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Classé Audio has an enviable reputation as one of the high-end's most venerable stalwaris.
Classé’s beautifully built and designed products have been well-reviewed throughout the
world and the new Delta Series components are considered by most authorities o be at the
cutting edge of audio and visual technology. Dave Nauber, Classé’s Vice President for Brand
Development recently visited Australia and Australian HI-Fl grabbed the opportunity to cateh
up with what's happening with this famous Canadian manufacturer...
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AMF: Can you tell Australion HI-FI's readers a Htele bit about your backgroond, und hew vou
came for be warking for Classé Awlio?

DN: [ have been in high-end audio my entire adult life. | worked in a high-end audio
store whilst | was gaining Degrees in Electrical and General Engineering from the University
of inois. 1 sold many high-end products whilst 1 was there, including Mark Levinson. The
person who hired me, Mike Wesley, later went on to become the marketing director for Mad-
rigal. Whilst in Connecticut we got together and Mike asked me what I was thinking about
doing after | graduated. Ultimately he offered me to come work at Madrigal. My first real job
was at Madrigal. I was there for almost 17 years, and eventually became Director of Sales and
Marketing. [ was generally quite happy there. [ liked the people | worked with and [ believed
in the products we were making. But as just businesses have their cycles we also had our
ups and duwns. 'Ihen in 2002 I took a p call from Joe Atkins,

] : i [ you need t ¢ three 'I's: Inmtment Ideas and ﬂle indi-
duals to exe tethuse ldm Suwcbegan the task of bringing the right people on board, some
of them in the enginecring department, then about a year after | started we brought in Tom
Calatayud who was one of the best hardware engineers at Mark Levinson. This gave us serious
digital expertise, because Tom designed every single digital product Mark Levinson ever made,
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Then we brought in Alan Clark who for the
ten years prior had been Head of Electronic
Design at Linn, He's now VP for Research
and Development at Classé Audio and Chief
Technology Officer for the B&EW Group.
Alan not enly co-ordinates the activities of
a number of designers around the world, he
also identifies emerging technologies for fu-
ture research. 50 we've put this formidable
design team together to start work on a new
range of products without being encum-
bered by what had come before. There were
no sacred cows, and no “it has to be this or
it has to be that because it's what we've al-
ways done.”

AHF: W immagie it would be quite libenat-
frg to b able fo start with a clean shate..

DN:  Never in my life did | ever have
such a clear opportunity! To sit with a group
of people and be able to say: ‘What do you
think of this’ or "What if we did that..." and
debate what was happening in the mar-
ket. This was also a time of great change in
the market because people who were our
customers of the 80s and 90s were chang-
ing, getting older and more mature and in
a sense they were getting tired of experi-
menting with their equipment and were in-
stead looking for something that was simple,
beautiful, super-high performance and very
reliable but conceptually different compared
to what was out there on offer from the oth-
er companies, We wanted to make products
that were more contemporary.

AHE: Soveral of ws af Australion HI-Fi
frarve peent Clissd Audio fores sirce tie early 95
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companies never produced a digital prod-
uct. Classé always managed to climb to the
next level, to compete In the next technical
arena. We also offered both digital and AV
multi-channel products. This might sound
straightforward and simple, but actually it's
quite difficult for a small company to pro-
duce these types of products, What we've
seen is the pace of technology not slowing
down but continuing to speed up. That's
caused two things. It's caused the market-
place to ask for new and different products
and at the same time it's made it more diffi-
cult for high-end companies to produce new
and unique products.

AHE: You've saping that alvancing tech-
noliay Mas forced compunties: fo expand their
frrocluict fimes?

DN: Right. And when that happens
you find you now have to manage a great
many different product categories yel you
don't have the financial resources or the
technical depth to support such a broad line.
That's why the clean sheet of paper gave us
the opportunity to say ‘What is it that we
really need to do and what is it that custom-
ers will really want in the future? Who do
we need to help us deliver those products
and to kind of start over but to do it in the
context of a working, successful high-end
company like Classé Audio?

AHF: Speaking of futire  fechmalogies,
ot Chasse Awdio ave any plars fo nfrodice
Class-1 amiplifiers?

IDN:  We are certainly working on it,
But whereas most people think of Class-D
being a new technology it's actually very
old. What's really different is the availability

new -performance component parts

Cinlh

entry-level product, Certainly the benefits of
Class-D—its small size, low power consump-
tion, and low generation of heat—are all
potentially valuable, People who are willing
to give up a little performance in order to
get these specific advantages will be buying
Class-D amps. As we improve on the tech-
nology | belleve that eventually the perfor-
mance will be so good that even people who
don't really care about these advantages will
choose Class-Id amps.

ARE: How mnch of the Omtege feclmpl-
o will e trickled downr fo lower-ring Cliasgd
prolicis?

