
GROUPTEST

OCTOBER 2014 31

ith its ever expanding 
range of headphones, it’s 
easy to forget that Grado 
Labs cut its hi-fi  teeth 

selling cartridges almost 50 years ago. 
Unlike most cartridge manufacturers, 
Grado prides itself on the moving iron 
(MI) approach to pick-up design. 
Instead of a magnet attached to the 
upper end of the cantilever that 
moves against fi xed coils in the 
cartridge body (or vice-versa for MC 
models), Grado mounts a piece of 
iron to the cantilever while a fi xed 
magnet sits over the cartridge’s 
internal coils, providing magnetic fl ux 
within its ‘fl ux-bridger’ system to 
generate a signal. The Platinum’s 
loading is 47k, so a standard MM 
phono stage is all that’s required. 
Unlike Grado’s cheaper Prestige 
pick-ups, the Platinum’s stylus isn’t 
customer replaceable.

Judging by the fi nish of its hand-
crafted mahogany body and its carved 
wooden carry case, it’s hard to believe 
that this is the cheapest model on 
test. Even the stylus guard is 
mahogany, and the Platinum’s quality 
isn’t just timber deep. Despite being 
the entry-level Reference model, it 
employs an optimised transmission 
line (OTL) cantilever with four 
separate sections of varying 
thicknesses bonded together to 
eliminate resonances, while its coils 
get ultra-high purity long crystal 
(UHPLC) oxygen-free copper wire.

Fitting is fairly straightforward 
thanks to its tapped mounting holes, 

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Grado Reference 
Platinum 1
ORIGIN
USA
TYPE
High output moving 
iron cartridge
WEIGHT
6.5g
FEATURES
● Quoted 
output: 4.8mV
● Cantilever: four-
piece OTL alloy
● Stylus: fixed/
elliptical
● Tracking weight 
1.5g
SUPPLIED BY
Analogue Seduction
TELEPHONE
01733 350878 
WEBSITE
analogueseduction.
net; gradolabs.com

Grado
Reference Platinum 1 £265
From this US family business comes an alternative to 
the MM and MC brigade that gets back to nature

although you need to take care not to 
strip their wooden threads and the 
lack of colour coding on the cartridge 
pins can lead to mistakes when wiring 
it up. Its 16mm-tall body is higher 
than average, so be prepared to raise 
your tonearm for the correct VTA, but 
alignment is aided by the fl at sides 
and vertical face.

Sound quality
You don’t need to spend much time in 
the Grado’s company to realise it’s a 
bit of a honey and quite a different 
beast to the more analytical sounding 
species from within the group. It 
brings a softer tone to La Traviata, as 
though the performers have relaxed 
into their seats to let the music fl ow 
forth with a little less urgency in 
comparison to the Goldring and 
Sumiko’s deliveries. The rich tones 
also add weight to the Barrett 
material, which brings a greater sense 
of scale as the instruments seem to 
gain more mass. Soundstaging isn’t as 
wide as the Benz Micro, but nor are 
instruments as centrally congested as 
the Goldring’s presentation, and it’s 
how instruments are presented that 
reveals more of the Grado’s hand. On 
the Barrett track, it shifts the focus so 
that the guitar is less jangly in the 
treble and instead I hear more of how 
the notes resonate, rather than the 
leading edges of strings being struck 
by nail or plectrum. While this 
richness will appeal to many and 
could help to calm an overly bright 
system, the Platinum’s sound can 

seem a bit muddy in the bass, which 
lacks the refi ned control of the 
Ortofon and Sumiko models.

The plentiful bass and analogue 
tone is the ideal tonic for the REM 
tracks, casting them with the right 
blend of depth and smoothness, 
which gives them just the right 
amount of warmth and expression to 
remain loyal to their harder-edged 
nature without becoming too visceral 
and fatiguing. Cymbals are crisp 
with vocals sounding open and 
unprocessed and while the Grado is 
bettered by others in the group for 
instrument separation and bass 
control (if not extension), it’s a very 
musical performer nonetheless ●

CARTRIDGES 
£265-£510

W

LIKE: Warm sound 
with good bass; 
lovely finish
DISLIKE: Not the most 
focussed pick-up
WE SAY: Rich 
analogue-sounding 
cartridge that’s 
fantastic value 
for money
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Grado offers a generalised specification for 
its pick-ups, which suggests that the ‘moving 
iron’ generator is at least very similar in all its 
models. In practice the ‘4.8mV at 5cm/sec’ 
output is rather optimistic with 2.7mV being 
achieved in our tests, albeit with an excellent 
L/R channel imbalance of just 0.12dB at 1kHz. 
At 1.6g (1.5g is recommended) the Platinum 1 
tracks like a dream, sailing through the 80um 
bands and achieving an equalised distortion 
of ~0.6% at +6dB and +9dB (re. 5cm/sec at 
315Hz), increasing to just ~0.7% at +12dB, 
~0.8% at +15dB and ~1.4% at +18dB with just 
the faintest signs of mistracking.

The Platinum’s 20cu compliance suggests 
it’s best suited to medium-to-low effective 
mass arms. The response shows a –2dB 
droop through the presence region (hence 
the ‘rich’ balance) followed by a +3dB high 
treble peak at 15kHz. Fortunately this is too 
high to give it’s sound any sting! PM
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