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Altmann UPCI
‘jitter-buster’

Add-on jitter-busters had a vogue in

the 1990s, but is there still a need for
them? Altmann certainly thinks so

COST
SUPPLIER

Alimann Micro Machines

CONTACT

Last month’s feature uricic ubout jitter was, in
part, # preamhble to this two-part review of two jitter
suppresston devices from Allmann Micro Machines
(AMM) in Germany. Jitter busters, as they became
witlely known, first appeared abour a decade ago anil
wiere popular for a while as a means of reducing jitier
effects in two-box (Lrunsport/DAC) CD players. Today
they hove fallen out of fashion rather, not least
because the best modern two-box CD combinations
appear to huve reduced jitter 1o imperceptible levels
Daoes this mean the Altmann UPCH and J1SCO are
latecomers to o party that's already finished? Actually
no, for two good reasons. First, many DVD players
are mow called upon to act as high quality audio
sources, plaving CD, audio DVD-Vs and DVD-A. But
DVD players temd 10 produce copious amounts of
jitter, sudiophile exumples excepted. Most will be
used ay stund-slone sources, in which case the jiner
has to be tolerated, but some — notubly the Pioneer
players. which all support 24/96 PCM wia their digital
outputs — will be partnered with outbourd DACs. In
this context the jitter buster may still have a role
Second, and this is the puzzling part, even when yvou
use @ lowsjitter transport and a DAC that is ostensibly
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unaffected by source jitter, putting a JISCO, UPCI or,
cven hetter, both in between, can still make a startling
difference 10 the sound,

It muy seem odd that one compuny should produce
two different jitter busters but there’s o perfectly
logical reason for this: the UTPCI {ultra precision clock
mjector) and JISCO (jitter sceambling decorrelator)
work in fundamentally different ways. The UPCI re-
tlocks the input by means of o narrow-bandwidth
phase-locked loop ‘flywheel” and so sharcs its modis
operandi with most of the jitter busters seen
previously,. The JISCO, by contrast, has a nowvel
operating principle |'ll describe next month

The UPCI operates al a fixed sumpling rate (44.]
48, 96 and 192kHz versions are avuilable the
44 1kHz version wus tested). which — contrary 1o
what I've just said — makes it less thun practical to use
with & multi-rute signal source like a DVD plaver,
Measuring just 65 x 55 x 24mm. il is remarkably
compact and intended o be plupgged directly into g
digital mput, thereby obviating the necd for an
additional digital cable. To this end all varnts are
fitted with @ body-mounted gold-plated RCA phono
plug and supphed with & gold-plated T-connector ta
mike the connection arrangement more flexible. A
phono input socked is fitted as standard. alo gold-
plated, but cither TosLink or ST optical connectors
can be specified. Output voltage is switchable between
0.5 and 5V peak-to-peak, to suit S/PDIF or AES
inputs. Power supply is 12V DC via a wall-wart, which
Altmunn says can beneficially be repluced by a 12V
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battery, Asking price is €500 with phono or TosLink
input, or €550 if fitted with the ST aption,

Let me tell you how 1 expected this review to pan out.
With o high-jitter source (a role played here by a Pioncer
DV-939A) and a DAC prone 1o the effects of source jinter
{Musical Fidelity X-24K), 1 anticipated the UPCI would
have a beneficial effect. Whereas if the source were
replaced by a low-jitrer aliernative (Meridian 5(18.24) or
the DAC by one largely insensitive to imput jitte:
(Perpetual Technologics P-3A), the beneficial effects
would evapornte,

Mensurcment muostly confirmed these expectations
Figure | shows the jitter spectrum at the output of the
X-24K fed a 16-bit F-test signal from the DV-Y39A — it's
i mass of jitler components, mostly from the "939. Figure
2 shows the effect of adding the LPCI: although the 939
ptter isn't climinated i1 is cenainly  significantly
suppressed. Figures 3 and 4 show the very different resuli
when the P-3A is used in place of the X-24K. without and
with UPCI respectively (note the different vertical scale
here). In this case the DACs inherent jitter suppression is
so good that the UPCl can make only o small
improvement, And if the 39 is replaced by the Meridian
S08.24, no improvement whatsoever cun be seen.

On this basis the UPCI should have linle sonic benefin
when used between the DV-93YA and P-3A. and nonc
whatsoever between the 50824 and X-24K ar (even
better) the 50824 and P-3A. But that's not how things
turned out — in fact the listening came as a shock.

As anticipated, with the UPCT i circuit between the
DV-939A and the X-24K there was an obvious
imprewement in elarity, dynamics and imaging - a blanke
had been removed from the sound. But expectations were
confounded when 1 substituted the 50824 for the
DV-939A and. in contradiction of the measurcments, the

Are the Altmann UPCI and JISCO
just latecomers to a party that’s
already finished? Actually, no...

same somic differences were apparent. 1 had expected the
5U8 1o climinate or at least diminish the aodible cffects
bul that wasn't the case ut all. The UPCT still impaned
greater stability and solidity to the sound and reduced
digital ‘edge”.

Next | adopted o belt and braces approach — low-jitter
soprce  (S08)  connpected 1o 4 DAC which  the
measurements suggest is lorpely insensitive to incoming
jitter (P-3A). Surely this combination would render the
UPCI ineffectual? Again no: the UPCT still had o clearly
sudible effect on the sound. along the lines already
deseribed.

Although [ wish some way could be found 1o muke the
UPCI a multi-rate device without sacrifice to its
performunce, | can recommend it without reservation. It
measures well, which is always reassuring. and brings
obvious benefits o sound guality even with partnering
cquipment you might expect to be immune from s
influence. The JISCO story, as we'll see next month, is
more complicated — but il the more fascinating. T8
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Part two of the micro machines investigation
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Whereas the UPCI [HFN Sept D3] rates as a
conventional jitter reduction device, the second jitter
huster from German manufacturer Alimann Micro
Machines is more unusual, As ils name suggests, the
JISCO {jinter scrambling decorrelator) goes aboul its
tosk rather differently.

