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SACD player/DAC and integrated amp. Rated at 2x90W/8ohm
Made by: Marantz (D+M Group), PRC

Supplied by: D&M Audiovisual Ltd, UK
Telephone: 02890 279839

Web: www.marantz.eu
Price: £1799 (each)

THE FIRST ‘LE’
The original ‘Limited Edition’ Marantz CD product, 
the CD-45LE CD player, came about by accident, in 
response to a problem the company was facing back in 
1986. Just four years after CD first hit the shops, Marantz 
players were using Philips’ 14-bit 4x oversampling system and 
were under attack by Japanese rivals offering a 16-bit technology. 
The perception spread that 16-bit beat 14-bit – then, as now, the numbers 
game was being played – and, as Ishiwata puts it, ‘We had this huge stock of 
14-bit players, and they weren’t selling. My colleagues wanted to dump them on 
the market for just £100 each, just to get rid of them. ‘I said “We’re not going 
to do that”, and instead I spent just £8 apiece tuning them, then took the tuned 
models out to reviewers and retailers. We sold 2000 of them in two weeks.’

For almost as long as I can 
remember, Marantz has been 
producing ‘hot-rodded’ versions of 
selected products, all reflecting the 

personal taste and considerable experience 
of Brand Ambassador Ken Ishiwata [see 
boxout, p39]. Over the years there have 
been Limited Edition, Special Edition and 
KI Signature CD players and amplifiers, 
all based on current models but subject 
to rethinks on components and various 
other aspects of design – but even I hadn’t 
realised quite how long this project had 
been going on.

I should have got a clue some six years 
ago, when an event was held to celebrate 
Ishiwata’s 30 years with the company, but 
now we’re 30 years on from the arrival of 
the first Marantz ‘special’ product – the 
CD-45LE – and it’s being marked with 
the introduction of these Special Edition 
versions of the SA-14S1 SACD/CD player/
DAC and PM-14S1 amplifier, each selling for 
a not unreasonable £1799. 

The CD-45 Limited Edition actually 
first appeared in 1986 [see boxout, p37], 
and for rather prosaic reasons. The new 
pairing, in the way of launches everywhere 
from hi-fi to the motor industry, is part of 
the 2015-16 Marantz range, so the ‘early’ 
timing makes perfect sense. 

SO WHAT’S CHANGED HERE?
The new models command a £200 
premium over the standard models on 
which they’re based, and at first glance 
it’s not immediately apparent what’s 
been changed, apart from a fairly subtle 
‘Special Edition’ badge top right on the 
substantial sculpted fascias of both player 
and amplifier. 

But then, like other premium Marantz 
products, the ‘normal’ Series 14 models 
are already the result of substantial input 
from Ishiwata, who these days combines 
the design and tuning of products such as 

these, working closely with the engineers 
back in Japan, with almost constant 
travelling, spreading the Marantz mantra 
around the world.

In common with other CD and SACD/
CD players further down the range, the 
SA-14S1 SE combines the 
dual functions of disc 
playback with ‘computer 
audio’ compatibility, 
having both a USB Type-A 
input on the front panel, 
to which memory devices 
can be attached, and an 
asynchronous USB Type-B 
input for direct computer connection, 
along with optical and coaxial digital 
inputs, to the rear. 

Ground and signal isolation is used on 
the asynchronous USB input to eliminate 
any noise sneaking down the cable from 

Just as Marantz has swerved the easy 
route when it comes to digital conversion, 
so the disc transport here is the company’s 
own FG mechanism, not a bought-in off-
the-shelf solution. And it’s here that the 
tuning of the player begins, with additional 
damping and reinforcement applied to 
the transport mechanism, along with 
extra stiffening for the already substantial 
casework. This includes a heavier 5mm 
thick top-plate (the standard SA-14S1 
already weighs 14.5kg), and the addition of 
improved, more rigid feet.

AMPLIFIER TWEAKS
Similar mechanical work is carried out on 
the PM-14 S1 to create the ‘SE’ version, 
along with some selected upgrades 
to electrical components. The power 
transistors are fitted with copper caps 
to reduce mechanical cross-coupling via 

vibrations through the heatsinks, and the 
main capacitors are upgraded to Elkos 
types – as ever with Ishiwata designs, 
chosen by listening. 

