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A Reference SACD Player for the Rest of Us

The Marantz 
 SA-KI Pearl

By Jerold O’Brien

Much like the LP, the high resolution SACD (super audio compact disk) is 

finally getting the respect it’s due after the format has become outdated. There 

is still a fair amount of new software available and just like LP’s there are quite 

a few titles on the used market.  Most titles are still sold at reasonable prices 

and they usually offer higher quality sound than the original CD’s they replace.
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Unfortunately the high reso-
lution audio format died an un-
timely death for a number of rea-
sons; the home theater market 
was coming on strong causing 
many to abandon two channel 
audio altogether, and the con-
sumer was stuck in the middle of 
a format war, like Betamax and 
VHS with two opposing formats; 
SACD and DVD-a.

DVD audio is all but dead and 
nothing has been released in this 
format for years, but SACD sol-
diers on, with new classical re-
leases popping up as well as re-
mastered jazz and popular music 
on some of the audiophile labels.  
A quick search on eBay and a-
sacd.com reveals that there are 
still about 5500 titles available 
on SACD that can be purchased 
right now.  

Putting the arguments aside 
about SACD’s performance 
(count me in the camp that does 
think they sound better), if you 
have a library or would like to 
build one, the number of avail-
able players has dwindled in 
the last five years, but they have 
been making a comeback re-
cently.  The budget combination 
players from Oppo and the like 
will play everything, but these are 
not audiophile players, with the 
jewels still rather expensive.

The Details  
Make the Difference

I spent a fair amount of time 
with Marantz’ top of the line 
SACD player, the SA-7S1, last 
issue, borrowing it from our pub-
lisher for a few weeks to get a feel 
for what an almost $10,000 dol-
lar player would sound like in my 
system.  While the improvement 
was definitely noticeable, it was 
also out of my league.  (continued)

www.signalpathint.com
704 391 9337

Now you can hear how  
good digital music can sound.

The Peachtree Audio Decco is a compact 
powerhouse that works equally well with analog 
or digital sources. Its robust 50 watt per channel 
amplifier gives you a wide range of speakers 
to choose from, or you can use the built-in 
headphone jack for private listening sessions.

With optical, coaxial and USB inputs it can 
interface with any digital source.  Products like the 
Apple TV, Sonos ZP-80, Slim Devices, Squeezebox 
and the Wadia iTransport are natural combinations, 
as well as your desktop or laptop computer. A 
traditional analog input makes it easy to connect 
your iPod with the standard Apple dock.

The internal digital to analog converter in the 
Decco offers a significant upgrade to the typical 
computer soundcard, making it the anchor for  
the perfect desktop audio system.

But the Decco isn’t limited to your office.  
It’s attractive styling will make it right at home 
anywhere you would like a compact, yet high 
performance music system.

Half the country owns an iPod.

http://www.signalpathint.com
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with this player is the lack of a standard S/
PDIF input, but I was very pleased with the 
results going from my Squeezebox to the SA-
KI optically.  I also had excellent results with a 
Mac Mini connecting in this manner, so some 
of you might be able to either simplify your 
system or add a music server component.

Unlike the other Marantz Reference com-
ponents that come is a slightly retro and very 
sexy gold tone, the SA-KI (and it’s matching 
integrated amplifier that has also been worked 
over by Mr. Ishiwata) is covered in a satin 
black.  The SA-KI shares the copper plating 
on the chassis that the Reference compo-
nents use as well.  Picking up this 32 pound 
player tells a significant part of the story and 
you know immediately that this is something 
special indeed.

The front panel controls are easy to use, 
from the front panel or the supplied remote.  
Just like the Marantz components of the 70’s, 
there is a 6-foot RCA interconnect included 
(we used to call em’ patch cords...) so you can 
at least connect the SA-K1 into your system 
until the megabucks cable arrives. I used a 
6-foot pair of Cardas Golden Reference cables 
in my system and was very pleased with the 
results.  The SA-K1 only has analog outputs 
for single ended RCA cables.

