to any headphone on the 
market. The volume control 
on the fascia is a horizontal 
thumbwheel to bring tears 
to the eyes of those who 
remember vintage Marantz 
FM tuners. To the right is 
the mute button, to its left 
a button to choose between 
push-pull or single-ended tube modes.

This unit, better than any other I have 
tried, enables you to experience without 
doubts the differences between the two 
topologies, while teaching a valuable 
lesson: they are not mutually exclusive, 

so absolutists should put a sock in it. You 
will find yourself ‘learning’ which suits 
which headphones, music types or, when 
used as a preamp, which power amps. The 
variances are subtle but decisive, and do 

much to help you optimise 
headphone performance.

Volume is indicated by 
a row of 16 white LEDs 
above the thumbwheel, 
with 127x0.5dB steps. Next 
come five buttons and four 
knobs on the top of the 
front section. The buttons 

control (left to right) headphone load, set 
via custom output transformers hand-
wound in-house, with settings of Low (L) 
for 12-50ohm, Medium (M) for 50-200ohm 
and High (H) for 200-600ohm and above 
[see PM’s Lab Report, p51].

INTO THE VALLEY
Balanced (XLR) and single-ended (¼in jack 
socket) headphone outputs are selected 
together with the RCA preamp output. The 
middle button selects either of the two 
line inputs, the next toggles stereo/mono, 
and the last button is the EQ control which 
activates or bypasses the tone controls. 
Again, white LEDs indicate all choices.

Above these buttons are four tall, slim 
rotaries. From left to right are a ‘Feedback 
Control’ [see PM’s boxout, p49] its usage 
affecting the levels of refinement. The two 
rotaries in the middle are bass and treble 
controls, activated or bypassed by the EQ 
button. Lastly the balance control provides 
a claimed 72dB swing each way, with  
a centre detent taking it out of circuit.

Next come two 12AX7 input tubes and 
four 6AQ5 output tubes, wired as triodes, 
housed in the valley formed by the metal 
sides. At the back, alongside the RCAs, is 
a tiny rotary for ‘Headphone Protection 
Control’. Inactive when turned completely 
counter-clockwise, it can be used to 
set a threshold to protect expensive 
headphones (or one’s hearing) from 
overload, by monitoring the output level 
and automatically decreasing the volume 
when the user-threshold is exceeded.

V eteran makers of headphone 
amplifiers for studios, Manley 
Laboratories is taking on 
the extreme high-end of the 

domestic genre with a £4500 unit – the 
Absolute – that marries audiophiles’ 
sonic requirements with the total control 
demanded of professionals. Company CEO 
Eveanna Manley says, bluntly, ‘Our goal 
was simply to produce the most awesome-
sounding and sonically flexible vacuum 
tube headphone amplifier!’.

To address consumer usage, the thing 
looks cool and is designed to stand proudly 
on a desk, nightstand or anywhere else 
one’s headphone amp might be sited. 
Unlike Manley’s lab-look stuff for studios, 
the Absolute is made with a sculpted-
from-solid chassis in three colours – black, 
copper or silver. Hand-rubbed walnut burl 
veneer covers the headphone rest areas, 
the Absolute doubling as a stand. 

Manley eschewed fitting a DAC, Eveanna 
explaining, ‘We already have a ton of 
features crammed into this unit. Besides,  
a better DAC can be designed into a larger 
chassis, with a dedicated power supply to 
be its own full-featured thing. We never set 
out to cram a DAC into this form factor, nor 
to fit a Bluetooth receiver’. As for wireless, 
she added, laughing, ‘We have provided an 
awesome RF wireless remote control!’.

SET ’N’ MATCH
DAC notwithstanding, this is certainly the 
best-equipped headphone amp I’ve come 
across. I cannot, off-hand, name one that 
does everything of which the Absolute is 
capable, though AudioValve’s Solaris comes 
close. As is the norm at this level, the 
Absolute accommodates balanced via XLRs 
and regular headphones with ¼in jacks, 
and can be used as a preamp thanks to 
RCA line-level outputs and two pairs of RCA 
inputs for line sources. So far, so normal.

One more thing: Manley’s remote 
volume control is handy if you run long 
headphone leads and are not seated next 
to the Absolute. As it operates over RF it 
has a far longer range than an IR control, 
and does not require line-of-sight to the 
Absolute. It’s particularly useful when the 
Absolute is used as a standalone preamp.

