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Acoustical Systems

A=Stellar Turntable

The Road of Design Excess
Leads to the Palace of Wisdom

Michael Fremer

ow big a turntable do you want? One didn’t exist

big enough for Acoustical Systems’ Dietrich Brake-

meier, so he designed and built the enormous Apolyt.

Net weight: 855 pounds. The platter alone, made of
Delrin, three specific alloys, V2a stainless steel, and HD18 Tung-
sten, which almost disappears within the folds of the Apolyt's
enormous chassis and suspension system, weighs more than 110
pounds! Its debut at Munich High End 2019 both wowed and
disgusted attendees and later did likewise on the YouTube video
coverage | posted. Comments ranged from “1 want it!” to “Teed
the poor.” In between were ones that read “All that for a plastic
waffle?” and “We have CDs now.”

Not that Brakemeier cared. He'd created the turntable more
as a design exercise in what was possible to extract from “plastic
waffles” than as a commercially saleable product. Much to his
surprise, more than a few buyers emerged from the digital mist,
and his Frankenstein monster came to commercial, though lim-
ited life, forcing him to figure out how to package and ship the
beast overseas. The Apolyt is still available for $750,000.
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A few vears later at High
End Munich 2022, thanks in
part to his Apolyt R&D (and
a total of 35 years of turnta-
ble design work experience),
he first introduced the A*Stel-
lar as a computer animated
rendering and, a year later, an
A*Stellar “in the flesh” or, put
more accurately, “in the mul-
tiple metallurgy.” Brakemeier
describes the A*Stellar as “lit-
erally the design result of the
road of excess leading to the
palace of wisdom.”

Sull a large and heavy
3-speed turntable, weighing
in at almost 200 pounds and
measuring approximately 27
inches by 19 inches by 9 inch-
es tall, the A*Stellar, a curva-
ceously sculpred layer cake of
a design, exudes a command-
ing presence, more industrial
than jewelry-like—though the
manufacturer wants it to fit in
with your decor, so it’s avail-
able in five finishes: merallic
black, Apolyt-dark anthracite,
dark titanium, silver, and light
titanium. There’s also a large

preamplifier sized outboard
power and air-suspension
supply that connects electri-
cally to the turntable via LE-
MOs and pneumatically wvia
air hoses. Current cost in the
United States is $130,000.

Let's Dig in More Deeply

Despite its diminished size
and weight compared to the
Apolyt, Herr  Brakemeier
insists the A*Stellar is me-
especially
sonically superior thanks to
what he’d learned creating
the Apolyt. The A*Stellar is
a complex belt-drive design.
The multi-layer

chanically  and

construc-
tion makes installation rela-
tively easy, though it’s still a
two-person operation—none
of the five units that comprise
the A*Stellar weigh more than
59 pounds.

The base unit contains a
Swiss-made, brushless Maxon
DC motor and pulley housed
on one side, with a passive
spindle bearing and pulley on
the other. Each corner of the
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base incorporates an active pneumatic isolation “air spring” puck.
The second isolated layer holds the unusually large, captured plat-
ter bearing, on top of which is placed the extremely heavy two-
piece platter. The spindle (there are three options), totally isolated
from the bearing, gets screwed on afterwards. An unusually large,
thick rubber belt is then firted over the motor pulley on one side
and over a passive pulley mechanism on the opposite side, with
the platter between the two. Finally, the top layer holding five
bolted-on arm mounts—the icing on the cake—is placed on
top, fitting onto corner POM inlays, thus completing the table’s
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basic construction. Five arm
mounts? Yes. One located
in each corner plus a central
rear mount for a tangential
air-bearing type arm (there’s
an optional extra cost “drop
in any time” 30mm top plate
made of titanium). The pre-
cision-machined arm board
construction guarantees per-
fect arm geometry if you
swap boards to change arms.