The design philosophy underlving the JISCO is
simple enough. Digital receiver chips usially perform
some measure of jitter suppression along the lines of
the UPCY, only they don't become effective until
much higher jitter frequencies. On the Altmann
website the popular Crystal CS8414 is used as an
example, which the data sheet shows only begins (o
provide progressive jitter attenuation above 10kHz or
so. To prevent lower jiller [requencies passing
unsuppressed, the JISCO modulates the jitter (o
much higher (MHz) frequencies, where the
attenuation provided hy the receiver chip is high.
Thal. at ledst, is the claim.

Whereas the UPCT operates at a fixed sampling
ratz, which makes it inconventent to use with o mults-
rate signal source fike o DVID player, the JISCO has
the practical advantage of working ai any sampling
rate from 32 (o 96kHe, and beyond.

ther features of the two units are identical: output
voltnge s switchable between (L3 and 3V peak-lo-

Allmann Micro Machines
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peak: the JISCO, measuring just 65 x 55 x 24mm.
plugs directly into a digial input: and a phono input
socket s finled ps standard but can aptionally be
replaced with either TosLink or 8T optical connectors.

SOUND QUALITY
I tested the effect of the JISCO, hke the UPCI,
between o high-jitter digital source (Pioneer DV-
93594 13V player) and twe outhoard DACs — an old
Musical Fidelity X-24K, which is susceptible 1o input
jitter, und a Perpetual Technologies P-3A, which is
largely unaffected by it. The JISCO and LPCT were
also tesied in series: the LPCH connecied 1o the DAC
mput amd the JISCO connected w the UPCTs mpu

Results pre shown i the accompanying spectra
[right], Note that all these measurements, and those
st month, were taken from the DACs output via the
anmdlogue mprut of & Lynx 122 soundeard, reconding st
24 bit resnlution and 44, 1 kHz sampling rate. Spectral
analysis is by 32.768-point FFT in each case, averaged
over apprusimately 30 seconds, under which
conditions the inherent noise fJoor of the 122 (input
shorted) is around - 146dBFS. The test signal was a
16-hit J-test waveform, as described in August’s jitter
femture, present oo both channels. All the 1esis were
made with the UPCl amd JISCO powered, [or
convenience, from a 12V lead-acid hattery; com-
parison measuramenis made with the mains supplies
showed no significant differences.

Taking the DVO3OAN-MK sequence forst. the
jitter sidehands for the two when dircetly conmected
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are all wo obvious [Figure 1 last month]. Putting the
NSCO i arcmt [Figure 1 here| does nothing 1o remove
these it does raise the noise floor significantly —
presumably due o an increased level of decorrelated
jitter — and adds further closely-spaced spectral lines
arund some of the X-24K's data-reluted sidebands
Imserting the JISCO and UPCl m series [Figure 2] gives
a much bener result, with greater suppression of the DV-
W3 fitler sipnniure (han schieved by the UPCI alone.

Substituting the P-3A for the X-24K brings a very
different outcome because of the P-3A's insensitivity (o
sonree jitter. In this case addmg the JICO has negligible
cifect |Figure 3] althowgh sdding the JISCO.UPC]
combination [Figure 4} does remove the last vestiges of
jiner sidebands from the skints of the central peak.

From ihese results | expecied the JISCO o have litle
sonic benefil — o derogatory effect, more likely — when
used between the DV-0304 and X-24K. ond none when
inseried between the IVAO39A and P3A. For the 1TSOT-
UPCT combinativn things looked rosier with the X-24K.
although with the P-3A in circuit 1 again expected little

But. jusi as with the UPCL. these expectations were
overtumed by the listening. Used between the DVA30A
and the X-24K the JISOD's cffect was i some ways
similar o the UPCUs only the presentation was now less
relaxed, with a hint of hardiness in comparison the UI'CH
smmded s little softer but more natural. The best resul
came with the SO nsered ahead of the UPCL: the
sharper leading edges of the JISCO were now combined
with the UPCTs sense of woarmth and imperturbable
stohility, giving an overall sound quality w match a top
one-box or two-box CD player

Expectations were further confounded when 1
substimed the P-3A {or the X-24K and, in comradiction
of the messurements, the same somc differences were
apparent. The JISCO seored for vindness but suffered
some hoardness, while the JISCO-UPC] combination
melded the best sonic features of each

Even when | partnered the P-3A with a Meridian
SAK, 24 — 3 very low-jitter soures — the JISCO or JISCO-
UPCT siall had a clear effect on the sound. With both
comnecied, the end mesull was an asionishing overall
improvement. My notes sav: ‘Richer and ver more
detailed. Mere “romed” dyvnamically and sputially.
inttmmte, chameterful.” Another step closer 1o the
masicr! Absolutely — and not so much a siep as a striide.

CONCLUSION

Alrhough the JISCO has received emthusiastic notices
from some users, | can only recommend it with caution if
wxed alone. The way Il messures is disconcerting and, for
all that it improves the sound’s clarity and hile', it adds
an edge that can prove wooaring. This might be a system-
specific ¢lfect. so that in ather contexts the benefits more
cleardy dommate. but that in itsell dishars the JISCO
from u blanke! recommemidianon.

Where | can endorse it wholehearedly 15 used ahead
of the UPCL o combination that can bring magical
henefits even 10 lop-Tlighl digital sources and DACs. Has
Churfes Altmunn discovercd in pitter decorrelation the
Jitter egirivalenit of dithering? That's hos 1 thiok of il and
the effect is extraordinary
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