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integrated amplifier called the X, from British manufacturer 
Exposure Electronics. That the system was relatively afford-
able may have contributed to my memory-sear.

Prior to the X’s introduction, Exposure’s amps and 
preamps had the reputation of being worthy alternatives 
to those from Naim Audio. Naim’s electronics were by 
then well established—and well distinguished, owing to a 

number of qualities, especially the emphasis placed on the 
benefits of the high-quality outboard power supplies they 
made for their preamps and, later, their digital sources. 
Exposure not only followed that lead, they built their gear 
into aluminum enclosures of superficially similar appear-
ance and size—the latter typically modest by trophy-audio 
standards—and eschewed the American norm of wiring a 
system with long interconnects and short speaker cables in 
favor of the opposite approach. That said, Exposure never 
picked up on Naim’s preferred amplifier architecture of all-
NPN “quasi-complementary” output circuitry; instead, they 
stuck with tried-and-true complementary pairs of NPN 

A udiophilia is nothing if not nostalgic—in fact, it’s 
doubly so. Listening to recorded music is an act of 
looking back, often with the hope of re-creating 
some wistfully recalled wonder. On top of that, 

the zeal to perfect the playback experience, whether by 
means of better-quality recordings or better hardware, is 
far less common than it used to be among middle-class 
consumers. Although 
in recent years our 
pastime has surprised 
with its resilience, 
we’re surely nearer 
the immolation scene 
than the Prelude to 
Act I. 

Make that triply 
nostalgic: Some of us 
look back in longing 
not only at mythic 
musical performances 
but at fondly remem-
bered playback gear—
things that excelled, 
often uniquely, at 
suggesting one or 
another aspect of real 
music, yet are no lon-
ger in production. So 
forgive me for noting 
yet again that one 
of the finest, most 
effectively musical playback systems I’ve ever heard at a hi-fi 
show was in the late 1980s, when a now-defunct American 
distributor of British hi-fi gear paired Linn’s LP12 turn-
table and humblest loudspeaker, the Kan, with a then-new 
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Exposure Electronics XM5
INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER

Description Solid-state inte-
grated amplifier with integral 
DAC. Analog inputs: 1 line-
level with adjustable level 
(RCA), 1 line-level with fixed 
level (RCA), 1 MM phono 
(RCA). Digital inputs: 4 S/
PDIF (2 BNC, 2 TosLink), 1 
USB. Digital resolution: 16–24 
bits, 32–192kHz (S/PDIF); 
16–24 bits, 44.1–192kHz plus 
DSD64 (DoP) (USB). Output 

power (1kHz): 60Wpc into 8 
ohms (17.8dBW). Frequency 
response: 20Hz–20kHz, 
±0.5dB. Preamplifier gain: 
12dB. Input impedance: 14k 
ohms (line-level, adjustable), 
12k ohms (line-level, fixed), 
47k ohms (phono). Preampli-
fier THD: 0.002% at 1kHz, 
1V. Power amplifier THD: 
0.01% at 1kHz, rated power. 
Dimensions 8.6" (218mm) 

W by 3.5" (89mm) H by 
14.3" (363mm) D. Weight: 11 
lb (5kg).
Finishes Black, Silver.
Serial number of unit  
reviewed 0000099HC.
Price $1795. Approximate 
number of dealers: 12.  
Warranty: 3 years. 
Manufacturer Exposure 
Electronics, Unit 18, Winston 
Business Centre, 43 Chart-

well Road, Lancing,  
West Sussex BN15 8TU, 
England, UK.  
Tel: (44) 1273-423877.  
Web: www.exposurehifi.com. 
US distributor:  
Fidelis Music Systems,  
460 Amherst Street (Route 
101A), Nashua, NH 03063.  
Tel: (603) 880-4434.  
Fax: (603) 880-4433.  
Web: www.fidelisav.com.

