HIGH-END TEST
Integrated amplifier for 65 000PLN

THE BEAST
ON TRANSISTORS
The Gryphon DIABLO 120

Gryphon product tests are
close encounters with uncompromising
high-end and they are probably even more
exciting today than they used to be. Gryphon does its
work and engenders respect, providing us with strong stimuli
in the most traditional and, for many, the most genuine audiophile style.
lot of manufacturers are giving up large heavy
amplifiers and moving towards modern-style
compact ones, making use of the technical
possibilities offered by class-D amplifiers, while
Gryphon amplifiers still embody classic A- and
AB-class solutions.
Gryphon offers both integrated (the Diablo series) and twopiece amplifiers. The latter or, to be more precise, Gryphon
power amplifiers, are A-class devices. It has become even more
controversial in the year 2019, when so much is said and
written about energy savings. That is why Gryphon uses special
circuits bearing the “ecological” Green Bias name. When it
comes to integrated amplifiers, green declarations are no
longer needed, as AB class dominates among them. However,
Gryphon has never risked using D class anywhere. It is
interesting when this is going to happen… but perhaps it will
never be done. The more popular D class becomes among
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other manufacturers (and it is fairly certain), the more respect
will be earned by companies that cultivate more and more
unique technologies. Gryphon and Mark Levinson still allow us
to feel the old-time harsh climate of the high end.
The Diablo model was a sensation ten years ago. It had
been intended as a bit simplified integrated version of a
flagship two-piece amplifier. There are already two “devils”
today – the more powerful (and more expensive) Diablo 300
(2 x 300 W at 8 Ω) and the tested Diablo 120 (2 x 120 W).
Thus, the latter is the cheapest amplifier offered by Gryphon.
65,000 PLN sounds like proper pricing for griffinʼs high-end.
The company also offers two CD players, four loudspeaker
models, phonostages, D/A converters and a lot of accessories,
such as cables or spikes. If someone has enough fantasy (and
enough cash), they can set up a beautiful and coherent system
with a bunch of red griffins on the housings.
.
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ven though the Diablo 120
is the smallest of all
Gryphon amplifiers, it is still
a very large construction –
not only because of its
weight (26 kg), but mostly
thanks to the effective form it has been
given. Radiators, brushed metal and
glossy surfaces intertwine in it, while
everything is brought together by the
symmetry of the top panel divided into
two halves with the use of an indentation.
The whole thing is intriguing and
stunning, engenders our respect and
bears the blood-colored Gryphon logo.
The radiators cover almost the entire
side panels, but they are concealed within
the outlines of the front and the rear.
The device is controlled from the
glossy part of the panel where a large
display is situated. The central part of the
display is alphanumeric and only
individual function symbols are marked
on the edges, while touch sensors are
located below them. So, there are no
ordinary buttons and one needs to get
used to controlling the amplifier… or use
a remote control. It is even more evident
due to the fact that the touch sensors are
situated on a glossy surface that gets
dirty quite easily.
There is one exception: the main
power switch hidden under the bottom
panel. It is fully mechanical and makes a
user reach for the instruction manual, as
it is not easy to start the Diablo without
knowing the tips included in it.
The Diablo 120 is not equipped with
a typical volume control knob. We use
two sensors that change the level
incrementally. Inputs are selected
sequentially and there are additional
recorder loop and quick mute sensors.
All the functions are controlled by
a microprocessor and there is also
a transparent menu which includes
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a number of additional settings, e.g.
input name change, the maximum and
starting volume level, display brightness
and loop activation in the A/V processor
mode.
The way of controlling the device is
really modern. Therefore, we might
assume that despite the manufacturerʼs
dislike of class D, the amplifier will have
the latest circuits and functions, and thus
will be literally super cool. A digital-toanalog converter or even a stream player
module, or a phonostage are the
advantages of not only the most
ambitious constructions today. However,
it is not that obvious…

There is a “puristic”
trend in high end, in
which the basic
versions of even very
good integrated
amplifiers have no
digital or vinyl
additions. The Diablo
120 is also such a
functionally simple
(and fully analog)
amplifier.

