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History

Luminescence Stereophonic is 

the result of four men and their 

passion for high-end audio. Each 

contributor to the project brings a 

certain aspect of expertise to the 

table in terms of their design and 

development capabilities. These four 

men—all of whom work in Southern 

Ontario, Canada—are highly 

educated and are all passionate 

about their love of high-end audio 

systems. These gentlemen are 

true audiophiles; they travel to each 

other’s homes to listen to music 

and experiment with different audio 

equipment. Just as “the boys” get 

together to watch the “big game”, 

so too do these guys, but from the 

standpoint of enjoying music. Their 

desire to enjoy music outside of 

their living room is what began the 

venture (and adventure) to produce 

a high-end mobile audio amplifier.

Here’s the twist—this group of 

audiophiles like tube amps. They 

own high-efficiency loudspeakers 

and classic amplifiers from 

companies like JBL Hartsfield, 

Tannoy, Western Electric, Jensen 

and Brook. Finding a great home 

audio amplifier is easy—there are 

hundreds of them—but for the car, 

there are just a handful of truly 

amazing products. Pom (the front 

man of Luminescence Stereophonic) 

had tried solid state amplifiers 

more than 20 years ago, but after 

hearing a tube amp he was hooked 

for life. Pom told us, “A good vacuum 

tube design outperforms solid state 

in terms of midrange smoothness 

and openness. The naturalness of 

a tube amp and its high-frequency 

extension are amazing. Music is 

not just about being loud with lots 
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At Of Sound Mind Labs, even 

with more than 15 years’ of 

product reviews behind us, we continue 

to see improved and enhanced products all the 

time. The benchmark for great audio continuously 

moves higher and higher. We see highly-developed 

source units, better-quality speakers, and superior amplifiers 

each and every year.

We have never, until this point, had the opportunity to audition a true all-

vacuum-tube car audio amplifier. We’ve seen brands over the years that make 

use of vacuum tubes as part of the driver stage—one that comes to mind that might have been a “true” 

tube amp—but never a classic high-end home audio design that uses both driver and output tubes with an 

output transformer. Join us as we welcome the Model One from Luminescence Stereophonic to our lab.
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of bass. When you listen to an amazing tube amp, the music is 

transformed—speakers disappear, the music is resolved against 

a black background with images in space with vivid reality and 

magic. It becomes a living performance with amazingly accurate 

timbre and realism.” This sets the bar pretty high; so let’s see what 

the Model One is all about.

Design

This is a two-channel, full-range stereo amplifier housed in a machined 

aluminum monocoque chassis. It measures 21-3/4” long, 6” wide and 

4-3/8” tall. The amp is finished in a black-textured powder coat finish and 

has cooling slots machined into the top. Four mounting tabs extend from the either end of the amp allowing you 

to secure it in your vehicle amp rack. The front face of the amp has two solid chassis-mounted RCA connectors 

and a hole in the center to access the internal stereo gain potentiometer. The gain potentiometer is the first 

of the esoteric components we run into on the amp. Sourced from Alps Electric Co. Ltd., this potentiometer 

is rated for no more than 3 dB of maximum variance from channel to channel over a range of more than 

100 dB of attenuation, and within 2 dB over a range of 60 dB. If you compare that to the conventional gain 

potentiometers found in quality amplifiers, you can hear up to 8 dB of variance. Luminescence makes use of 

Precision Resistive Products Inc. PR9372 resistors of different values for all stages that pass audio. These 

are nickel-chrome thin film resistors and are accepted as one of the best sounding amongst audio enthusiasts. 

Also used extensively in the amplifier are AuriCap XO metalized polypropylene capacitors. These capacitors use 

only the finest polypropylene film, controlled tension windings, specific baking times, cryogenic treatments, and 

cast copper leads for the best possible performance. These features combine to help reduce microphonics and 

colouration that can occur at minute levels. The circuit boards all of these awesome components are mounted 

on are designed for maximum performance. Made of a thick material that feels almost like ceramic, the 

boards feature traces that never turn at 90 degrees—according to Pom, “Sharp turns can cause microscopic 

This amplifier is VERY 
easy to listen to. It’s 

not at all fatiguing in 
any way. Time just 

seems to fly by when 
you are listening to it.



  signal reflections. We never turn a trace more than 45 

degrees to ensure there is no degradation of signal.”

Now to the fun stuff. The driver stage of this two-

channel amp uses four 6N1P vacuum tubes. These are 

nine-pin, medium gain, double triode vacuum tubes made 

in Russia. A common question Pom gets is: why not the 

classic 12AX7 tube? He responds, “The 12AX7 is a sweet 

tube, but it lacks the dynamics and control of the 6N1P. 