SPECIFICATIONS

England still  
supplies the world 
with good-sounding, 
affordable amps of 
sane size.
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I measured the Exposure XM5 
integrated amplifier and D/A pro-
cessor with my Audio Precision 
SYS2722 system (see the January 

2008 “As We See It”1). Usually before 
performing any testing, I run an ampli-
fier for an hour at one-third power into 
8 ohms, which is thermally the most 
stressful condition for a design with 
a class-AB output stage. With the Ex-
posure XM5, however, I cut short this 
preconditioning after 15 minutes. The 
temperature of the amplifier’s bottom 
panel, to which the output devices are 
fastened, had already reached 163.6°F 
(73.1°C), and I was concerned that the 
XM5 would go into thermal runaway. 
The top panel was also hot, at 105.1°F 
(40.6°C). Clearly, this little amplifier 
doesn’t have enough heatsink capacity 
for sustained operation at highish pow-
ers. The owner should ensure that it’s 
well ventilated.

Looking first at the line-level analog 
inputs: With the volume control at its 
maximum setting, the voltage gain at 
1kHz into 8 ohms measured 36dB from 
the speaker terminals, 12.06dB from the 
preamplifier outputs. The line inputs 
preserved absolute polarity (ie, were 
non-inverting) from both outputs. The 
input impedance was 14.7k ohms at 
low and middle frequencies, dropping 
slightly to 12.4k ohms at 20kHz. The 
preamplifier output had an appropri-
ately low output impedance of 68 ohms 
at 1kHz and 20kHz, but this rose to 430 
ohms at the bottom of the audioband.

The output impedance at the speak-
er terminals (including cables) was a 

low 0.09 ohm at 20Hz and 1kHz, rising 
to 0.55 ohm at 20kHz. As a result, the 
modulation of the Exposure’s frequen-
cy response with our standard simu-
lated loudspeaker2 was just ±0.05dB 
(fig.1, gray trace). The amplifier’s 
output is down by 0.5dB at 20kHz and 
rolls off above 30kHz, which lengthens 
the risetimes of a 10kHz squarewave 
(fig.2). However, there is no overshoot 

or ringing. Note the excellent channel 
matching in fig.1, taken with the volume 
control set to its maximum. Commend-
ably, the matching was preserved at 
lower settings of the control, as was 
the frequency response.

MM phono (with the slightly confusing label Aux/Ph), one 
for line-level sources (Aux 2), and one fixed-level input for 
use with an A/V receiver (AV). Also provided is a pair of 
preamplifier output (Pre Out) jacks, also RCAs, intended for 
use with an auxiliary power amplifier in systems in which 

the user’s speakers can be 
biamped. In such installa-
tions, Exposure recom-
mends using the XM5’s 
own output section to 
power the tweeters and 
the outboard amp to 
power the woofers.

The XM5’s D/A processor is built around a WM8742 
DAC chip from the UK firm Wolfson Microelectronics. 
The Exposure provides five digital inputs: four S/PDIF 
(two optical via TosLink, two coaxial via BNC), and one 

and PNP transistors operated in class-AB.1
Decades later, Exposure endures, as does their apparent 

interest in making perfectionist-quality solid-state amps 
of modest size and price. In the second half of 2018 they 
introduced their XM series of shoebox-sized electronics; it 
includes the XM5 integrated amplifier ($1795), 
which also contains a 24-bit/192kHz DAC section.

Description
Measuring 8.6" wide by 3.5" high by 14.3" deep—
dimensions that don’t stray far from the 8" by 3" 
by 11" of the original Naim NAIT—Exposure’s 
XM5 has at its heart a 60Wpc output stage using 
complementary pairs of Toshiba bipolar transistors operated 
in class-AB. Allied to that are an active line-level preampli-
fier and a phono stage suitable for use with moving-magnet 
(MM) cartridges. (Unusually, Exposure lists the specifica-
tions for the preamp and output stages separately.) The 
XM5 has three analog inputs, all on RCA jacks: one for 

M E A S U R E M E N T S

Fig.3 Exposure XM5, line input, spectrum of 1kHz 
sinewave, DC–1kHz, at 1W into 8 ohms (left chan-
nel blue, right red; linear frequency scale).

Fig.4 Exposure XM5, line input, distortion (%) vs 
1kHz continuous output power into 8 ohms, both 
channels driven.

Fig.2 Exposure XM5, line input, small-signal, 10kHz 
squarewave into 8 ohms.

Fig.1 Exposure XM5, line input, volume control at 
max, frequency response at 2.83V into: simulated 
loudspeaker load (gray), 8 ohms (left channel blue, 
right red), 4 ohms (left cyan, right magenta), 2 
ohms (green) (1dB/vertical div.).

