
Helmut Brinkmann’s handi-
work first graced my equip-
ment rack a decade ago, 
though I’d seen his top-of-

the-line Balance turntable a few years 
earlier at the Kempinski Hotel show in 
Frankfurt, Germany—a relatively small 
event that has since moved to Munich 
and become High End, arguably the 
world’s most important audio show. 
My review of the Balance appeared in 
the May 2005 Stereophile.1

The Balance ($23,700), first 
launched in 1984, is still in production, 
now in its Mk.II iteration, and 
remains one of the world’s most 
elegant, most finely crafted, most 
well-conceived turntables. The lower-
priced La Grange ($16,990 without 
tonearm) has been discontinued; the 
Spyder is its replacement. There was 
nothing wrong with the La Grange’s 
construction or sound, but in the years 
since its introduction the turntable 
market has heated up, and so has the 
competition.

The La Grange was, for the most 
part, a Balance with a lighter platter. 
The Spyder offers something unique 
at a lower price (starting at $14,000), as 
well as the promise of better sound.

Generally, in my experience, the less 
platform or plinth a turntable has, the 
better it sounds. More platform equals 
more matter that can resonate. The 

platformless Simon Yorke S7 proved 
that to me so conclusively that, after 
reviewing it for the June 1998 issue, 
I bought the review sample and sold 
my large-platform, four-poster VPI 
TNT (so designed to accommodate 
the Eminent Technology II air-bearing 
tonearm). The Balance and La Grange 
have minimal platforms. The new 
Spyder has none.

The Spyder’s circular, slotted 
aluminum stand, only slightly greater 
in diameter than a CD, holds the 
same pre-heated bearing used in the 
Balance and La Grange. Because the 
room temperature isn’t a variable, 
pre-heating permits lower machining 
tolerances as well as optimal 
performance on startup. The bearing 
features a stainless-steel axle, a 30mm 
ball bearing, and a thrust plate of 
hardened Teflon with integral oil 
reservoir.

Machined bolt holes around the 
platform’s top plate allow you to mate 
the central hub with up to four of 
Brinkmann’s massive tonearm bases 
of machined aluminum. Slide a base’s 
strut into a slot in the hub, align the 
platform holes with the strut’s threaded 
holes, and, using the supplied bolts, 
secure the base.

Once a tonearm has been installed 
and its cartridge aligned, you can 
easily remove and replace the base, 

and everything will remain in perfect 
alignment. Even if more than two 
bases is too busy for you, you can 
keep ready an indefinite number of 
tonearm-and-cartridge combinations 
that can be exchanged and played in a 
matter of minutes.

According to Helmut Brinkmann, 
the Spyder’s exceptional flexibility in 
this regard is only one of the reasons 
he devised the system. In the older 
La Grange, the tonearm is mounted 
directly on the minimalist platform, 
in the shape of an elongated oval, that 
holds the platter and bearing. Thus, 
the platform must deal with two 
sources of vibrational energy produced 
at the interface of stylus and groove: 
vibrations that travel through the heavy 
platter, where much though not all 
of them are damped before it reaches 
the platform; and vibrations that travel 
through the much lighter tonearm 
tube, some of them damped by the 
heavy counterweight, the rest traveling 
down the arm mount and into the 
base, which is also attached to the oval 
platform.

The trick is to drain the two streams 
of energy before they can interact with 
one another. In the Balance’s platform, 
Brinkmann uses a steel spike directly 
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expanding and updating; Helmut 
Brinkmann has promised that this 
will be done. For instance, the bearing 
housing comes wrapped in orange 
“warning” tape. The instructions 
don’t make clear if this tape should be 
removed before the platter is placed 
atop the bearing. I did. “No problem,” 
I was told—but I still wasn’t sure what’s 
meant by the tape.

