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Have-It-Your-
Way Sound
High-end sur-
round proces-
sor s spor ting
video displays
aren’t new, but
the touchscreen-
c o n t r o l l e d
S S P - 3 0 0 ’ s
L C D  i s  t h e
f i r s t  o f  i t s
kind. It has just
t h r e e  h a r d
b u t t o n s —
Standby, Menu,
and Mute. End-
le s s ly  conf ig -
urable  v ir tual
buttons appear
on the touch-
screen. My wife
Robin mostly

listens to Sirius satellite radio, so
all she has to do is hit the button
I labeled “Robin” to hear music
from space. She loves the SSP-300
because it’s the first pre/pro I’ve
tested that doesn’t require her to
decipher audio lingo or worry
about messing something up. I love
the SSP-300 because I can calibrate
it to sound great in up to four lis-
tening positions in my home theater.
I set it up for the sweet spot on the
couch, my desk a few feet behind
the couch, and a comfy chair over
by the window. The volume control
can accommodate family members’

Classy Classés. 

Even before you hear Classé’s
new Delta series of electronics,
you’ll probably want to do what I
did—feel them up. This is not just
because their curved aluminum-
and-steel chassis are exquisite
works of industrial art—your fin-
gertips wield extraordinary con-
trol over the SSP-300 surround
processor. The matching CA-5100
five-channel power amplifier will
supply the muscle to make your
home theater roar.

individual preferences: I want the
volume to ramp up or down at a
certain speed, but Robin wants a
slower reaction time so she can
easily fine-tune the volume. All of
that and much more is so seamlessly
programmed into the user interface
that even my technophobic mother-
in-law watched Cinderella Man with-
out my assistance. Ergonomically
elegant, the SSP-300 is truly in
a class by itself.

The logistics of programming
the touchscreen’s controls are fairly
straightforward, but I assume that
most buyers will rely on their
dealer or installer to configure the
system. You can archive their care-
fully honed settings so, if you ever
want to get in there and fool
around for yourself, you won’t lose
the dealer’s settings. Classé sup-
plies a full-size, metal-bodied
microphone for use with the
SSP-300’s auto calibration system.
It certainly looks a lot more seri-
ous than the plastic mikes you get
with even high-end receivers.

The touchscreen is an updateable
feature and distinguishes the
SSP-300 from other pre/pros.
Sure, you can fully integrate these
Classé components with a Cre-
stron or AMX automated control
system. As proof that Classé hasn’t
neglected the audio side, the
SSP-300’s innards contain Motorola
32-bit processors and eight dif-
ferential 24-bit digital-to-analog
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Classé SSP-300 Surround Processor 

and CA-5100 Amplifier



100-watt-per-channel output stages
are Class A biased to about one-
third of the total output power. So,
when the CA-5100 is maxed out,
the first 30 watts will be Class A
watts, which eliminates switching
distortion. Did I lose you? That tech
talk explains the CA-5100’s sweet
and transparent sound. If you’re
using a seven-channel surround
system, team the CA-5100 with
Classé’s matching CA-2100 stereo
amp ($3,500). Don’t for a second
let their 100-watt-per-channel rat-
ings lead you to underestimate
just how powerful these amplifiers
really are. They can rock!

The SSP-300, the CA-5100, 
CA-2100, and any Classé compo-
nent can communicate with each
other via CAN-Bus ports. For
example, if you press Play on a
Classé CD or DVD player, the
SSP-300 will automatically select
that input. You can monitor your
CA-5100’s operational status from
the SSP-300’s LCD screen and
keep track of the amp’s operating

temperature, line voltage, and
ground phase—plus, if the amp’s
protection circuit trips, the amp
will generate a message describing
the possible cause of the problem. 

High Definition for Ears
The first thing you notice about the
Classé’s sound is its precision. The
focus is tighter, bass definition is
unusually articulate, vocals have an
uncanny naturalness, the treble is
super detailed, and yet it’s not
bright. Transparency is one of the
most overused audiophile buzz-
words, so I rarely use it, but there’s
no better one-word description
of Classé’s sound. 

The Classés’ deft handling of the
music’s natural flow on the Alison
Krauss & Union Station Live DVD was
a total pleasure. As I watched the
video, I noted that Krauss’ fiddle and
all of the guitars, the mandolin, the
dobro, and the stand-up bass were
individually miked from a short dis-
tance (instead of the usual attached
pickups). The Classé components

HT Labs Measures: Classé SSP-300 Surround Processor

CLASSÉ SSP-300 SURROUND PROCESSORAT A GLANCE
> CONNECTIONS
Inputs:
Video: Component video (3), 

S-video (5), composite 
video (4) 

Audio: Coaxial digital (4), optical 
digital (2), AES/EBU (1), 
7.1-channel analog (1), 
stereo analog (10) 

Outputs:
Video: Component video (1), 

S-video (3), composite 
video (4)

Audio: Optical digital (2), stereo 
analog (5), 7.1 preamp (1)

Additional:
CAN-Bus (1), RS-232 (1), 12-volt 
trigger (2), IR jack (2)

> FEATURES
Processing Modes: Dolby: Digital 5.1, EX, Pro Logic II
DTS: DTS, ES Matrix, ES Discrete, 

Neo:6, THX

THX Certification: Yes
Audio D/A Converter: 24-bit/192-kilohertz
Dimensions 

(H x W x D, inches): 4.75 x 17.5 x 16.5
Weight (pounds): 30
Price: $4,500

converters to ensure the highest
audio resolution.

The cast-metal remote control
has a decidedly purposeful feel.
The fully backlit design and mini-
mal button count were designed
for ease of use, so the remote isn’t
programmable. If you want
whole-system control, go ahead
and buy an all-singing, all-dancing
universal remote, but never, ever
misplace its user manual. Chances
are, you’ll need it.