However, there is a possibility to install
expansions through a system of internal
cards, making use of advanced
microprocessor control electronics. A
similar solution is used by Accuphase, for
example, though the company has a
different system of installing the cards. So,
when you look at the rear of the Diablo
120, there is a module for optional inputs
and also enough space is left inside the
housing. The first of the expansion cards is
a DAC module and the amplifier that we
tested had been fitted with it at the factory.
There are four additional digital inputs
here: XLR, BNC, TOSlink and USB, of
course. The first three are limited to 192
kHz/32 bit PCM, while the USB input can
do more: process PCM up to 384 kHz/32
bit and also DSD256. The Gryphon
company even mentions DSD512, although
considering the converter type used (i.e.
the otherwise very good ESS Technology
ES9018), I would say that DSD256 is a
more viable option. Another scenario is
also possible “in between”: the USB input
can take DSD512 signal, but conversion
takes place in the DSD256 mode. Either
way, it is very good.
Reflecting the inner design, the inputs
on the rear panel are distributed
symmetrically, except for digital
connectors, of course.
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The whole converter module also
looks gorgeous: dual mono, analog
circuits operating in pure A class and
feedback rejected in a principled way.
The Gryphon company has utilized the
specificity and possibilities offered by
the ES9018 integrated circuit, giving
the users the function of filter switching
(independently for PCM and DSD
signal). It is not a small digital board,
but an additional complete device in
quite a large metal housing with thick
panels. It even bears the elegant
manufacturerʼs logo, as if it was an
independent DAC inserted into the
amplifier. This is not only about the
aesthetic features of the product, but
also about better screening and circuit
separation. Considering such diligence,
it is easier to accept the price of this
“addition” (18,000 PLN). Another
available expansion card – the
phonostage – has been designed in a
similar way. There are independent
modes for MM and MC cartridges (with
input impedance adjustment) and the
assumed parameters let us suppose
that the preamp will be able to deal
with a majority of the most typical
cartridges. The possibility of connecting
a turntable costs much less – 9,500
PLN.
One of the inputs (XLR) is balanced,
while the remaining four (RCA) are
unbalanced. From among the latter,
one can operate in a loop for the
recorder. Although single, the speaker
terminals are really robust and there
will not be any problems with holding
even the thickest fork terminals.
The above mentioned indentation
of the upper panel suggests that there
is a dual mono circuit inside and it is
exactly what the Gryphon company
claims to have included in the tested
amplifier. Consequently, the inputs and
outputs of both channels have been
separated. What we can see inside is,
indeed, the amazing and
uncompromising symmetry of the
electronics. Power amplifiers have been
separated by being mounted on
additional boards and radiators. The
main preamp module looks like it
consists of two identical halves.
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Gryphon integrated amplifiers have always featured high output power
and the tested amp operates in class A/B, so effective cooling is necessary.
The front of the device is the interplay of intertwining planes and various materials.

However, there is only one main power
transformer (for both channels), even
though secondary windings for the
main sections are, naturally,
independent. The transformer has the
power of 1300 VA, so it should be able
to deal with such a challenge. Each
channel has its own filtering section,
60,000 µF each. Another much smaller
transformer, together with the other
power supply branch separated from
audio signals, is assigned to the
display and control circuits.
Two pairs of the very well-known
Sanken output transistors are installed
on each of the “sides” of the power
amplifiers.

Giving up feedback
is a brave move.
It requires
extraordinary
diligence as far as
design, craftsmanship
and component
selection are
concerned.
Without feedback, it is difficult to
obtain good basic electrical
parameters, especially low THD+N
distortion. However, some constructors
who pay attention to more deeply
hidden parameters and properties get
convinced that it is worth making the
effort and even accept a little higher
THD+N in order to simply obtain
better sound.