In any case, after the circular bearing 
platform is put in place, you position 
the arm pod(s) where you want them, 
inserting the end of each pod’s strut 
into a slot in the turntable’s base 
and securing it with the two bolts. 
Each pod is massive, and attractively 
machined of aluminum. If the arm-
mount opening has been eccentrically 
drilled, loosen the three screws that 
affix the top plate to allow it to be 
rotated, then retighten it to fine-tune 
the distance of the arm pivot to the 
platter’s spindle. An opening at the pod 
base can be fitted with termination 
blocks (RCA jacks), or left open to pass 
hardwired or DIN-to-RCA phono 
cables. I positioned one arm pod at 2 
o’clock, the second one at 10 o’clock, 
and the motor pod at 7 o’clock.

The movable arm pods are 
particularly useful for those using 
a USB microscope to set vertical 
tracking angle (VTA) and stylus rake 
angle (SRA) but who can’t get behind 
the equipment rack. That would be 
me. With the Spyder, you can set SRA 
with the arm in the usual position, 
then move it to the rear one. I used 
both the Brinkmann 12.1 tonearm and, 
on the second pod, a Kuzma 4Point.

Because the Spyder’s solid-state 
power supply runs the bearing heater 
as well as the motor, it must be used 
even if you’ve ordered the RöNt II 
tubed supply. Brinkmann supplies a 
granite platform for the RöNt II, and  

500gm body of nickel-plated steel that 
rotates to produce a flywheel effect. 
The motor drives the platter with an 
O-ring that rides in grooves machined 
into the platter’s perimeter and the 
motor’s pulley.

Also included are revised solid-state 
and optional tubed power supplies, 
optimized for and tuned to the 
Spyder’s 20-lb platter of aluminum-
lead-copper alloy, to which is 
elastomer-bonded a top plate of crystal 
glass. In addition, Brinkmann has 
reworked the power supply’s shunt-
regulation element, contained within 
the motor housing, that produces 
ultralow (down to DC) power-line 
impedance.

The RöNt II—the new version of 
Brinkmann’s tubed power supply—is 
a single-ended class-A design that uses 
two high-current, low-resistance P36 
pentode tubes and a 5AR4 rectifier 
tube. Skeptics certain that a tubed 
power supply can’t possibly affect a 
turntable’s sound need only compare 
the Spyder’s performance using both 
supplies, as I did.

The Spyder, with one arm pod and 
solid-state power supply, costs $14,000. 
Additional arm pods are $3000 
each; the RöNt II tubed supply adds 
$4300. For this review, Brinkmann 
also supplied a 12.1 tonearm ($7500) 
and a second arm pod for it, bringing 
the total cost of the review sample to 
$28,800.

Setup and Use: For the most part, 
setting up the Brinkmann Spyder was 
straightforward, especially on a stable, 
level platform. I use the Harmonic 
Resolution Systems SXR stand and an 
oversize HRS M3 1925 base, which 
has an isolation foot at each corner. 
Two additional feet can be added, 
depending on the mass supported.

The Spyder’s instructions need 

under the arm mount to quickly drain 
this greater amount of vibrational 
energy. In the Bardo and Oasis, he uses 
an aluminum foot. In the Balance, the 
platter’s vibrations, now slowed and 
smoothed, drain through two steel-
copper spikes; in the Bardo and Oasis, 
this is done by two feet fitted with 
plastic inserts.

The Spyder’s outboard arm base 
provides a greater opportunity to more 
effectively drain the arm’s energy and 
prevent it from interacting with the 
energy transmitted by the platter. The 
circular base’s high mass can slow the 
energy, while small spikes of hardened 
steel affixed to its bottom quickly 
discharge the remaining energy to 
ground before it can migrate the 
longer distance along the lower-mass 
tonearm-base strut affixed to the hub.

The hub bases demand a perfectly 
flat platform. Brinkmann has long 
advocated, and supplies as an option, 
a Harmonic Resolution Systems 
platform, which isolates whatever it 
supports from outside vibrations in 
both horizontal and vertical planes, and 
is internally well damped: Its granite 
base is bonded to polymer, with 
additional polymer elements bonded 
into pockets CNC-machined into its 
aluminum frame. Brinkmann does 
not recommend bases of wood and/or 
synthetics.