HDMI switching is conspicuously
absent from the SSP-300’s otherwise
vast connectivity suite, but Classé
has a solution in the form of their
CDP-300V DVD player ($7,500). It
sports HDMI outputs, along with
1080p/i upscaling and switching for
component and S-video sources.
Classé’s engineers are developing an
ultrahigh-end surround processor,
the SSP-900, which will incorporate
HDMI switching. The SSP-600
($6,500) is a near clone of the
SSP-300 but offers a bevy of bal-
anced XLR inputs and outputs. 

Classé’s First-Class Power
Amp, the CA-5100
The matching five-channel ampli-
fier, the CA-5100, is a compara-
tively straight-ahead design. You
can attribute a large proportion of
its 75-pound weight to its massive,
custom-designed power trans-
former. To ensure the best
performance possible, the trans-
former has three secondary
windings, feeding separate power
supplies for the left front and sur-
round, right front and surround,
and center-channel audio cir-
cuits. Classé’s engineers replaced
the internal fuses and DC blocking
caps commonly used in other amps
to protect loudspeakers with what
they claim to be less sonically inva-
sive control circuits. The amplifier’s

Due to flooding at our test facility, we are unable to bring you the measurements for this
month’s audio gear. For measurements, check out www.hometheatermag.com.



revealed those sorts of
nuanced but important
subtleties. I’ve played this
DVD on lots of other sys-
tems, but no other sounded
as pure. There was an effort-
less quality to the sound
coursing through the Basie
Big Band CD, recorded in
1975. Count Basie’s swing-
ing brass section is wonder-
fully brassy, without a hint of
glare or edge.

I’m a huge fan of the Lost
TV series, and the boxed set
of the first season sounds
awesome. The opening

scene where Jack regains
c o n sc iousness  in  the
jungle and stumbles back
to the crash site gets my
heart pounding. The air-
liner’s jet engine is still
roaring amid the screams
and panic of the other pas-
sengers. The series sound
design mixes visceral real-
ism with an abstractly
unner ving orchestra l
score. Yes, I pummeled
the Classés with a stack of
action flicks (all DVDs
with Dolby Digital 5.1
soundtracks) and came

away impressed by their power and
finesse. Bass oomph never faltered
and was, in fact, supremely pitch
accurate. Moving up to the honest-
to-God high-resolution music
encoded onto Roxy Music’s Avalon
SACD was an even richer feast
for my ears. The 360-degree sur-
round mix was totally coherent,
and the system mapped out the
music’s little percussive filigrees
with startling precision. 

Classé’s home theater cus-
tomers are typically drawn from
two camps: serious audiophiles
who recently bought an HDTV,
and experienced home theater
buyers who would like to balance
high-definition video with great
sound. The SSP-300 and CA-5100
will more than satisfy both groups
of lucky buyers. 

* Mark Fleischmann’s book Practical
Home Theater is available through
www.quietriverpress.com.

from the test bench
CLASSÉ SSP-300 SURROUND PROCESSOR AND

CA-5100 AMPLIFIER

[
H I G H L I G H T S

� The touchscreen interface is oh
so cool

� Impeccable high-end build
quality

� Highly transparent sound

CLASSÉ CA-5100 AMPLIFIERAT A GLANCE

> CONNECTIONS
Inputs: XLR (5), RCA (5)
Outputs: Five-way binding posts (5 pair)
Additional:

CAN-Bus, IR in & out, 12 Volt Trigger in & 
out, RS-232 port

These listings are based on the manufacturer’s stated
specs; the HT Labs box below indicates the gear’s perfor-
mance on our test bench.

HT Labs Measures: Classé CA-5100 Amplifier

SSP-300 Surround Processor, $4,500; CA-5100 Amplifier, $5,000
Classé Audio, (514) 636-6384, www.classeaudio.com > Dealer Locator Code CLS

General information

Build Quality Value Features Performance Ergonomics 

OVERALL  RATING

9696
98 92 95 97 98

CLASSÉ SSP-300 SURROUND PROCESSOR AND CA-5100 AMPLIFIER

> Run your fingers
over these gorgeous
hunks of audio sculp-
ture, and you’ll know
they’re built to last

> The curved metal
remote is likewise impres-
sively rendered

> At this plateau of
high-end exotica, price
tags tend to skyrocket,
but the Classé compo-
nents’ MSRPs are far
from exorbitant

> You can pay a lot
more and not get the
advantages of touch-
screen control

> The touchscreen
control is one hell of 
a feature

> Ergonomically
friendly design your
entire family can enjoy

> Incredibly transpar-
ent sound

> Stupendous imag-
ing, pitch-accurate bass,
uninhibited dynamics

> The SSP-300 is,
simply, the easiest-to-
use, full-function sur-
round processor you
can buy

> Multiple listening
positions create mov-
able sweet spots Fetching good looks, customizable

touchscreen controls, a customiz-
able user interface, extraordinary
build quality, and high-definition
sound are what 21st-century high-
end componentry is all about. 

> FEATURES
Number of Channels: 5
Power Rating 

(watts per channel): 100, into 8 ohms 
Frequency Response: –3 dB from 10 Hz to

155 kHz 
Dimensions 

(H x W x D, inches): 6.75 x 17.5 x 18.5
Weight (pounds): 75
Price: $5,000

Due to flooding at our test facility, we are unable to bring you the measurements for this
month’s audio gear. For measurements, check out www.hometheatermag.com.

Classé’s nonpro-
grammable remote is fully
backlit and constructed of
sturdy cast metal.

^
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