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Conversion used to be easier when the channel counts and user expectations
predated multichannel carriers, networking and computer interfacing.
JON THORNTON encounters an incredibly clever box that sounds damn good too.

uilding high quality A-D and D-A convertors,
while never a trivial technical exercise, at least
used to have the virtue of being relatively
straightforward in terms of I-O requirements.
But the ongoing proliferation of DAWs, networked
audio and other digital audio transport standards has
complicated things somewhat to the extent that the
idea of a ‘one size fits all’ solution is perhaps a thing
of the past. Taking up this particular gauntlet is NTP,
the parent company of Digital Audio Denmark (DAD)
with the AX32 — although simply referring to it as
an A-D/D-A convertor is, as we shall see, something
of an understatement.
Modularity is the key to this rather striking looking
(it’s finished in what I like to refer to as 1990s
Marantz gold with a large blue illuminated DAD logo)
2U box (That dates you but is a good description.
Ed). The much more understated rear panel shows
the ‘standard fit’ I-O, which comprises 8 AES3 pairs
(16 channels) split across two DB25 connectors, two
Pro Tools HDX DigiLink connectors and 64 channels
of MADI I-O on coax. This base spec can be added to
in the digital domain by specifying a Dante interface
card (64 channels of I-O), and two more MADI ports
(128 channels of I-O in total) by adding an interface
card that supports SFP (Small Form Pluggable)
transceivers for your particular fibre preference.
On the analogue side of things, there are a total of
8 card slots on the rear panel, although intriguingly
only six of these are currently supported. Each of
these slots can accept an A-D or D-A card, with
each card giving a block of 8 channels of input or
output on the ubiquitous DB25 connector. There
are currently three choices of cards, an 8-channel
D-A, an 8-channel A-D with line level input, and
an 8-channel A-D with line and microphone level
inputs. The A-D and D-A options make extensive use
of relays for switching gain and attenuation steps,
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with the microphone preamps having a 0.25dB step
resolution. Any combination of cards can be installed
in the six currently supported slots, so you can have
48 channels of A-D, 48 channels of D-A or any
permutation thereof.
The front panel is fairly sparse, with signal present
and overload indicators for the A-D and D-A cards,
and an LCD display with four associated buttons that
navigate around a handful of options to set sample
rate and clock source. This very limited number of
options belies the true power of the unit though and
a software application entitled DADMan is the key to
unlocking its potential.
Available for PC and Mac, DADMan communicates
with the AX32 (or indeed multiple AX32s) over
Ethernet. There are two RJ45 Gigabit Ethernet
connectors on the rear panel, which connect to an
internal Gigabit switch allowing either to act as control
or audio over IP via the Dante interface if installed.
Setup is fairly straightforward — connected units
are discovered by DADMan and can have their IP
addresses set manually or via a network DHCP server
and once connected appear in the main GUI.
The visual look and feel of DADMan is not,
perhaps, quite as polished looking as some, but it
more than makes up for that in being intuitive and
straightforward in use. And thankfully, the default
colour scheme that mimics the front panel blue and
gold can be switched to something a little more muted!
It splits into four main sections, each of which can be
expanded or hidden as necessary. The first of these
shows all available A-D channels, whether these
are mic or line level inputs, represented by a familiar
channel strip approach. Microphone level inputs have
a full range fader to set gain (in the range -12dB to
+72dB), together with a line/mic level switch and
phantom power switch. Line level inputs allow an
individual selection of operating (analogue) level with
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respect to 0dBFS — this is selectable in 3dB steps from
+9dBu to +30dBu, with a small fader trimming this
up or down in 1.5dB steps. Line and mic level inputs
can be logically paired, polarity reversed and muted.
The weak point here is metering. You only get signal
present (above -42dBFS) and signal clipping (above
-0.5dBFS) and given the amount of screen real estate
present this seems something of an omission. The
next section shows all available D-A channels again
with a fader for each channel, operating in a range of
-60 to +24dB. Again adjacent odd/even channels can
be paired, and all inputs and outputs can be named
in the application.
But it’s the third section of the GUI that shows
the real power of the AX32, in the form of a highly
flexible routing matrix. Fully loaded, a single AX32
could in theory have up to 384 inputs or outputs and
any input (analogue or digital) can be routed to any
output here. Inputs can be routed to multiple outputs
but not vice versa, and there are no restrictions on
where input channels can be assigned in any block of
outputs. In essence you’re getting a powerful router,
source aggregator and digital format convertor here.
A nice touch in the DADMan software in this section
addresses the fact that navigating around a large
cross-point matrix can be a little cumbersome. Instead
a kind of macro level grid of specific interface I-O
blocks is presented (all installed A-D and D-A options
are grouped together for this purpose). Clicking on
any junction then reveals a zoomed view of the input
and outputs for those devices. It’s neat, and makes
managing what could be quite complex routing
arrangements very straightforward.
If the third section in DADMan reveals the power
of the AX32, the final section shows just how
well executed that power is. Clocking is clearly a
significant issue given the number of potential digital
connections that could be involved and it’s catered
for very well. Master clock source can be internal or
external (TTL Word clock, AES11, AES3, and MADI
inputs can all be selected), and there’s a neat feature
that allows the sample rate to be adapted to the Pro
Tools, MADI or AES3 inputs — for example, even
if the AX32’s internal clock is being used changing
the session sample rate in Pro Tools will change the
AX32’s internal sample rate to match.
In fact, nearly all of the options and menus

