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oasting no fewer than 11 
compact models to choose 
from, Pro-Ject is quite 
clearly the king of the 

phono stage add-on market, with  
an offering to suit every budget and 
cartridge going. The DS is the most 
expensive valve-based phono preamp 
in the company’s vast arsenal, and sits 
just below the Box range’s flagship 
£650 transistor-based Phono Box RS 
(HFC 368). 

Crucially, what sets the Tube Box DS 
apart from every other phono stage in 
our group is its use of valves in place 
of transistors in its output section, in 
the form of a pair of ECC-83 models 
with gold pins, which are employed 
within its dual-mono tube triode 
circuit. For many the sight of these 
little bottles will be enough to get 
their vinyl pulses racing, but Pro-Ject 
isn’t ending the DS’ feature set there. 
While MM pick-ups get the standard 
47kohm loading, the DS’ 4mm-thick 
alloy front panel also sports a rotary 
knob with infinite adjustment for MC 
pick-ups through 10 to 1000ohm. 

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Pro-Ject  
Tube Box DS
ORIGIN
Austria
TYPE
MM/MC phono 
stage
WEIGHT
1.1kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD) 
103 x 72 x 144mm
FEATURES
l Two ECC83 valves 
l Three gain 
settings 
l Stepless load from 
10 to 1,000ohm 
l Four input 
capacitance 
settings  
l Optional subsonic 
filter
DISTRIBUTOR
Henley Designs
TELEPHONE
01235 511166
WEBSITE
henleydesigns.
co.uk

Pro-Ject 
Tube Box DS £425
With its glowing bottles and settings galore, this little 
box blends a rich feature set with retro appeal

Round the back are banks of 
jumpers to access a range of settings, 
with gain available at +40dB for MM 
pick-ups, +50dB for high output MCs 
and +60dB for medium-to-low output 
MCs. Input capacitance can also be 
adjusted to 47/147/267/367pF, while 
a final set of jumpers lets you bring in 
a subsonic filter below 20Hz.

Understanding all the jumper 
settings takes a bit of getting used to, 
and it’s likely that you’ll need to refer 
back to the supplied manual for 
guidance from time to time. But all in 
all, this is a highly versatile, well 
made and easy to operate product.

Sound quality
While the Pro-Ject certainly lets its 
valves cast their analogue spell on  
the music, it becomes obvious quite 
quickly that it has been engineered to 
retain certain nuances that you’d also 
attribute to solid-state designs. 

The dark and slow brooding tones 
of The Handsome Family track are 
where the Tube Box DS is most in its 
element, and there’s a sense of rich 
romance in the vocals and trumpet 
that’s absent from the Clearaudio  
and Edwards models. But aligned 
with this is a sense of instrument 
separation and bass control that’s 
almost up there with the Sonneteer 
and Lehmannaudio offerings. 

While the DS may not be as accurate 
in the imaging stakes as say the 
Lehmannaudio, the slightly warm 
tonality it brings to the music across 
both of its MM and MC circuits makes 
for an equally inviting listen. As the 
violin climbs the upper frequency 

range in The Lark Ascending, the  
DS ensures these higher notes are 
wrapped in silky textures to prevent 
them from becoming sibilant or 
grainy, which makes the music sound 
all the more natural

While the Pro-Ject’s soundstage 
doesn’t push out as wide as some of 
the phono stages on test and nor is it 
as deep, its boundaries are well 
defined with instruments well spaced 
within it. On the Ásgeir Trausti track, 
everything is given space to breathe 
and there’s no sense of any two 
sounds or instruments competing for 
your attention. Feed it some Pixies 
and things get a little more clouded 
and if pushed I’d welcome more body 
and grunt from the lead guitar l

B

LIKE: Plenty of 
features; smooth  
valve sounds
DISLIKE: Could be 
more focussed 
WE SAY: Well built and 
fully loaded, the DS 
adds valve amp flair 
without breaking  
the bank

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

LOT OF BOTTLE
Despite being largely replaced by 
solid state transistor designs from  
the seventies onwards, valve-based 
amplifiers have remained popular 
due to the unique analogue warmth 
they bring to the music, which has 
led to a renaissance in recent years. 

The ECC-83 tube was developed 
around 1946 by RCA engineers in 
New Jersey and its popularity with 
valve amp enthusiasts has helped 
keep it in continuous production ever 
since. The original ECC-83, also 
known as the 12AX7, was based 
around bringing two 6AV6 triodes  
into one package. The 12AX7 is 
typically a high gain, low plate 
current triode best suited for 
low-level audio voltage amplification, 
such as in preamp stages, making  
it ideally suited to phono stages.  
The version employed in the Tube 
Box DS and cheaper Tube Box S is a 
low-noise 12AX7A variant. And with 
so many ECC-83 tubes to chose from, 
the DS brings with it the option for 
experimenting with valves from a 
range of suppliers, until you find a 
flavour that best suits your palate.

PHONO STAGES  
£200-£649
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