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PREAMP/USB DAC

o

Mark Levinson N 526
Here we have a hefty preamp with a price-tag to match, and a remarkable level of
flexibility – so can it impress as much with its sound as it does with its technology?
Review: Andrew Everard Lab: Paul Miller

T

hink audiophile preamplifier, and
the chances are you’d imagine the
archetypal product to be a model
of minimalism – after all, it needs
do no more than switch between sources
and offer a volume control, right? Trouble
is, the sheer diversity of sources available
to today’s listeners means things can’t be
that simple any more, what with listeners
using everything from CDs and LPs through
to computer-stored files at ever-greater
sampling rates and/or file sizes.
Hence the latest preamp from Mark
Levinson, the No526. Don’t let the prosaic
model designation – the company’s
numbering system never gives you much
of a clue as to what the product actually
does – fool you into thinking it’s in any way
ordinary: this £20,000 preamp comes fully
loaded. And then some.

with Eichenbaum from his previous
employment: he was at Krell for a total
of 25 years, worked on more than 60 of
that company’s products as well as being
instrumental in the development of some
of its ‘signature’ technologies.
The No526 is hand-built by contract
assembly company Mack Technologies,
which has a close partnership with
the brand, at its facility in Westford,
Massachusetts. And this preamp very
much epitomises American high-end audio
in both the quality of its construction
and its sheer mass. It’s a hefty beast,
clad in a combination of cold-rolled
steel and aluminium and weighing a
not inconsiderable 17.7kg. Open the
substantial shipping carton and you might
be surprised to see an altogether more

sensibly sized box within… turns out it’s
just for the accessories.

clever stuff within
What’s immediately clear from first
acquaintance with the preamp is its dualmono layout, with the analogue inputs and
outputs arranged in a mirror-image across
the rear panel, and with the phono inputs
below them. There’s also a headphone
output on the front panel – a first for the
brand – driven by the main Class A preamp
stage, allowing it to power headphones
down to 32ohm, rather than using a
separate headphone amp (as is often the
case in products of this kind).
There are two sets of balanced inputs
and of course one set of balanced outs,
plus three single-ended pairs of RCAs, while

high-end POSTER CHILD
The company, for more than two decades
owned by Harman International, and
part of its Luxury Audio stable, describes
the No526 as a ‘Dual-Monaural Pure Path
Preamplifier with Precision Link DAC and
Pure Phono’, but even that only scratches
the surface of what’s going on here. For
example, it has no fewer than 12 inputs
– six analogue and six digital – and offers
a level of configurability that requires
the use of a computer browser interface
connected via both USB and network.
We’re a very long way from a volume
control and a handful of relay-switches here
– but a version without the digital inputs,
the No523, is also available.
It’s designed, like all Mark Levinson
products, at a dedicated facility in Shelton,
Connecticut – the ‘Engineering Center
of Excellence’, no less – where Todd
Eichenbaum, Director of Engineering at
Harman Luxury Audio, leads a ten-strong
team working on Lexicon, Mark Levinson
and JBL Synthesis. Readers may be familiar
RIGHT: Switchmode and linear PSUs feed
digital and analogue preamp stages. Resistorladder volume control and configurable MM/
MC phono stage are screened from interference
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digital ins run to AES/EBU, two coaxial and
two optical S/PDIFs, and an asynchronous
USB Type-B for computer hook-up. There’s
also a standard USB-A and a micro USB
socket, and an RJ45 Ethernet network
connection. But before anyone gets
too excited about the unlikely prospect
of hooking up an iPod or – more likely,
streaming music from NAS – hold your
horses. In practice these are purely to
facilitate product updates using a home
computer or, with the USB-A, the loading of
new firmware files from a
USB thumb drive.
Other connections
run to the usual range
of home automation
options, including in/out
12V triggers, an external
infrared sensor for remote
control, and RS232 on
an RJ12 socket. The No526 comes with a
relatively compact and decidedly nonextravagant handset [see p43], which does
the job but is unlikely to become a coffeetable conversation piece.
However, while the preamp presents
a somewhat plain if purposeful face to
the world, all the clever stuff behind that
lofty price is, as you might hope, within.
The proprietary ‘Precision Link’ DAC is
based around ESS Sabre technology, has
a choice of three filters, offers a selection

of ‘Normal’ or ‘Wide’ PLL digital input lock
tolerances, uses seven separate power
supplies and can handle file formats up
to 192kHz/32-bit and DSD128/5.6MHz.
There’s also Harman’s Clari-Fi ‘music
restoration’ system, designed to put
some life back into highly compressed
file formats. Now one might wonder why
anyone would want to play such files
through a £20,000 preamp, but if you do
you’ll find you can adjust the amount of
Clari-Fi processing to suit your taste.
There’s more on the
No526’s remarkably
versatile phono stage in
editor PM’s boxout [see
below]. Other options,
accessed from the front
panel using a menu
system, include a choice
of display and power/
standby options, the latter going from the
factory default ‘Green’ mode, which is a
conventional standby, to simply muting the
output and turning off the display while
keeping the audio circuits powered and
ready for action.
It’s also possible to switch the response
of the resistor-ladder volume control. The
default has the up/down volume respond
to the speed at which the knob is turned,
while there’s the option of faster response
in the lower stages of the volume range,