1 See www.stereophile.com/content/measure-
ments-maps-precision.

2 See www.stereophile.com/content/real-life-
measurements-page-2.

1 See my May 2016 “Listening”: www.stereophile.com/content/listening-161.

Exposure Electronics 
products, including  
the XM5, are still  
manufactured in the UK.
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Fig.7 Exposure XM5, line input, 1kHz waveform at 
10W into 8 ohms, 0.006% THD+N (top); distor-
tion and noise waveform with fundamental notched 
out (bottom, not to scale).

Avg: 32
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measurements, continued

the even larger main board below it—and below that are the 
output transistors, fastened to aluminum heatsink bars that 
are themselves fastened to the bottom of the chassis (or so 
it seemed—I spared myself the chore of taking the whole 
thing apart for a better look). I also noted the XM5’s hefty 
Kendell reservoir capacitors, and a custom-wound Noratel 
toroidal mains transformer that sported a fanciful drawing of 
a hedgehog.

Installation and setup
Also like those modestly-sized solid-state amps of yore, 
the Exposure XM5’s speaker connectors are limited to 
one pair of banana sockets per channel. That was fine with 
me: I gave up spade lugs and bare wire years ago, for the 

USB Type B. That last one allows DSD playback (DoP) up 
to DSD64.

I didn’t bother photographing the inside of the XM5, as 
there’s not a great deal one can see. Under its wrap-style 
aluminum cover, which is finished in black textured paint, 
is the DAC board, which is installed upside down and takes 
up more than half the amp’s width and most of its depth. 
Its mechanical connections are limited to two standoffs fas-
tened to the main board; the five digital-input jacks, which 
are fastened to the rear end of the DAC board, protrude 
through openings made for them in the chassis, but aren’t 
fastened to the chassis itself. (The DAC board seems rug-
ged enough, but I advise users not to push too hard when 
connecting their digital links.) That board obscures most of 

The XM5’s channel separation 
was modest, at 63dB in both direc-
tions from 100Hz to 20kHz. With the 
line inputs shorted to ground and the 
volume control set to its maximum, 
the wideband, unweighted signal/
noise ratio (ref. 2.83V into 8 ohms) 
measured 80.7dB (average of both 
channels). Restricting the measure-
ment bandwidth to 22kHz increased 
the ratio to 83.1dB in the left channel, 
87.8dB in the right, and an A-weighting 
filter increased both ratios by another 
4dB. Fig.3 shows the low-frequency 
spectrum of the XM5’s output while it 
drove a 1kHz tone at 1W into 8 ohms. 
The highest-level spuriae are at the AC 
power-line frequency of 60Hz and its 
odd-order harmonics, presumably due 
to magnetic coupling from the power 
transformer. In so small an enclosure, 
the low-level circuitry can’t be kept far 
enough away for this not to occur.

Exposure specifies the XM5 as 
delivering a maximum power of 
60Wpc into 8 ohms (17.8dBW). At our 
usual definition of clipping (ie, when 
the percentage of THD+noise in the 
amplifier’s output reaches 1%), with 
continuous drive in both channels, the 
XM5 exceeded that spec, delivering 
70Wpc into 8 ohms (fig.4, 18.45dBW). 
With both channels driven into 4 ohms, 
the amplifier clipped at 106W (fig.5, 
17.2dBW). I didn’t test the clipping 
power into 2 ohms, as I was concerned 
the amplifier would overheat.

I looked at how the XM5’s THD+N 
percentage varied with frequency at 
a level of 6.93V, which is equivalent 
to 6W into 8 ohms, 12W into 4 ohms, 
and 24W into 2 ohms. The distortion 
levels were very low in the bass and 
midrange in both channels into 8 ohms 
(fig.6, blue and red traces), though 

with the usual rise at higher frequen-
cies due to the circuit’s decreasing 
open-loop bandwidth. However, while 
the right channel performed almost as 
well into 4 ohms (magenta trace), the 
left channel offered higher distortion 
(cyan trace), and even greater levels 
into 2 ohms (gray). The shape of the 
distortion-spuriae waveform in the 
right channel (fig.7) suggests that the 
second harmonic was the highest in 
level, but with higher-order harmonics 
present. Spectral analysis indicated 
that this was the case into 8 ohms (not 
shown) and 4 ohms (fig.8, red trace), 

but that the third and fifth harmon-
ics were the highest in level in the left 
channel (blue), with higher-order har-
monics present. Both second-order and 
higher-order intermodulation products 
at 20Wpc into 8 ohms were very low in 
level (fig.9), perhaps due to the ampli-
fier’s restricted ultrasonic bandwidth.