 DOING THE CAN-CAN
I tried 12 wildly disparate pairs of 
headphones from Sennheiser, Audeze, 

Master & Dynamic, Beyer and others, 
balanced and single-ended, and of various 
impedances. Thanks to the adjustability 
of this unit, I must now admit that I am 
no longer satisfied with anything less for 
critical headphone listening sessions – let 
alone for reviewing purposes. What is not 
as clear-cut as one would hope is merely 

setting the headphones 
to L, M or H according 
to the factory-specified 
impedance. I found, for 
example, one model rated 
at 32ohm smoother with 
the M setting than with 
the ‘correct’ L position. 
My preferred Audeze 
LCD-4z, rated at 15ohm, 
categorically sounded best, 
regardless of the material, 
at the ‘L’ position, with the 
connection balanced and 
the feedback in the middle. 
Then the fun started.

Manley is not absolutist 
about the settings of the 
Absolute and recommends 
experimentation, but the 
excitement comes with 
comparing push-pull with 
single-ended operation. As 

with power amplifiers of both 
topologies, push-pull promises more 

grunt or kick, and single-ended ought 
to sound sweeter. We have believed 
this mantra ever since SETs reared their 
300B-filled heads a few decades ago, so 
I am relieved to report that the Absolute 
perpetuates this received wisdom. All it 
took was the superbly recorded live release 
of Paul McCartney’s Amoeba Gig [Capitol 
602577289767 CD], to confirm that this 
switch will turn you schizophrenic.

How so? Because the magnificent 
percussion and bass were tauter, drier, 
with more impact on the push-pull setting, 
most notably on ‘Get Back’, while the space 

and openness were more convincing in 
single-ended mode, as expected. This 
varied by degrees from model to model, 
the Audeze headphones more revealing 
of the nuances, while the Sennheiser 
HD414s were less susceptible.

SONIC BLISS 
McCartney’s intimate performance, 
which took place in a record store in the 
USA, has some of the most convincing 
audience sounds I can recall – no Rice 
Krispies applause here – and this exploits 

the Absolute’s greatest sonic virtue, its 
openness, once you’ve found the right 
groove for the myriad settings. With the 
closed-back, 20ohm Audeze LCD-XC ‘Hey 
Jude’ reached optimal sonic bliss with the 
impedance low, via XLR, the feedback off 
and the mode single-ended.

Turning to the 32ohm Master & 
Dynamic MW40 via its ¼in jack, I preferred 
the same recording with the settings on 
push-pull, mid-point on the feedback 

RIGHT: The copper 
version looks glorious 
and top arch doubles 
as a headphone stand. 
Volume ‘wheel’, mute, 
push-pull/single-
ended triode tube 
modes are selected 
at the foot of 
the chassis

RIGHT: A pair of 6AQ5s (EL90 tetrodes) and 
single 12AX7 per channel are configurable in 
push-pull or SE modes. Rotaries for bass/treble/
balance and feedback [boxout, p49] are joined 
by mono, bypass and ’phone impedance buttons 

‘This might 
sound like a 

recipe to drive 
you crazy’

Adding to the permutations on offer 
here – the various gain, push-pull or 
single-ended configurations – Manley 
also includes a rotary that governs 
the level of global feedback (NF) 
applied. Counter-intuitively, perhaps, 
turning the control fully clockwise yields minimum feedback, and a maximum 
overall gain of +19dB in ‘Low’/push-pull mode, while fully anticlockwise delivers 
maximum feedback and a reduced +10dB gain. In practice the level of feedback 
applied is roughly ‘maximum’ right up to 12 o’clock on the rotary, falling 
thereafter, also determining frequency response extension and distortion. 
Ordinarily, output impedance would also increase with decreasing feedback, 
but the ‘L/M/H’ gain settings have the biggest influence here [see Lab Report, 
p51]. Distortion is not especially low anyway, but ranges from 0.016% at 1kHz/1V 
output to 0.7%/20Hz (low bass) with maximum feedback [black trace, inset 
Graph] up to 0.042%–2% with minimum feedback applied [red trace]. Distortion 
in triode (SE) mode is typically 5-8x higher still, regardless of the NF applied. PM

HOW MUCH FEEDBACK?

High-end headphone amps for connoisseurs of cans require total adjustability – has 
Manley Laboratories delivered the goods with the Absolute Headphone Amplifier?  
Review: Ken Kessler Lab: Paul Miller

Manley Absolute
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and impedance on M. And if this 
sounds like a recipe to drive you 
crazy, remember that 1) you 
probably aren’t trying it with myriad 
headphones, maybe just one or 
two pairs because you’re a normal 
person, and 2) you will find overall 
settings that suit the majority of 
your listening. Conversely, if you 
are the obsessive type, you will not 
be able to resist fiddling with the 
controls regardless.

TOP SOUNDS 
Back to the Audeze LCD-4z: with 
feedback in the middle, impedance 
on L and frequently switching from 
push-pull to single-ended, I delved 
into a ZZ Top-fest, the Goin’ 50 3CD 
set [Warner Brothers R2 591567], 
revelling in some of the best-
recorded drum sounds imaginable. 
In fact, I left the opening to ‘Gimme 
All Your Lovin’’ on repeat just so  
I could continue comparing the two. 
Surprise, surprise: as much as your 
conditioning wants you to prefer 

push-pull for 
maximum 
impact 
of Frank 

Beard’s sublime 
percussive artistry, 
the SET position 
somehow added 
to the authenticity, 
especially for those 
attuned to hearing 
the ‘stretch’ of the 
drum skins.

