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An Excellent Mix  
of Old and New
The Audio Research SP-17

By Jeff Dorgay
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With the analog revival showing no signs of slowing 
down, having it all on one chassis is an excellent idea for a 
number of reasons.  You are assured of maximum phono-
stage-to-line-stage compatibility, and now that intercon-
nects and power cords have become major consider-
ations in system building, having it all under the hood can 
save considerable expense; a second power cord and set 
of interconnects are no longer required.  With low-level 
phono signals, it can only help signal integrity by keeping 
the signal path as short as possible.  Last but not least,  
a combined preamplifier uses less rack space.

a Quick visual tour

My sample came in black anodized finish with green 
LED’s and the standard ARC rack handles.  You don’t re-
ally need the handles to move the SP-17 since as it only 
weighs about 20 pounds, but they look great.  Although 
the front panel has the current ARC motif that is devoid of 
control knobs, featuring an LED readout to let you know 
the status of the inputs and volume levels, you can still 
see the lineage to ARC products past.  Thoughtfully, all 
functions can be controlled by the six push buttons on the 
front panel and do not require the remote to operate. The 
standard silver ARC finish is also available.

              uring my last discussion with Dave Gordon 

               from Audio Research about the SP-17 that  

               he was sending us for review, he asked  

               me if I would like the version with the  

             phono section.  As I had been spending a 

lot of time with my vintage ARC SP-9 preamplifier 

(featured in the Old School section this issue), I was 

very excited about Audio Research returning to the 

good old days when a top-notch phono stage was 

included with a preamplifier.

For those who are new to the Audio Research 

lineup, their preamps all used to have the SP (stereo 

preamplifier) designation, and there were a few 

legendary preamplifiers that bore that title.  As LP 

playback started to fade into the distance and digital 

became more popular in the late ’80s, ARC moved 

to the LS (line stage) designation for most of its 

preamplifiers.  It’s great to see a new SP model.

D 

(continued)



TONEA123 NO.24   2 0 0 9

R E V I E W

This is a somewhat entry-level preamplifier, priced at $3,495 with phono 
stage and $2,995 without, so there are no balanced inputs or outputs on the 
rear panel of the SP17 – it is a single-ended design.  The SP-17 is a hybrid 
preamplifier, utilizing FET’s in the first stage as well as the phono preamp along 
with a pair of 6H30 tubes in the output stage. Removing the top cover reveals 
a very clean layout with premium parts inside.  There are four high-level inputs, 
a processor pass-through along with two sets of variable outputs and a fixed 
record output.  Those still using a tape deck or performing digital capture will 
appreciate this extra feature.  The SP17 also features a 12-volt trigger output, 
should you have a power amplifier that can take advantage of this.

Setup

You should be able to play music in about five minutes.  Remove the two 
tubes from their boxes, install them in their sockets and fasten the cover back 
in place. The phono stage has a fixed impedance of 47k and a gain of 47db, 
so it can be used with some of the more modest output cartridges such as 
the Grado and SoundSmith moving-iron models. (continued)

Removing the top 
cover reveals a 
very clean layout 
with premium parts 
inside.
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 I did just that, using the SP-17 with the 
SoundSmith “Voice” cartridge, which has an out-
put of .9mv but requires an input loading of 47k.   

Just like my PH3SE, you can physically change 
the loading resistors for the phono input of the SP-
17 and, you should have no problem adjusting the 
input loading accordingly to take advantage of MC 
cartridges with an output in the .6 - .9mv range if 
your system has enough overall gain, making this a 
very versatile preamplifier indeed.

A hundred hours were put on 
the SP17 before I settled down for 
critical listening in a system that 
consisted of the Harbeth 40.1 sig-
natures and the Moscode 402au 
power amplifier.  The Rega P9/

RB1000 combination along with the SoundSmith 
“Voice” cartridge proved to be a fantastic match 
for the SP-17, as did the Sumiko Blackbird that 
was mounted to my Technics SL-1200, which has 
a full complement of Sound HiFi mods. I just hap-
pened to have an ARC PH3SE phono preamplifier 
on hand, so it made for an excellent comparison 
between this and the onboard phono stage.

The cables used were Furutech Reference III 
RCA’s along with Furutech’s reference speaker 
cable. The whole system was plugged into my 
Running Springs Jaco power conditioner on a 
dedicated 20A line after listening to the preampli-
fier plugged directly into the wall with the stock 
power cord per ARC’s instruction manual.

Spinning a lot of Records

The comparison between the PH3SE and 
the onboard phono stage was enlightening.  
When new, the PH3SE was a $3,000 phono 
stage, considered excellent by many.  While the 
stand-alone PH3SE had more dynamics and 
slightly more refinement overall, the onboard 
phono stage of the SP-17 held its own and was 
more enjoyable than the add-on phono stages 
that I’ve heard on many current preamplifiers, 
including a few fairly expensive preamplifiers.  
This is truly a full-function preamplifier in the best 
sense of the word, and for many users buying 
turntable/cartridge combinations in the $500-
$5,000 range, it is an excellent anchor on which 
to build your system. 

Thanks to the FET input stage, the SP-17 
was very quiet, yet it had that touch of body 
that comes from a pair of tubes being in the cir-
cuit.  The 6H30 definitely has a more-powerful, 
punchy sound than the 12AX7 or 6DJ8 tubes, 
so I suggest an audition to make sure this pre-
amplifier is right.  Where my vintage SP-9 has 
a more “classic tube” sound, the SP-17 is more 
modern, with more weight, more high-end ex-
tension and a lower noise floor than it all-vacu-
um-tube predecessor.

While listening to Ali Farka Toure’s Niafunke, 
I found his plucky guitar style just hanging in 
midair, while the drums kept a solid line that was 
well separated from the vocal tracks. (continued)

this is truly a 
full-function 
preamplifier in 
the best sense 
of the word...
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