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Gramophone Dreams #88: TEAC VRDS-701T CD transport  

Herb Reichert Aug 20, 2024  

 

It's the late 1980s, and I'm soldering tube amplifiers on a plywood bench. I decide on a whim that it's 
time to break down and buy a CD player to supplement the Dynaco tuner and Dual cassette deck in my 
workroom music system.  
I was a slow starter with digital because of my early take on CD sound: It was emotionally drained with 
grumbling distortions in the bass and an off-timbre midrange, crowned by a thin, artificial treble, and 
penetrated by an eerie, unnatural silence whenever the musicians stopped playing. I thought cassettes 
had higher fidelity and that CDs would be a passing fad, but I kept browsing CDs at Tower Records, and 
the itch to buy some was getting pretty strong.  
One of my friends said, "Maybe it's not the conversion principle that's to blame but something else, like 
an imperfect CD player?" That interesting thought had not occurred to me, but it obviously occurred to 
lots of engineers, because they are still trying to improve the quality of CD playback by adjusting the 
mechanism.  
My friend's thought prompted me to ask my engineer pal, a short-tempered wizard named Dick, what 
CD player he used. He responded in his best gruff know-it-all voice, "These new CD players are shit! 
Don't buy one until they make one where the transport mechanism floats!" When I asked if anybody 
made one that floated, he said that he used a portable, battery-powered Optimus CD player from Radio 
Shack, and that its transport mechanism floated, and that it sounded better than any audiophile deck. 
Dick "knew things," so I believed him.  
When I got to Radio Shack and saw the player he recommended, I laughed at its plastic-toy flying-saucer 
style. It looked the opposite of serious, but a closer inspection and a quick listen with its included 
headphones suggested there might be some good engineering hidden beneath its UFO casework. The 
more I examined the Optimus, the more it seemed perfect for my workbench, my bike, and my car. It 
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cost around a hundred bucks, so I bought one and kept it as my only CD player until 1993, when I 
capitulated and bought my first nonportable CD player: a TEAC VRDS-10.  
I chose the VRDS-10 because I liked how it looked: sturdy and professional, as though it was built to 
broadcast-quality standards.  
I used the 10 almost exclusively as a disc transport, attached to a variety of expensive DACs, until, 
influenced by advertising and seeking an upgrade, I bought a serious dedicated transport: the 37lb(!) 
belt-drive C.E.C. TL1. At the time, C.E.C. was one of the world's leading manufacturers of OEM transports 
and complete CD players. With the top-loading C.E.C., the sound became gentler, smoother, quieter, 
more analog-like—but transient attack and the PRaT-boogie factor were not up to what I'd been 
enjoying from my VRDS-10.  
My amp-builder friend Uchida was using a Studer a730 CD player, which established a high benchmark 
for purity of tone, sharp focus, and transient bite. He thought it sounded like magnetic tape, but it was 
not free, and it was not available in the United States.  
My next transport was another belt-drive top-loader: 47 Lab's Flatfish. I purchased the Flatfish partly 
because I liked its name, partly because I liked how it looked, and partly because I liked how undigital it 
made CDs sound. The Flatfish played as rich of tone, smooth, and unmechanical as the C.E.C. did, but it 
died young. Desperate and exasperated, I bought a $100 Oppo CD player. The generic-looking Oppo 
played satisfactorily and survived 10 years of daily use—until its drawer stuck closed.  
After my $100 Oppo broke and then two hand-me-down CD players died (one with the drawer stuck 
open), I reluctantly surrendered to streaming. I streamed every day until I reviewed Hegel's Mohican CD 
player, during which time I realized that silver discs present recordings with more force and more 
conspicuous momentum than streaming. When the Mohican left, I returned to streaming. Until ...  
I reviewed Hegel's newest CD player, the Viking, and Rotel's DT-6000 "DAC-transport" and realized that 
CDs can also swagger and sing the most refined operas.  
After the Hegel and Rotel players departed, I missed playing CDs, so I bought a $249 Onkyo C-7030 CD 
player (on Amazon) to use as a transport, connecting its digital output to whatever DAC was in the big 
system using Kimber Kable's D60 coaxial cable, which I bought in the mid-'90s. Today, at $490 per 
meter, the D60 costs about twice as much as the CD player.  
Used as a transport, the C-7030 impressed with its natural tone and lively PRaT. Its solidity and punch 
are superior to internet streaming, so I'm happy every time I use it.  
But I don't understand: Why do CDs sound more corporeal than streamed music files? Maybe 40 years 
of playing CDs rewired my brain. I am guessing, but I imagine the more CPU operations a DAC needs to 
perform, the more juice it sucks from its power supply and the more its tiny signals bounce around and 
pick up garbage. I imagine also that pushing raw data through different types of cable (fiber-optic, LAN, 
S/PDIF, USB, AES3, etc.) offers significant clocking challenges. Since the silver disc emerged from the labs 
at Philips and Sony, my biggest complaint about CD player sound is how music seems weak and energy 
challenged. But that view has changed: In recent years, whenever I've used a daily-driver CD player as a 
disc transport, sending its digital output into the latest state-of-the-art upsampling converters like the 
dCS Lina and Bartók Apex, or truth-telling NOS R-2R DACs like the HoloAudio May or the Denafrips 
Terminator Plus, the upgrade in force and presence with CD (vs streaming) was not subtle.  
My listenings this month took that observation to the next level: Using a separate, high-precision CD 
transport in a heavy chassis, with multiple dedicated power supplies, feeding a DAC in a separate heavy 
chassis, with its own shielded power supply and a current-pushing output stage, sounds a lot more solid 
and articulate than my tin-sided $250 CD player or streaming from my computer.  
More than 30 years after I bought that TEAC VRDS-10 CD player, I am using TEAC's new VRDS-701T CD 

