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WARP BACK TO the Seventies 
when LP records were king of the 
world. The format’s best-selling year 
was 1975 – ably assisted by the 
release of Mike Oldfield’s Tubular 

Bells – and by the end of the decade 
record players ruled the hi-fi roost. 
The result was a super-competitive 
market where everyone was trying 
to eke out the best possible sound 
from vinyl discs.

The golden rule was rigidity –  
the idea being that the cartridge, 
tonearm, turntable bearing and 
record groove formed a closed  
loop where any energy loss would 
mean less information and reduced 
dynamics. It followed that cartridges 
should be as tightly affixed to 
tonearm headshells as possible.

But what if we were wrong? That’s 
where this cartridge decoupler 
comes in. It’s not supposed to break 
the aforementioned closed loop, so 
much as take another contributing 
factor out of the equation. It’s 
designed to minimise the effect of 
tonearm resonance on the action of 
the cartridge in the groove.

Good vibrations
Think of it in terms of what a car 
suspension does for a car body, but 
rather than trying to stop the 
vibrations of the road surface 
getting up into the passenger 
compartment, it sets out to stop the 
resonances of the tonearm going 
into the cartridge. This makes 
perfect sense, because the cartridge 
and/or stylus is an ultra-sensitive 
analogue vibration-measuring 
instrument. The trick is to get it 
measuring the right sort of vibes –  
ie: those of the action of the stylus 
in the record groove, rather than 
those of the tonearm resonating to 
air-borne vibrations. 

Designer Arthur Khoubesserian 
says the Houdini effectively lets the 
cartridge float in the headshell, but 
only in a specific way. That’s why it 
combines a suspension system and a 
so-called torsion-tether – just as cars 
use a combination of springs and 
bump stops to constrain the action 
of the dampers. In other words, the 
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OUR VERDICT

Houdini isn’t designed to roam free,  
it is kept stable while isolating. The 
device is attached to the tonearm 
rigidly, while the cartridge is affixed 
to the suspended section, effectively 
decoupling both arm and cartridge 
from one another. 

Four Delrin threaded bolts are used 
to fix it to the headshell, and the 
headshell to the cartridge. First the 
cartridge is affixed to the Houdini, 
and then the Houdini/cartridge to the 

tonearm. It is 6mm thick, so the VTA 
will need to be reset and the tracking 
force tweaked slightly. Two versions 
are available, one with threaded 
mounts and one without.

Houdini delivers an easily audible 
improvement, which varies with the 
arm and cartridge combination being 
used. I find it particularly effective 
with an aluminium arm-tubed Rega 
RB300 tonearm tracking metal 
bodied cartridges such as my Lyra 
Dorian moving coil. Yet it still does 

good work in the titanium nitride 
‘cartridge carrier’ of my SME Series 
III with a plastic bodied Audio-
Technica AT-VM95 moving magnet. 
My Technics SL-1210 Mk2 with its 
bundled arm tracking an Audio-
Technica AT-33E MC really improves 
too. In every instance, there’s a slight 
smoothing of tone with subtle 
lessening of bass warmth and a 
smoothing of the upper mid.

Orinoco flow
Another facet is extra low-level 
detail; it’s possible to hear deeper 
into a recording. Alongside this is  
an easier and more organic quality 
to the way the music flows. There’s 
less of a sense that I’m hearing a 
cartridge tracking a groove, and 
more a master tape feel. Stereo 
separation also improves, with 
superior stage depth being a big win. 
It makes mediocre cartridges sound 
good and good ones great.

This is an intriguing and important 
vinyl accessory that should not  
be taken too lightly. £300 might  
seem steep for what’s in the box,  
but the sonic results are more than 
commensurate. If you disagree there’s 
a 30-day money-back guarantee –  
so everyone’s a winner. DP
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