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T
he e q ual iza t i on
curves obtainable
through the clas-

sic inductor/capacitor cir-
cuitry used in the old pas-
sive Pultec and Lang units
have a special sound qual-
ity all their own, primari-
ly  because they ar e not
“ideal” curves. This dis-
tinction has  not  been lost on modern
manufacturers of pro audio equipment.
Manley Labs and Tube-Tech have each
introduced neo-Pultec equalizers.

Manley Labs  owns the rights to the
Pultec name and has produced several dif-
ferent models that faithfully copy the clas-
sic units’ passive circuitry, while adding
extra EQ points and additional bandwidth
choices as well as Manley’s own makeup
gain tube amplifiers.

Doug Fearn, on the other hand, runs a
company that manufactures just a few
specialized tube products. Completely
handmade, Fearn’s creations roll off the
assembly line at the rate of about six per
month, and are gobbled up as fast as they
are produced. Before introducing his

equalizer, it seems as though Doug Fearn
waited patiently to see what every other
manufacturer would do before concocting
a unit that combines the best features of
all the others.

Fearn also added his own
special sonic circuitry and
such custom touches as the
same type of 1/4-inch alu-
minum front panel as used
in the VT-1 and VT-2 mic
preamps, finished with the
same red DuPont IMRON
paint found on classic
m o t o r c y c l e s .

The VT-4 ($3,900) is a
single-channel equalizer
spaciously buil t into a
three-rack-space  chassis
that uses passive LC cir-
cuitry with Class A triode
vacuum tube stages for its
input and output amplifiers. Although
employing four Svetlana 6N1P ultralow-
noise triodes, the tube circuitry itself is
largely derived from that which is used in
the VT-1 and VT-2 mic preamps, ensuring
a similar sonic quality. The sound is deep,
resonant, present, smooth and creamy.

The input is line level, transformer bal-
anced-bridging, but the tube input section
has a stepped adjustable gain control that
accommodates input signals as low as -10

dBm. The output
stage uses the same
custom Jensen
transformer that is
used in the mic
preamps. The
power transformer,
and the inductors,

are also by Jensen. 
A ll  con trol s are

s tep ped fo r pre cise
repeatability and uniform

matching between units. The same high-
caliber parts employed in Fearn’s mic
preamps are used here: silver  contact

rotary switches,
one perc ent
metal film resis-
to rs ,  a nd  pol y-
s ty ren e  an d
p o l y p r o p y l e n e
c a p a c i t o r s .

Her e’s  a  li st -
in g  of  a ll  t he
VT -4 ’s EQ
points and their
adjus table para-
m e t e r s :

Low-cut frequen-
cy adjustments are
at 30, 40, 100 or
400 Hz; 0 to -18 dB
shelving in 2 dB
steps. Low-boost
frequencies are 20,

40, 60 or 140 Hz; 0 to +12 dB shelving in 2 dB
steps. Mid-cut frequency choices are 200, 300,
400, 500, 600 or 700 Hz; 0 to -18 dB in 2 dB
steps. High frequencies can be boosted at 2, 3,
4, 5, 8, 10, 12 or 16 kHz; 0 to +14 dB in 2 dB
steps, while highs can be cut at 1.7, 4, 10 or 28
kHz; 0 to -14 dB shelving in 2 dB steps.

There are f ive settings for high-fre-
quency bandwidth (Q): 0.6, 0.8, 1.0, 1.4
or 1.7. Gain is adjustable in 3 dB steps
from -9 to +9 dB. The balanced input and
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At a Glance
Applications:
Studio and remote recording; mix-
ing and mastering
Key Features:
Pultec-type LC passive equalization
with an extended range of adjust-
ment parameters; Class A triode
vacuum tube electronics; stepped
rotary switches
Price:
$3,900
Contact: 
D.W. Fearn at 610-793-2526;
www.dwfearn.com.
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output XLRs and I.E.C. power connector
and its associated on-off toggle switch
are on the rear panel.

So, what does i t sound l ike?
Remarkably similar to Fearn’s own VT-2!
Throughout my l istening tes ts, I  audi-
tioned solo instrument tracks (including
piano, voice, violin, cello, oboe, bass clar-
inet and flute) and full mixes of my own
classical productions as well as represen-
tative pop  and jazz CDs.

The VT-4 is a special and unique equaliz-
er. In most instances, its stepped switches
made subtle, but noticeable changes which
were extremely helpful as problem solvers
and sonic enhancers. I very much enjoyed
the ease of having a finite set of adjustable
parameters again.

There’s definitely something to be said
for the ease and repeatability of stepped
EQ switches — and not just for mastering
purposes either. The controls all seem to
be set up such that, as they are advanced
further away from flat, the relative action
between switch positions becomes greater
in subjective effect — either sharper (Q-
wise) or stronger, depending on the par-
ticular control.