Add in the use of shorting plugs on both 
the coaxial digital input of the SA-14S1 
SE and the phono inputs of the PM-14S1 
SE – again used because Ishiwata feels they 
make the products sound better – and 
that’s about all there is to the upgrades 
here. Well, apart from what Ishiwata 
describes as ‘many secret refinements for 
best audio performance’, that is…

Rated at 2x90W, the PM-14S1 SE offers 
a total of six inputs, five of them at line 
level and one using a proprietary ‘Constant 
Current Feedback’ MM/
MC phono stage. 
One set of line 
inputs feeds 
directly to 

the connected computer, and as well as 
PCM-based high-resolution content at up to 
192kHz/24-bit, the player can also accept 
both DSD64/2.8MHz and DSD128/5.6MHz 
over the USB connection, as well as playing 
SACD discs. What’s more, unlike many 

a DSD-capable DAC, 
designed to handle DSD 
by conversion to PCM, 
the Marantz uses TI’s 
DSD1792A DAC/digital 
filter/noise shaper to 
handle one-bit audio in 
native form [see PM’s 
Lab Report, p41]. 

Downstream of the conversion, it 
uses the familiar Marantz Hyper-Dynamic 
Amplifier Modules (HDAMs), here in 
range-topping HDAM SA2 form, for low-
pass filtering, output buffering and in the 
player’s separate headphone amplifier.

ABOVE: Matching sculptured fascias are bathed 
in a subtle blue light with all principal CD/SACD 
disc and amp functions accessible directly off 
the units. Single IR remote controls both units

RIGHT: A substantial linear power supply 
feeds symmetrical L/R power amplifier stages 
(one pair of high current transistors per side) 
mounted onto internal alloy heatsinks

the power amplifier section, allowing the 
Marantz to be integrated with AV systems 
via a connection from the front left/right 
preouts on an AV receiver or processor. It 
also facilitates the use of two PM-14S1 SEs 
– should you wish – in order to bi-amplify 
suitable speakers.

The amplifier combines a current 
feedback design with those Marantz 
HDAMs, and like the SACD/CD player uses 
a toroidal PSU transformer and custom 
components throughout the signal path. 

Subtle-acting tone controls are 
fitted, bypassable using a 

front-panel button, and 
a final neat design 

touch is the use 
of solid copper 
speaker terminals, 
also custom-made 
Marantz items. 
But then, the 

extensive use of 
copper, either in solid 

form or as plating, has long 
been an Ishiwata signature trait.

 SHEER CLARITY
It’s worth noting that the Marantz duo is 
as simple to use as any of the company’s 
entry-level products: the nicely-finished 
remote handset (a new design) supplied   

‘Ken Ishiwata 
spreads the 

Marantz mantra 
around the world’

Marking 30 years of Ken Ishiwata-tuned ‘Special Edition’ Marantz products, this SACD 
player/amplifier combination punches way above its (not inconsiderable) weight 
Review: Andrew Everard Lab: Paul Miller

Marantz SA/PM-14S1 SE
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ABOVE: A CD/SACD mechanism feeds a DSD1792 DAC/HDAM-SA2-based analogue stage inspired 
by the NA-11S1 network media player [HFN Jul ’13]. These circuits are all powered by a linear PSU

with each unit will also control the other, 
either directly or using the company’s 
remote control system, connections for 
which are provided on both player and 
integrated amplifier. 

And the immediate impression on 
listening to the SEs, either together or 
separately, is that there really ought to be 
some more tweakery involved in getting 
them to sound as good as they do, straight 
from the box.

A few things are usually a given in 
an Ishiwata demonstration: seemingly 
outrageous speaker 
positioning (usually to 
counter awkward rooms), 
the kind of depth and 
quality of bass one might 
think only possible with 
‘price of a house’ high-end 
esoterica, and a rock-solid 
soundstage with jaw-
dropping stereo imaging. 

Well, set up with my usual speakers (and 
not a hint of craziness in their positioning!), 
that’s exactly what the Marantz SE pairing 
delivered, fully living up to the promise 
they’d shown at one of Ishiwata’s early 
demonstrations given some months back.

Whether playing SACDs, or DSD files 
from my MacBook via the USB input, and 
indeed whether with high-res or CD-quality 
music, the Marantz pairing simply delivers 
musical communication, while at the same 
time having all the power and control 

required to slam out larger musical forces, 
be they orchestral or electric. To these ears 
it’s a combination capable of setting new 
standards in the sub-£2000 hi-fi separates 
arena. Without all the fuss of fiddling and 
adjustment, it just gets on with the job 
of delivering the music in a manner that’s 
highly entertaining, and often really rather 
startling in impact. 