transport ($2699.99; footnote 1)—and its mechanism floats! (If only grumpy Dick was alive to witness 

this.) Feeding data extracted in the 701T transport to the dCS Lina DAC with master clock, or LTA's Aero 

tube DAC, or HoloAudio's Spring 3 or May DAC, is a paradigm-shifting experience. The sound I am 

https://www.stereophile.com/content/gramophone-dreams-69-trance-dancing-maxwell-street-rotel-dt-6000-dac-transport
https://www.stereophile.com/content/gramophone-dreams-84-dcs-lina-da-processor-and-lina-master-clock
https://www.stereophile.com/content/gramophone-dreams-75-dcs-bart%C3%B3k-apex-hifiman-audivina-he-r10p-he1000-v2-headphones
https://www.stereophile.com/content/holoaudio-may-level-3-da-processor
https://www.stereophile.com/content/gramophone-dreams-60-denafrips-terminator-plus-denafrips-gaia-holoaudio-spring-3
https://www.stereophile.com/content/gramophone-dreams-60-denafrips-terminator-plus-denafrips-gaia-holoaudio-spring-3
https://www.stereophile.com/content/linear-tube-audio-aero-da-processor
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getting is stronger, denser, clearer, and more precisely focused than any digital playback I've had in my 

home, ever. I feel like I'm experiencing digital at some new, more exacting level of insight and 

engagement. The music sounds almost as visceral as analog. And it took just 40 years to get to this point. 

 

The TEAC VRDS-701T 
When I opened the box containing TEAC's VRDS-701T CD transport, I was greeted by a sheet of paper 
warning that it was okay if the 701T "rattled like there was something loose inside," because there was 
something loose inside: the CD drive mechanism.  
Near the front, the owner's manual states, "Thank you for choosing TEAC. In order to enhance the audio 
quality, the entire CD mechanism employs a floating structure, so it is not fixed to the chassis of the unit. 
The entire mechanism, including the tray, can move slightly forward, backward, left, and right. This is by 
design and no cause for concern."  
I believe the main purpose of a CD drawer is to prevent users from scratching CDs as they insert them. 