It also draws more current. We get more dynamic range 

and more control with the 6N1P”. Pom knows what he is 

talking about.  He and the Luminescence team listened 

to hundreds of different part options during the design 

stage, then chose the ones that sounded the best, or 

worked best in harmony with each other. The amp uses 

four output vacuum tubes as well; in this case, a set of 

EL84 9-pin Pentode tubes. Pom adds, “The EL84 is a 

sweet and wonderful tube. We listened to the 6L6 and EL34, but we prefered the EL84 for this application.” 

The tubes are mounted securely in the amp and held in place with a custom machined aluminum support bridge 

(shown in the picture on the previous page supplied by Luminescence). The tube circuit board is mounted on an 

independent suspension that allows vibration from the vehicle to be absorbed and not affect the music. Last in 

the audio chain are the output transformers. Luminescence had custom transformers made in the US for the 

Model One. Again, listening tests were performed across a variety of transformers. If you are familiar with tube 

amps you know that the output transformer is the determining factor in the load impedance that the amp can 

drive. The Model One is set up to handle 4 or 8 ohm loads. Speaker connections are made to very solid-feeling 

Cardas pure copper speaker terminals.

If you are thinking that the Model One doesn’t have many adjustments, you are quite correct. There are no 

crossovers, no bass boost circuits and no infrasonic filters. 

Nothing was added to the amp that would in any way detract 

from its sound quality potential. Each and every component 

added to a circuit minutely degrades the performance of said 

circuit. Pom calls this the ‘less is more’ approach.

A common reality when discussing vacuum tube amplifiers 

is longevity. Home audio vacuum tube amp reviews often 

specify a longevity and cost associated with tube replacement. 

We asked Pom about this phenomenon with the Model One. 

He told us, “We took longevity into consideration.  Our EL84 

Tube is running in low-current mode, so instead of 17.5 watts, 

we only produce 12.5 watts. This allows the tubes to run 

much cooler. Our tubes will easily last three to five years. 

If the tubes do need to be replaced, they cost from $10 to $15 each, so it’s not a major issue.” Pom also 

mentioned that there is an optional tube available, but they are rare. They are from the 1960s and were made 

by Telefunken in West Germany; a set of those would run $200 to $300 for the quartet.

The amplifier’s connections are made via very large terminal blocks that will accept 4 AWG cable without any 

problem. This is somewhat overkill, as the amplifier never draws much more than 6 to 7 amps of current. The 

amp has one control other than the gain potentiometer: an internal switch that allows the user to switch the 

amp from a triode configuration to an ultra-linear configuration. The ultra-linear configuration is a combination 

of triode and pentode operation. This becomes more dynamic as more power is available, but as Pom puts it, 

“Is still very smooth and sweet in the upper frequency range.”
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Measurement

Luminescence Stereophonic specifies the amp is capable of producing 12.5 Watts per channel when 

connected to a reactive 4 Ohm load. I measured 5.84 Vrms on each speaker terminal as clipping set it. This 

equates to 8.6 watts per channel. Confirming my findings with Pom, he noted that the amp was in triode mode. 

Switched to ultra-linear configuration, the amp produced 12.6 Watts per channel.

I performed current 

draw measurements 

while the amp was on 

the bench. At idle, with 

no music playing, the 

amp drew 6.6 Amps of 

current. As the power 

output reached clipping, 

the current draw 

dropped to 6.1 Amps. 

This was with a supply 

voltage of 14.45 V. Net 

efficiency at full power 

was 19%, but since 

total current draw was 

so low it doesn’t really 

matter much. Frequency 

response measurements 

of the amplifier were very 

good and the associated 

phase response was 

also excellent. The amp 

takes about 10 seconds 

to start up before any 

audio is heard. This is by 

design to allow the 320 V 

DC power supply to get the tubes up to operating temperature. More on the warm-up process later.

The gain control on the amp offers an immensely wide range of adjustment. On the high end, a mere 50 mV 

of signal is capable of driving the amp to full power, while on the other end of the range, you can completely 

mute the signal from the amp. We won’t say it’s infinite on the top end, but any source unit or processor you 

can install in your car, of any voltage, is likely to be acceptable to the Model One.

Listening

Two listening sessions were completed for the Model One. The first took place here in our lab and the second 

in Pom’s personal vehicle. Let’s start with the latter. Pom has an older Toyota Camry. The car is outfitted with 

a set of Morel Elate 602 components and a Clarion HX-D2 that a relative sent over from Thailand. Pom chose 

the Morel components for two reasons: they sound amazing and they are very power hungry. His logic: if the 

Model One can make these loud, then almost anything else will work just fine. We started listening to some jazz 

recordings and it was immediately apparent that the system had a certain unique character to it. There was 

also something that stood out in the upper midrange; a bit aggressive perhaps. Every install in every vehicle is 

going to sound different; I don’t know if this was a crossover point polarity issue or perhaps a reflection. We 

continued to listen for approximately another 30 minutes or so. It was around that time that I noticed the overall 

tonal balance had smoothed out. I asked Pom about it, and he agreed that the amp needed some time to warm 

up—not so much from a standpoint of thermal temperature, but a matter of some time for the tubes “settle in”. 

