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Quartorigo Fantasia 1.4 MK2 Amplifier
Where Power Meets Passion
Introduction

Amplifier designers employ a myriad of philosophies during the design phase, Quartorigo being no different. Rather than becoming bogged in the quagmire of producing endless numbers of amplifiers covering every aspect of the market; this Italian born maestro first designs its high-end offerings before trickling the technology down, utilising methodologies and learning to create sibling ranges. The resulting products retain their high-performance capabilities and classy pedigree, without the need to decimate your bank account. To that end the Quartorigo amplifier stable is impressive to behold, no matter which way you approach it. With four separate ranges and the better part of twenty amplifiers comprising this power filled smorgasbord, Quartorigo amplifiers have everything covered. From the omnipotent Desiderio and Opus behemoths down to the Elisium and affordable Fantasia designs; there is not a bad design amongst them. So when choosing one to audition and review I was like a kid in a candy store. After much consternation however I thought it wise to be begin at the Fantasia range and work my way up. Because the Fantasia amplifiers include some very clever technology and design philosophies, especially the latest generation of the Fantasia quad, called the Fantasia 1.4 MK2.

The ingenuity of the design
The Fantasia range encompasses an array of configurations, with the Fantasia 1.4 MK2 four channel being the penultimate in physical size. Its internal topology features dual switching modes, with channels one and two employing high-bias class AB switching for the purest form of sound available; a configuration sometimes referred to colloquially as class A/AB. Channels 3 and 4 on the other hand, feature the slightly more powerful class AB switching. The high-definition channels one and two can output over 40 Watts continuously when presented with a four Ohm load or 230 Watts bridged, with a total harmonic distortion measuring in the thousandths of percent. The class AB channels three and four can output 80 Watts apiece or 360 Watts bridged at four Ohms, again with an absurdly low distortion figure. The amplifier remains capable of this so long as the voltage remains between 9 and 15 Volts. Ancillary performance figures are equally impressive with an extremely fast slew rate, a damping factor just south of 1000 and an exceptional signal-to-noise ratio of 100 dB. Separation is exemplary between each channel pairing left and right, and because it’s a dual twin channel design there is zero cross talk between channels one and two and three and four.

What about that power

Now because I know some of my readers are going to retort with “that’s not much power” let us call a halt to proceedings to discuss speaker power ratings. Most people remain unawares that the power ratings on the side of the packaging relate to design limitations not performance. For example, continuous power is a thermal limit; showing how much current you can flow through the voice coil before it can no longer get sufficient air through its cooling system. Whereas maximum power relates to the physical limitations of the suspension, or how hard you can drive the speaker before you start testing the physical abilities of the spider and surround.
It’s equally as important to remember music is a constantly changing sinusoidal waveform. Think of your engine; it idles on 1000 rpm and redlines on 8000 rpm. How often do you sit on either when driving? Music is similar, in that it’s constantly rising and falling in amplitude. Hence unless you’re playing sine waves full blast ala sound pressure competition; neither continuous nor maximum are overly meaningful for you. And just because a speaker requires 1000 Watts to move doesn’t mean it’s loud. It could possess a very heavy motor structure or very stiff suspension. Mining trucks possess around 7000 hp but you’d hardly call them fast and nimble. The opposite can also be said. Just because a speaker only requires 35 Watts doesn’t mean it’s quiet; it may have suspension that’s extremely soft and nimble. Continuing the aforesaid horsepower analogy, a Hayabusa only has 250 hp; it’s far from slow or sluggish. Smaller power requirements are usually conducive to the motor possessing advance lightweight materials such as Kapton rather than alloys and neodymium instead of ferrite, just to name a few. Again, this doesn’t mean its feeble. You can lift the front end of a top fuel dragster off the ground with your bare hands; that doesn’t equate to a weak chassis. Or to cite a more dramatic example; a sizeable portion of a Boeing 787 or Airbus A350 wing is synthetic fibre, whereas a standard car chassis is mild steel. Which do you suspect is the stronger?
A class of its own
Now we’ve got that aside let’s take a closer look at that switching methodology. Analogue amplifiers are classed according to how much current is flowing during each wave cycle, or Hz. This is measured in degrees, where 360º means the current is flowing during the entire cycle. Most class A amplifiers use the same output transistor to reproduce both the top and bottom halves of the audio waveform and seeing as it’s reproducing both halves it means the transistor is always on with full current flowing through it, even if it has no audio signal. I.e. it runs 360º of the cycle and never stops flowing direct current. This lends itself to quite serious inefficiency as you can imagine; both electrically and thermally speaking. The reason people endure this though is that class A design tends to sound purer compared to other configurations. Class B amplifiers on the other hand use twin transistors or groups of transistors, where one reproduces the top positive half of the waveform while the second produces the bottom negative) half of the waveform; or 180º apiece. This is ultra-efficient because in the class B design there is no idle current flowing through the output transistors when there is no audio waveform. This would be perfect except that all transistors require a small amount of current to turn on and whilst they’re consuming this power it causes a blip in the sound waveform to occur. This is far from ideal for true sound quality, despite being extremely efficient and thermally superior to class A. So saw the development of class AB. Class AB amplifiers also employ two groups of transistors like class B and for all intents and purposes are very similar in design. But because transistors require power to switch on, class AB have a little bias current constantly running through the transistors. This keeps them switched on and eradicates that blip in the waveform. This is where the design of the Fantasia 1.4 MK2 is innovative. The two high-bias class AB or A/AB channels one and two are designed to run your tweeters, which traditionally cover around 75% to 80% of the 20 Hz to 20 kHz spectrum and reveal much of the minute detail in your music. The more powerful class AB channels handle the midrange and midbass drivers, where a tad more power is required to move their motors. Tell me that isn’t ingenuity at its best?