The 701T's drawer is made of extremely thin flexible plastic. As they say in baseball, it has "soft hands." 
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I wrote public relations person extraordinaire Jaclyn Inglis, asking if she could find out how TEAC's new 
VRDS-701T mechanism differs from the one in my VRDS-10 CD player. She forwarded my question to 
TEAC's head of product planning, Jo Yoshida:  
"It has been about 20 years since we last released a CD player with a VRDS mechanism. This new 
transport mechanism incorporates all the technologies we have developed over the years to achieve a 
higher sound quality. But the basic concept of the VRDS mechanism has remained unchanged. By 
clamping the optical disc on a turntable of the same diameter, the surface blurring caused by rotational 
vibration and warping is suppressed, and the relative optical axis accuracy between the optical pickup 
and the pits and lands of the signals engraved on the disc is increased. This also reduces the servo 
current, resulting in improved sound quality.  
"The original mechanism was designed to suppress vibration by increasing the rigidity of the moving 
mechanism and fixing it rigidly (the acronym "VRDS" stands for Vibration-free Rigid Disc-clamping 
System), but the concept here is to naturally reduce vibration by fixing it in a semi-floating state rather 
than forcibly suppressing vibration. This floating concept is based on the knowledge cultivated through 
the development of Esoteric's Grandioso CD transport. The idea is to reduce vibration naturally by fixing 
it in a semi-floating state.  
"In order to converge vibrations as quickly as possible, the bridge supporting the turntable is designed to 

be lightweight and fixed only on one side, in a semi-floating structure to suppress feedback generation 

of unwanted resonance." 

TEAC's new transport looked expensive and pro-style cool on my rack. I liked its clearly labeled old 
school power toggle; it felt solid and direct-acting, as did all the front panel buttons. Aesthetics-wise, the 
VRDS-701T looked rugged enough for a recording studio and suave-fashionable enough for a domestic 
setting.  
The top plate is extraordinarily thick, beautifully machined, and snug-fitting. The side panels look like 

thick heatsinks. The inside looks as serious as the outside, with two toroidal transformers, one for the 

CD mechanism and the other for the digital control section. According to the TEAC website, these 

"power transformers are mounted on a floating structure, separating and isolating them from the 

bottom panel." Which in turn is isolated from its environment by the 701T's three footers, which add 

another layer of anti-vibration isolation to the TEAC's heavy (22.2lb/10.1kg) chassis. According to the 

distributor's website, those heatsink-looking side panels have fins of different lengths. Their job is "to 

reduce sympathetic vibrations in the chassis." 

 

Everything I mock, I become 
I have a history of mocking those "LedTull-era" guitar gods with their long hair, pastel trousers, 
and shirtless pyrotechnics. Likewise in classical music, I'm put off by instrumental virtuosity 
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unless it is serving an obvious poetic or expressive purpose. My interest is in how the work is 
played, the spirit of the performance, not how many notes were hit or missed. I listen to detect 
by what means—temperament or technique—the artist communicates with their public. I 
endeavor to have a sound system that makes those means obvious.  
I do not want my system to filter out the artist's personality.  
I especially want to feel the psychic force of Itzhak Perlman playing Paganini's 24 Caprices for 

Violin (CD, EMI Classics 5 67257 2). To my taste, Perlman delivers a perfect balance of poetic 

intensity and note-hitting technical mastery. When I'm listening to this spine-tingling EMI CD, I 

want to be locked onto Perlman's right brain/left brain balance, because that is where 

Perlman's intensity comes from. That's his artistic content. 

Niccolò Paganini (1782–1840) was the prototype Romantic virtuoso. 
Besides playing the violin fiendishly, reports claim he projected 
"mental powers" that gripped and mesmerized audiences.  
No previous classical music performer brought more mythopoetic 

force or hair-raising virtuosity to the music hall stage than bone-thin 

Paganini, who performed toothless after 1828. No musical artist has 

ever appeared more otherworldly, or more famously sold his soul to 

the devil, than Paganini. Almost 200 years after his death, Paganini's 

24 Caprices (Op.1) remain among the most difficult challenges and 

most thrilling music in the violin repertoire. More than 100 years into 

the recording era, only two violinists have dared to record all 24 Caprices: Ruggiero Ricci (Decca CD 440 

034-2) and Itzhak Perlman on the abovementioned disc, which on my system raised hairs, sprouted 

goosebumps, and forced my mind into states of lucid dreaming.  

