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Innovations in audio have been quite limited the last few years. In general, the trend in
audio has been to continue doing the same thing but create only cosmetic changes to
new products, instead of making real changes to, for example, an audio connector. The
same goes for stereo cartridges. You can make a coil move in a magnetic field, or a
magnet move between the coils, but further than that, even the most renowned
manufacturers will not venture.

A cartridge maker may try, for example, to use moving iron like the Decca principle.
Until the advent of the Soundsmith Strain Gauge cartridge, though, no contemporary
producer was doing anything different from existing cartridge designs or principles. I'm
aware that the Strain Gauge design has a history that predates the Soundsmith SG
system, but no one has done anything with in the last several decades until
Soundsmith. | had the honor of being the first reviewer in the Netherlands of affixing the
Soundsmith Strain Gauge cartridge to an arm (SME). One piece of advice, “don't try this
at home”, unless you have the budget readily available.

Strain Gauge

The strain gauge can be translated into “tension meter.” | was already familiar with the
principal from devices used to measure the hardness of soil at construction sites. That
was my first encounter with devices that change electrical resistance when stretched or
compressed. The Soundsmith Strain Gauge cartridge works in the same way. Two
strips of silicon with the thickness of a hair are suspended, like a bridge, and attached
to the stylus and cantilever of the cartridge. As these little strips (physically) distort they
change resistance. The difference in tension in the silicon strips can thus be amplified
into an audible signal through a loudspeaker. This is a simplistic visualization which |
got from the material supplied with the Soundsmith Strain Gauge. Even by looking at
the elements of the cartridge up close, after taking out the removable stylus assembly, |
could not figure out how it is made.

A few things are important to mention. It's necessary to supply the cartridge with
current. This is the reason why Soundsmith builds its own phono preamplifiers for the
Strain Gauge with a current supply for the cartridge. For those who already own a
phono preamplifier, Soundsmith has come out with the SG-200 which has just the basic
functionality to work with their strain gauge cartridge. With a regular phono preamplifier,
the cartridge will not work at all. When current is supplied to the SG elements, two blue
LED'’s light up on the cartridge itself. The SG 200 unit will power the cartridge, and
unless the diamond is in the groove, will mute the signal. Tthe mute can be disabled -
this is useful as every once in a while, on quiet records, between tracks where there is
no signal, the cartridge may also go into mute, as it is not sensing a signal. Secondly,
it's important to realize that normal cartridges react to the cutting speed at which the
record is cut. The higher or faster the cutting speed, the higher the current the cartridge
produces. The strain gauge type cartridge does not react to cutting speed, but to the



depth and width of the groove. To movement, in other words. Another peculiarity of the
strain gauge cartridge type as made by Soundsmith is that it has a natural roll off of
6db/octave. This is pretty much consistent with the RIAA curve standard.

Between the ideal RIAA curve and the frequency response of the Strain Gauge
cartridge are small differences. Soundsmith, however, has the point of view that such
disparities are so minor, and would require so much additional electronics to correct,
that they prefer to accept the output of the cartridge without elaborate correction filters.
There are filters in the middle frequencies, however to correct for an inevitable dip in
the mid band. This way Soundsmith avoids phase errors and maintains accurate time
domain response that is so important to the transparent nature of the cartridge.

Lastly, have you ever seen a high end cartridge which had an easily user replaceable
stylus? No? Then the Strain Gauge cartridge from Soundsmith is again a revelation.

For prices, expect 200-600 Euros for the replaceable stylus assembly. Even for 78 rpm
discs, a stylus assembly is available. Important also is the price of the whole system -
for the cartridge and the SG200 unit, you will pay 5500 Euros. A lot of money. But
certainly not unrealistic given the class we are in now.

| listen a lot to vinyl, via a Transrotor/SME/Transfiguration on an HAT phono
preamplifier and via a Vyger/SME/Phase Tech and a Xindak phonostage. For this
review, I’'m using everything except the Transrotor/SME arm. The Soundsmith unit is
connected to an HAT line amplifier and a set of Primaluna Dialogue Six power
amplifiers. Loudspeakers are Focal Diablo Utopia 3, supported by a Velodyne
subwoofer. All cables are Crystal Cable, netfilters from Kemp Electroniks.

The moment of truth. The system is warmed up. The cartridge is mounted and adjusted.
The first LP is on the Transrotor, and the diamond of the Strain Gauge enters the
groove of an LP by Juliet Greco. | listened to the first track, and then my wife asks,
‘And...?”

| can only mumble, “Beautiful.” While tears well up in my eyes. “Different, different than
usual. “

It's a few days later, and | am back to earth, after a great amount of vinyl, with the
occasional CD thrown in for comparison. Comparison? It’s really not possible to
compare digital music with the Strain Gauge. | know you are expecting that | am going
to write something sensible about this cartridge. At the same time, | remember a phrase
of a music lover who | like to quote -



