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IF YOU'VE BEEN IN THIS INDUSTRY
FOR A LONG TIME, YOU KNOW ZED
AUDIO CAME UP WITH SOME PRETTY
STOUT DESIGNS FOR MORE THAN A
FEW POPULAR BRAND NAMES.
However, | never tested anything stamped
with their own name. Large, heavy and
serious looking, the Zed Audio Gladius is a
2-channel amplifier. Rated at 75 watts
continuous power per channel, it sells for
the very reasonable price of $250. The
name Gladius may remind you of another
brand using the names Roman and Norse
over 20 years ago — the cong€Mon is not
a coincidence.

thei e

fine: -volt equipment available, includ-

] nal legendary Hifonics amps

enc®pthe connection) as well as some
for companies that no lenger exist.

Zed amplifiers for mobile use are the
culmination of over 25 years of experience
in the manufacture and design of audio
amplifiers. The philosophies that Zed
Audio uses to design and build their prod-
ucts are what | call “outside the box” think-
ing. Happily it's actually original thinking,
not merely a cheaper version of someone
else’s work. And the results of the original
thinking? Quite amazing actually. Read on
and you'll find out what | learned.

The Gladius amp that was dropped off
at the lab immediately caught my atten-
tion, particularly when | casually thumbed
through the extremely informative and
entertaining owner's manual. Here was a
company that wasn't afraid to tell things as
they saw them and burst a few urban myth
bubbles in the process. | think the manual
should almost be required reading for any-
one new to the industry or anyone pursu-
ing a career in it. Do yourself a favor, and
check out the Zed Audio website. You'll
find some very interesting, informative and
thought provoking reading.

But I'm getting off track here. Back to
the amp.

The Gladius is a rather robust, industri-
al-looking device, measuring about
12.375" x 12" x 3", Weighing in at an
attention-grabbing 16 pounds, you get the ‘{

\

impression it's no garden variety 75-watts-
per-channel amp.

The heatsink is a relatively average-
looking finned extrusion, finished in a
matte brushed aluminum color, with gold-
plated hex head bolts as contrast. On
each corner of the amp, bolt-on “pillars”
internally conceal the amp’s mounting feet.
To be honest, while the fit and finish is very
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good, | don't care much for the cosmetics
of the Gladius, but in this instance | feel
good paraphrasing Plato: Beauty is in the
eye of the beholder.

DESIGN
The Gladius amp uses a highly regulat-
ed and thoughtfully designed power sup-

ply. The innovative design results in low
noise, reasonable efficiency and provides
an unfaltering voltage supply and current
to the output section. Inside the amplifier |
found more evidence that it's a “thinking
man’s” amp. There's a high-quality, sym-
metrically laid-out double-sided pcb, using
parts appropriate to that part of the ampli-

fier, rather than “whatever we had a buck-
et of.” For example, when a polystyrene
cap is the best part to use, like in a
crossover for example, that's what you'll
find. But when a ceramic capacitor is the
most appropriate type of cap to use, it's
there instead. This tells me that the engi-
neer gave a damn about the way the amp
would sound and that attention to detail is
part of what makes the amp unique. Sad
to say, but there aren’t many brands out
there that take the time to care, since the
end result is admittedly only a small differ-
ence. But for those of ygf WRo do care
about such things, he p that
will make you happy.
The Gladius u pri

N surface
lity low-toler-
ing else. There’s

Mosfets in the power supply, and
t hN-speed bi-polar devices as the
outMts, the Gladius will readily drive a 2-
m load per channel all day long and any
frequency. It's equipped with the usual
crossover controls including a comple-
mentary crossover output for the pass-
through RCAs. Also included is a variable
bass EQ, which can provide up to +18dB
of boost at about 44Hz. | like to really get
inside these things and snoop around a lit-
tle. When | did | liked what | found — more
original thinking and a bit of a professional
audio adaptation. Of note, and because
it's quite different for the 12-volt world, the
input circuitry is totally isclated from
ground and fully balanced using Zed
Audio’s “Differential Drive" circuitry. The
results are a quiet preamp section and a
good immunity to ground-loop-induced
noise problems. The control pots are good
quality and have a smooth, weighted feel
to them, much like what you'd expect from
a nice piece of home gear. Little details,
like the power and ground connectors
being not only soldered, but also connect-
ed with machine screws to the pcb, were
nice touches that aren't usually found at
such a low price.

