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S
urelyitwastheMichell
ISOthatstarteditall?Back
attheendoftheeighties,
wordgotoutthatthere
wasalittleblackboxthat,
whenpluggedbetween

yourturntableandamplifier’saux
input,wouldtransformyourvinyl
sound.Therest,astheysay,ishis-
tory.Withinafewyearstherewere
countlessdesignsreachingthe
market,andbythemid-ninetieswe
wereseeingtheadventofthe£1,000
phonostage–alottopayforwhat
usedtocomeasstandardinyour
preamplifierorintegrated!
 Germany-basedLehmannAudio
hasbeenanincreasinglystrong
playerinthismarketinrecent
years,especiallyinmainlandEurope.
The£300BlackCubeputthe
companyonthemap,andhasproved
enduringlypopular.Nowthough,the
new£1,100BlackCubeDecadefinds
itselfinadifferentmarketaltogether,

onewithsomeestablishedfavourites
suchastheISO'sdistantrelative
-theTrichordDiablo-plusWhest
Audio'sPS.20/MsU.20andEastern
Electric'sMiniMaxPhonostage
–competitionisindeedtough.
 Thepackagecomprisestwo
standard-sized(280x110x44mm)
Lehmannboxes,withachoiceof
eitherblackorsilveraluminium
fascias.Oneisthephonostageitself,
theotherthePWXIIpowersupply
andtheyarejoinedtooneanother
viaachunkycableterminatedin
XLRs.Theaudiostageboastshigh
qualityelectronics–Lehmannsaysits
inputstagescanalsobefoundin“top
notchmixingconsolesorwell-known
professionalmicrophonepreamps”.
Thepassivefilternetworkbetween
thetwolineargainstageshas“high
precisionMKPcaps”andthere’sa
zeroglobalfeedbackClassAoutput
stage.Gold-platedRCAconnectors
arefittedtothehighqualitydouble

sidedprintedcircuitboard.The
powersupplyactuallyhastwopower
outputfeeds,sotwophonostages
canberunfromits30VAtoroidal
transformer,whichsportsagrounded
isolationcoilbetweentheprimary
andsecondarycoil.Thereare
chokesbeforeandafterthevoltage
regulation,andhighqualitydouble-
sidedprintedcircuitboardsare
usedforoptimalsignalroutingand
componentplacing
 UnliketheWhestAudioPS.20/
MsU.20,whichishighlyadjustablebut
usesfiddlyloadingplugs(whichmust
beobtainedfromWhestinadvance),
insomerespectstheLehmannBlack
CubeDecadeismoreeasilyconfig-
urableviathefrontpanel.Oneswitch
allowsforMMorMCcartridges,and
there’sanothergivinganadditional
10dBofgain.However,cartridge
loadingislesseasilyconfigurable,as
itcomessetupfor100Ohmand
1kOhm,andanychangeofinput

CubularBelle
LehmannAudio’snewhighendBlackCubeDecadephonostageprovesthatsmall
isbeautiful,saysDavidPrice...
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capacitancemeansyou’llneedtouse
theinternalslotsystem.Theinput
capacitancecanbesetto100pF,
220pFand1nF—anunusuallywide
range.A60Hzsubsonicfilterisfitted,
switchablefromthefrontpanel.

SOUNDQUALITY
Firstthingsfirst,andinmysystem
atleast,IfoundtheBlackCube
Decade’sperformancewasseverely
hamperedbythesuppliedmains
lead–achangetoaBlackRhodium
Fusion(£81/m)madeadramatic
difference.Ialsoplacedtheaudio
boxonfourBrightStarIsoNode
feet,whichreallymoveditforward
intermsofclarityandmusicality
foraround£20.Icompareditto
mysolid-statereference,theWhest
AudioPS.20/MsU.20,whichwasalso
thusset-up.
 Properlyfettled,theBlackCube
provedastate-of-the-art£1,000
solid-stagephonostage,givingaway
littletoeithertheWhestorthe
TrichordDiabloattheprice–but
thatisnottosayitsoundsthesame...
IftheTrichordwereatthefarleftof
ourscale–verymusicallyengaging
andpropulsive,thentheLehmann
wouldbeattheright,andtheWhest
inthemiddle.BythisImeanthatitis
asilkysoundingsolid-staterwithlots
ofdetailandspace,butdoesn’thave
thevimthattheTrichordor(lessso)
theWhestpossess.Thisisinteresting,
becauseuntilrecentlyIthoughtthe
Whestwasontheultrasmoothand
analyticalsideofthings–andhere
wehavesomethingthatmakesit
seemquiteroughandready!
 Don’tgetmewrong,Iamnot
abouttolapseintoclichéandcall
itatypicallyTeutonic‘hi-fi’sounding
devicethattellsyoueverythingthat’s
happeningbutdoesn’tinvolveyou
–thatisnotthecase.Butithaswhat
I’dcalla‘studiosound’,inasmuchasit
istechnicallyexcellentbutlackingin
anyrealcharacterofitsown.There
aretwoschoolsofbelievershere
–Noellovesthejoiedevivreofthe
EasternElectrictubestage,whereasI
oftenfindmyselfgoingmoretowards
thistypeofpresentation,which
isobviouslymoredetailed,better
architecturallyandmore‘technical’
sounding.Still,onelistentotheNote
ProductsPhoNotetubephonostage
(atnearlytwicethepriceofthe
Lehmann)andIfindIcanbepulled
backtovalves!
 TheCrusaders’‘StreetLife’saw
theLehmannofferingawideopen
windowonthemusic.Moststriking
istheproportionality.Whereasvalve
stagesliketheEasternElectricthrow
yourightinthe‘stalls’,theLehmann
putsyouonthebestseatinthe
balcony,whereyoucanhearhow