Turning to the XM5’s digital inputs, 
the optical S/PDIF input locked to 
datastreams with sample rates up to 
96kHz, the coaxial inputs up to 192kHz. 
All digital inputs preserved absolute 
polarity. Apple’s USB Prober utility 
identified the XM5 as “xCORE-AUDIO 

Fig.8 Exposure XM5, line input, spectrum of 50Hz 
sinewave, DC–1kHz, at 40Wpc into 4 ohms (left 
channel blue, right red; linear frequency scale).

Fig.6 Exposure XM5, line input, distortion (%) vs 
frequency at 6.93V into: 8 ohms (left channel blue, 
right red), 4 ohms (left cyan, right magenta), 2 
ohms (gray).

Fig.5 Exposure XM5, line input, distortion (%) vs 
1kHz continuous output power into 4 ohms, both 
channels driven.
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amp’s large volume knob—this connects to the XM5’s Alps 
volume pot, which is motorized for remote control—and 
choosing inputs with the amp’s two Select buttons, which 
toggle through its eight inputs. I ran in the XM5 by playing 
a CD on repeat for a day.

Listening
Through my Altec Flamenco speakers, the Exposure’s 
character was spatially slightly distant—an impression whose 
flames were fed by a slightly dull overall tonal balance—and 
lacking an abundance of well-saturated timbral colors. But 
its sound was free from the top-end etch one sometimes 
braces for with relatively affordable electronics. On the 
many dynamic peaks in the recording of Beethoven’s Piano 
Concerto 5 by Clifford Curzon, Hans Knappertsbusch, and 
the Vienna Philharmonic (Decca/Speakers Corner SXL 
2002), the XM5 sounded a bit compressed, but never harsh 
or grossly distorted. String texture was okay, and crispness—

reason, possibly imagined, that banana plugs sound better 
to me. (Less controversial is the notion that they’re easier to 
use.) Adapters exist, but are not included, for those who’ve 
already invested in spade-terminated speaker cables.

Thinking about cable terminations was the most dif-
ficult part of setting up the XM5, which weighs 11 lb: light 
enough to make installation a snap, yet not so light that stiff 
cables, once connected, are likely to push it around. I con-
nected my Hegel Music Systems Mohican CD player to the 
XM5’s Aux 2 input with an Audio Note AN-Vx intercon-
nect, and used an AudioQuest Carbon USB link to deliver 
the output of my MacBook Air laptop computer, running 
Roon v.1.5, to its USB input. I drove the Exposure’s MM 
phono stage with the output of my Auditorium 23 Hom-
mage T1 MC step-up transformer via Luna Red intercon-
nects. The XM5’s stock AC cord was the only one I used.

The XM5 comes with Exposure’s HS 3 remote-control 
handset, but I preferred adjusting the listening level with the 

measurements, continued

Hi-Res 2” from “XMOS,” and confirmed 
that its USB port operated in the opti-
mal isochronous asynchronous mode. 
The AudioMIDI utility revealed that the 
USB port could handle 16- and 24-bit 
integer data at all sample rates up to 
192kHz. With the volume control set 
to its maximum, a 1kHz digital signal 
at –12dBFS resulted in output levels of 
1.28V at the preamp outputs and 20.1V 
into 8 ohms at the speaker outputs. 
The latter is equivalent to 50W into 
8 ohms, which is 1.4dB below the 
measured clipping power into this load. 
As is often the case with integrated 
amplifiers offering digital inputs, these 
have around 10dB too much gain com-
pared with the line-level analog inputs. 
I continued testing the Exposure’s 
digital inputs from the preamplifier 
outputs with the volume control set to 
12 o’clock. 

