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A ncient Audio has been 
hand-crafting hi-fi  
components since 

1995, when founder Jaromir 
Waszczyszyn launched the 
brand with the Hybrid amplifi er, 
using a valve gain stage and 
Class A MOSFET output. This 
was matched by a custom-made 
CD player, and both products 
are still in daily use in Musica 
Antiqua, one of Kraków’s fi nest 
music shops.

I fi rst heard the brand 
at the 1998 Audio Show in 
Warsaw, and was intrigued by 
the gothic Victoriana offerings 
from Mr. Waszczyszyn, the 
man whose name carries more 
clustered consonants than is 
considered safe to pronounce 
by Western Europeans (try 
Vash-chish-in). The company’s 
fi rst commercially-available 

CD player, the Lektor, had just 
appeared – a top-loader without 
any disc cover, a motif carried 
over to all subsequent players, 
including the current fl agship 
player, the three-box Grand 
Lektor CD player. 

MONO INSPIRATION
Multi-box CD players are 
nothing new, but what is 
unique in my experience is the 
inspiration to build the player 
around two mono digital-to-
analogue converters, one 
each for left and right stereo 
channels. Each of the three 
boxes here is self-contained 
in power supply terms, and 
requires its own IEC power 
lead. And to pipe digital audio 
between disc transport and 
DACs, the Grand Lektor uses 
not the industry-standard 

S/PDIF (Sony/Philips Digital 
InterFace) but the more robust 
I2S standard. 

While S/PDIF provides 
a familiar standard for 
manufacturers, it is far from 
ideal. S/PDIF must carry music 
data, block data and clock 
signal bundled together, and 
it is not straightforward to 
retrieve all data accurately, 
the clock signal especially 
lacking absolute time/phase 
accuracy. This means clock 
phase noise, or ‘jitter’. This jitter 
can be correlated to the signal 
or power supply, and is often 
blamed for the unconvincing 
‘digital sound’ of CD. Ancient 
Audio’s solution is to exploit 
I2S, using a 50 ohm matched 
impedance line to preserve 
signal integrity [see ‘Thinking 
Outside the Black Box’, p62). 

The Grand Lektor CD 
transport is based around a 
Philips CD-Pro 2M mechanism, 
said to be the most reliable and 
longest-available mechanism 
designed for professional use. 
This is built into the transport 
unit’s granite chassis, with a 
magnetic puck used to secure 
the disc when it’s playing. On 

Grand Designs
From Poland comes a lidless CD player built into three 
boxes around two mono digital-to-analogue converters 

that costs the thick-end of nine grand. And it sounds 
simply sublime. Andrew Harrison applauds
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THE WAY THE LEKTOR CONVEYS THE PITTER-PATTER 
OF HI-HAT CYMBALS, STRINGS, OR A SOARING FEMALE 
VOCALE MAKE IT AN INSTRUMENT TO BE RECKONED WITH

the back of the CD transport 
are fi ve sets of SMB sockets per 
channel for the proprietary link 
to the matching DACs, plus an 
XLR and BNC connector. The 
XLR link was disabled on the 
review sample, as there is also 

an option to use it as a remote 
output for system control; 
but the BNC provided regular 
S/PDIF, usefully enabling it to 
be used as a CD transport into 
more traditional digital-to-
analogue converters.

All three units are built 
around solid slabs of stone, 
black Nero Absoluto marble in 

the review sample, and Ancient 
Audio’s stonemason lists almost 
200 kinds of stone which can be 
specifi ed for a bespoke model.

Inside each Grand Lektor 
mono DAC unit is a converter 
based on the Ancient Audio 

Silver DAC II, using differential-
mode hybrid (delta-sigma/
low-bit) converter chips with 
integrated digital fi lters. All 
connections are made in 
silver. The output stage has a 
benign fi rst-order fi lter using 
one capacitor, with output 
buffering provided by a 6H30 
double-triode valve. This is a 

comparatively recent ‘discovery’ 
for the audiophile world, and 
is used here for its low output 
impedance, transparency, 
dynamic qualities and long life.

During its time in the 
listening room, the Grand Lektor 

made new fans of passing 
visitors, not just for its head-
turning looks but for a quite un-
CD-like sound that contrasted 
with my usual reference, based 
on dCS electronics. In quick-
fi re comparisons, I sometimes 
found myself preferring the 
higher resolution sound of 
dCS Verdi, Purcell and Delius, 

upsampling to 24/192 over a 
Dual AES connection. And other 
times, the smoother, less busy 
sound of the Grand Lektor.

WEIGHT AND GRAVITAS
Given a rich orchestral 
performance the Grand Lektor 
was formidable in conveying 
weight and gravitas, such 
as the Gergiev treatment of 
Shostakovich 8, refl ecting some 
of the taut playing and gravitas 
fi rst instilled by Mravinsky as 
arguably the work’s master 
interpreter. The trumpets 
of the Mariinsky may not be 
as strident as the Leningrad 
Philharmonic, but the Lektor 
Grand excelled at supporting 
these and other textures, like 
the basses and timps, in a raw, 
believable manner. On more 

After his university master’s degree, Waszczyszyn stayed 
in academia for 10 years, working on projects such as 
the fi rst fi bre-optic ethernet hardware in Eastern Europe. 
The use of I2S in high-end audio is not unique, but the 
implementation here is based on matched impedance 
lines: 50 ohm impedance internal cabling, 50 ohm 
military-grade SMB sockets, 50 ohm military-grade cable 
(MIL-C-17G), and a 50 ohm terminator sited only 5mm 
from the DAC chip. The Grand Lektor is shipped with ten 
short 50 ohm cables 50cm long. Unlike many modern 
high-speed data protocols, eg, FireWire, long runs of 

up to 30m can be accomodated safely. Each of the fi ve 
lines between transport and DAC serves a different 
purpose: one each for a master clock running at 384Fs 
(16.9344MHz); a data clock; a sample clock (44.1kHz); 
and the sound data itself; and the fi fth for an in-built 
volume control system. The Grand Lektor employs a 
very low jitter clock, boasting 3pS accuracy, made by 
TentLabs of the Netherlands. This level of precision 
is said to be preserved all the way to the destination 
point, thanks to the I2S interface, which is specifi ed for 
operation at frequencies up to 4000MHz (4GHz). 