The Spyder’s platter is driven by 
an outboard motor pod containing 
the Sinus—a new AC synchronous 
motor, designed and manufactured 
by Brinkmann, that replaces 
the Pabst motor used in the La 
Grange. The Sinus is based on the 
motor Brinkmann designed and 
manufactured for the direct-drive 
Bardo and Oasis. It’s a four-phase 
design (4 by 90°) that produces 16 
pulses per revolution, and has a 
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from big, low-frequency body slams 
quite as quickly as did the Balance—
which meant that it didn’t carve out 
the big spaces as well as I recall the 
Balance doing. However, its soundstage 
width and depth, and its resolution of 
low-level decay information, put it in 
the big leagues compared to the more 
tidy and far less expensive Bardo.

An Unexpected Surprise—
Brinkmann’s 12.1 tonearm: Given 
the overwhelming superiority of the 
Kuzma 4Point tonearm ($6675) to 
the Brinkmann 9.6 ($3990) when 
I compared them in my review of 
the Brinkmann Bardo and 9.6 in the 
May 2011 issue, I expected the same 
performance differences here—even 
though the 12.1 ($7500) uses a more 
sophisticated horizontal bearing. 
(To keep down costs, the 9.6 has a 
unipivot-like horizontal bearing.)

While the Kuzma 4Point still 
maintains an edge in terms of bass 
weight and authority, the 12.1 had 
two things going for it that, at least 
on the Spyder, bettered the 4Point, 
or at least made for a more attractive 
sound. One was the 12.1’s lusciously 
velvet midrange. The other was the 
delicacy and nimbleness of the bass. 
It didn’t have the 4Point’s slam or 
dynamic expression, but with some 
recordings it made the 4Point sound 
somewhat lead-footed. If you listen 
mostly to classical or acoustic jazz and 
you’re willing to give up that last bit of 
bottom-end slam and push-you-back-
in-your-seat weight, I’d go with the 
12.1 on the Spyder. You could always 
get another arm pod for a 4Point, or 
another arm with fully developed 
bottom-end slam.

Conclusions: I’m not sure what 
to make of the Brinkmann Spyder’s 

I played a variety of 
classical LPs, including 
the superdeluxe ones 
from the Electric 
Recording Company 
mentioned in my 
review of Bricasti’s 
M28 power amplifier 
elsewhere in this issue. 
In addition, I began 
auditioning Analogue 
Productions’ latest 
reissues of RCA Living Stereo vinyl, 
including the Sibelius Violin Concerto 
with violinist Jascha Heifetz and the 
Chicago Symphony conducted by 
Fritz Reiner (LSC-2435), and Charles 
Munch and the Boston Symphony’s 
recordings of Debussy’s La Mer and 
Ibert’s Ports of Call (LSC-2111). I have 
multiple original pressings of both, 
but none that sounds as dead quiet, 
dynamic, and transparent as these.

I used the Kuzma 4Point and 
Brinkmann 12.1 arms, and a diverse 
group of cartridges that included: 
Lyra’s Atlas and Etna; the Triangle Arts 
Zeus; Ortofon’s Anna, MC A90, and 
MC A95; and Miyajima Lab’s Madake. 
The Spyder allowed each cartridge to 
speak its own mind, imparting very 
little of its own character, especially 
in terms of all-important tonality 
and rhythmic authority. The Spyder 
produced authoritative dynamics, an 
especially strong sense of musical flow, 
and backgrounds so “black” that I often 
thought I’d selected the wrong input 
when, after a stylus had hit the record, 
I unmuted the preamp. While the 
Spyder didn’t match the VPI Classic 
Direct’s or the Continuum Audio Labs 
Caliburn’s weight and drive, few ’tables 
in my experience have.

The Spyder’s bottom-end weight, 
control, and rhythmic authority kept 
me fully engaged, though I wasn’t 
taken by surprise as I’d been, a decade 
ago, by the Balance’s subterranean, 
“fundamentally correct, deep, tight, 
articulate, yet delicate bottom-end 
performance,” as I described it in my 
review. Nor did I expect to be, given 
the differences in price and platter 
weight.