Once everything’s connect-
ed between the motor-drive/
air-pump box, and its pow-
ered on, the two upper layers
rise to isolation height and
only then does the entire cake
get leveled on its three feet
(there are two additional feet
solely to prevent tilting). The
1.2Hz resonant frequency air-
spring isolation system has an
auto-level feature, so it never
requires  attention. Acousti-
cal Systems’ instructions are
thorough, complete, well-or-
ganized, and written clearly
(sadly, an outlier in our indus-
try). All necessary tools are
provided.

The A*Stellars drive fea-
tures an active motor man-
agement system and a “force-
free” horizontal-bearing plane
located precisely at the center
of gravity, like the bearing
concept used by Allen Per-
kins in his RPM and Spiral
Groove turntables, which also
feature similar isolated layer
construction, though not on
this high-mass level.

Mr, Brakemeier told me
that the core idea behind this
design concept is “to get the
energy emitted by the tracking
process away from the source
as fast as possible—through
tonearm and bearing into the
armboard and ultimately of-
fering it a ‘path’ of decreasing
speed and thus no way back
(to the source)” In other
words, the goal is to contin-

ually flush that energy down
the drain and for it to never
find a path back up.

This is accomplished us-
ing multi-layers of alloys se-
quenced in decreasing densi-
tv/hardness—eetting  slower
from the tonearm layer down
to the base layer. He very
carefully specified the various
materials used to accomplish
this, but for review purposes
it’s probably TMI.

Both the platter and bear-
ing are extremely complex
constructions. The platter
consists of more than 38
layers, built of 18 different
materials including tungsten
HDI18, dtanium, AWG6082
aluminum  alloy, and vanadi-
um steel. The platter surface
is a bonded two-inch-thick
vinyl layer with the underside
glued under pressure with
“four pounds of resin onto
38 layers of different densi-
ty organic materials”—all of
which sits inside the alumi-
num outer platter. Brakemeier
says he wanted a non-reflec-
tive interface for the record
and underneath, “an absorb-
ing ‘swamp’ for any energy.”

The sealed bearing, which
extends well below the base,
has no direct contact with
anything other than the un-
derside of the aluminum plat-
ter, and it is vertically magnet-
ically levitated with the 30mm
diameter bearing and isolated
spindle resting inside the vinyl
top for a total of 42 layers and
140mm of space. The result,
he told me, is levitation in air
like a vertical air bearing as
found in “turntables from Ja-
pan and Scandinavia.”

There’s far more to the
bearing story—the many ma-
terials within it, the multple
magnet structures that allow
pre-loading of the bearing to
increase magnetic ficld densi-
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ty and damping, both of which act to damp the bearing itself-
but that too is TMI. Safe to say Brakemeier poured everything
into A*Stellar that he gleaned from creating the Apolyt. Some
would say “simpler is better,” but not he.

A Maxon-based motor management system controls the mo-
tor and the drive power/applied inertia. That produces strong
starting-phase drive torque that decreases continuously as it ap-
proaches the selected speed. The result, when the platter is final-
ly spinning at either 33 1/3 or 45rpm, is an ultra-smooth low-
torque drive. A Hall sensor-based encoder at the motor provides
constant feedback to the motor management system about the
actual RPMs as they approach the set value,

Two extra-cost options were included: a second spindle, small-
er in diameter at the platter surface, to allow for more “wiggle
room” should you, for instance, choose to use a DS Audio ESO01
or 002 record centering device and the DARC 888 record clamp.

Clearly, Acoustical Systems’ turntable design approach is oppo-
site that of Rega, for instance, which prefers the “no mass” ideal
to the “a lot of mass” ideal. As pleasurable months with both the
Rega NAIA and the Acoustical Systems A*Stellar demonstrate,
both can be valid if design strategies are effectively implemented
and both can be valid “to the max™ if implemented to fanatical
degrees as these two are. Acoustical Systems supplied one of its
Axiom Titan tonearms for the review, an outstanding “laboratory
arm” I'd previously reviewed. Later, | installed on the rear left po-
sition the Supatrac Nighthawk reviewed on TrackingAngle.com.