The XM5’s impulse response with 
44.1kHz data (fig.10) indicates that its 
reconstruction filter is a conventional 
linear-phase type, with symmetrical 
ringing on either side of the single sam-
ple at 0dBFS. With 44.1kHz-sampled 
white noise (fig.11, red and magenta 
traces), the response rolled off above 
the audioband, reaching full stop-band 
suppression at 24kHz. The aliased 
image at 25kHz of a full-scale tone at 
19.1kHz (blue and cyan traces) is sup-
pressed by 83dB, though harmonics of 
this tone can be seen, with the second 
the highest in frequency at –57dB 
(0.014%). The Exposure’s digital fre-
quency response with data sampled at 
44.1, 96, and 192kHz follows the same 
basic shape at each sample rate, with a 

sharp rolloff with 44.1kHz data (fig.12, 
green and gray traces). The response 
at the two higher sample rates rolls 
off earlier than expected, presumably 
due to the amplifier’s limited ultrasonic 
bandwidth.

Channel separation for the digital 
inputs was better at lower frequen-
cies than that of the analog inputs. It 
measured >76dB below 1kHz, though 

it decreased to 50dB in both directions 
at the top of the audioband. When I 
increased the bit depth from 16 to 24 
with a dithered 1kHz tone at –90dBFS 
(fig.13), the noise floor dropped by 
about 12dB, meaning that the XM5 
offers around 18 bits’ worth of resolu-
tion. However, these spectra reveal 
a lot of supply-related spuriae. With 
undithered data representing a tone at 

Fig.11 Exposure XM5, digital input, wideband 
spectrum of white noise at –4dBFS (left channel 
red, right magenta) and 19.1kHz tone at 0dBFS (left 
blue, right cyan), with data sampled at 44.1kHz 
(20dB/vertical div.).

Fig.9 Exposure XM5, line input, HF intermodulation 
spectrum, DC–30kHz, 19+20kHz at 40Wpc peak 
into 4 ohms (left channel blue, right red; linear 
frequency scale).

Fig.12 Exposure XM5, digital input, frequency 
response at –12dBFS into 100k ohms with data 
sampled at: 44.1kHz (left channel green, right 
gray), 96kHz (left cyan, right magenta), 192kHz 
(left blue, right red) (1.5dB/vertical div.).

Fig.10 Exposure XM5, digital input, impulse 
response (one sample at 0dBFS, 44.1kHz sampling, 
4ms time window).
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sicality not suffer from the change, it flourished. Now that 
transition from second movement to third—a transition that 
Knappertsbusch engineers with great control and delicacy, as 
pizzicato strings punctuate a short phrase that points first to-
ward B and then toward E-flat—was more brilliant than ever.

The Exposure was no less competent with popular fare, 
sounding brilliant with Neil Young’s After the Gold Rush 
(LP, Reprise RS 63832). In “Tell Me Why,” the Exposure’s 

and temporal precision—of note attacks were very good: At 
the end of the Adagio un poco moto, the moment when the 
third movement’s theme is introduced was as stirring as I’ve 
ever heard from this great record.

I spent a few more days listening to the Exposure-Altec 
pairing, noting throughout more or less the same combina-
tions of strengths and weaknesses: great musical timing al-
lied with sound that was never harsh but also never quite as 
open, clear, or colorful as I wished. It was when I switched 
from the Altecs to the DeVore Fidelity Orangutan O/93s 
that the Exposure came into its own.

I returned to the Curzon-Knappertsbusch Beethoven 
and heard it played back with considerably more clarity and 
color than before, if still with less than the ultimate in both 
of those qualities—plus considerably less compression on 
dynamic peaks. And not only did the XM5’s apparent mu-

measurements, continued

exactly –90.31dBFS (not shown), the 
three DC voltage levels described by 
the data were well resolved and the 
waveform was symmetrical, though 
some HF noise was present. With 
undithered 24-bit data, the result was a 
slightly noisy sinewave (not shown).

Intermodulation distortion via the 
XM5’s digital inputs was low (not 
shown). When I tested the digital in-
puts’ rejection of word-clock jitter with 
16-bit J-Test data, the odd-order har-
monics of the LSB-level, low-frequency 
squarewave were all at the correct 
levels (fig.14, sloping green line). How-
ever, many other sidebands are visible, 
these spaced at 120Hz intervals, which 
suggests that they might be due to an 
insufficiently filtered voltage at the 
DAC chip’s reference pin.