Another interesting element is the
volume regulator. Under such
circumstances (in balanced circuits),
most manufacturers choose to use
ready-made integrated circuits. They are
inexpensive, effective and easy to apply.
However, one may also use their fantasy
and design their own circuit from
scratch, which will naturally cost much
more. The Diablo 120 has a fully analog
attenuator/damper controlled by the
main microcontroller which, depending
on the selected volume level, switches on
an appropriate resistor matrix. In order
to obtain the highest possible quality of
the signal path, there can be no more
than six attenuating/damping elements
at the same time (for a given position of
the regulator). Relays switch them on
into the resulting branch.
Regulation offered by the Gryphon
company consists of exactly 46 steps – a
little fewer than usual, but enough in
practice.

While a lot of competitors are
moving both themselves and us into
the world of networks and
smartphones, the Gryphon company
acknowledges the practical value of
a traditional remote control.
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LABORATORY GRYPHON DIABLO 120
By evaluating the Diablo 120 solely on the basis of the
manufacturerʼs specifications, one might come to a
conclusion that the amplifier is not that “devilish”. Danes
determine the output power of their devices in a way that
allows them to stay on the safe side, which is also the case
here. In fact, the amplifier can do much more. At 8 Ω we get
153 W instead of 120 W and similar results (2 x 150 W) are
obtained when both channels are loaded. Power almost
doubles when load is reduced by 50%, so at 4 Ω we get 296
W maximum power for one channel and 2 x 288 W. This
should reassure anyone that the Diablo 120 will drive any
loudspeakers.
In accordance with current practice, sensitivity is a little
lower than standard and equals 0.5 V, but this is a really
universal value.
Signal-to-noise ratio is decent (-83 dB) while dynamics is
up to 105 dB. Frequency response characteristics (Fig. 1)
show a decrease to below 700 Hz. However, this should be
treated only as a curiosity (within this range, amplifier
characteristics are usually ideally linear) rather than a real
problem, as it is a drop of a few fractions of a decibel. Even at
10 Hz, the decline does not exceed -0,5 dB, which will not be
audible in practice. Within the range of the highest (inaudible)
frequencies, the Diablo gets on very well, as at 100 kHz there
is a drop of less than 1 dB for both impedances.
Fig. 2 shows harmonic distortions. The second harmonic
is the strongest (at -69 dB), the third one is at -72 dB, the
5th one is a few decibels below and there is also the 7th one
above -90 dB (-84 dB). The following odd ones are visible
well below -90 dB. Among the even ones, we can also notice
the 4th one (-88 dB). The Diablo 120 is a daring device
without feedback, so it is hard to expect that all the
parameters will be exemplary. Considering the conditions,
the Diablo 120 gets along extremely well anyway.
The THD+N level (Fig. 3) will be lower than 0.1% for
output power exceeding 2.7 W for 8 Ω and ca. 10 W for 4 Ω.
So, the first load value seems to be more advantageous in
this respect, although it reduces the maximum power. It is
also worth paying attention to distortion minima which occur
much earlier here than in a classic transistor amplifier, not
right before the amp goes into overdrive.
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Fig. 1. Frequency response

Fig. 2. Harmonic distortions

Fig. 3. THD +N/ power

Rated power (1% THD+N,1 kHz) [W]
[Ω]
1K
2K
8
153
150
4
296
288
Sensitivity (for maximum power) [V]
Signal to nise ratio (A-weighted filter, with reference to 1W [dB]
Dynamics[dB]
Damping factor (with reference to 4 Ω)

0,5
83
105
120
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There are no classic buttons on the front
panel, just illuminated touch sensors that
also allow the user to control the volume.

The display also lets the user explore the
settings menu which not only includes the
basic functions, but also specific settings
for the installed expansion module.

The manufacturer has utilized the
functionality of the ESS converter and made
a number of additional options available in
the menu, e.g. filter selection for DSD signal
and independently for PCM.

The very high feet that are installed quite
close to one another are also a typical
element of the Gryphon company style.
They (perhaps first and foremost) damp
vibrations as well.