THINKING OUTSIDE THE BLACK BOX

Above: units are built around 
solid slabs of stone; rear of 
transport [left] sports fi ve 
SMB sockets per side for 
connection to the DACs

Gold-fi nished spikes complete the look
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intimate acoustic pieces the 
Grand Lektor shone equally, 
with the incredible percussive 
pianowork of Szymanski able 
to communicate clearly, piano 
harmonics ringing out in the 
captivating studio-echoed 
phrases of Dwie Etiudy.

Where the dCS would give 
a neutral, nearly dispassionate 
rendering, the Ancient Audio 
player had a more engaging 
personality, evident on vocal 
performances like the voice of 
China Forbes from Pink Martini. 
When she opens the band’s fi rst 
album with the sustained cry of 
Amando Mio, it’s plain to hear 
that the Grand Lektor is playing 
the musical card to highlight a 
sweet midband articulation.

Moving to Donde Estas, 
Yoland? from the same album, 
a simple, honest analogue-like 
sound was heard, quite opposed 
to the character heard when 
switching to a dCS upsampler/
DAC, even when fronted by the 
Grand Lektor CD transport. 
The latter proved itself a fi rst-
class disc transport, more 
than capable of fronting these 
high-resolution components via 
a BNC digital connection, and 

once again this combination 
provided the busier, detailed 
sound familiar from an all-dCS 
front-end: faster leading edges 
and lower, more secure bass. 
But the festival of percussion 
overlaying the song made the 
experience less restful in some 
ways, perhaps it’s as it should 
be, but ultimately it wasn’t as 
easy to listen to.

The more I played the Grand 
Lektor, the more I came to 
appreciate its rolling, organic 
fl ow, its sweet top-end and 
expressive midband. A track 
from Lamb’s last studio album, 
Sugar 5 [Between Darkness and 
Wonder] had a new light cast 
upon it, with Louise Robinson’s 
child-like vocal now distinctly 
tracked by her own added 
harmony, riding a complex 
musical picture founded on 
the band’s trademark drum ’n’ 
string-bass rhythms.

For the most accurate sound 
of CD, I dare say that dCS or 
similar cutting-edge digital 
electronics can read further 
into the 16-bit noise fl oor; 
but for a statement-of-the-
art with regard to music, the 
Grand Lektor makes a highly 

THE REPORT
R E V I E W  S Y S T E M  •  V E R D I C T

• dCS Verdi CD transport, Purcell
 upsampler, Delius D/A converter
• Music First Passive Magnetic pre-amp
• Chapter Couplet power amplifi er
• Chord Electronics SPM 1200C 
 power amplifi er

• B&W Nautilus 802 loudspeakers
• Nordost Valhalla speaker cable,
 digital and analogue interconnects
• Clearlight Audio RDC rack
• Isotek Titan mains fi lter

REVIEW SYSTEM

convincing case. The way it 
conveys the pitter-patter of 
hi-hat cymbals, violin strings, 
or a soaring female vocal make 
it an audio instrument to be 
reckoned with. And its best 
is revealed when it lets your 

Lamb Between Darkness and Wonder  (Mercury 9865700)
Maciej Grzybowski Dialog   (Universal Polska 476 155 7)
Pink Martini Sympathique   (Heinz 498912)
Shostakovich 8th Symphony, Gergiev, Kirov  (Philips 446 062) 
Tchaikovsky Violin Concerto, Chung, Previn  (Decca 425 080) 
Tori Amos Little Earthquakes  (EW 7567-82358)

WE LISTENED TO...

concentration on the minutiae of 
sound slip, and you can hear the 
music fl ow. As an objet d’art, 
as a musical instrument, or as 
a piece of audio engineering, 
the Ancient Audio Grand Lektor 
is a unique achievement that 
will appeal to the well-heeled 
connoisseur looking for 
something different.

Each mono DAC is self-contained with 
power supply, digital converters and 
valve-terminated output stage

Above: 
magnetic 
puck secures 
disc while 

it’s playing

Metal domed buttons give full 
transport controls, with 
‘Analog-in’ button reserved for 
future expansion possibilities
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VERDICT
At €13,000 (around £9000) this CD player isn’t cheap, but thanks to its sweet, liquid 
and organic presentation there are few machines that will take you closer to the 
heart of the music. Rich and weighty when appropriate, yet never glossing over the 
details when confronted with a complex mix, it may not be the most transparent 
big-ticket player on the market but what it lacks in sheer resolving abilities it more 
than compensates for with its addictive, analogue-like sound. Add in striking looks, 
a fi rst-class transport and a ruggedness of build that extends beyond the stone 
used for the casing to the choice of professional-spec Philips CD mechanism and 
you’re looking at a world-class design.