A number of discussions went down the “now 
if they could only give me a substantial helping 
of this player for $3,000...” path, and the SA-KI 
Pearl arrived.

According to Kevin Zarow, Marantz USA’s 
Sales Manager, the Pearl SA-KI is a “factory 
hot rod.”  Legendary Marantz designer Ken 
Ishiwata has personally gone over every detail 
in the player, upgrading parts where he felt 
necessary to take an already great product 
and make it something really special. Zarow 
added, “When Ken produces a component 
like this, he spends a lot of time swapping 
parts and optimizing circuit layout, but most of 
all listening to every change.”  With so many 
modders out there today, why not get it done 
by the master?

To see further into the personality of Mr. 
Ishiwata, peruse the Pearl section of the Ma-
rantz site here.  It is immediately obvious, that 
this man is passionate about his work:
http://www.marantz.eu/kipearl/

Enter the Pearl SA-KI

The Pearl SA-KI plays SACD and CD along 
with an optical input that will accept digital data 
up to 24bit/96khz, switchable from the front 
panel or the remote.  My only disappointment 

Legendary Marantz 
designer Ken Ishiwata 
has personally gone 
over every detail in 
the player, upgrading 
parts where he felt 
necessary...

(continued)
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Great Sound from SACD and CD

As most of you will probably use this 
player primarily for standard CD’s, a lot of 
time was spent auditioning the SA-KI with 
CD’s.  As the staff curmudge, I don’t have 
the latest White Stripes disc, but I do have 
a great collection of Japanese Steely Dan 
CD’s.  Starting with Pretzel Logic, I was im-
pressed at the air in the recording that was 
not coming through anywhere nearly as clear 
on my reference Proceed PDT 2 transport 
and Benchmark DAC.  The keyboard lines 
in “Any Major Dude” stayed just right of cen-
ter as they do on the LP, with my Proceed/
Benchmark combo, the keyboard remained 
almost dead center, with the vocals and  
guitar tracks all on the same plane.

Those of you with large CD collections 
will appreciate the switch able digital filter.  
There is a “Filter 1” and “Filter 2” position,  
with 2 being standard playback and 1 having 
a somewhat warmer, feel that has an ever 
so slight HF rolloff.  If you have a lot of 
CD’s from the early days, you will 
learn to love position 1, it makes 
those terribly harsh discs in 
your collection much 
more enjoyable.  

You will also notice that Filter 2 has a higher 
playback level, so it does take some getting 
used to.

SACD playback is a definite jump up in 
quality, and to pay my respects to Mr. Ishi-
wata, my first SACD selection was his 30th 
Anniversary disc, produced and recorded 
by Mr. Ishiwata personally to accompany 
the Pearl series components.  If you are a 
female vocal lover, this disc is a treat that 
you should purchase with your SA-KI; it’s 
definitely a case of digital done right and will 
amaze you at just how good a $3,000 player 
can sound.  Staying in the Jazz vein, the 
next disc up was the Groove Note Sam-
pler, Vol.2.  The first cut, “Chitlins Con 
Carne” by Anthony Wilson features 
a very sparse arrangement, 
allowing the trio plenty of 
space to stretch out.
(continued)
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No matter what 
kind of discs you 
are playing, the 
Marantz SA-KI is  
a top performer. 

Again, this player’s lack of grain at this 
price point amazed me, as did the tre-
mendous amount of front to rear separa-
tion the SA-KI provided.  I was also very 
impressed at the texture revealed in the 
drum solo of this tune, with the cymbals 
fading so gradually off into nothingness, 
my mind was suggesting that I was listen-
ing to vinyl at times.  If you have some 
gems in your SACD collection, I guarantee 
that you will be extremely impressed with 
this player!