A large transformer and enormous radiators suggest high output power from A/B-class
power amps. There is one preamp circuit board, but it also displays the beautiful and
symmetrical architecture of the circuits (left/right channel). There is one power transformer
but, thanks to independent secondary taps, it is very close to the dual-mono ideal.

Some circuits in the power amplifiers are
covered by PCBs. There are four Sanken
transistors (two per each channel) on the
radiators.

The speaker terminals are strong like a
griffin and really pleasant to use. One can
comfortably and safely operate them
thanks to the outer anti-slip rings.

The basic version of the Diablo 120 has no
digital inputs, but they can be optionally
bought (including the USB connection)
together with a DAC, at the time of the main
purchase or later.
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One of the line inputs is balanced, made
on the basis of excellent Neutric sockets.
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THE LISTENING SESSION
Constructions such as the Diablo 120
belong to the super league of
integrated amplifiers and amplifiers in
general, and they do not only give us
the foretaste but the sole essence of
high end. That is why they cannot be
easily categorized, classified or even
summarized. Devices are evaluated in
accordance with some well-known
schemes and we may be wrong to
assign a particular amplifier to a
specific product group. These are
strongly individual designs taking part
in a freestyle competition. Although
there are no unconstrained devices
and the term “uncompromising” is
always ambiguous, the Diablo is
actually such a specific and wellthought-out device that each of its
features can be interpreted as an
intended and integral element of the
whole design, not a side effect. Going
in this direction, we will discover great
possibilities offered by the Diablo:
dynamics, precision and wonderful
decays, but also some freedom of
interpretation. It is not mechanical,
rigid or dry sound. By the way, bass is
“hard” here, but the whole musical
message is more imaginative and has
more vitality than what we get from
some large amps having even higher
power. The term “dynamics” is
ambiguous. It has a strictly physical
definition, but also some common
connotations – it is associated with
strength and high speed. There is
sometimes power, but there is also a
lack of impulsiveness. At some other
times, the changes are instant, but
there is not enough power. The Diablo
combines it all – it sounds to the full,
with tension and… without tension.
The music is full of emotions,
unconstrained and free. It is not
limited by principal linearity, neutrality
and precision – it is almost obvious
that these features are the foundations
and the starting point for further
show, but they do not limit freedom –
on the contrary, they encourage it.
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The musical message is natural and
spontaneous, like live music and not
music processed by a chain of devices,
compressed and, at best, properly
reproduced in a few basic dimensions.

Among all the sound
revelations coming
from the Diablo 120,
broadly understood
dynamics is of key
importance.
It does not come as a total surprise that
when we buy a “transistor” amp for so
much money, we expect a reservoir of
power and impact. However, we can still
be enchanted by it, as dynamics
understood in this way is beneficial all
the time, not just on certain occasions.
The Diablo does not make us wait for
special moments when, woken up from
a dream, it finally shows what it can do,
both surprising and reassuring us a little
that “yes, it can”. The Diablo is not an
amplifier that needs to be tested using
some special recorded material. It
demonstrated its greatest assets –
strength, liveliness and emotions with
virtually any record. It did not hold these
features back or conceal them,
demonstrating the haughtiness of many
devices that do not “fraternize” with any
weak recording, suggesting that such
material is no match for them and that
listening to music in such a combination
is a no-no for us. The Diablo does not
fine-tune or titrate, it definitely enters
with music.
Much more than attack, speed or
other sound “parameters” depends on
such a dynamic condition. It has an
effect on deep and impressive
naturalness within the whole range,
independently of the instrument, vocal,
arrangement, musical genre, etc. Some
people think that dynamics is of primary
importance for rock music, while
subtleties matter for classical music or
jazz, etc.

