


Imagine you have a reference-class

turntable – like  the one that per-

forms flawlessly in the image hifi li-

stening room – and you still want to

go even higher. We have a suggesti-

on that might surprise you …

You think you know your cartridge …?

Specifically, we're talking about the Acoustic Signature Typhoon
NEO turntable for around € 14,000, the TA-5000 NEO tonearm
for around € 7,000 and the MCX4 cartridge for just € 2,580.
What would you upgrade first? The cartridge? That's what we
would  have also thought. Of course, this is always possible and
does make a difference, provided you are willing to spend at least
twice as much and choose the right one for your existing turn -
table/tonearm combination from the wide range of outrageously
expensive cartridges offered by other manufacturers, because
with the four-piece set, Acoustic Signature has reached the end of
the line.

There is one catch, however: the considerable cost of such a
 system is not sustainable in the long run. After all, the stylus is a
wearing part and once it has clocked up four-digit operating
hours it will be time to replace it, which in the case of an MC
 system usually involves a costly overhaul – and there is no
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 guarantee that the cartridge will be re-
turned with exactly the same sound
 characteristics it had originally. Many
owners of such treasures therefore buy
a new cartridge some time before the
old one is actually worn out and keep
it in a drawer as a ‘back-up’. Either way,
switching to a more expensive cart -
ridge means a corresponding increase
in running costs. 

However, there are quite a few ana -
logue specialists who consider the
tone arm to be a far more important
link in the chain than is widely as -
sumed – and these are by no means
manufacturers who exclusively offer
tonearms, but rather complete system
providers. Gunther Frohnhöfer, mana-
ging director and mastermind of
Acoustic Signature, is convinced that
both the Ty phoon NEO and the MCX4
would be able to clearly and con -

Top left: We expect nothing less than a  
mas terpiece of precision engineering from
Acoustic Signature, the Swabian manu -
facturer of turntables and tonearms. It was
also clear from the outset that the product –
especially in this five-figure price range –
would leave nothing to be desired in terms
of workmanship and practical features. Of
course, this is not apparent from its overall
appearance: from the outside, you cannot
see the very elaborate ceramic-steel hybrid
ball bearing and the stainless steel tonearm
axis

Bottom left: If the large brass counterweight
is not sufficient for the installed cartridge,
an additional disc can be screwed on
 ‘piggyback’
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sistently demons trate the differences between the al -
ready outstanding TA-5000 NEO tonearm and the
next higher model, the TA-7000 NEO (above which
are the TA-9000 NEO and TA-10000 NEO). To
 come straight to the point: we ourselves were sur-
prised at what a more sophisticated tonearm model
was able to get out of the comparatively inexpensive
MCX4.  

Some readers may now be asking themselves: didn't
we already have the TA-7000 NEO? That's right: in
image hifi 2/2022, in elegant black, bundled with the
next larger Montana NEO turntable. But we wanted
to know how much it could outperform the TA-5000
NEO – and once we knew, a separate review was
 inevitable. This time, we again received the 12-inch
version of the arm, which still featured a hybrid cera-
mic and steel ball bearing derived from space techno-
logy, a stainless steel tonearm axis and a conical car -
bon tonearm tube with a ‘3D damped’ internal
construction that is both pinned and glued in place. 

‘It all started with the desire to close the consider -
able price and sound gap in our range between the
TA-5000 and TA-9000 NEO, whereby the alumini-
um construction of the tonearm tube in the latter
in volves a great deal of effort, which is naturally re-

xxx
Partnering Equipment
Turntable: Acoustic Signature Typhoon NEO Tonearm: Acoustic
Signature TA-5000 NEO Cartridge: Acoustic Signature MCX4,
Miyajima Takumi L Phono preamplifiers: Ensemble Massimo
 Fonobrio, Gryphon Elektra/Orestes (completely overhauled) CD
player: Audio Note CD 3.1x/II Preamplifier: Zeiler PR-01 Power
amplifier: Zeiler PA-01 Loudspeakers: Audio Note AN-E SPx Ltd
FC (externally stimulateded driver), Zeiler SP-02, Avantgarde Trio
with iTRON power amplifiers and twin subwoofer units Acces -
sories: Bassocontinuo Aeroline F2 equipment rack, Audioplan
 Powerstar S3 power strip
xxxx



flected in the price,’ explains Gunther
Frohnhöfer. On the other hand, a car-
bon tube, such as the one we use in the
“smaller” models, is very rigid, mea-
ning that it guides the stylus very pre-
cisely, but hardly has any internal dam-
ping. Without additional measures,
the vibrations generated by the car-
tridge during scanning stimulate the
tone arm tube and are then reflected
back to the cartridge, which has rather
disastrous consequences for the play -
back quality." The aim was therefore to
first improve the resonance behaviour
of the tonearm tube as much as pos -
sible with the help of the finite element
programme used for development at
Acoustic Signature, which was upda-
ted to the latest version in the early
2020s. The aim was to provide dam-
ping only where resonance modes ac-
tually occur, because if you dampen as
much as possible everywhere, you lite-
rally kill the sound. The result of many
hours of testing, in which all possible
effects of vibration were put to the vir-
tual test, was a complex, irregularly
shaped construction made of a special
plastic, which is inserted into the tone-
arm tube and connected to it at
 various points. The shape of the bea-
ring housing was also optimised for re-

Top left: Practical: you can adjust the
 azimuth by loosening two Allen screws
and then turning the tonearm tube

Bottom left: Practical (2): you can set the
 anti-skating force using a rotary knob with
a scale
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sonance as far as possible using the  finite element
method. This makes it more delicate than that of the
TA-5000 NEO, which in turn appears more  stable
on the outside. 