DN:  You could say quite a lot in that
the person who designed the Omega ampli-
fiers has also designed the Delta serles ampli-
fiers. You could also say that the Delta series
amps are the next generation-thinking, so
that although we haven't spent as much
money on the power supply, the regulation
of the power supply or the output stage,
the sophistication of the design actually
surpasses that of the Omega, so it's quite
a remarkable achievement and quite good
performance for the money.,

AHF: Many intermiational compales ane
How putsonrcing thelr mapfisciuring to Chima.
Flas Classe arry plans in that direction?

DN: Mot at this time, [ have nothing
against making product in China, so long
as it can be built to the right standard, in
fact for many companies there Is no real
choice. There's been a lot of controversy
about it and companies are sometimes os-
tracised for outsourcing their manufacturing
but in many cases the only other option was
to go out of business. The market is brutal
and it demands that you deliver absolutely
the best product at the lowest price. This is
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make a more competitive product—in China or anywhere else on the planet, we would certainly
consider our options very seriously. For the time being we're building all Classé components in
Montreal and [ don't see that dmnhmg in the near twrn
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DN: The industrial design of Jil l'. I.LW. prm;hu:u up until 2004 when we ||:1|;r1:..,,iu.'_-_-d. the
Delta serfes was down to Mike Viglas, who then owned Classé, I'm sure he'll be very happy to
hear that you liked them. | too think they were distinctive. For the Delta series we employed
Native Design, a firm owned by Morten Warren. Native Design does work for Bowers and
Wilkins and other famous projects. Warren came up with some concepts for us: the one we
liked the most was from a single piece of aluminium which starts on one back comer and
makes it all the way to the other. Though it looked very good on paper, it proved to be ex
tremely difficult to do In practice. In the end it took us a full year to develop the tooling to do The AUS‘“’GI |G n
it properly, but now that we have, [ think the results are spectacular. CDH nection

AHEF:  How muoch listersirgg aned acditiondng & frvolved i e varfou '

DN:  Quite a bit. We start with the idea that the unlt must perform properly on the test
bench so you make the calculations before you build it. Then you build it, measure it and
sometimes there are a couple of iterations to get it to perform electrically the way vou want
it. After you're satisfied with its performance In the laboratory then it's time to take it to the
listening room and to sce what you have. [}Epuudjrig on the type of product, the tools avail-
able to you to voice a particular product may be different, so for example with analogue you
can change voltages or you can listen to different capacitors or resistors, whereas with digital
it tends to be a bit more scientific, such as Involving the lengths of PCB traces. These variables
are not as casy to tweak, 50 you have to do them right the first time.

AHEF: We've been relinb! I :
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Claossé’s Australlan distributor is
Convey International, which also
distributes B&W. We asked John
Martin, Cenvoy's brand manager,
about his plans for Classa...

DN: Nocomment! (Laughs.) If you like | will answer the question serjously, All Classé
products have timers that cannot be reset. They're used to help us develop better products in
the future, so In servicing the product we can note at what time a failure occurred and look
for trends that might Ewlp us in maklng miprnwnwnts in next-generation products.

AHF: Which coumiry mow fakies the biceest share o7 (s proddictio

DN:  The United Stat-,'s is curmntlv our largest market, We also do good business in Ger-
many. Russia is also a very large market for us, particularly given the size of its economy,

AHE: Why wirns Clssé chosen by BS W

DN: 1think there are several reasons, First, the timing was very good for both B&W and
Classé. Mike Viglas was nearing retirement age, Classé is a Canadian company and Joe Atkins
is a Canadian citizen. Joe's close personal relationship with Mike was a significant factor, but
s0 too was the fact that Classé had no real baggage and was not in trouble in any way, so Joe
didn't have to come in and re-make a brand that was in trouble.

ABE  flas the svguisition ehieged amy: pie-cadsting philosophies o df
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DN:  Certainly it's meant a change in direction for Classé. When you become part of
4 company like Bowers & Wilkins you're exposed to unigue opportunities that would not
otherwise have been Fﬂllﬂﬁlﬂhnﬂnuptlnn to work with designers all over the world,
md'l.htnppnrnu':ll.}rd:t ¢ in-house research and development, rather than depend
mmmmw Jhllthmthlnpm benefits for Classé that would not have
applied In past years.
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ation as an example, 1 use more sources noW AR tﬁ&:ﬂh&n‘l‘o!ﬁ# 4“' ,?ﬂ‘l' ﬁﬂ&-ﬂ!ﬂﬂh
radio, internet radio... you know, It's expanding at the source side and our job’ m‘bﬂ to take
digital sources and to decode them, to convert them, to render them useful to high-end speak-
ers such as those made by B&W. A\

Edgar Kramer




