
- Web Exclusive -

1

Van Alstine Transcendence Five Preamplifier
Scot Markwell

Frank Van Alstine’s full-function, all-tube Transcendence Five preamplifier is, at its
price, a rather astonishingly good piece of stereo equipment. It actually performs at a
much higher level of musical competency than some other units with similar features that
cost considerably more. I have used this small, unobtrusive featherweight box in a variety
of system combinations and never once has the T-Five embarrassed itself or seemed out of
place, even when used with ultra-revealing components such as Lamhorn 1-8s or Silverline
La Folia speakers, or when running high-bandwidth, wonderful amplifiers such as the
AtmaSphere M60s, never mind with its own Van Alstine brother, the FET-Valve 550Ex, a
280-watts-per-channel hybrid power amp that sprang from the same fertile mind as the T-
Five. In fact, in many respects, after listening for the last several months to this little
honey of a preamp, I really have to ask myself why so much audio equipment is so very
expensive—the Van Alstine Transcendence Five manages to pass an extraordinary amount
of music for under $1,000.
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Frank Van Alstine is something of a living legend in the US audio industry, right up
there with Joe Grado and Jim Bongiorno and Paul Klipsch (who died recently). Back in the
1970s and Eighties, Van Alstine was known more for his modifications on other equipment
than for his own designs. Some readers may well remember the van Alstine/Dynaco Stereo
400 amplifier, one of the best solid-state designs of its day, or his (rather more quirky and
perhaps less successful) redo of the Grado Gte+1 moving-magnet phono cartridge. For the
last 15-20 years, however, Van Alstine has been quietly manufacturing solid-state, tubed,
and hybrid-design amps, preamps, and (lately) DACs at his Burnsville, Minnesota, factory,
and selling these products directly to the public at almost bargain-basement prices.

I first got the nudge to go hear some of these products from Harry Pearson’s lawyer
and champion, Howard Arber, a longtime Van Alstine fan. And he has a point: Why should
you spend absurd amounts of money on hi-fi gear that is relatively untried or is fussy and
requires coddling, when you can pay a minimal sum for smaller, lighter, pain-free stuff that
does virtually the same job? I confess I have become a bit spoiled by the expensive and
esoteric equipment that regularly darkens my door, and occasionally even a bit cynical
(when some of that fancy stuff either does not work well or at all). So it seemed a rather
unexciting event to take the T-Five out of its box and install it in my system.

First impressions, however, got me thinking that perhaps here was something that
could actually be quite interesting, indeed. Two full tape loops, a mono switch (glory be!),
two sets of outputs, and far better RCA jacks on the rear of the chassis than I have seen
on many a fancy-pants design. Although Van Alstine makes a point in the instructions to
take care in using cables with oversized RCA plugs, as he believes the outer jackets might
touch and cause grounding problems, I used Siltech (which uses large WBTs) and
Wireworld Gold Eclipse cables (which have the biggest honkin’ jacks around) with no
problems. Would that all high-end fittings were so robust and solid. The chassis for the T-
Five is the only aspect of the preamplifier that fails to elicit anything more than a ho-hum
response. A plain folded sheet-metal case powder-coated in black is what you get for your
$979, but it is, ultimately, what is inside that is important. So with this in mind I installed
it into my home system and fired it up.

My first reaction to the T-Five was that it sounded raw and unsophisticated and not
a bit like a high-end product, so I put a CD on repeat and went away for about three
hours. What a difference a little foreplay can make! When I returned, the system was
playing music at a level that I certainly did not expect. The sound now was big, bold,
muscular and fully fleshed out at both frequency extremes. That touch of ultimate finesses
and sophistication was still missing, but the presentation was vastly better. I sat down and
played several CDs, and many more over the next few days, and it rapidly became
apparent that the Transcendence Five was anything but just another low-cost plain box. I
am not sure how Van Alstine performs his magic; he will quote few specs on this product
except to say that it is a low-noise, low-distortion circuit that has 20dB of gain in the line
stage and 40dB in the phono stage, and is pure vacuum-tube amplification throughout.

In the end, superb specifications and fancy casework do not make or break a
product. The final judge is how well it plays music. Here the answer is: very well, indeed.
After I had more fully run-in the T-Five, I really started to listen, first to CDs and then,
once I had managed to find a decent transformer for the phono stage so that I could run
my preferred MC cartridges (the Transcendence Five will comfortably accept cartridges
with outputs as low as 1mv without a step-up device), LPs.