‘The sense of the
solo instrument
before me was
almost palpable’

PROGRAMMABLE PHONO
No fiddling with jumpers or DIP switches with Mark Levinson’s No526 as the
phono stage’s user-configurable 50-680pF input capacitance (MM), its 20ohm47kohm input loading (MC) and +40dB to +70dB gain options [see Lab Report,
p43] are all accessible via the front panel setup menu. As is, I might add, the
infrasonic filter that switches in a 2nd-order roll-off at a low 15Hz. In practice,
I preferred the sound of the phono stage without the filter in situ, although
the contoured LF response of the eq section reinforced the already rich and
boisterous quality of the SME 20/3 and SME Series V/Koetsu Black front-end
spinning at the back of my listening room. But while the No526 brings a powerful
sense of weight and momentum to vinyl, the likes of Isaac Hayes’ ‘Life’s Mood’
[Branded; Virgin VPBLP 24] is not overly brooding but bursts into song as the
off-beat piano contrasts with the more fulsome feel of his deep and soulful
vocals. It’s a neat trick but I’d still be wary of warped LPs, less-than-perfectly
isolated decks and, most importantly, under-damped reflex-loaded speakers. PM

ABOVE: Modern and very elegant industrial
design belies the complexity of the No526’s
feature set – navigated via a two rotary
encoders and row of buttons, or via a browser

slowing as higher levels are reached. I quite
liked the default setting, which enables
one to make a change quickly, then adjust
things in very fine increments when the
desired level is approached.
The balanced and single-ended outputs
can be set to variable or fixed – the latter
handy if you already have a good preamp
and for some reason have chosen to buy
the No526 as a DAC/phono stage – and to
activate a 24dB/octave 80Hz high-pass
filter on the output should you be using an
active subwoofer. Finally, a Surround Sound
Processor mode allows one of the inputs
to be configured to fixed unity gain for use
when the No526 is fed by the front left/
right outputs of a surround processor.

fast and assured
Without a doubt the No526 is an extremely
flexible control centre for a high-quality
system, its fairly slender casework
incorporating functions one might
otherwise assign to three separate boxes –
phono stage, DAC and preamp. How that
sits with your views on future upgrading
or putting all one’s eggs in a single basket
is a decision only the buyer can make, but
the good news is that the No526 fulfils
all its functions to a very high standard,
and never gives rise to any doubts about
performance being sacrificed in the quest
for convenience.
It sounds big, fast, dramatic and entirely
assured across a wide range of musical
genres, and if you put the old ‘tingle
factor’ high on your list of priorities, it
will certainly rise to the occasion. There’s
nothing false, artificial or overtly ‘hi-fi’
about the sound here: rather the music
is given room to breathe and shine,
constantly catching the ear not only with
the level of detail on offer, but also with
the sense of flow and expression.
Indeed, rather as one finds when a
high-quality, high-power amplifier is slotted
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Lab
report
PREAMP/USB DAC

Mark Levinson No526

ABOVE: Two coaxial and two optical S/PDIF digital ins are joined by USB 2.0 and
AES/EBU inputs, micro USB, USB-A and Ethernet port plus XLR and four analogue RCA
inputs (including a configurable MM/MC input) plus RCA and XLR outputs

into a system, the effect of the
No526 is somewhat akin to letting
the music off the leash. Best of
all, it delivers this standard of
performance across its wide gamut
of input options, from balanced and
single-ended analogue to high-res
digital music played via USB input.

playing with filters
With PM having established the
quality of the inbuilt phono stage
in his boxout, I have to admit I was
most intrigued to find out how well
the onboard digital stage combined
with the analogue section would
fare as a source/control set-up. Here,
the No526 never disappointed. With
everything from violin with orchestra
on DSD – Arabella Steinbacher’s
Fantasies, Rhapsodies & Daydreams
[Pentatone PTC5186536; DSD64
via NativeDSD.com] – through to
mainstream rock and blues, the
No526 demonstrated the ability to
put what sounds like everything
that’s on the recording out there for
the listener’s pleasure, drawing the
attention deeper into the music.
On the Steinbacher recording
the sense of the solo instrument
before me was almost palpable,
with every bite of rosin on string
beautifully delineated, while the
orchestra had wonderful scale and
richness, never seeming cloying
or over-bloomy. Meanwhile with
the recent 44.1kHz/24-bit release
of Rage Against The Machine’s
eponymous album [Epic; HDtracks
download] the No526 simply let the
full-on onslaught of the sound slam
out of the speakers, losing nothing