The textural correctness and dynam-
ics that were always on tap went a long 
way towards conveying the emotion that 
Mr. Ishiwata feels is so important in a Pearl 
component.  The SA-KI has a huge help-
ing of the delicacy that the much more ex-
pensive SA-75S1 has (as well as some of 
the incredibly expensive players I’ve heard 

in our publisher’s system) and this is the 
key component that makes this disc player 
so easy to listen to for very long periods of 
time.  I’ve yet to hear a player at this price-
point that is this musical overall.

You’ll Want to Expand  
Your SACD Collection

If I were to purchase this player, I know 
my SACD collection would double straight 
away.  No matter what kind of discs you 
are playing, the Marantz SA-KI is a top 
performer.  If you are someone like me 
that has a very good system that does not 
consist of unobtanium components, this 
disc player could be all you ever need and 
then some.  I’m getting the feeling it’s time 
to retire my Proceed and do a little shop-
ping myself.
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Further Listening: 

Playing the SA-KI side by side with a handful 
of five figure players, I was amazed at how well 
this one did with the musical fundamentals.  The 
tonality is remarkably close to the Marantz flag-
ship SACD player and the major difference to 
me was the level of resolution. 

You still have to pay a lot more money to get 
that last bit of believability, buy Mr. Ishiwata has 
put together a fantastic digital player for $3,000.  
He’s not kidding when he talks about the emo-
tional component of the music being the most 
important thing to him.  While it’s not easy to 
make an excellent SACD player for $20,000, it’s 
way easier than it is to accomplish it for just un-
der $3,000 retail.

Mr. Ishiwata has succeeded brilliantly.  The 
Pearl SA-KI greatly exceeded my expectations, 
so you better get to your Marantz dealer now; 
there are only 499 left.  I’m keeping this one so I 
have a benchmark at this price level.  This is the 
player that I will use as a reference standard for 
other disc players in the three to six thousand 
dollar ranges going forward. – Jeff Dorgay 
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The Marantz Pearl SA-KI 
SACD player

MSRP: $2,999.99

MANuFACTuRER

Marantz America, Inc.
100 Corporate Drive
Mahwah, NJ, 07430
201-762-6500
www.marantz.com

PERIPHERALS

Analog Source Rega P3-24 
with TT-PSU and Rega Apheta 
Cartridge, JLTI Phono stage

Digital Source Proceed PDT 
transport, PS Audio Digital 
Link III DAC, McIntosh MS 300 
Music Server

Preamplifier Conrad-Johnson 
Premier 17LS, ARC SP3 
(restored and modded)

Amplifier Conrad-Johnson 
MV-55, Dynaco Mark III 
Monoblocks

Speakers AV123 Strata 
Mini, Harbeth Compact 7-2, 
Klipschorns

Interconnect  Cardas Golden 
Presence

Speaker Cable Cardas 
Golden Presence

Power  Shunyata Hydra V-Ray, 
Shunyata Venom power cords

Frugalicious.
We admit it. We’re a frugal company. There’s no

shame in that. The question is, how does it benefit you?

Our “no frills” attitude is directly reflected in what we

make – the finest, affordable line of components in the

stereophonic world. Clean design without showy frills.

Our frugal nature makes sure we never lose sight of

‘affordability.’ For many other companies, that seems to

have gotten lost in the pursuit of the perfect component.

At Rega, we have a different pursuit – for the perfect

sound. A distinctive, balanced sound. We call it

(somewhat immodestly)...the Rega sound.

We’re able to create our own sound because we make

every component that affects this sound – cartridges,

record players, CD players, amplifiers, pre-amplifiers,

speakers and more. (Very few companies can say that.)

So if you’re looking to upgrade your system in one area

(or to replace it entirely), come listen to our affordable,

priceless sound. We think you’ll agree, it’s frugalicious.

For more information, call 972.234.0182, or email

steve@soundorg.com

The Sound Organization is the exclusive Rega USA distributor. www.soundorg.com

THE SOUND ORGANISATION
MAKES MUSIC

http://www.marantz.com
http://www.soundorg.com