SOUNDS TO REVEL IN
Opening up with the eponymous debut 
album by Dire Straits in DSD64 [Vertigo 

UIGY-9032] the Marantz 
pairing immediately 
impresses with the sheer 
clarity on offer, from the 
patter of drums and the 
weight of the bass to 
the way Mark Knopfler’s 
guitar just appears in 
space in the mix and the 

closeness of the harmonies. 
There’s a delicious intimacy to the 

sound of this stripped-down set, and that’s 
something the SEs manage just as well 
with Joe Pass’s simple guitar/bass/drums 
version of ‘Stompin’ At The Savoy’ from 
the recently released DSD64 download of 
his 1970 Intercontinental set [MPS/Edel 
0209723MSW]. 

It’s hard not to just kick back and 
revel in the musicianship of Pass, bassist 
Eberhard Weber and drummer Kenny 
Clare, so well does the Marantz duo  

‘The Marantz 
pairing simply 

delivers musical 
communication’

These days Ken Ishiwata may be one 
of the best-known figures on the 
audio stage, but when he first joined 
Marantz back in the late 1970s he’d 
already been working for Pioneer 
for ten years, moving to Europe 
as liaison between the company’s 
operation here and HQ in Japan.

During his time there he was 
responsible for – among other 
projects – the PL-12 turntable, 
considered one of the company’s 
classics. ‘We had a model called the 
PL-11, and we developed that to 
create the PL-12. I remember each 
one cost us $32 to make!’

Headhunted by Marantz, he was 
immediately sent back to Japan 
to learn the company’s amplifier 
business. ‘It was way beyond 
me: the company had spent five 
years training its engineers in the 
American way of making amplifiers.’

When Philips bought Marantz, 
the new owner was in the process of 
launching the first CD players and, 
says Ishiwata ‘I learned so much 
from the Philips engineers.’ And his 
path for the future was determined 
by no less a person than founder 
Saul B Marantz, who told him ‘I’ve 
done as much as I can with mono 
and stereo LPs; now it’s your turn to 
do something with Compact Disc.’

But while Ishiwata became well-
known to industry insiders, the 
arrival of the ‘Signature’ products in 
the late 1990s, starting with the CD-
63MkII KI Sig, really propelled him 
into the public eye as the modern 
face of Marantz. As ever, they 
were the result of typical Ishiwata 
thinking: take an existing product, 
and say to yourself ‘What if…?’.

KEN ISHIWATA
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communicate both the impetus of 
the music and its textures.

The ability of the Marantz pair 
to drive hard is much in evidence 
with the 96kHz/24-bit release of 
Sly And The Family Stone’s Live At 
The Fillmore East set [Epic/Legacy 
88843023712], which is simply one 
of the best-sounding live recordings 
ever. From 1968, it just shines in this 
new hi-res version via the player’s 
onboard DAC and the powerful-but-
so-refined amplifier, cramming in 
the live feel while at the same time 
delivering demonstration-quality 
crispness in vocals and rhythms.

SOURCE AGNOSTIC
By this stage I was getting intrigued 
by the secret of the success of these 
new SEs, and tried splitting them 
up and reconnecting them one at 
a time into my reference system, 
but to no avail: both of them are 
remarkable when used ‘on their 
own’, and the two together just 
reflect each other’s abilities. 

The same goes when comparing 
straight disc playback with the same 
recording streamed from computer: 
I was able to back-to-back SACDs 
and DSD files of the same tracks 
without hearing any differences 
consistently enough to enable me 
to tell the two apart, and the same 
goes when doing comparisons at 
CD-quality. 

The only conclusion to draw is 
that the Marantz duo is pretty-much 
source-agnostic, even turning in a 
superb performance when I hauled 
out my (recently much-underused) 
Rega for a listen to the phono stage 

in the PM-14S1 SE, which absolutely 
lived up to the soundstaging and 
finesse on offer when using digital 
files or discs as the source.

The superb recent Mahler 9 by 
the Budapest Festival Orchestra 
under Iván Fischer is a pretty stern 
test for any system, and never more 
so than when played at DSD64 
resolution [Channel Classics 36115, 
via www.nativedsd.com], which 
throws the scale of the orchestra 
and the rich instrumental textures 
into sharp relief. 

The Marantz pairing sailed 
through the great final Adagio in 
heart-melting fashion, with never 
a hint of excessive brightness, but 
with both weight and unrestrained 
dynamics, plus a real sense of magic. 