With TEAC's VRDS-701T transport sourcing Linear Tube Audio's new 
Aero R-2R DAC, in turn feeding the HoloAudio Serene preamp then on 
to the Parasound Halo A 21+ stereo amplifier, which in turn drove my 
Falcon Gold Badge LS3/5as, the sound was dense and precise in a way 
I'd never previously heard from digital. By "dense," I mean there was 
a tangible corporeality effected by seemingly infinite quantities of 
small, tightly packed molecules of musical information.  
Itzhak Perlman's rendition of Paganini's 24 Caprices compels listeners 
to follow close up the infinitely varied touch of the performer's bow. 
The 701T into LTA Aero system gave me a focused, microscopic view 
of these nuanced bow-on-strings dramas, a wordless opera of tone 

and texture in uncanny transparency. I'd never heard a CD sound this clear before.  
Connecting the TEAC transport to my reference dCS Lina's S/PDIF input with the TEAC-Lina combo, I 
could feel Perlman's concentration. Exposing an artist's personality and state of mind are intangibles I 
don't remember noticing with nonphysical media, or with those early Sony and Philips CD players 
everyone bought.  
With the TEAC transport, my reference Lina DAC took violin matters one step further, bringing vivid 
presence and sharper definition to the high-energy harmonics boiling off Perlman's violin. This 
combination showed—or rather put on aural display—how the unerring accuracy of Perlman's playing is 
balanced by his soulful humanity—how his technical skill never overrides his spiritual worldview. I could 
tell how the microphone was placed at just the right angle to face the instrument, how the beaming high 

https://www.stereophile.com/content/linear-tube-audio-aero-da-processor
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https://www.stereophile.com/content/gramophone-dreams-61-art-cable-audioquest-canare-kondo-holoaudio-serene-preamplifier
https://www.stereophile.com/content/parasound-halo-21-power-amplifier
https://www.stereophile.com/content/falcon-gold-badge-ls35a-loudspeaker
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notes were carefully balanced against the rest of the spectrum. I swear I could hear right into the f-
holes. With the Lina DAC and 701T transport, I was aware of the internal volume of Perlman's violin.  
Sensing the violin's projecting power and interior volume became even easier when I switched to the 
Elekit TU-8900 amplifier, with ceramic-base Gold Aero 300Bs tubes, driving the wider-range DeVore 
Fidelity Orangutan O/93 loudspeakers. The O/93's 10" paper cone on a wide baffle has proven itself 
well-suited for realistically reproducing this kind of wood and sheep gut materiality. The 93 reproduces 
the force, texture, and pitch of the violin's fundamentals in the 200Hz region better than most speakers.  
Subtleties like this appeared because the 701T extracted more small-signal detail—more tiny sounds—
and better sorted and displayed each Perlman note, making it feel charged and exciting. The TEAC's 
ability to vibrantly expose this much previously unrecovered data makes its price seem more than 
reasonable.  
TEAC's VRDS-701T transport excavated what, in 2018, Art Dudley called "tiny randomnesses." Art stated, 

"the DreamPlay One was able to find and preserve all of the tiny randomnesses that otherwise go 

unnoticed—microdetails of timing and texture that, when finally, rarely heard, tell me: That's a human 

being making those notes." Excavating and presenting these microdetails of timing and texture is what 

the $2700 TEAC specialized in.  

After a week of Euro-style violin virtuosity, I got an urge for some fast-
paced, home-style American fiddle music, specifically Old & In the 
Way – That High Lonesome Sound (CD, Acoustic Disc ACD-19), with 
Vassar Clements playing fiddle, Jerry Garcia playing banjo and singing, 
Dave Grisman singing and pumping songs forward on mandolin, John 
Kahn plucking acoustic bass, and Peter Rowan on guitar and vocals. 
This iconic disc was produced by David Grisman for Dawg Productions 
and recorded live in 1973 at The Boarding House in San Francisco by 
Owsley Stanley and Victoria Babcock.  
Every track on this superbly balanced live recording moves fast-train, 
scared-hare forward, none more swiftly or sweetly than Vassar 