As I was finishing these jitter 
measurements, the Exposure XM5 
overheated and shut down. I had to let 
it cool down before I could examine 
the phono input’s behavior. For this, I 
floated the analyzer outputs and ran 
a separate ground connection from 
the speaker binding post next to the 
amplifier’s phono input RCAs, which 
gave the lowest level of noise. With the 
volume control at its maximum setting, 
the voltage gain at 1kHz measured 
78.8dB from the speaker outputs and 
54.9dB from the preamplifier outputs, 
these gains appropriate for moving-
magnet cartridges. Both outputs 
preserved absolute polarity with phono 
input signals. The phono input imped-
ance was 44k ohms at low and middle 
frequencies, dropping slightly to 35k 
ohms at 20kHz, these impedances also 
appropriate for MM cartridges.

The phono-stage RIAA error was 

low in the treble, but featured a 
0.7dB plateau in the midrange and a 
low-frequency rolloff reaching –3dB 
at 13Hz (fig.15). Fig.15 also reveals a 
slight (0.2dB) imbalance in favor of the 
left channel. With the phono inputs 
shorted to ground and the volume con-
trol set to 12 o’clock, the wideband, un-
weighted signal/noise ratio (ref. a 1kHz 
input signal at 5mV and measured at 
the preamp outputs) measured a good 
64dB in both channels. An A-weighting 
filter increased the ratios to 70dB in 

both channels. Phono-input overload 
margins were good at lower frequen-
cies, at 15dB at 20Hz and 12dB at 
1kHz, but dropped to 9.7dB at 20kHz. 
Both harmonic distortion (fig.16) and 
intermodulation distortion (not shown) 
were very low in level, even at input 
levels 6dB higher than usual.

Exposure’s XM5 offers generally 
good measured performance consider-
ing its affordable price, though I was 
less impressed by the performance of 
its digital inputs.—John Atkinson

Fig.15 Exposure XM5, phono input, response with 
RIAA correction (left channel blue, right red) (1dB/
vertical div.).

Fig.13 Exposure XM5, digital input, spectrum 
with noise and spuriae of dithered 1kHz tone at 
–90dBFS with: 16-bit data (left channel cyan, right 
magenta), 24-bit data (left blue, right red) (20dB/
vertical div.).

Fig.16 Exposure XM5, phono input, spectrum of 
1kHz sinewave at 10mV input, DC–10kHz (linear 
frequency scale).

Fig.14 Exposure XM5, digital input, high-resolution 
jitter spectrum of analog output signal, 11.025kHz 
at –6dBFS, sampled at 44.1kHz with LSB toggled 
at 229Hz: 16-bit TosLink data (left channel blue, 
right red). Center frequency of trace, 11.025kHz; 
frequency range, ±3.5kHz.

2 For previous reviews I’ve used the 2009 Neil Young Archives reissue of this 
album (LP, Reprise 517936-1), but despite that LP’s superior bass extension and 
wider apparent dynamic range, it disappoints with its crunchy edge on vocal 
sibilants and other high-frequency sounds—things not present in the original 
LP mastering—and the very audible pre-echo between the first two songs on 
side 2 is inexcusable. (This master was cut at an evidently high signal level.) The 
NYA reissue’s combination of pros and cons may suit the priorities of other 
listeners, but from now on I’ll keep it in its jacket and revert to my original copy, 
purchased in 1973—and which, like most of my Reprise LPs from that era, is in 
crazy-good condition.
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with this amp the O/93s stood head to head with the 
Flamencos. I was surprised and delighted.

Overall clarity was good, if not quite the “hear-
through” sort offered by other amps—although, again, 
the Exposure sounded more transparent through the 
DeVore speakers. But even then, Burrell’s comping be-
hind solos by Chambers and pianist Tommy Flanagan 
wasn’t quite as intelligible as I wished.