Sleek lines and clean designs
Physically speaking the Fantasia 1.4 MK2 is one of the classiest looking amplifiers around. It starts with an exquisite matte black aluminum heat sink, chosen for its magnetically inert properties and finished to perfection featuring a gold Quartorigo logo. The end plates can be either black anodised aluminium or gold-plated brass affairs, selected at the time of ordering. These really serve to set off the overall professional look. Lined along the front face are two sets of gold-plated speaker terminals and RCA / Cinch inputs along with the power, remote and earth input blocks. Being a purist-oriented amplifier means intrinsically there’re no controls other than gain potentiometers, phase controls and mono switches. As additional circuitry can interfere with the sound path. As an aside, most audiophiles at this level of the game are running full digital sound processors onboard and Quartorigo engineers know this too. It’s a rare day when we don’t bypass all controls on high-end amplifiers here when installing.

The intricacies within

One aspect Quartorigo amplifiers are famous for is their beautiful circuitry topology. Eyeballing the internals of the Fantasia 1.4 MK2 is likewise rewarding as its superb. The thick double sided copper plated circuit board is packed with high quality hardware, with some very big names featuring throughout. Immediately behind the power inputs each side are twin 35v 2200uf Rubycon stiffening caps and these serve to smoothen out the voltage before it’s fed to the large toroid transformer for a triple step-up from twelve to forty-eight volts. From here the power is transferred to the neighboring power storage devices by way of multiple pairings of generously sized 50v, 1000uf Rubycon power capacitors.  I cannot tell you much about the transistors because they’re clamped to a thermal bar which runs the entire way across the rear section of amplifier transporting heat away via thermal conduction. The front faces of the entire array are fastened directly to the heatsink for superior thermal efficiency. All soldered connections to and from the board are flawless and the overall design represents a masterclass in intelligent circuitry layout.
Installation time

When installing the unit be sure to account for its length. Whilst the entire Fantasia range share the same 187 mm width and shallow 40 mm height their lengths vary; the four channel is quite lengthy at 434 mm. You might find it doesn’t fit under every seat, especially if you’re running a small vehicle. Remember too that being a class A/AB / AB amplifier it’s going to get warm. Thus, ensure there’s plenty of fresh airflow surrounding it. I’m lucky in that regard because I have a special testing shelf mounted in my audition car.

Hitting the ignition, you’re rewarded with little fanfare aside from the operational LED coming on post diagnostic check. I began my auditioning experience as I always do by playing a zero-bit test-track at full tilt to check for noise. This is one area in which these units excel. In that there’s very little hiss, artefacts, whine, anything; period. Even with gains all the way up she remains all but noiseless. Moving on to actual music, this is where the fun begins. I selected a blend of genres kicking off with the more demanding and dynamic metal, rock and electronic music before moving to the softer genres of classical, blues and jazz. Running it at four Ohms via my Brax Matrix two-way component set, I was gunning for sound quality as opposed to perforated ear drums; and fulfill this promise it does! It’s a phenomenally clean sounding amplifier. When playing more demanding genres it handles dynamic demands without ado. The pin-point accuracy of blast-beat bass drumming, the growling of a drop-D tuned guitar or the crack of a snare; it delivers a wonderfully clear and precise reproduction effortlessly. It’s when you start with the softer genres however that the switching topology shines; for the ensuing sound is just something else. Listening to Diana Krall’s vocals or a little Wynton Marsalis trumpet; the acute realism in these tones just floors you with their full sound and richness of body that’s just not heard with many of these modern class D powerhouses. And the accuracy goes without saying; the liquid preciseness of the higher frequencies emanating from the tweeters thanks to those class A/AB channels is just incredible.
Conclusion
In summation I’m enamored with Quartorigo’s latest generation Fantasia 1.4 MK2. That said, I will stress that it’s an amplifier designed to perform a certain role for a niche market. It’s aimed squarely at sound quality enthusiasts and audiophiles alike. If you’re looking to rattle your neighbourhood windows with your wall of 18” subwoofers I’d recommend you start looking elsewhere. Though if you want your music to precisely mirror that which was originally recorded, then absolutely jot this baby down when compiling your next amplifier short list.
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