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Semi-Precious Jewel

lan Rankin takes a look at the latest incarnation

of a product we have always liked,

the OA21 — now OA21S — integrated amplifier from Onix

Small manutacturers come and go. So, for that
matter, dolarge ones, becoming history. This is
perhaps iruer of the hi-f industry than of many
other industries. Fashions change: last years
“name” can become Lhis year's forgotfen man
Reputations fall by the wayside. The constant
seeking after "lhe perfect reproduction of
sound” can mean sOmMe companies, unable 1o
compete n the R&D arena, call it a day.

A glance through one of the older issues of
Hi-Fi Review is like slepping back several gert
erations. Companies still in exisience were
advertising models or designs now superannu-
ated. Some manufacturers no longer exist, or
have changed name, status, or hands.

In one of our clder issues, that dating from
May/June 1987, we looked at integrated
amplifiers in our main test. One of the amplifiers
was the Onix OA21, then relailing at £279 and
singled out as a “powerful” amp with a “good
all-round pertormance”. Time may have pas-
sed, but the OA21 ig still with us, and still looks
much as it did back in "87. Onix was never a
company 1o equivocate over malters of styling
and purpose when it came to their modest
range of products, and the facl that they have
maintained a small stable of successtul de-

signs may go a long way lowards explaining
the company’s continuing good health.

External Criteria

Orix's uncompromising stance regarding the
took of their products means that today's
OA21S (the "S" doesn't stand for any particular
atlribute, but is merely indicative of changes
made 10 the original OA21) is less informative
than the OA21 of yesteryear — not less musi-
caly informative, you understand, just less..
well, informative. By which | mean that the
“various” (a total of two) knobs and switches
(switch singular in reality) are na longer
identified on the top edge of the amplifiers
front panel. This lack of markings gives the
OA27 an extraordinarily minimalist look.

The left hand rotary knob is the function
select, allowing for (from teft to right) CD, Disc,
Tuner, Tape, and (new to the QA213) VCR.
Regarding the phono stage, potential OA21S
owners can choose between moving coil or
moving magnet models, these being identified
on the rear panel by either a red dot (mc) or
yellow dot (mm). For the cureril review, we
had the rmaving magnet model — but did use
Empire transformers for a quick listen to the
GA21S with some moving coil cartndges.

The aght hand knob controls volume. The
QA21S s rated at a helty 45 Watls per
Channel RMS, though in the past | have found
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Such figures to be less than reveding. Each of
tne large knobs comes with a silver pinpoint
mark, from which one can just about tell what
source one is using and how loud it's being
played at! In use, the lack of markings for
source proved inially imtating but eventually
ceased 1o be a problem. It is either a matter of
memonsing the order (which s more or less
alphabetical — C, D, Tu, Ta, V) or trusting (o
luck. Onix say that the lack of printing on the
case s "lor cosmetic reasons”, and | can see
thal this would appeal to some potential buyers
at the sarme time as it would deter others. Such
is hte.

The two knobs have good weight, instiling
confidence n the user, and the volume pot is
nicely scaled so that things don't suddenly get
raucaus and full play (more or less) of the vol-
ume knob i a possbility. Between the knobs
sits & small rotary switch for power on/olf. The
ONIX legend sits beneath this, as does a small
red LED to indicate when the amplifier is in
operatonal mode. Fascia, knobs and swilch
have a heavy brushed finish, and the amplifier
as a wholg has a rugged and confident feel to
it. Large allen boits are used to secure the cas-
ing, and an ingenious design means no screws
or screwholes are to be seen on either |he
sides of the front of the amplifier case. The
case itself rang like a bell when tapped on its
top plate, but switched on, the amp was quiet,
eliciting litle by way of a switch-on/switch-off
thump from the speakers, and little by way of
speaker hiss untl the volume was cranked up
to the hilt.

The Onix OA21S retails at £299, only twenty
notes more than its predecessor, as reviewed
back in 1987. In terms of measurements, the
Onix belongs to that category of amplifiers
whose depth is greater than their width. The
Onix measures 240mm (w) x 360mm (d) x
80mm (h). To the rear, the amplifier has few
surprises. There's an IEC socket (connecting
lead supplied), and four milimetra speaker
sockets accepting banana plugs only. Gold
plated RCA phono-type sockets are used for
all tunctions: VCR, Tape In, Tape Out, CD,
Tuner, and Disc. There's also an earth terminal,
and a curious looking sockel which will con-
nect the amplifier to either a SOAP (Onix
Fower Supply) or an Onix tuner,

The OA21S boasts a redesign from the origi-
nal OA21. The board has been completely
redesigned, and there is now a trip board
rather than having fuses on the outpul stages.
So would the OA21S impress as much as the
onginal OA21 had done? There was only one
way to find out.

