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CHORDELECTRONICS
HUGOD 2 £1,800
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$00N As YOU set ears on it, you can
hear the difference. What struck me
about the original Hugo - and indeed
other Chord DACs since the DACSS —

Q&A

Rob Watts

o o O O
- headphone cutput
\ a—r. Designer, Chord Electronics Ltd

limiting factor, and the new model gets
digital DC servos to replace the inline
capacitors, There is now a slight switch
oil delay as a consequence, but it's not
a bother A seven-hour battery life is
claimed and the charging system is
now via micro USB - which is a great
idea. It means it's far easier to find a
power source for vour Hugo while on
the move. It has two charging modes

— fast (1.8 amperes) and trickle (less
than one ampere) - and bartery charge
status indication.

The original was rather fiddly 1o use,
whereas the Hugo 2 has far better
links to the outside world. The
socketry for the optical, coaxial and
USB digital inputs appears more
rugged, and is labelled with laser-
ablated function-lettering. Sadly,
there’s no full-size RCA phono coaxial
digital input; this is achieved by a
3.5mm socket. Via USB, Hugo 2 runs
at up to a dizzying 768kHz in PCM
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mode and up w DSD512 (Octa
DSD). Its analogue outputs comprise
RCA stereo phono sockets, and
3.5min and 6.35mm headphone
outputs, Headphone users will like
the Crossfeed function — retained
from the oldie —~ which has three
modes of operation via one of the
illuminated control spheres, It gives
a 400 millisecond-delayed and
shaped signal from each left and
right ourpur to the apposite channel,
which gives more of a speaker-like
listening experience.

Sound quality

Maost digital-to-analogue converters
— with a few notable exceptions
from companies such as dCS - use
bought-in DAC chips from the likes
of Wolfson, ESS, Burr-Brown, et

— and as a result have a distinct
family sound. Chord by contrast
uses its own inhouse design, and as

is the timing. There's something really \ \ i -
E . There s something really \ \ \ | 4 headphone cutput
special about the way they play music X ¥ -3 : ' alogue i —
~which just ebbs and flows along in . 0 o . o m
an organic and uncontrived way
That's precisely what you get here, . . » :mi:ulhhl
except it's even better. QO Optical digital
Nu Era’s Oscar Styles is not an
audiophile recording by any stretch of o xlfm:n
the imagination, but the Hugo 2 seythes
through the mushy, grey mix to deliver — sl DP: What was right about the
awonderfully satisfying sound. It works — - o = imicro USE port design of the original Hugo?
brilliantly on two levels; it has a superh N e e, T e, RW: All of it it was the best that could
sense of musical flow and excellent be dane given the FPGA available
tonality. Via USB from a MacBook L] L backin July 2013, Huga had
Pro on its internal battery, running - exceptional musicality compared to

Audirvana Plus, it sounds fantastically
bouncy. At the same time, the sound
of the cassic Oxford Synthesiser
Company OSCar keyboard seems so
tangible that you can almost reach
out and touch it. The Hugo 2 brings
superb texture to instruments and
indeed human voices. The result is
that the music bristles with things to
enjoy ~ boppy rhythms set behind

The angular styling
is more purposeful
while the aluminium
case is more robust

layers and layers of quite superbly
textured sound.

Move to a better recording with
acoustic, rather than electronic,
instruments and vocals —such as
Crosby Stills and Nash's Woeoden Ships
at 24/96 — and the Hugo 2 really starts
cooking on gas. If's soon apparent
that this DAC has massive detadl,
thanks to its ability o carry every
different strand of the mix in total
isolation from the others. You start
hearing things in a way that normally
only comes from high-quality vinyl;

a top turntabkle running a serious
moving-coil cartridge. Vocals souind so
direct and personal, vet are creamily
smooth; guitars have a wonderful gric

of one another. [ am impressed by the
warm tonal patina of the recording
—it's a classic late seventies disco track
after all, complete with authentic
stuglio drum sound and cose miking,
Yet when Nile Rodgers' lead vocal
kicks in, all such considerations recede
and | find myself immersed in the
lilting delivery of the singer. This is an
odd sensation, beeause almaost all
other digital sources I've played this
through focus instead on the bass
guitar/snare drum interplay, largely
missing out the melodious content of
the song. Not so with the Hugo 2.
Indeed, any purchaser of this dinky
DAC will find themselves running the
gamut of their digital music collection,
to hear it in a lovely new light.

As someone that knows the original
Hugo inside out, 1 am interested in the

interesting to play with, but 1 end up
sticking with the default setting,
which gives a wonderfully silly

vet airy quality to the weble,

Conclusion

Better in every way, there is nothing
to dislike about the Chord Hugo 2
except its price = at £1 800 it's £400
maore costly than the original. In
fairness, it's at least this much better,
but it still puts it out of reach of
many people’s range. If vou're
fortunate enough to be able to
consider one, then it's an essential
audition; not just as a portable DAC/
headphone amp, but as the best hi-fi
digital converter at or near the price »

ather designs that | had done and set
anew standard in performance due
to & six-year program of improving all
th miagor modules within the DAC,

How does the Hugo 2 improve on it?
Thera's a far better FRGA, sol can
increase the WTA (interpolation filter)
o give more accurate reconstruction
of the ariginal analogue signal in the
ADC. | have much better noise-
shapers, giving mare accuracy for
small signals. Thig in turn, improves
the perception of soundstage depth
and detail resolution. Better op-amps
are available today and this has led
to about half the noise of the original
and even smaller nose-floor
modulation. With the distortion
increasing with more difficult loads, 1
have implemented a second-order
analogue noise-shaper for the single
amp in Huge, This has also improved
isolation from the battery power
supply and the new system means
that the sound quality does not
change with difficult loads. We are
now using a 10-element pulse array
to improve resolution and kower
distortion and noise.

Any improvements elsewhere?
There is an improved USE input, with
thee abslity to run with DSDS12, 768kHz
support, plus the ability towork with
the new M-SCALER as found on our
new BLU MK2 digital\CD transport. |
have also added a four-stage filter

t silver isa't o thein, vet voul ean hear the noise of sonic differences between the old and OUR VERDICT option, enabling users to fine tune
to your liking. the valve amplifiers used in the studio; the new. The original Hugo sounds a R e — sound quality to suit. John Franks
go for black drums have a beautifully loose but Little ‘shut in’ spatially, whereas the orisblitys has improved the industrial design,

natural sound with glistening cymbals,
This DAC ticks all the hi-fi boxes — it is
superb in this respect - vet the magic

trick is that the listener doesn't hone in
on just this aspect of its sound. Rather

new one presents a bigger and bolder
soundstage, with slightly better depth
oo, Like its predecessor, it images
with pin-point precision - being, if
anything, beter. The low-level detail
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n WESAY: Nest-gan
* * * * * Hugo growes upnto
athing of wonder

making it cleaner and sharper and
we used the visual back-lit switches
from Majo for ease of use. Wealsa
recognised that the huge success
of Hugo was, in part, down to music
lovers using it in their main hi-fi

you find yourself immersed in the is staggering, again obviously an FEATURES
) e musical event. improvement on its forebear, and L e & & & svstez sf ED:'E addedoz.'Tma-.e
it Chic's Happy Man is a case in point; another area that's come along is the OVERALL dontrol1orihe nw mocet

at first | am strick by the elarity of the
sound and the wonderful way all the
strands of the mix play independently

bass. The new DAC sounds so much
ballsier and more commanding. The
user-selectable filtering option is

% % % %k K
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