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Oppo makes its first foray into streaming – with the Sonica combined DAC and network
player. Jon Myles likes what he hears.

O

ppo first forged its
audiophile reputation
with its range of Blu-ray
players which utilised the
outstanding ESS Sabre
DAC for exceptional
sound quality. Indeed, we still use its
BDP-105D for CD replay in the Hi-Fi
World office.
Since then the US-based
manufacturer has branched out into
headphones and portable headphone
DAC/amplifiers. Now its entered
the world of streaming with the
new Sonica – a digital-to-analogue
convertor and network streamer
costing £799.
It’s been a hotly-anticipated
product with rumours and
speculation about its specifications
circulating on the internet for
months. Little wonder, then, that we
were determined to get our hands
on one of the first review samples.
Housed in a half-width case, the
Sonica is a compact unit measuring
76mm x 254mm x 360mm. Despite
the relatively small size, in typical
Oppo fashion there’s a host of
features packed inside. Chief amongst
them is the use of an ES9038PRO

32-bit HyperStream DAC chip from
ESS Technology – the flagship of that
firm’s Sabre Pro series and capable of
handling files up to 32bit/768kHz and
DSD512 over USB.
There’s also Bluetooth and
Apple AirPlay for streaming from
tablets and ‘phones and the Sonica
is also DLNA compliant so it can
find music stored on all NAS drives,
servers or computers on a home
network and play them back in up
to 24bit/192kHz resolution (either
wired or wirelessly).
Additionally there are two USB
type A inputs (one on the front,
one on the rear), a USB B socket,
coaxial and optical digital as well as
a single set of RCAs for analogue
input. With the latter, though, Oppo
advises that the signal passes through
analogue-to-digital and then digitalto-analogue conversion - so it does
not recommend using the Sonica as a
replacement for a traditional pre-amp
for analogue sources.
The rear panel has both balanced
XLRs and unbalanced RCA outputs
with Oppo saying the DAC’s audio
output path is fully balanced from
the DAC chip all the way to the

XLR outputs while the RCA signal is
converted from the balanced output.
All the audio circuitry is powered
by a linear supply using a toroidal
transformer.
At the front there are rotary
controls for volume and source
selection which flank a 2.8-inch
OLED display which gives read out of
the sound levels and information on
the audio signal.
For full control, though, you’ll
need to download the free Sonica
app (iOS and Android). It’s a welldesigned piece of software which
gives full access to all the streaming
services and has the usual features
such as album artwork, creating
playlists etc.
Finally, the unit will also connect
to Oppo’s soon to be released range
of wireless loudspeakers - allowing
multi-room streaming. The only thing
missing, really, is a headphone output
- but then Oppo does make its own
headphone amplifier.

SOUND QUALITY
The Oppo is obviously positioned
for high-resolution replay – so that’s
how I started out. Suffice to say it
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quickly became apparent that this is
a DAC with the ability to dig deep
into recordings to retrieve essential
musical details.
Streaming a 24bit/96kHz file of
The Pogues ‘If I Should Fall From
Grace With God’ the Sonica did
an exceptional job of rendering
the distinctive sound of each
instrument in the band - tin whistle,
mandolin, accordion, dulcimer,
banjo, horns and more - with
precise placement. On the frantic
‘Fiesta’ there was a superb tempo
to the sound but the leading edge
of notes were never blurred.
The lower registers are taut
and focussed so on A Certain
Ratio’s ‘I Feel Light’ the bass line
had bounce and presence, sounding
realistic and lifelike. Soundstaging is
excellent, so the studio effect at the
start of the track where the guitar
rapidly switches from one speaker
to the other was thrown wide into
the room - but when the vocals
came in they were anchored firmly
in-between the ‘speakers.
Moving on to DSD via a
MacBook Air with ‘Mahler’s
Symphony No 1’ (Michael Tilson
Thomas and the San Francisco
Symphony), the Sonica revealed the
benefits of this format. The quiet,
almost ethereal string opening can
sound muted on some DACs but
positively shimmered here.
I tried it with a CD player,
connected via an optical digital
link. Spinning the Trip Hop of
Portishead’s ‘Dummy’, the Oppo
extracted all the atmosphere of the
recording, bringing extra breadth
to the sound by highlighting little
musical nuances; it could make a
very good upgrade to any existing
silver disc spinner.
The only caveat to all this is
that the Sonica probably won’t be
for those who prefer a warmer
sound with the edges softened. It
instead errs towards the neutral
with the emphasis on extracting
as much musical information as
possible. But if you want to hear
how your discs or digital files sound
then I’d recommend it.

CONCLUSION
Oppo’s reputation goes before
them. With network streaming,
Bluetooth, USB and digital inputs
this DAC can form the hub of any
system. More importantly it also
sounds superb and considering
its capabilities is a bit of a steal at
£799.

The rear has digital and analogue inputs, an RJ45 for Local Area
Network and both XLR and RCA analogue outputs.

Inside the Oppo uses a linear power supply for the audio circuits
with a toroidal transformer and is built around ESS Technology's
top ES9038PRO 32-bit Hyperstream DAC chip.

MEASURED PERFORMANCE
Frequency response of the Oppo Sonica
measured flat to 91kHz our analysis
shows – very wide and likely using the
fastest (brightest sounding) filter of the
eight available on the new ES9038Pro
DAC chip.
Output measured 4.5V from the
balanced XLR output and 2.2V from the
Phono socket (unbalanced) outputs, in
line with current standards.
Dynamic range was very high at
124dB, in front of most competitors, if
below the 130dB expected for the new
ES9038Pro used in stereo mode (Oppo
quote 140dB but that is an ESS mono
mode figure).
Distortion measured 0.013% at
-60dB with 24bit, and 0.21% with 16bit
– both very good figures. Our distortion
analysis shows a complete absence of
distortion products, being a summation
of noise.
The Oppo Sonica measured well
in every area and – with high dynamic
range and low distortion – will give fine
sound quality. NK
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OUTSTANDING - amongst
the best.
VALUE - keenly priced.
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A delightfully detailed and
compelling-sounding DAC
with the added advantage
of network streaming and
Bluetooth built in.

FOR

- detail
- flexibility
- network streaming
- Bluetooth
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