March 2014

REVIEW
in this fourth section of
DADMan seem to me
to be those sorts of little
details that not only help
to solve real world (if
esoteric) problems, but
also illustrate that the
manufacturer has a really
deep understanding of
that world beyond its own
product range. It’s things
like being able to configure
the Digilink connectors
for Pro Tools systems to
act as two independent
primary connectors, or
as one primary and one
expansion, or to change
which Pro Tools interfaces
are emulated (2 x HD
I-O or 1 x HD MADI per port). Or setting the AX32 to assume that an incoming
MADI stream has the correct sample rate, rather than trying to auto-detect it. Or
determining whether channel status bits are passed unchanged from AES or MADI
inputs to MADI outputs.
It all adds up to a box that is rather more than the sum of its parts, and certainly
moves way beyond the classical definition of an A-D/D-A convertor. I had it happily
playing simultaneously with Pro Tools HDX, MADI, AES3 and Dante and it worked
flawlessly. And given all of that flexibility, you could even forgive it if the absolute
quality of A-D/D-A conversion wasn’t quite up there with the very best. But it is.
Mic preamps are fuss free, quiet and open, and there’s a weight, clarity and detail
to the D-A conversion that brings to mind high-end 2-channel boxes from the likes
of Lavry and Benchmark. In short the power and flexibility of the AX32 hasn’t
come at the expense of its core competency. There’s much to like about NTP’s box
of tricks, and very little to gripe about. Price, maybe, and the colour scheme is
something of an acquired taste. But maybe that slightly retro looking exterior is just
the price you pay for what is surely the blueprint for a convertor of the future. n

PROS

Good level of standard digital I-O capability; modular approach for additional
I-O; high quality analogue audio paths and conversion; powerful routing
capabilities; attention to detail in options/settings; intuitive software control.

CONS

Software looks and feels a bit dated;
limited metering options.

EXTRAS

The price for a 16 channel A-D with
mic pres is Euro 7,770 with all digital
interfaces and Dante installed.

RESCUE
YOUR

AUDIO
RX 3 & RX 3 ADVANCED
Complete Audio Repair

Fix troubled audio with unprecedented
power and precision. With the new RX 3,
iZotope brings you the most robust and
best-sounding audio repair toolkit on
the market.

NTP ADDS DAD DX32 BRIDGE

A new addition to the NTP Technology Digital Audio Denmark range of
products, the DX32 digital audio bridge is a versatile router interface. Designed
for applications such as multiroom recording studios, postproduction facilities
and audio distribution installations, it allows all digital input and output
routing to be managed within a single unit or a combination of units.
With near zero latency, the DX32 can be used to expand I-O channel count and
interface digital components, providing a bridge between AES-EBU, MADI, Pro
Tools HDX and Dante IP audio networks.
At its core, it is a 384 x 384 router that can patch any input to any one or more
outputs on a per channel basis. It supports sample rates up to 384kHz and
Direct Stream Digital.

Learn more about the Emmy® Award-winning
RX 3 at www.izotope.com/rx

In its interface role, the DX32 provides up to 192 channels on one electrical
MADI I-O port and two optical ports, 64 channels on Pro Tools HDX, 16 AES-EBU
channels and 64 channels on ethernet Layer 3 using Dante.
Integrating the DX32 with an AX32 A-D/D-A provides a highly efficient way
to add analogue and digital interfaces into an existing studio. Control is via
ethernet using DADman software.

Contact
NTP, DIGITAL AUDIO DENMARK, DENMARK
Web: www.digitalaudio.dk
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