MANUAL

| mentioned it already, but the manual
included in the Gladius is a piece of work
in itself. Sure it includes all the normal stuff
you'd expect to find, like how to mount,
connect and set the controls, but it also
includes a section devoted to not only
educating the new owner on what specs
mean, but also to dispel a few myths. And
while I'd bet there are some marketing
types who would probably like to argue
some of the points made, from a sonic
perspective they'd ultimately lose the
argument. | have to say that the informa-




82:WWW.CARAUDIOMAG.COM

tion presented is written decidedly from a
real audio engineer's perspective, but it's
factual. It does make you wonder, for
example, whether or not the $300 you just
spent on those quad-shielded, oxygen-
free, crystalline-structure-aligned-with-the-
pyramids, silver-soldered cables were real-
ly the best thing to spend your money on.
And | have to say, I'm 99 percent in agree-
ment with the points made. Like the old
line from.one of my favorite movies says,
‘Learn it, know it, live it!” Getting to read
the manual, by itself, is a good reason to
buy a Zed Audio amp.

LISTENING

Regular readers know | do my listening

ERFORMANCE DATA

o THD, 1KHZ, 14.

VOLTS

sessions in my quiet lab on a high-end ref-
erence system that I’'m familiar with. But
before | get into the details of my listening
session with the Gladius, | thought it
would be good to share some facts with
you. Some of you will understand this
instantly, and others may not want to
believe this, but | promise you it's the
truth. | measure and listen to about 130
different amplifiers a year, including car,
home and pro products. I've been doing
this for well over 20 years, so you can
trust me on this one.

I don't believe that out of the box, with-
out corrections, all amps sound the same.
They don't. Yes, many good ones can
sound indistinguishably similar, even if they
are very different kinds of amplifiers. In
fact, many years ago, | did demos to
classrooms full of people who proved to
themselves they couldn't tell the difference
between an IC amp in a head unit from a
well-known “sound Q" amp. These were
simply very different amps that sounde
very similar. The only “setup” in that s
nario was very careful gain matchig

with careful
applied they
about the
careful ¢ Ri#eal life.

Ju es a good amp sound? To
, IgQegg color the music. It doesn't
r subtract anything from the original
al;¥and it allows the recording engi-
ne®’s vision of the intended sound to be
lly reproduced. The frequency response
is very flat and doesn't roll off prematurely
on either end of the spectrum and the amp
has the ability to drive the load properly
without adding audible distortion or noise.
There will be very little difference in the
amount of gain on each channel. All these
things can create audible differences.

Over the years, I've measured brand
new “famous name” amps with frequency
response variations of greater than 3dB!
Sure, sometimes it was actually intention-
al, as the brand was creating their “sonic
signature.” I've also seen amps with a sin-
gle ganged gain pot controlling a stereo
pair of channels, with more than 4dB of
difference between channels at certain
places in the pot's rotation. That's never
intentional.

By now it must be obvious why they
simply can't all sound the same out of the
box.

This is one of those amps that made
me remember just why | made the deci-
sion to do in-lab listening in the first place.
If I had been evaluating amps in a car all
along, | might have put some of my

impressions of the sonics of this amp
down to an exceptionally unusual day in
the car. But in the lab, with controlled con-
ditions, when an amp sounds really good
or bad, it's quickly evident. And this amp
sounds uncommonly good.

The Gladius reproduced high frequen-
cies with smoothness and exceptional
detail. It wasn't brittle or hard-sounding.
The best way | can think to describe it, is
“natural.” The amp sounded flat and very
linear with respect to frequency
response. The bass was deep, low and
tight. The bass EQ priNed a bit too
much boost at adjagé
to make it more usefu
ter Q factor but 's a Pergbnal prefer-

igno, saxophone
sounded natural and
roduced a good sound-
estament to good con-
rg) O h inter-channel gain, and the

e reSponse of the amp. There was
le turn-on ar turn-off noise and
ing the duration of the test, the amp
barely got warm. | listened to this amp for
well over four hours, playing everything
from Bach to ZZ Top and | came away
very impressed. This thing just sounds
natural and transparent, precisely the way
a good amp should. I'll say this, if | were
to recommend a 12-volt amplifier based
solely on sound quality, the Gladius would
make my Top 5 list. Don't let the econom-
ical price fool you, right out of the box this
amp sounds very good.

I

PERFORMANCE

On the bench, the Gladius met or
exceeded every specification outlined in
the owner's manual. It developed more
than rated power, both 4-and 2 ohms per
channel, and the power remained con-
stant to the last watt — even with a bat-
tery voltage of 12 volts. As | suspected,
after listening to it the inter-channel gain
difference was very close at less than
0.1dB, and there was only 0.2 degrees of
phase difference between channels at
20kHz. Signal to noise was exceptionally
good, as was the stereo separation num-
ber. The frequency response was almost
ruler flat from below 10Hz to above
100kHz.

The amp handled reactive loads with
ease, and even the very difficult load pre-
sented by a pair of large electrostatic
loudspeakers (| tried 'em just for fun) was
no problem for the Gladius. During testing
on the bench, with repeated full power
runs and all the assorted measurements,
the Gladius didn't heat up significantly,
which | attribute to having more than the
average amount of heatsink for the power
levels reached. The amp showed no sign
of stress and should be very reliable.