I was left with nothing much to 
write after the piece finished, save 
for a very large exclamation mark in 
my notes. This is a truly sensational 
recording by Channel Classics 
founder Jared Sacks and the Marantz 
player and amplifier does nothing to 
dull its formidable impact. 

Ken Ishiwata has come up with 
a fitting celebration of his 30 
years of product tuning, in this 
impressive disc-player/DAC 
and an equally accomplished 
integrated amp. They focus 
the attention on the quality of 
recording and performance: each 
does so much right in pure hi-fi 
terms, but the real achievement 
is that the clever stuff going on is 
entirely subservient to the music 
being delivered.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality:  86%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

ABOVE: The 14-series S1 SE player [lower unit] has optical and S/PDIF coaxial plus 
USB digital inputs but single-ended RCA outs only. The partnering amp [top unit] has 
three line, two tape and one phono input with pre out/power in sockets. Its copper 
4mm/speaker cable binding post outlets are configurable for stereo or bi-amp modes

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

If you are a true SACD/DSD-audio fan then the good news is 
that Marantz’s SA-14S1 SE does not downsample this 1-bit data 
to 24-bit LPCM. The SACD/DSD response extends out to –17dB 
and –18dB/100kHz (Filter 1 and 2) while low-level linearity 
within the midrange is typically excellent at ±0.1dB over a full 
120dB range (even from RCAs with a maximum 1.6V/0dBFs 
output). The A-wtd S/N ratio is a consistent 109dB via S/PDIF 
and USB inputs and the response reaches out to –0.3dB/20kHz 
(44.1/48kHz media), –1.9dB/45kHz (96kHz audio) and 
–10.0dB/90kHz (192kHz audio) – all via the conventional 
brickwall ‘Filter 2’. This changes to –3.2dB/20kHz (44.1/48kHz 
media), –5.6dB/45kHz (96kHz audio) and –13.8dB/90kHz 
(192kHz audio) via the low-order ‘Filter 1’. Jitter is unaffected 
by choice of Filter at just 25psec with 24-bit audio via USB 
(90psec via S/PDIF) and 50psec with SACD. Distortion is very 
low at 0.00025-0.00095% (20Hz-20kHz/0dBFs) falling to a 
minimum of 0.0001% at –20dBFs [see Graph 1, below].

The partnering PM-14S1 SE amplifier meets its 90/140W 
8/4ohm specification at 115W/185W with 142W, 255W, 415W 
and 250W (limited by protection) available under dynamic 
conditions into 8, 4, 2 and 1ohm loads [see Graph 2, below]. 
The amp is very ‘clean’ with a wide 89dB A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 
0dBW) and gently increasing distortion from 0.0019% at 1W to 
0.004%/10W and 0.01% at the rated 90W (all at 1kHz/8ohm). 
THD increases at HF – as expected – to 0.025%/20kHz and 
0.08%/40kHz. Readers may view comprehensive QC Suite test 
reports for Marantz’s SA-14S1 SE SACD player/DAC and PM-14S1 
SE amplifier by navigating to www.hifinews.co.uk and clicking 
on the red ‘download’ button. PM

MARANTZ SA/PM-14S1 SE

LAB
REPORT

ABOVE: THD vs. digital level (24-bit/1kHz via S/PDIF, 
red; via USB, green) and CD (1kHz, black; 20kHz, blue)

Power output (<1% THD, 8/4ohm) 115W / 185W

Dynamic power (<1% THD, 8/4/2/1ohm) 142W / 255W / 415W / 250W

Output imp. (20Hz–20kHz, CD/Amp) 46ohm / 0.016–0.034ohm 

Freq. resp. (20Hz–20kHz, CD/Amp) +0.0 to –0.3dB/–0.13 to +0.00dB

A-wtd S/N ratio (CD/Amp) 109.0dB (0dBFs) / 89.2dB (0dBW)

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz, CD/Amp) 0.00025–0.001% / 0.0025–0.026%

Digital jitter (SACD / S/PDIF / USB) 50psec / 90psec / 25psec

Power consumption (CD/Amp) 15W/326W (33W idle)

Dimensions (WHD, CD/Amp) 440x123x419/440x123x457mm

ABOVE: Dynamic power output versus distortion into 
8ohm (black trace), 4ohm (red), 2ohm (blue) and 
1ohm (green) speaker loads. Current limit is 22.4A