I compared the D/A processors in the Exposure 
XM5 and the Hegel Mohican by using the Hegel as a 

transport, via one of the Exposure’s two BNC inputs. (I used 
a 1.5m-long Shindo interconnect with BNC-to-RCA adapt-
ers at both ends.) Listening tests required some level match-
ing, the complete Hegel player’s level being much higher 
than that of the Exposure’s internal DAC. That done, the 
comparison did not flatter the XM5. With “Have Love Will 
Travel,” from Tom Petty’s The Last DJ (CD, Warner Bros. 
48396-2), the sound of the Mohican through the amp’s 
line-level Aux input was richer overall, with more weight 
in the sounds of the piano and electric guitars; through the 
Exposure’s own DAC, cymbals, snare drum, and, especially, 
Petty’s voice sounded lighter, with a slight added glaze, if not 
brighter per se. The Exposure DAC wasn’t edgy or rough, just 
shiny. The same held true in this album’s brilliant, quirky last 
number, “Can’t Stop the Sun,” with the same sheen on sibi-
lants when Petty sings “But you can’t steal / what you can’t 
feel / can’t stop the sun from shining.” Similarly, Tony Rice’s 
acoustic guitar in selections from his Unit of Measure (CD, 
Rounder 11661-0405-2) sounded richer and more substan-
tial through the complete Mohican; its sound through the 
Exposure DAC, though not unrewarding, was lighter, with 
more audible squeaking of fingers on strings.

The time came to try the XM5’s USB input, so I tried a 
few selections from my Apple MacBook Air, with which 
I use Roon playback software (v.1.5, build 363). As luck 
would have it, I’d long ago ripped that Tony Rice CD to my 
laptop’s hard drive; with the disc itself still in the Hegel’s 
drawer, I could now compare three different ways of 
delivering the same zeros and ones: via the complete Hegel 
player, via the Hegel transport alone driving the Exposure 
DAC, and via an AIFF file streamed from my computer via 
USB and driving that DAC. Surprisingly or not, all three 
sounded slightly different. Played from my computer, “An 
Olde Irish Aire (Danny Boy)” no longer had the sheen I’d 
heard with the transport driving the DAC via its S/PDIF 
input. Minus that distraction, the sound was more enjoy-
able—though it was richer and still more involving through 
the complete Hegel player. There’s a moment in this al-
bum’s version of “House of the Rising Sun” when the sense 
of force behind Rice’s pick is such that, with the best gear, I 

clarity was sufficient for me 
to distinguish between Danny 
Whitten’s and Neil Young’s 
acoustic-guitar parts—the 
instruments themselves sound 
very similar—and in the cover 
version of Don Gibson’s “Oh, 
Lonesome Me,” the passion 
in Young’s voice, especially in 
the line “There must be some 
way...,” was impossible to 
miss. The album’s up-tempo 
numbers were also well 
served, especially “When You 
Dance I Can Really Love.” 
Billy Talbot’s electric bass 
and Ralph Molina’s impas-
sioned drumming had good 
impact, despite the extent to 
which they’re compressed in 
the original recording, while 
the distinct vocal harmony 
lines—the choices of notes in 
the lowest harmony are not at 
all what one might expect—came through clearly.

As good as the XM5 ultimately sounded via its phono 
inputs, CD playback, through its line stage, was more color-
ful and vibrant. Murray Perahia’s fine 2001 recording of 
Chopin’s Études (CD, Sony Classical SK 61885) sounded 
lovely, with good tonal-color saturation, a very good sense 
of force, and an apparent freedom from temporal distor-
tions: Perahia’s very subtle dynamic shadings and flexibilities 
of tempo weren’t obscured as they can be with lesser gear, 
through which this recording sounds merely pretty.

Among my three or four favorite recordings of Bruckner’s 
Symphony 9 is the one made in 1995 by Sergiu Celibidache 
and the Munich Philharmonic (2 CDs, EMI 5 56699 2). I 
haven’t the slightest idea how, but Celibidache maintains an 
emotional intensity throughout that keeps me on the edge 
of my seat, despite what seem, at times, to be overly broad 
tempi. The Exposure amp honored that quality, and more. 
The XM5 didn’t reproduce pizzicato notes with quite the 
tactile excitement of other amps—something on which the 
Scherzo depends for maximum effect—and it wasn’t the last 
word in sweetness and color of string and brass tone, but 
it was nonetheless very good in those respects. Listening 
to this recording through the Exposure, especially with the 
lights off, was very satisfying.