It was helpful to have the subtle changes
occurring in the +2 and +4 positions; some-
times all I ever want is just a smidgen of EQ
modification. The VT-4 makes such adjust-
ments easy.

I  won’ t go  i n to  the  wonderful  EQ
curves one can make by using the cut and
boost controls simultaneously; if you use
a Pultec-type equalizer, you’ll know what
I mean. I will single out, however, the 28
kHz c ut-shelving control . I’ve  never
experi enced th is  fea ture  befor e , but
immediately understood exact ly what
Doug Fearn meant when he wrote in the
manual: “The highest frequency setting is
particularly useful for digital recording.
Attenuation in this range may help avoid
effects common with anti-aliasing filters
in A/D converters.” Indeed, judicious use
of this control makes very little apparent
difference to the overall high end sound
of the program material (and remember, I
can still hear the 15.75 kHz local oscilla-
tor in beat-up old TV sets), but using it
certainly makes a difference in the end
result when one records using, say, the
built-in converters in a DAT recorder.

I discovered this phenomenon about 15
years ago, when I first began using tube
microphones on classical recording ses-
sions. I learned that  the typical ADCs
of  t hat era  m ade m incemeat  out  of
close-miked,  spiky loud brass or high
soprano vocal sounds, as picked up by
typical solid-state microphones.

Darned if those old tube mics, on the
other hand, didn’t slow down the signal just
enough so as not to completely freak out the
converters. I concluded it had something to
do with the converters’ inability to sample
spiky transient distortion products.

Now we have an equalizer wi th the
ability to prepare bright, transient-rich
p ro gra m m at er ia l  for  safe  p as sage
through the analog-to-digital conversion
p r o c e s s .

I then made a subjective noise measure-
ment — by cranking my monitor gain up
all the way — and then switching back and
forth between the Fearn box and various
other level-matched pieces of tube and
solid state line level gear in my studio. The
VT-4 employs four 6N1Ps, an amazingly
quiet new vacuum tube, wi th jus t a
smidgen of extremely low level hiss, and
no buzz at all. I’ve never encountered this
tube before, but the bot tom line is the
Fearn unit was substantially quieter than
any other tube equalizer I own; it might
even be the quietest piece of tube gear in
my control room!

In my reviews, I usually compare the
sounds of competing units whenever I
can. In this case, the closest equivalents to
the D.W. Fearn VT-4 were the Manley
master ing versions of its EQP-1A and
Mid-Frequency Equalizers or, to a certain
extent, the EQ section of the VoxBox. In
fact, the VT-4 could be accurately charac-
terized as competitive with all the Manley
units combined; in other words, its circuit
topology is based upon features taken
from both standard and mid-frequency
Pultec models.

First I listened to full mixes and com-
pared the sound of the Manley and Fearn
units as line amps with their EQ sections
bypassed, to see if the sonic differences
I’d noticed several years ago between the
two companies’ mic preamps were also
present in their equalizers. The answer is
yes. The largest difference between the
Manley “sound” and the Fearn VT-4’s
sound was in the midrange and high-end

quality, although it was a bit difficult to
qualify. The VT-4 sounded a bit more
“real,” while the Manley sounded more
“high fidelity” on both mixes and indi-
vidual instrument tracks. Fearn’s lows
sounded “plummier” and more resonant,
while the Manleys were tighter and a lit-
tle deeper.

I could usually make the Fearn and my
Manley boxes equalize my various sound
sources in a similar manner (at least to
the  extent  t o  which  the ir  respect ive
adjustable parameters were similar), but
the overall character of their sound quali-
ty remained. I could always tell which
unit I was using. On some sources I pre-
ferred the EQ effect from the Manley,
while on others I preferred the Fearn’s.

I highly recommend this unit. If you
want  an  easy-to-use equali zer  in the
cla s s ic  s t y le ,  w h ich  do es  i t s  th in g
smo ot h ly  an d s o un ds  l us c i o us  a n d
creamy, the VT-4 is for you. Its price
may seem to be a little on the high side
at first glance, but once you realize that
this  handmade box does  the  work of
both standard and mid-frequency equal-
izers — and as a whole lot more — the
cost makes perfect sense.

Dr. Fred Bashour is a jazz pianist, church
organist, classical music producer/engineer,
intermittent college professor, consultant to
university music libraries on the digital stor -
age of course listening materials and a Pro
Audio Review contributor.

Product Points
D.W. Fearn VT-4 LC Equalizer

Plus
• Luscious sound
• Quiet and dependable 
operation

• EQ bands from both 
standard and midrange classic   
passive models

Minus
• High price
• Single-channel only

The Score
One of the best modern

adaptations of passive circuitry.