If we have no other choice, we
need to stick to such
simplifications, but when
dynamics is bad, it is hard for
music to evoke our emotions
that often constitute the sense
of listening to music for
pleasure. If we are “only” left
with balance, accuracy and
detail, we can still enjoy it or
work with such equipment at
a studio. This is not the same thing,
however… Naturally, considering the
demands we put on such a high-class
amplifier, the dynamics is not “pretended”
and it is not an impression resulting from
some manipulation, distortion or “finetuning”. And this is not only about the
fact that the Diablo 120 can “slam”
powerfully. Even details seem to take on
special energy, even though the right
proportions are kept, while most musical
action takes place within quieter sounds,
decays and reverberations. This is what
the unique ability of the Diablo 120 is all
about. It is the ability to render
microdynamics in a way that is not
defined by technical analysis, does not
affect coherence and does not make our
attention shift from the main stream, but
strengthens and appeals to our
sensitivity. The sound is very
communicative and all complex
structures are not only clear, but also as
easy to perceive as the simplest elements.
Our hearing can take it, as the Diablo
deals with any material successfully.
It also works out when we listen to
loud music and there are moments when
sound needs to “jump out” at us
immediately. The sound is still full of
energy, which is also achieved thanks to
the treble which, however, does not
brighten up sound, but rather sharpens it
in a subtle manner. The treble likes to
shine and sparkle, but it introduces a lot
of air at the same time. It rings and
rustles much less and it does not sweeten
things up – it is transparent, fresh and
precise. From strong drum plates to quiet
strokes, the treble is specific and present,
but also acoustically free. It is sometimes
“severe”, cool and metallic, but always
convincingly natural, without too delicate
an interpretation of naturalness. The
midrange also gives us a lot of thrills,
although these will not be the kind of
sensations that we expect from tubes.
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The Diablo 120 shows how much
influence clear articulation and
diversification of vocals have on vocal
credibility. It does not beat about the
bush, while contours are not overtaken
by vividness.
It is definitely not about being intrusive, but consistent
and such consistency can be predicted after some time.
While, at the beginning of a session, the Diablo may surprise
us a little with its determination and way of presenting some
recordings, it becomes obvious after some time that it needs
to be so, as… such is the Diablo, such is the recording and
such is music.
The Diablo easily creates, but rather demonstrates the
power coming from the low frequency range, which is not
created in isolation on different terms, but ideally integrated
with the rest of the musical message. To be honest, a lot of
bass power and even brutality can be obtained from much
smaller (both when it comes to their size and weight)
amplifiers, as such possibilities are offered by modern
impulse technology. This is not the same thing, however, as
with the Diablo the bass is both powerful and free, even
capable of demonstrating softness when it is natural for a
given instrument, while control does not consist in
impoverishing or reducing decays just in the name of
“speed”. When a recording demands toughness or hard
individual strikes/taps/hits/?, these elements may also
appear. The bass is characterized by diversified textures, a lot
of vibration and less fattiness, but no monotony.
Space is vast here and it has good locations. In this
respect, the Diablo neither attempts to achieve the highest
precision, nor separates phantom images from the
background, but joins everything together using acoustic
tissue. It blurs contours a little, but does not make the
creation milder in this way. On the contrary – it shows music
as a fluid element of intertwining sounds.

47 100 +18 000* PLN

DISTRIBUTOR
AUDIOFAST

CRAFTSMANSHIP

A griffinʼs look – beautiful but
dangerous. A combination of classic and avant-garde
elements, rational and uncompromising solutions. A
balanced circuit without feedback. Ambitious volume control
based on resistors and relays. AB-class power amplifiers on
Senken transistors.

FUNCTIONALITY A modern and convenient control
panel and a large number of line inputs. A phonostage
and a DAC available as expansion modules.

PARAMETERS

Output power higher than declared by
the manufacturer (2 x 150 W/8 Ω, 2 x 288 W x 4 Ω). Very
low distortion and noise (-83 dB) for a device without
feedback.

SOUND

Dynamics in all possible senses of the word.
Decisive, saturated, fast, direct and energetic all the time.
Powerful on demand, subtle on request; each recording
and each sound are rendered in a lively and natural
manner. It shows details, but first and foremost brings us
closer to music.
(*) DAC Module
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