everythingrelatesto
everythingelseinthe
mixwithtotalprecision.
Bythesametoken,it’s
alessintenseemotional
experience,butit’s
thatclassictrade-off.
TheWhestputsyouin
thecircle,bytheway,
justabitclosertothe
proceedings,butretains
anexcellentsenseof
scaledespiteitsgreater
immediacy.
 Themidbandisexcellentthen,
butinasolid-statesortofway.Like
Naimamplifiers,itdoesn’tmajoron
tellingyouaboutthetonaltexturing
oftheinstrumentsinquestion.It’s
smoothandalmostsilkytonally,but
everythingsoundsthisway,even
therawclarinetsonTheCrusaders
‘RodeoDrive’.Instead,theLehmann
focusesonthestartandstoppoints
ofnotes,andhowtheyallfittogether
inthebigmusicaljigsawpuzzlethatis
themix.Towit,it’sveryfastandclear
acrossthebass,midandtreble.
 Anotheroneofitstalents–and
thisisonlywhenit’sisolatedand
poweredbyadecentmainscable–is
dynamics.Itisdeceptivelydynamicin
fact,andenjoyssignpostingthesubtle
accentsofRobertFripp’sguitaras
muchasitdoessnare
drumsbeingassaulted
byayoungKeithMoon.
TheCharlatans'‘Then’
provedgreatfun–it’s
abusymix,somewhat
dullsoundingbutvery
brooding,andthe
Lehmanndiditsstuff
bycuttingthroughthe
dirgelikeahotknife
throughbutter,throwing
outawide,well
proportionedrecorded
acousticandmassesof
detail.Basswastautand
tuneful,midbandclear
andspaciousandtreble
sweet.Indeed,movingto
theWhestshowedless
‘breathingroom’around
theindividualelements
inthemix,andavery
subtlelossofdetail.By
thesametoken,itwas
obviouslymoreengaging
andtuneful,makingthe
musicianssoundlike
theyreallymeantit.

CONCLUSION
HadInotsoupedupthe
LehmannBlackCube
Decadewithadecent
mainsleadandspent
sometimeisolating
itfrommechanical

vibrationthenIdon’tthinkitwould
havegotthereceptionitdid,which
wasverypositive.Surelyitwouldn’t
hurtthecompanytothrowinat
leastaslightlybettermainsleadwith
theirtopphonostage?Likewise,
thesetwopressedsteel£1,100
boxeslackthemechanicalvibration
resistanceofa£300TrichordDino.
Still,intheend,thetopLehmann
deliveredthegoodsverynicely
thankyouverymuch.Ithasa
wonderfullyspacioussound,andis
trulyexceptionalinthisrespectat
theprice,withfinedimensionality,
dynamicsandaverynatural,airy
treble.Assuch,itcomesheartily
recommended,butitwon’tsuitthose
whoplaceimmediacyoveraccuracy,
forwhomtherearemanychoices.

VERDICT
Excellent solid-state phono stage with 
tremendous detailing and a silky sound, 
but faces stiff competition from tube 
and transistor designs alike.

LEHMANN BLACK CUBE 
DECADE £1,100
Henley Designs
    +44 (0)1235 511166
www.lehmannaudio.de

)

The Black Cube Decade offers High 
and Low gain with either MM or MC 
cartridges. MM Low was very low at 
x60, x100 being a common minimum, 
and High will be most useful, as MM 
cartridges rarely give more than 5mV 
or so output when playing an LP. With 
MC at High there is enough gain even 
for low output types, although only just. 
With insensitive amplifiers of 400mV or 
more, volume will have to be turned up 
a little, but this should not be a problem 
as the Decade is reasonably quiet at 
0.074uV equivalent input noise, if not 
up with the best that manage 0.04uV 
- around 5dB quieter.
 Equalisation was deadly accurate 
right across the audio band, the -1dB 
limits being 20Hz-96kHz. Our analyses 
clearly show this. Switching in the 
Warp Filter rolls down bass below 
125Hz (-1dB), which is a bit severe, the 
-3dB frequency being 52Hz. There is a 
healthy -18dB attenuation at 5Hz, where 
warps live. 
 The stage overloads at 8.8V output, 
so input overload values depend on gain 
used, but are high enough for all real 
life situations. Distortion was minimal 
and separation wide.
 The Decade is a well engineered, 
simple to use stage that performs very 
well. The warp filter could usefully 
have been a little more slick, as it 
affects audible bass as well as warps. 
NK

Frequency response (MM&MC) 
20Hz-96kHz

Separation (MM, MC) 68/78dB
Noise (MM/MC) 0.24/0.07uV
Distortion   0.001%
Gain  x60, x184 x628, x1908
Overload   8.8V out

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

MMFREQUENCYRESPONSE

FOR
- detail
- perspective
- space
- smoothness

AGAINST
- set-up dependent

MCFREQUENCYRESPONSE
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