With JVC’s reissue of Kenny Burrell & John Coltrane (CD, 
Prestige/JVCXR-0048-2), the Exposure’s sound was well 
sorted—spatially present and well defined, tonally convincing, 
and emotionally raucous, in the best sense. Guitarist Burrell 
and tenor saxophonist Coltrane begin the opening number, 
“Freight Trane,” by playing the melody in unison; then, at 
the precise moment when Coltrane begins his first solo, the 
ensemble’s momentum kicks into a higher gear, something 
the Exposure amp communicated quite well. The joyful 
relentlessness of Paul Chambers’s double bass was also well 
expressed—and every time Burrell raked his pick across the 
strings for an arpeggiated chord, the XM5 put across the 
physicality of that gesture. I’d also played this disc while the 
Altecs were in the system, and while those vintage speakers 
typically outperform the DeVores in the ability to commu-
nicate music’s more tactile aspects, with this recording and 

Listening to 
Bruckner through 
the Exposure, 
especially with 
the lights off, was 
very satisfying.
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EXPOSURE ELECTRONICS XM5

of sane size. The XM5 is all of those things, and a decent 
value for $1795. If your primary source is a CD transport 
and you’re looking for an integrated-DAC to accommodate 
it, this might not be your best choice—its S/PDIF inputs 
don’t reach the same heights as its USB input—but the Ex-
posure XM5 is otherwise solidly recommendable. 

can virtually “see” his right arm moving when I hear it. The 
complete Hegel nailed that; with the Exposure DAC in the 
equation, it was missing.

But as a USB DAC in concert with my Roon-enriched 
laptop, the XM5 got the job done, as I noted while listening 
to “Ellis County,” from Buddy and Julie Miller’s Written in 
Chalk (AIFF from CD, New West NW 6158). The whap of 
the wildly well-recorded snare drum came across loud and 
clear, and the Millers’ emotion-drenched singing had me 
crying by the first middle eight.

One other thing: With the DeVore O/93s in my system, 
the Exposure XM5 sounded better after it had been running 
for an hour—as years of experience with other amps might 
lead me or any audio enthusiast to expect. But crazy as it 
may sound, with the Altecs, the Exposure’s sound not only 
didn’t improve with use—it actually grew half a hair rough 
and congested after driving those speakers for an hour or 
more. I think it just plain didn’t like them. Was it the Altec’s 
16-ohm load vs the DeVore’s 10-ohm load? Darned if I 
know, but . . . well, there it is.

Conclusions
Exposure Electronics products, including the XM5, are still 
manufactured in the UK. A quick spin through the chat sites 
will turn up lots of folks who care about that sort of thing, 
and probably just as many who don’t. I usually try to stay 
neutral—as I write this, I’m fresh from a dustup on Facebook 
where a feller said he “just couldn’t get used to the idea” of 
playing bluegrass music on a guitar built in China, no matter 
how good it was—but I can’t help feeling glad that England 
still supplies the world with good-sounding, affordable amps 

Analog Sources Garrard 301 turntable; EMT 997, Wand 
Plus tonearms; Ortofon SPU Century & SPU A Wood, 
Shindo SPU pickup heads; Denon DL-103, EMT TSD 15 SPH 
cartridges.
Digital Sources Apple MacBook Air laptop computer run-
ning Roon v.1.5, Hegel Music Systems Mohican CD player, 
Mytek Liberty D/A processor.
Preamplification Auditorium 23 Hommage T1 & T2 step-
up transformers, Shindo Laboratory Monbrison (2017) 
preamplifier.
Power Amplifiers Air Tight ATM-300R, Shindo Laboratory 
Haut-Brion.
Loudspeakers Altec Flamenco, DeVore Fidelity Orangutan 
O/93.
Cables Digital: AudioQuest Carbon (USB). Interconnect: 
Audio Note AN-Vx, Luna Red, Shindo Laboratory. Speaker: 
Auditorium 23, Luna Red. AC: manufacturers’ stock.
Accessories Box Furniture Company D3S rack (source & 
amplification components), Audiodesksysteme Gläss Vinyl 
Cleaner Pro.—Art Dudley
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