in impact or power, or indeed the
visceral effect of the performances.
There’s not much the digital
filters can do to alter the charge
of that particular album, but with
less bonkers content there is a
perceptible difference between
‘Fast’ and ‘Slow’ settings, the
former giving a little more attack,
and the latter a marginal gain in
warmth and weight. Meanwhile, the
Minimum Phase filter gives slightly
sharper focus when listening to
solo instrument recordings such as
Johan Brouwer’s Vaudry [Aliud ACD
BA089-2; DSD64], tightening the
rendition of the harpsichord strings
just a shade.
Switching the PLL Lock to ‘Wide’
softens the sound very slightly, but
may be useful if find yourself using
digital sources prone to momentary
drop-outs. As ever, preferences when
it comes to all these digital settings
are really down to the user.
Whichever you choose, one
thing is for certain – if the mark of a
great hi-fi component is how well it
offers everything while apparently
doing nothing to get in the way of
the music, then the Mark Levinson
No526 is very special indeed.

Based on the No585 [HFN Apr ’15] and No519’s ESS Sabre
DAC stage, the No526 offers a full 20V output via its 73ohm
balanced XLR outs while the A-wtd S/N ratio reaches 112.6dB
and the response is flat to within –0.15/20kHz, –1.1dB/45kHz
and –6.2dB/90kHz with 48kHz, 96kHz and 192kHz digital
inputs. The ‘Slow’ filter option offers a stronger –3.1dB/20kHz
cut than either the ‘Fast’ or ‘Minimum Phase’ filters, but there’s
less acausal distortion (pre-ringing) on transients. Harmonic
distortion drops as low as 0.00008% at 1kHz/–10dBFs but is a
little higher at 0.001% by 20kHz/–10dBFs [see Graph 1]. Jitter is
phenomenally low at ≤10psec, all sample rates, while low-level
resolution is good to ±0.3dB over a full 110dB dynamic range.
The precision engineering of the No526’s phono stage is
reflected in most of the measurements. The notional +40dB
(MM) and +50dB, +60dB, +70dB (Low, Mid and High gain
MC) settings arrive closer to +53.7dB, +63.3dB, +73.4dB and
+83.1dB in practice (full volume, balanced output). So the
No526 is very sensitive but also benefits from very low noise,
delivering a massive 94.2dB A-wtd S/N ratio via MM and 77.6dB
via all three MC settings (re. 5mV and 500µV in, respectively).
High gain typically means limited overload margins and so the
No526 clips at 89mV (MM), 31mV, 9.2mV and 3.0mV (Low,
Mid and High gain MC), suggesting it’s best partnered with
lower-output MMs and MCs. Distortion is far lower than ML’s
<0.03% spec. at 0.003-0.007% (20Hz-20kHz, re. 0dBV) but the
boost in sub-1kHz response (+0.25dB/300Hz, +0.5dB/50Hz and
+0.7dB/20Hz) must surely be intentional [see Graph 2]. PM

ABOVE: Distortion versus 48kHz/24-bit digital signal
level over a 120dB range via S/PDIF (1kHz, red) and
USB (1kHz, black; 20kHz, blue)

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT
By any standards a remarkable
preamplifier, as much for its
sound and flexibility as the
quality of its build – oh, and the
price! The No526 is striking for
its ability to deliver everything
played through it with maximum
conviction and clarity. Of course
it places demands on the system
with which it’s used, but if you’re
lucky enough to be able to afford
a set-up able to do it justice,
you’re in for a treat.
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ABOVE: RIAA-corrected frequency response over an
extended 5Hz-100kHz (infrasonic filter, dashed) with
THD versus frequency (red) via MM at 0dBV output

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS
Maximum output level (Balanced)

20Vrms at 73ohm

A-wtd S/N ratio (Digital/MM/MC)

112.6dB / 94.2dB / 77.6dB

Distortion (1kHz, 0dBFs/–30dBFs)

0.00065% / 0.00018%

Freq. resp. (20Hz-20kHz/45kHz/90kHz)

+0.0dB to –0.15/–1.13/–6.2dB

Frequency resp. (MM, 20Hz-20kHz)

+0.70dB to +0.04dB

Input sensitivity (MM/MC, re. 0dBV)

2.07mV / 682µV/214µV/70µV

Input overload (MM/MC, re. 1% THD)

89mV / 31mV / 9.2mV / 3.0mV

Power consumption

67W (1W standby)

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight

267x76x295mm / 3.6kg
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