Clements's unwinding on Ervin T. Rouse's "Orange Blossom Special." As part of what's known as Bear's 
Sonic Journals, Owsley Stanley recorded every artist that played through the Grateful Dead's giant Wall 
of Sound system, which he created with the help of audio designer John Curl and others. This "Orange 
Blossom Special" is the most full-tilt, electrifying version I know—a must hear. Pure, hare-rousing, hair-
raising high lonesome. The TEAC-Lina combo aired it out while showing me the stage and space around 
it and every bow stroke. Playing this tune loud led to delirious head bouncing.  
With HoloAudio's Spring 3 DAC 
Using a 1m length of Kimber's D60 75 ohm coax cable, I connected TEAC's 701T to HoloAudio's Spring 3 
KTE DAC ($2198 to $3698, depending on options). This combo of comparably priced components played 
with marginally more force and intensity than the TEAC plus the dCS Lina, but with the Spring 3, 
Perlman's tone was noticeably less than full-spectrum. There was some microblur and occasional 
brightness. The littlest notes went into hiding.  
What the Spring 3 did playing CDs from the 701T was maximize the presence and raw clarity of CD 
playback. Presence and jump factor went beyond mainstream digital.  
But wait. When I stream data from my router, it travels from the server to the DAC over USB or LAN. 

When I play a CD from a transport, it travels over S/PDIF or I2S. That has to mean something, right? 

HoloAudio's Spring 3 and May DACs have what their chief engineer, "Jeff," describes as a "powerful" 

Phase-Locked Loop (PLL) configuration that importer Tim O'Connor says reduces timing errors when 

https://www.stereophile.com/content/gramophone-dreams-74-elekit-tu-8900-kit-amplifier
https://www.stereophile.com/content/devore-fidelity-orangutan-o93-loudspeaker
https://www.stereophile.com/content/devore-fidelity-orangutan-o93-loudspeaker
https://www.stereophile.com/content/kalista-dreamplay-one-cd-player
https://www.stereophile.com/content/gramophone-dreams-60-denafrips-terminator-plus-denafrips-gaia-holoaudio-spring-3
https://www.stereophile.com/content/gramophone-dreams-60-denafrips-terminator-plus-denafrips-gaia-holoaudio-spring-3
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using I2S via HDMI) and S/PDIF. When I engaged the Spring 3's PLL with TEAC's S/PDIF output, the sound 

became sweeter, more supple, less forward, less mechanical, and more like analog.  

This analog-like beauty was most obvious playing Kavi Alexander's 

sublime Saltanah (CD, Water Lily Acoustics WLA-ES-51CD) with Simon 

Shaheen on ūd and violin, Vishwa Mohan Bhatt playing mohan vīnī 

(veena), and Ronu Majumdar on bansuri. This is one of my forever 

favorite CDs, and it responded extremely well to the Spring 3's PLL 

treatment. Tone and three-dimensionality became a little bit 

tubelike. I can best describe the overall PLL/coax sound as seductive 

in a glamorous movie star kind of way. What previously seemed a bit 

brisk, bright, and overwrought now, with the PLL, sounded liquid, 

relaxed, and picturesque.  

When I played Monk's Dream (CD, Columbia 88697957682-1), the sound (with PLL) was super-vivid, 

extra-bouncy, and more subtly detailed. HoloAudio's PLL made the Spring 3 a very compatible partner 

for TEAC's VRDS-701T transport.  

Stay tuned for my review of the 701T's intended companion, TEAC's UD-701N DAC/Network Player.  

I know I've been gushing 

But I swear, this TEAC transport was a revelation. It made digital more compelling than I thought it could 

be. I never anticipated this much drive, density, inner detail, or tone truthfulness from a digital source. It 

only took 40 years, but CDs are finally being reproduced in a manner I consider comparable to analog. 

And just like analog, the machine that spins the disc establishes the core virtues and vices of the disc's 

sound.  

If there's a better built, more highly resolving, more musically satisfying CD transport than the TEAC 

VRDS-701T, I have not encountered it.  

 