Listening Notes

Integrated ampliiers often have a problem with
supplying enough “uice” 1o purportedly “aiffi-
cult-lo-drive” loudspeakers. The QA21S had
guts enough to suffice. During the course of
the ensuing test | wired the amp up to speak-
ers ranging from Linn Kans., Epos ES14s, and
Ruark Talismans to “budget” models such as
the Monitor Audio Monitor 9, the Celestion 3
and the AR Red Box — all with rewarding
results,

No problem then with the loudspeakers, but
what about the sources? For this test, | had to
hand a varied range of turntables, including
Pink Triangle PT TOO (fitted with Linn fttok Il
arm), Linn LP 12 {with Itok LVIH arm), Manticore
Mantra (with Manticore’s own Musician arm),
and Rega Planar 3 (with Rega RB300 arm). A
range of cartridges was also available, includ-
ing Linn K5 and Nagacka TS11 mowving
magnet models and Audio Techmica AT-FS
and AT-OC7 (the latter Stilton Bodied) moving
coils. Lucky me, you may think, but then you
werent there to see the wvarious decks
sprawled acrgss my listening room

For tests with compact disc format, | used
two players, the bargain basement Denon
DCD-620 (£200). and the more esoterc
Arcam Delta 70.2 (£550). Tuner was NAD's
excellent 4225, while the cassette deck used
was @ Denon DRM-400. The Onix OA21S took
a while really to warm up. The sound from cold
was not quite "cool” and “distant” but certainly
as time passed, the sound grew fuller and the
amplifier began to provide a more intimate por-
trayal of the music. But what about the compe-
tition? Well, at £299 there are plenty of con-
tenders. The lon Obelisk 2 retails at around
£270, and the spanking brand new NVA AP35
at £350 (replacing the superb AP30 at £300).
The OA21S sits neatly between these madels,
yet finds itself in something of a no-man’'s-land
at £300. So, for those ligteners looking for a
powerful amplifier, and prepared ta pay up to
£300 for a no-frills design where function is
placed before functions, the QA21S is a bona
fide contender.

In the end. | decided to pit it against the
Obelisk 2 and the more expensive Exposure

Ten {£400). Both these models are functional
no-frills designs with the emphasis on quality of
sound rather than quantity of buttons and
knobs. But as this review is primanty con-
Cémed with the OA21S, some comments
should perhaps be directed towards it before
any A/B tests take place.

Hau_ing let the amp warm up over a penod of
forty-eight hours, | sat down with pen and pad
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throughout It was involvingand above all natu-
ral. Acain, the Exposure Ten had rather a large
edge, retaining more of a sense of coherence
and involvement and being a touch maore
dynamic (o boct — but then it does cast a cool
100 more than the Onix amplifier. :

Classics on compact disc, including Vivaldi's
Callo Sonatas and Pachelbel’s Canon (gt al)
waere finely etched. The Onix gave real expan-
giveness 10 orcnestral works, yet retained the
more inimate alements of chamber MUSIC
when [hese were required. In fact, It seemed 10
suil classical music down 10 the ground

It fared less well with cassetles, however,
althaugh again the flaws were only nbvgg
thraugh prolraclad listening and caraful
comparisons. A preview casselte 0! the newr
tlo Cola album seemed muted, the instru
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Thel His Wie and Her Lover.

though giving not quite so solid a picture

Coda

All in all, this was a very fine integrated ampli-
fier indeed. Uncompromising in appearance,
the Onix QA21S had for the most part a fairly
neutral and lively sound. It parmered the LP12
more comfditably than it dd the PT TOQ and
brought the best cut of a medium-priced moy-
ing magnet cartridge. though by no means
shamed either by cheaper moving magnéls or
by expensive moving coils. Naturally, for mov-
ing coll systems, the OA21S with mc input
should be considered de rigeuer.

The OA21S had no trouble with any of the
pairs of speakers | asked it 1o drive. | liked its
looks, thought it well-made and
and moreover, thought 1 sensibly priced for its
gven performance. Some will find it enigmatic
in conception, others may find that it lacks the
hincuons they require, For the  confirmed
audiophile, interested oniy in sound quality and
nathing but sound quality, the QA21S may be
just the concert icket!