The Spyder’s overall sound was 
slightly warm, and it didn’t recover 

a generous length of connecting cable 
to give you wide placement latitude— 
a small but thoughtful consideration.

Using the Spyder was 
straightforward: a spindle insert 
provides the center lift for the screw-
on reflex record clamp. Power up the 
tube supply and choose the speed, 331⁄3 
or 45rpm, by pushing one of the two 
buttons mounted on the top plate of 
the motor pod. Speed is adjustable via 
two potentiometers on the same top 
plate.

I ran into what I think is a small 
glitch: When I turned on the RöNt 
II, the platter spun—even when I’d 
made sure to stop it before powering 
it down. The 331⁄3 light glowed amber 
on startup until I cycled it off, at which 
point it glowed the correct color, 
green. I’m not sure why that happens, 
but I don’t think it’s a major problem.

Of greater concern was the platter’s 
speed stability, which I measured using 
Dr. Feickert Analogue’s PlatterSpeed 
iPhone app and test record. Whatever 
problems the Feickert setup itself 
may have, using it to measure every 
turntable at least provides a level 
playing field. I carefully positioned the 
tonearm pod relative to the platter and 
adjusted the speed—which must be 
very carefully done, due to the pot’s 
relative coarseness. Although on the 
Feickert test record’s 3150Hz tone the 
Spyder achieved a mean of 3150.9Hz—
pretty accurate—the raw frequency-
deviation measurements, relative and 
absolute were greater than I like to see 
in so costly a turntable (fig.1). What’s 
more, the low-pass–filtered frequency 
(fig.2, green line) undulated, deviating 
from flat more than I’d hope to see for 
this kind of cash. Repeating the test 
using Brinkmann’s solid-state supply 
produced better raw frequency results 
and similar low-pass–filtered ones.

For reference: VPI’s Classic Direct 
Drive with 3D-printed 12" arm costs 
$30,000. The Spyder with supplied 
pod and 12.1 arm costs $21,500 (or 
$25,800 with RöNt II supply), but 
produced low-pass–filtered numbers 
about four times worse.

Sound of a Spyder: I took those 
measurements after two month of 
listening to the Brinkmanns. While 
those figures were surprising and 
somewhat disappointing, the Spyder’s 
sound had been anything but. 
Subjectively, the Brinkmann’s speed 
stability was outstanding—including 
with piano recordings with long 
sustains.

Fig.1 (near right) Brinkmann 
Spyder, speed measurements 
from Dr. Feickert iPhone app.  

Fig.2 (far right) Brinkmann 
Spyder, absolute speed 
variations (yellow) and  

low-pass filtered (green).
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executed tonearm. The combination 
kept me listening blissfully for two 
months.

Otherwise, Brinkmann’s 
combination of innovative, 
flexible, upgradable design, quality 
manufacturing, careful attention to 
small but important details—and 
outstanding sound—make the 
Brinkmann Spyder with 12.1 tonearm 
easy to recommend. n 

Michael Fremer (fremer@analogplanet.
com) is the editor of AnalogPlanet.com, a 
website devoted to all things analogical.

II’s more nuanced reproduction of 
transients and deeper soundstages. 
Were those the results of the even 
greater measured speed fluctuation? I 
don’t have an answer there either.

What I do know is that the $21,500 
combination of Brinkmann Spyder and 
12.1 arm with standard power supply 
will get you a versatile, ingeniously 
designed turntable built to the highest 
manufacturing standards, and an 
equally well-designed and precisely 

speed deviations, which I measured 
but didn’t hear. Had I just used a 
strobe to set the speed, I wouldn’t be 
talking about speed problems at all—
they weren’t audible as such. Perhaps 
the Spyder’s slight lower-frequency 
warmth and inability to carve deep 
trenches between the notes was what I 
heard and measured. I don’t know.

I also know that, when I A/B’d 
Brinkmann’s solid-state and tubed 
power supplies, I preferred the RöNt 
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