Observations
Once set up, the A*Stellar remained set up and required no
“tweaking” or leveling or adjustment of any kind. If the small
air pump located in the control unit ever came on to “top up”
the isolation system I didn’t hear it. When you've spent $100K+
that’s how you want it.

If you insist upon “instant gratification” start-up, the A*Stellar
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might not be for you, though
once you hear it, you might
forgive its relatively long time
to reach speed (around 13 sec-
onds to reach 33 1/3). T mea-
sured the speed twice follow-
ing the initial setup and check.
The first ime, in late June, the
average speed was 33.219, in
August it was 33.275 and the
deviation percentage using
the Shak’n’spin app improved
from 0.33% to 0.17%. May-
be it was a variation in the
not-lab-grade  measurement
tool or maybe after a longer
break-in the speed accuracy
improved. 1 double-checked
speed using the RPM phone
app and it too measured
33.27. Close enough and im-
portant to mention because
there’s no pitch adjustment
possible.

“Tap tests” on this turn-
table demonstrated that the
isolation system works as
promised. Tapping on the
HRS isolation base produced
no impulse sound from the
speakers, and even tapping on
the top plate—on any of the
secondary arm boards or the
one on which the Axiom was
mounted—produced only a
barely audible sound from the
speakers, a relatively high-fre-
quency, quick-to-decay im-
pulse, with volume turned
to normal listening levels.
Unwanted groove impulses
(pops and clicks) are effec-
tively dealt with and disappear
down the sonic drain as the
designer intended. How you
want and expect it to be for
$100K+.

Sound that Lingers on the Ears
We can all agree that the
biggest sound determinant
in a wrntable setup is the
cartridge. Online, you'll find
people who are convinced
turntables don’t make much

of a difference or have a
“sound” at all. There’s not
much you can do about such
people other than to do an
online sound demo compari-
son. I did one comparing the
vacuum-holddown-equipped
belt-driven  Air  Force 111
Premium (539,500) and the
direct-drive OMA K3 proto-
type 1 once owned (produc-
ton K3 with Schroder arm
$363,000). cartridge
(Lyra Adas Lambda SL), same
tonearm (SAT CHI1-12), and
same phono preamp (CH
Precision P10). I recorded
the same D2D track on both,
moving only the arm, making
the appropriate arm set-up

Same

adjustments. The only vari-
able was the turntable. One
sounded rich, suave, supple,
quiet, and relaxed with gener-
ous instrumental sustain. The
other bristled with excitement
and sounded fast, “tight,” and
rhythmically “snappy”  with
instant, sharp, precise tran-
sient attack and crystalline
clarity.

Despite  YouTube’s sonic
“meatgrinder,” most listeners
easily heard the differences,
but opinions sharply differed
as to which was preferable.
And I'm not going to make
the value judgment here ci-
ther.

The A*Stellar’s sonic per-
formance resides on the belt-
drive side of the sonic fence,
not surprising, because it is a
belt-drive design. It has a big,
full-bodied sound more like
the $495,000 Air Force Zero
that emphasizes instrumental
textures, rich, saturated har-
monics, long sustain, and gen-
Crous d(.'f.‘sl_\'. N()[’ER seem
hang in the air longer than ex-
pected only to then slowly de-
cay into the black backdrop.
The overall presentation has a
highly desirable colorlessness
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lation-booth  recording  pro-
cess. A lot of sitting around
in a room “live,)” and you can
hear it in the production. But
the mix has Petty appropri
ately large, centerstage, and
way forward of the band. If
the jazz and classical albums
sounded warm, enveloping
(which they did), this record
was  hard-edged up front
with plenty of bite to the
guitars and drums and effec-
dvely presented bass lines,
which are more supportive
here than prominent on jazz
albums, and while it’s a mini
mally miked sterco recording,
there’s plenty of room fill that
puts you in a space unlike
typical studio recordings. The
A*Stellar did rock records as

effectively as it did classical

and jazz. It’s a turntable for all

FENres,

Conclusion
Acoustical Sy
lar turntable is an impressive

stems” A*Stel

piece of mechanical engineer
ing and design. It has all the
attributes of fine German
machining, and it sets up
casily and stavs set up. The

pneumatic isolation system is

simple, doesn’t require a large
outboard noisy pump, and is
self-leveling, so it’s almost as
if it’s not there. If you have
a footfall or other feedback
issues, this turntable might
solve them, but since 1 don’t
have that issue in my room, |
can't be sure.