This is not,  
I hasten to add, the 
curate’s egg I seem 

to be describing – the only reason 
everything seems so exaggerated 
is down to the simple fact that 
headphone listening exacerbates 
any weaknesses in a playback chain. 
Why? Because the listener suffers 
no distractions and is thus more 
focused. In every case, despite my 
stressing the illustrative value of 
percussion, vocals reveal the most 
when playing with the settings. The 
contrasts may be so subtle that they 
would elude casual listeners, but for 
you they will be clear as day.

Which tells you something 
else: the Absolute is not aimed 
at the casual listener. Rather, it is 
categorically conceived to serve the 
needs of the cognoscenti. And it 
succeeds mightily. 

LEFT: Chromed 
power switch sits 
above a description 
of the various front 
panel controls (push- 
pull/SE tube modes, 
feedback, ’phone 
loading, etc). Two line 
ins (RCAs) are joined 
by a line out plus 
headphone outs (XLR 
and 6.35mm socket)

LEFT: Chunky, 
but very simple 
– Manley’s RF 
remote offers 
up/down 
control of 
volume only

No reason to mince words: this 
is the best headphone amplifier 
I have ever used, and not just 
because of its total adjustability 
and design brilliance. Even with 
median settings (eg, for feedback) 
rather than fine-tuning to the 
max, and regardless of which 
headphone I used, it is the most 
neutral, open, nay, musical 
headphone amp I have tried. If  
I wasn’t a cautious pensioner, I’d 
buy one. Absolute? Absolutely.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality: 88%
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LAB
REPORT

MANLEY ABSOLUTE
The Absolute’s key areas of performance are entirely dominated 
by the choice of push-pull or single-ended tube configuration, by 
the Low (L), Medium (M) and High (H) gain/headphone matching 
setting, and by the position of the ‘negative feedback’ control 
[see boxout, p49]. The L, M and H settings (notionally matching 
L, M and H impedance ’phones) determine the gain of 9.9dB, 
15.9dB and 19.2dB; the maximum voltage output of 8.9V, 14.8V 
and 24.4V; and the amplifier’s output impedance of 6.9ohm, 
27ohm and 54ohm [see Graph 2], respectively, all in push-pull 
mode with max. feedback applied. The power output into 
25ohm is 1.14W, 1.8W and 1.9W at <3% THD with H, M and L 
settings, increasing still further to 2.3W into a low 8ohm load 
[see Graph 1, below]. So, with more than sufficient volts available 
to drive high impedance (600ohm) ’phones but with a minimum 
source impedance of ~7ohm, this indicates the Absolute is best 
used in ‘L’ mode regardless of your choice in headphone and/
or eargear, thus minimising unpredictable swings in response 
caused by the impedance trend of the headphones themselves.

Into a ‘flat’ 25ohm load there’s a uniform loss of some 2dB 
and a response that reaches out from 10Hz-70kHz (re. ±0.4dB) 
before falling to –1.7dB/100kHz (max feedback). With minimum 
feedback applied, gain is boosted by a further +9dB but response 
rolls away in the low bass from –0.3dB/20Hz to –6dB/4Hz, and 
at HF from –0.7dB/20kHz to –6dB/80kHz. Changes in frequency 
response are further exaggerated into low impedance loads with 
minimum feedback applied. Bearing in mind this is a multi-stage 
tube amp with limited feedback applied, the 88.2dB A-wtd S/N 
ration is impressive and hum/noise low enough at –87dBV. PM

ABOVE: Power output versus distortion (25ohm load, 
Low gain, black; Medium gain, blue; High gain, green; 
8ohm load, Low gain, red)

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS
Max. output (47kohm, L/M/H imp.) 8.9V / 14.8V / 24.4V (<1% THD)

Max. power output (25ohm, L/M/H imp.) 1880/1800/1136mW (3% THD)

Output Imp. (20Hz-20kHz, L/M/H imp.) 6.9ohm / 27ohm / 54ohm

A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBV/25ohm) 88.2dB

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz, 10mW/25ohm) 0.042–2.1% (min feedback)

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz, 10mW/25ohm) 0.036–0.6% (max feedback)

Freq. resp. (20Hz-20kHz/100kHz) +0.1 to –0.4dB/–1.7dB

Power consumption 68W (1W standby)

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 140x208x292mm / 5.5kg

ABOVE: Freq. resp. (max NF, black; min, red) vs. output 
impedance (Low, cyan; Med, green; High, orange)