With regard to the tonearm bearing, the problem
is that conventional ball bearings need to be lubri-
cated with grease. The movement of the arm is thus
opposed by a frictional resistance that cannot be
precisely controlled and which becomes stronger
the lower the bearing tolerance is. This can lead to
breakaway torques and a certain, albeit minimal,
 resistance having to be overcome before the arm can
continue to move. 

The ceramic-stainless steel bearing ensures that
the tonearm moves with minimal friction even with
the smallest bearing tolerances and exhibits the
 same minimal frictional resistance both horizontal-
ly and vertically across the entire range of motion.
The diameter of the tonearm axis is significantly lar-
ger than that of the TA-5000 in order to ensure sta-
bility and to deflect any remaining resonance away
from the tonearm as quickly and completely as pos-
sible. Accordingly, the coefficient of friction and
mass inertia are higher. However, this is not signifi-
cant given the relative slowness of the horizontal
movement across the surface of the record. The
speed of the vertical movements of the tonearm is
many times higher, insofar as the record is not 100%
flat. 

All these improvements result in a tonearm that,
according to Frohnhöfer, has much of the sound
quality of the TA-9000 NEO, but is significantly
 more affordable. It should also be noted that its me-
chanical parts are largely protected from dust and
dirt, so it can be assumed that – unlike a very ex-
pensive cartridge – it will perform reliably and with-
out fuss for at least thirty years. 

For the internal wiring, Acoustic Signature uses
very thin 4N silver strands (purity of at least 99.995
per cent), which requires a little caution when
 mounting the cartridge; from the 5-pin DIN plug
onwards, the Equator Achromatic tonearm cable
from specialist Atlas, which is included in the scope



of delivery, is used. The tonearm acces-
sories also include Acoustic Signature's
own 12-inch adjustment template,
which leaves no questions unanswered
in terms of horizontal alignment and,
like all parts of the complete package,
impresses with its precision. All that
remains is to adjust the  azimuth and
the vertical tracking angle. The latter
could be more convenient, for example
by means of a large  knurled screw. If, as
is necessary here, you loosen the cor -
res ponding Allen screw on the tone-
arm base, the previous height setting is
quickly lost, and finding the optimal
setting millimetre by millimetre re -
quires a little patience and calm. How -
ever, this criticism applies to most
tone arms on the market. In contrast,
adjusting the azimuth is completely
straightforward: the tonearm tube can
be rotated by loosening two screws at
the front of the bearing housing. 

If we want to compare tonearms at
this high level and achieve tangible re-
sults, we naturally need partners who
are able to make the differences clearly
audible. What we found at this point in
the image-hifi listening room, which is
normally equipped with high-quality

Top left: The tonearm lift and locking hook
are first-class in terms of design, work man -
ship and functionality, which may seem in -
significant at first glance. In practice,
 however, it is precisely these details that
can make the difference between pleasure
and frustration

Bottom left: The tools supplied further con-
firm the outstanding impression of quality:
the Allen key set is of a very high standard
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components, was a real stroke of luck: the grand old
lady among the components of the reference sys -
tem, the Gryphon Orestes double mono phono pre-
amplifier with an Elektra power supply unit that is
also channel-separated, was joined by an Ensemble
Massimo Fonobrio phono preamplifier. Zeilers'
well-regarded PR-01 and PA-01 tube preamplifiers
and power amplifiers were also on hand, and two
pairs of dreamlike – yet still living room-friendly –
loudspeakers had arrived in the publisher's listening
room:  the Zeiler SP-02 and the latest version of Au-
dio Note's (UK) long-running AN-E, equipped with
externally generated drivers. For a direct compari-
son with the TA-5000 NEO, I chose the Ensemble
phono preamplifier and Audio Note loudspeakers.
At a later stage, I even used the Avantgarde Trio with
built-in iTRON power  amplifiers and twin subwoo-
fer units. in this case, my own Miyajima Takumi L
(which has since been  replaced by the Miyajima
Carbon) was the pickup system of choice. 