Pom and I listened to various tracks for several more hours as we discussed the amp and its design.

Rated Power (Triode Mode) Measured Power

8 Watts x 2 @ 4 8.6 Watts @ 14.45 Volts

Rated Power (Ultra Linear) Measured Power

12.5 Watts x 2 @ 4 12.6 Watts @ 14.45 Volts

Frequency Response (-3dB) 3.77Hz to 54.5kHz

Phase Response (degrees) 13.3 @ 20Hz to -25.3 @ 20kHz

Full Power Efficiency 19%

Maximum Current (at full measured 
Power)

6.1 Amps

Idle Current 6.6 Amps

Input Sensitivity 50mVrms - >10Vrms

Turn-On Delay 8 Seconds



  Over the years there have been many discussions about tube amps clipping gracefully; solid state amps 

sound very harsh when they clip. We pushed the Model One hard on several occasions—easily into clipping—and 

though you could tell it was technically unhappy, it certainly didn’t go sour like a conventional solid state amp 

does.  You can still listen to the amp with it pushing it hard, and unless you have some level of experience in 

listening to the technical side of music reproduction, it would be easy to not notice any clipping.

For a more formal and controlled listening session, we brought the Model One (the same one I used for the 

measurements) to the lab. It was connected to a set of Polk Audio LSi9 bookshelf speakers and our Clarion 

DRZ9255 head unit. Sitting in the sweet spot in our listening room, we began with the Focal Demonstration 

Disc 6; a disc we know very, very well. On track 1—One Evening by Feist—we heard the same accentuation in 

her voice. Having had some previous experience with the amp we decided to let it play for a bit and come back 

and listen again; 30 minutes later we resumed our listening session. Now everything was butter smooth, silky, 

and transparent. Images floated in space between the speakers and easily extended beyond them laterally. A 

few of my notes from the listening session:
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Hold On - J.J. Cale Listening to the detail and clarity in the cymbals was amazing. You could clearly 
hear the two cymbals of the hi-hat cymbal coming together. You knew they didn’t 
meet across their entire periphery at once, but instead seemed to roll together. 
It’s clarity on a microscopic level.

The Boy Who Stole the 
Blues – Mighty Moe Rogers

There was impressive definition from each strum or pluck of a string on the bass 
guitar. You could sense each one vibrating on its own.

Spanish Grease – Willie 
Bobo

Though not recorded as ambiance, there is a processed echo when Willie 
repeatedly says the word "get" at 0:40 and 2:40 into the track. The sound 
moves left to right just before, then completely envelopes the listening room, 
traveling clearly behind the listener. The bass is realistic, but it doesn’t have the 
raw guttural punch that a solid state amp has. It’s musical, but not visceral.

Someday – Martin Solveig

Never Thought I Would - 
Audun Kleive

These tracks have good solid bass lines like track 8. They were musical, but didn’t 
startle the listener at high-volume levels. With solid state amps you can make the 
listener jump or gasp with the first percussion hit. The Model One didn’t do that, 
but it still sounded great.

Nite Mist Blues – The 
Monty Alexander Trio

The transparency and detail was amazing. At 1:08 into the track, you could hear 
someone on the right side of the stage snap their fingers – it sounded so real, 
you could almost see them do it. The piano was very real, very natural and even 
as the performer progressed into the upper notes, the sound never got harsh or 
confused. Each key, each note was played with clarity and definition.

Key features Transparency, Detail, Realism AND it’s Made in Canada!

Considerations Size, Maximum Power and Warm-Up Time

Summary

For those who have not experienced a tube amp before it’s well worth putting on your bucket list. I have a 

feeling that the overall sonic performance may not be as technically accurate as a well designed solid state amp, 

but think of it like looking at a painting. Artists don’t always paint to recreate a perfect image—that’s more akin 

to something a photographer might do—true artistic painters like Vincent Van Gogh, Picasso, Renoir and to 

an extreme, Edvard Munch painted to convey emotion and a feeling. Listening to the Model One was similar to 

that in some respects; more so in the bottom few octaves. It was realistic and enjoyable in every way, but didn’t 

have the impact of a solid state amp. However, through the midrange and high frequency ranges it was glorious. 

Smooth, revealing and detailed are just some of the adjectives that could be easily over-used in describing it.

Is it for everyone? Certainly not. But neither are ARC Audio SE or Mosconi Zero amps. In speaking with several 

friends in the industry, we concluded that given the Model One’s power capabilities and the overall character of 

tube amplifiers, this may be the ultimate option for a midrange or tweeter amplifier in a three- or four-way active 

system. Combine it with something authoritative for mid-bass and bass and you would have audio amplification 

of the highest level. I can hear my IASCA competitor friends formulating emails and Facebook messages already!

MSRP: $4999.99 CAD

Website:  www.luminescenceaudio.com


