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With more and more audiophiles using headphones, we’re all

looking for places to use them with high-quality audio.

That’s where the new Clarus CODA comes in. Sure, you can plug your headphones into your computer or
laptop, but the audio systems that are built-in aren’t very high quality and usually don’t have the bandwidth to
handle high-resolution files or the MQA format that takes special decoding hardware. This goes double for
listening to music on your smartphone or tablet.
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The Clarus CODA looks like a small USB stick. It has a USB jack on one end, and a headphone jack on the other.
A few software adjustments on your Mac, phone, tablet, or PC and you're listening to high-quality music.

The Clarus CODA is a small device but don’t let the size fool you. Plugged into my 2019 MacBook Pro and
listening to my own files via Roon or streaming via Tidal, | got superb fidelity and MQA playback without
effort. Switching back to a lower resolution source like Apple Music was like adding a veil over the better
sound offered by the CODA. On the other hand, in all cases, the CODA sounded better listening to a variety of
audio than using the Apple built-in sound system.
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Highlights

Clarus CODA USB DAC and Headphone Amplifier

» Excellent Audio Quality and dynamic range

« LEDs that identify file type are a plus.

- Plenty of volume to drive most headphones.

* Provides the full MOA decode experience for fans of that format.

- Uses the desirable ESS Professional Series SABRE® DAC audio converter with Hyperstream® |
modulation.

* Low power consumption

= Firmware is updatable.

+ Uses USB A which will require an adaptor on many new computers (one is included).

+ Seemed to have some bugs properly displaying the correct port on Mac OS but the CODA still functions

properly. (Note: A recent Big Sur update seems to have fixed this.)

The Clarus CODA is a fairly new breed of product that didn’t even exist a few years ago. If you had a laptop or
computer and wanted to play an audio file, you grabbed some headphones and plugged them into the
provided jack. The problem is computer manufacturers don’t spend a lot of time worrying about the quality of
their built-in audio systems, and many audiophiles found the quality of the sound lacking.

As more and more high-resolution music became available, both from physical files and from streaming

services, it meant that the pressure was on to provide solutions that would work with existing playback
devices.
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Clarus, a Florida company, has been in the business of providing high-quality cables to audiophiles as well as
power conditioning equipment. That experience led to a quest to create a really high-quality DAC that would
satisfy customers who did not want to degrade their listening experience at home or on the road.

CLARUS CODA usSB DAC AND HEADPHONE AMPLIFIER SPECIFICATIONS
L ___________________________________________________________________________________________________|

INPUT:
USB A

OUTPUT:
3.5mm Stereo plug

OPERATING SYSTEMS:
Windows 7-10, Apple Mac 0S, Android, i0S

DAC:
ESS Pro Series Sabre DAC

AMPLIFIER:
Class G Headphone Amplifier

AUDIO FORMATS:
PCM, DoP (DSD over PCM), MOA

MOA:
Renderer

MAX RESOLUTION:
32 bit (supports 16 and 24 bit)

MAX SAMPLE RATE:
384 khz

THD+N:
-112dB

MAX OUTPUT VOLTAGE:
2.0Vms

OUTPUT IMPEDANCE:
<1 ohm

LED INDICATORS:
displays source resolution
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3 FILTERS:
Linear Phase Fast Roll-off

Minimum Phase Slow Roll-off
Hybrid Fast Roll-off

VOLUME CONTROL:
Supports HID volume control of the source.

ADAPTOR CABLE:
Female USB-A to Male USB-C 15¢cm

IIPPERED CASE:
43"X25" X 15"

WEIGHT:
24 grams with cap

DIMENSION:
25" x 9" x 4

CHASSIS:
Aluminum

MSRP:
$300.00

WEBSITE:
https://www.claruscable.com/DAC.cfm

COMPANY DIRECTORY:
Clarus

SECRETS TAGS:
CODA, DAC, USB, MOA, headphone amplifier, clarus,

headphone amplifier review, review 2021
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Setup

The Clarus CODA is a high-quality product, make no mistake. At first glance, the packaging, documentation,
and build quality are top-notch. While small (about the size of a thumb drive) the CODA has an easy to operate
volume control and easily visible LEDs which reflect the resolution of the file you are listening to.

Setup is easy enough. Plug it into the USB output of your tablet, phone, or computer. Clarus thoughtfully
provides a USB A to C adaptor if you need one. On the CODA there is a 3.5mm jack for headphones.

Volume Up-l I—Volume Down

USB-A s

3.5mm Jack

LED Indicator Light

On Windows devices, you set up the CODA using the sound control panel. On my Mac laptop and iMac, | had
some display issues getting the sound control panel to select and stick on the CODA as a device. A recent
update to Big Sur fixed the issue.

Sound Effects = Output Input

Select a device for sound output:

Name Type

Clarus CODA usB
MacBook Pro Speakers Built-in
Mel’s AirPods Max Bluetooth

Home Theater AirPlay
Living room AirPlay

Settings for the selected device:

The selected device has no output controls

Output volume: o

 Show volume in menu bar
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The CODA should also work on Android devices with a USB port. Many iPhones are supported, but newer
iPhones like the series 12 iPhones, have no USB ports at all, other than a Lightning port for charging. Various
adaptors are said to work. | didn’t have any adaptors around to test my iPhone 12, but my iPad Pro (with USB
C) worked just fine.

The CODA nicely displays the resolution of the music you are listening to in blue, green, or magenta.

The CODA's LED:
Idle and Standard Definition < 48kHz
Green High Definition > 48kHz
Magenta Master Quality Authenticated MQA

To test it on the iPad | connected to Tidal through the Tidal app and listened to a variety of music, some using
the MQA format.