By this time I had already gained a lot of experi -
ence with the Acoustic Signature TA-7000 NEO
tone arm in combination with the MCX4. First im-
pressions: it's amazing what a cartridge that costs
‘only’ a little over 2,000 can achieve in terms of dy-
namics and detail when paired with a better tone-
arm. Have we really failed to recognise the true po-

tential of all our high-priced cartridges up to now?
It certainly looks that way. To get in the mood, we
started with Tricky's debut album Maxinquaye
(Music On Vinyl, MOVLP507, reissue, 180 g, EUR
2015 (1995), LP) on the turntable, whose dark, mul-
ti-layered trip-hop  sounds come across as more
nuanced, but at the  same time more powerful and
earthy than usual. Martina Topley-Bird's vocals are
given a central role in the songs for the first time,
although in the overall mix they remain on a par
with a multitude of  samples, ethereal synthesiser in-
terludes and percussive elements. The fundamental
tone of the electronic bass sequence in Kraftwerk's
track ‘The Robots’ (The Man-Machine, Capitol Re-
cords, 1A 062-85444, NL ca. 1980 (1978), reissue,
LP) comes across as  more powerful and cleaner than
I remember, and the sound characteristics of the va-
rious parts played with analogue synths in the other
tracks seem more individual and somehow ‘freer’. 

Of course, David Bowie's ‘Ziggy Stardust’ (The
 Rise And Fall Of Ziggy Stardust And The Spiders
From Mars, Parlophone, DB69734, worldwide 2017
(1972), 45th Anniversary Edition, LP) had to be
played again. The excellent production by Ken Scott,
combined with the quality of the gold-coloured
pressing, proves time and again to be the right
 choice when it comes to distinguishing high-quality



from the very best analogue technology. Everything is  simply
 there: dynamics, precision, presence, flow and, above all, in con-
junction with the Ensemble phono preamplifier, a very generous,
razor-sharp sound scape. The performance of the minimalist
 piece ‘Sato-Sato’ from the iconic album Alles Ist Gut by Deutsch-
Amerikanische Freundschaft (Virgin, 203 644-320, D 1981, LP),
in which authentic, up-close drumming meets a sparse, dark syn-
thesiser bassline, whispers and spoken vocals is unusually
 exciting. Of course, I let the record play a little longer and was
 instantly transported back by the unforgettable ‘Der Mussolini’ to
the sweaty atmosphere of the underground clubs that were all the
rage at the time. Yes, it's a perfect fit! 

Before reinstalling the MCX4 on the TA-5000 NEO for direct
comparison, I listened to the tracks ‘Heart And Soul’ and ‘Twen-
ty Four Hours’ from the Joy Division album Closer (Factory,
FACT. 25, reissue, UK/EUR 2007, remastered, 180 g, 2007 (1980),

LP), which, in my opinion, are as close
to the musical essence of the legendary
group as two consecutive songs can
possibly be. There's no question about
it, they send shivers down your spine at
times. The strengths that the Acous tic
Signature brand stands for – rock-so-
lid stability, authority, organisation,
bandwidth combined with lively dyna-
mics, speed, and bass that reaches deep
down while remaining springy and
sharply contoured – are literally turbo -
charged by the drive with the ‘big’ to-
nearm: ‘Heart and soul, one will burn..
These two tracks were followed by
 those with the TA-5000 NEO. Yes, the

Among the adjustment template supplied by manufacturers, Acoustic Signature is one of the best: precise and largely
 intuitive.

Also included in the package: the 1.5-metre-
long Atlas Equator Achromatic tonearm
 cable. There are certainly more expensive
options, and experiments in this regard are
easy to carry out thanks to the straight, 5-pin
DIN plug, but there is nothing wrong with
this manufacturer's choice: it fits, and pretty
well at that!  
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sound unmistakably comes from the  same source and is very, very
good in itself – perhaps even a little more powerful in the upper
bass range (but a tad less precise). But it doesn't quite match the
transparency and con ciseness, the precise, compelling timing and
the dynamics that come out of nowhere that we heard before. I
kept listening, partly to calm down and get used to the initial si-
tuation again – after all, we have always been very happy with the
TA-5000 NEO in the listening room and want to continue to be
so. But the conclusion is inevitable: the TA-7000 NEO guides the
cartridge more precisely through the groove,  giving it more free-
dom to unfold its full potential. We did not expect such a  huge
difference.

In conclusion, it can be said that the Acoustic Signature TA-7000
NEO has what it takes to present your favourite cartridge in a
 whole new light. It is there fore highly recommended as a  sound
 enhancer in phono chains where the effort expended to date has
not yet drifted into astronomical territory.

xxxx

Tonearm Acoustic Signature TA-7000 NEO
Functional principle: cardanically mounted 12" rotating tonearm Material/con-
struction: conical outer tube made of braided carbon fibres with glued and plugged
inner construction for 3D damping; preloaded, friction-free ceramic-steel hybrid ball
bearing; Brass counterweight; 4N silver tonearm internal wiring Effective mass:
13.9 g Overhang: 13.2 mm Overall length: 358.0 mm Mounting distance: 295.8
mm Tonearm cable: 1.5 m Atlas Equator Achromatic made of high-purity OCC cop-
per (‘Ohno Continuous Cast’) with 5-pin DIN plug Tonearm mount: choice of Rega
or SME (test version SME) Finishes: Silver, black or gold (at extra cost); optional
solid titanium headshell at extra cost Weight: 687 g Warranty: 5 years (upon
regis tration) Price: from euro 15,179

Contact: AS-Distribution GmbH, Hillenbrandstraße 10, 73079 Süßen,. Telephone
07162/207970, www.acoustic-signature.de
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