My biggest problem with
this design is the depth of the

crevice surrounding the platter. If a screw rolls down into it while
vou're doing a cartridge install, good luck getting it out, A circular
plastic “bib™ might be a usetul acc

ssory. Otherwise, hosting this
table in my room for a longer than usual time (for reasons not

relevant here) was

a complete pleasure. Not for a second was
there an “1 can’t wait to aet this liﬁng out of my roc ' {h:lught,
Quite the opposite.

I didn’t get into a comparison here with the Wilson Benesch
Prime Meridian on the next-door stand, but of course [ did some
comparisons, and the direct-drive sound was totally different—
in some ways like the differences between tubes and solid state,
but less stark than the OMA/TechDDAS Air Force 111 Premium
comparison, There were qualities and recordings that put one
ahead of the other depending upon your listening tastes, And of
course, the Prime Meridian costs about twice what the A*Stellar
costs when you add in an Axiom arm.

There’s room for five arms, which is probably three more than
most buyers will use, but they are there if you need them. It’s
quict and drains the energy as the design intends as best as I can
hear, putting the music on a black canvas. The A*Stellar’s supple
attack, generous sustain, and decay into black lets the music linger
delicately in space like the visual decay of an exploding firework

shell, tag
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Critical Mass Systems Ultra-Gateway Rack
I would like to thank Drew Kalbach for the time and effort he
put into the Ultra-Gateway review. Designing an entry-level rack
that conforms to the high standard of performance Critical Mass
Systems has come to stand for was extremely difficult. Entry
level means low cost. Low cost generally means compromised
performance. We overcame this problem by adding the LS 2.25
feet to the rack as standard equipment. The precise materials and
fastidious application of damping materials inside the foot drain
excess energy out of the entire rack structure. The reduction of
mechanical interference in the signal path results in improved
component performance. The LS 2.25 feet are the technological
edge that earned Ultra-Gateway the CMS logo.
Joseph Lavrencik
Critical Mass Systems

Monitor Audio Hyphn

With Hyphn, the Monitor Audio design team set out to create a
loudspeaker that fully embodies our transparent design philos-
ophy. At the heart of this approach is the idea that the speaker
itself should disappear, leaving the music and the artist’s intent at
the forefront of the listening experience. Hyphn delivers on this
promise with an audio performance unlike anything else we've
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created. Developed by our UK-based R&D team, Hyphn stands
as a statement piece for Monitor Audio: a design that redefines
expectations while pushing the boundaries of high-end audio
performance. It is not just a speaker; it’s a statement of intent
for the brand. Many thanks, indeed, to Andre Jennings and TAS,
Charles Minett

Product Design Director
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Acoustical Systems A*Stellar Turntable
Picking up Michael Fremer’s comment about lost screws and hint
regarding covering the crevice surrounding the A*Stellar’s platter,
we will now include a custom rubber profile with the A*Stel-
lar for easy cover and removal during cartridge mounting, The
speed(s) of 33 1/3 as well as 45rpm can be adjusted. Michael did
not have that information at the time of the review—uea cuipa.
The pitch control only works with direct adjustment in the motor
management. There is a USB port located at the rear connection
box. The needed software is provided together with detailed, pic-
tured instructions. It is a 2-3 minute procedure and allows freely

fine-adjusting the speed(s) in steps as small as 0,005 rpm.
Dietrich Brakemeier
CTO, Acoustical Systems
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