- \‘)"

'“,-

The little magenta LED lit up, indicating MQA content, and the music sounded fine. It was as good as the iPad
Pro had ever sounded through headphones, which is, | think, the point of the CODA.

In Use

| listened to the CODA in a variety of ways. On my laptop (a MacBook Pro) | had many hundreds of CD-quality
and high-resolution files available through Roon.

| also have the Tidal app on my laptop, so | did quite a bit of listening to their vast library, paying special
attention to their MQA files. And as | mentioned, | did some listening through my iPad using the Tidal app. |
have a variety of headphones around. Most of my listening was on my excellent Aeon 2 open-back
headphones. The CODA had no issues driving them to robust volumes.
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Some general comments first on the audio presentation. | have a slight bias toward the ESS Sabre DAC used by
the CODA. It was also in my Oppo universal players, and | was comfortable with the quality of the sound. |
think the Sabre’s are really good DACs, finely detailed and very musical.

Everything | heard on my computer or tablet sounded better with the CODA than just using the same
headphones plugged into my playback device. The high frequencies were better, and while | did sense a slight
elevation of high frequencies, they still sounded natural. The stereo image was solid, and the bass was deeper
than the built-in audio provided by the Mac hardware and the iPad. The noise was also very slightly reduced.

| listened to dozens of albums and tracks.

Here’s some of what impressed:

Undiscovered by Einaudi

Listened in MQA quality; the album was
crisp with well-defined instruments. The
soundstage was stable, and the strings
were fully involving.

EINAUDE
UNBISCOVERED

Peteris Vasks: Symphony # 2.

One of my favorite classical composers. |
heard this as a ripped CD via Roon on my
laptop. The sound was thrilling, with the
orchestra spread wide and a nice sense
of depth.

‘PETERIS VASKS
SymPhony No: 2%

Violin Concerto
"Distant Liqllt,
C
O

chestra
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o5 The Thief of Baghdad: Prague
it . Philharmonic.

' ~* A new re-recording of a classic film
soundtrack. There is a lot of percussion
and voices. This was CD quality
playback through Roon to my laptop.
Again, the music was involving.
Switching to the MacBook Pro’s built-in
audio system, the soundstage thinned
out, and frequency extremes were

RS E Hos limited. There was a very slight

CONDUCTED BY NIC RAINE

Let There be Light — Mike Oldfield.
Back to Tidal for this track from

the Mike Oldfield Songs of Distant
Earth. This was available in MQA and
sounded stunning. Guitars stood out
front in the mix, and the other
electronic sounds were compelling.
The soundstage had very nice front to
back effects.

Mike Oldfield

///////

:TAKE FIVE Take 5: Dave Brubeck
THETJNEEBI‘OIIEJ:RNBWK)&?E? Just CD quality from Tidal, but the

Bty Bl B g, gidband bt music sounded really good from
Tidal. | have listened to this music a
lot over the years, and it has never
sounded better. Part of this was the
result of the Aeon 2 headphones,
part is the CODA’s quiet electronics
with the extended frequency range.
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Before | forget, some thoughts on MQA or Master Quality Authenticated. Some people swear by this format of
music, others are highly critical of it as just a gimmick. It does compress the original music, but the
compression is smart and to my ear inaudible. I’'m an agnostic on MQA. The music | hear on Tidal that is
offered in MQA sounds just fine, but so do the high-resolution tracks and even the CD-quality tracks on offer.
Our readers will have to test MQA on their own to see if it is worth having extra hardware and getting access
to MQA content. Since the CODA fully decodes MQA, if you want it, you have it. If you don’t, no worries.

Conclusions

At $300 the Clarus CODA is not inexpensive, but it is
price-wise, on a par with similar devices offered by other
brands. | think it delivers unquestionably fine audio from
devices that otherwise would sound lackluster. That
seems a bargain in the general scheme of high-end audio.
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LIKES WOULD LIKE TO SEE

+ Fine build quality — easy to travel with - Offer an optional Lightning to USB adaptor
+ The sound is excellent. The Sabre DAC is top- letting the CODA work on newer iPhones.
notch.

- Easy to install and use.
« Will allow easy firmware updates as/if needed.

If you are doing a lot of listening to music on your computer or portable devices, the Clarus CODA is a no-risk
purchase. | could find no issue with the quality of the sound or the ease of setup. | love the LEDs that let me
know the resolution of the music I’'ve chosen. The volume control gave me plenty of output on a variety of
headphones, including Sennheiser, HIFIMan, and the Aeon 2 headphones | did most of my auditioning on.

A high-quality DAC/Headphone amp like the CODA is not for everyone. A lot of people do their headphone
listening on their main audio systems and that’s well and good. But if you travel, or work in your office, and
want superior sound from devices that really can’t reproduce high-resolution music, then the Clarus CODA
should be high on your purchase list.

MEL MARTIN

Mel spent most of his life working in television journalism in Ohio, Flarida,
the BBC in Landon, and in Seattle, WA. He won a few EMMY awards along

the way which most people mistake for bowling trophies. Being around
all those expensive monitors frustrated him when he got home to his
threadbare TV and stereo, so he began to improve things, brand by
brand, upgrade by upgrade. He's got a lovely OLED TV now, flanked by
Magnepan 3.6r speakers, and a Home theater with an Epson Projector
and Focal speakers. Also scatted about the house are HiFiMan
headphones, and 6 Sonos Connect devices that are spraying his rather
large music collection from room to room. Other equipment is from
Oppo, Sony, Aurender, PS Audio and Emotiva. Musical tastes range from
Classical to Jazz to New Age to classic Rock and Roll. Mel has written a
biography of film producer Samuel Bronston (El Cid, King of Kings) and is
working now on a second film related book. He resides in Arizona where,
when he's not adjusting his home theater, he dabbles in landscape and

astronomical photography.
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