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NEW FUN WITH
DIGITAL MEDIA
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Elac is getting back into
electronics production – and
doing so with a bang: the
Discovery DS-S 101 could be
the future of streaming.

I

t’s been a while since we’ve been this
excited about an upcoming test: Elac‘s
Discovery is a handy network player
the company has romantically dubbed
„DS-S 101-G“, making it clear that Discovery is a family, not a single product.
We were filled with mischievous joy when
we were finally able to hold one of the
exclusive prototypes in our hands, the
manufacturer assuring us it was 100% the
same as it would be in series production.
However, we first met the DS-S 101 at
the evening press event for IFA 2105, at
which time the electronics were still in
a preliminary housing with photography prohibited: however, the audience
was hypnotized by the TV screen hanging above it, showing the image of the
associated control software mirrored via
Airplay. It took mere moments for the
audience to realize this was going to be
something completely different.
The history of the extraordinary
streamer had begun just nine months
earlier at CES 2015, where Elac managing director Gunter Kürten ran into the
programmers behind then start¬up company „Roon“. They explained to him they
were still looking for partners for their
out-there music cataloging service, and
also that this idea was actually not all that
new: something similar already existed
under the Sooloos brand for Meridian,
from which operation the company was
spun off to become Roon. Only a crazy
person would have just let them walk
away after that, and so Elac returned to
electronics production as a result of that
Las Vegas meeting.

Versatile music catalog

You can definitely consider Roon as the
next generation of the Sooloos concept:
while the excellent software Meridian
implemented when it acquired Sooloos
originally only managed local data on
hard drives on the home network, in
addition to many other innovations,

 Tags are at the basis of everything: the classification details of albums and songs are displayed in
the remote app of Discovery (frame). You can add you own data using the green button on the right. The
warning on the top of the screen tells us that somehow we have gone past the Roon Essentials license
contingency of 15,000 titles.

 Superb shuffle play: just before reaching the end of a playlist, Discovery asks whether it should
continue with random titles. The songs selection is based on the previously played album or artist. The
feature can be trained and refined using the rating system (image right).

the Roon version is capable of including web-based streaming services into
its very special media analysis. At the
moment this only means Tidal, but there
are „ongoing negotiations with other
providers“ (as both Elac and the Roon
home page proclaim).
The DS-S 101 itself is a small high-performance PC with its own audio interface.
On the inside of the robust, sophisticated
anodized aluminum housing is a main
circuitboard roughly 20 x 10 cm, which
houses the power supply and audio signal
processing based on Cirrus Logic‘s lownoise CS 4350 converters and op-amps
by Burr Brown, with each section placed
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discretely. The output stage supplies two
analog outputs, which can be grouped or
individually deactivated, and two digital
outputs: one optical and one electrical
S/PDIF.
The center of the board features a
houses the actual brain of the Discovery:
the size of a credit card, incorporates a
quad-core processor with its own ROM,
RAM, and whatever else is needed. This
is also where resides the licensed Roon
software, a cut-down version of the full
package, which controls all media matters from network connection via library
management to decoding and playback
of titles. All standard sound formats are
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 Discovery series: the network player is to obtain a number of siblings, like this power amp
(depicted as a concept) which can serve it as Wi-Fi supplier. The DS-S 101 will also be able to
address via wireless an active module, which can be installed in various Elac speakers.

supported up to 24/192, but unlike the
‘full-fat’ version of Roon, this implementation doesn’t support DSD, which didn‘t
bother us unduly.
The developers of Roon software had
the goal of making music more than just
a purely acoustic experience: they believe

own database with extended tag information, and the artist view based on it
displays a colorful tile screen with band
pictures. If you click on the artist, you
receive an overview with a biography,
concert dates, web links, and discography of albums from this artist. If you scroll

THE ROON SOFTWARE LETS USERS
FORGET THEY ARE OPERATING A COMPUTER: FUN
WITH MUSIC IS CLEARLY THE PRIORITY HERE.
that the new media offer plenty of possibilities, currently only scratching the surface of what is possible. And we agree – in
our experience, many streaming systems
present digital music collections with the
charm of an Excel table.
This is where Roon wants to set itself
apart: The so-called „Overview“ forms
the top control level, a snapshot of various
aspects of the music collection including
statistics, music recommendations, and
artist bios, meaning it looks a bit different
every time the program starts up. If you
set up a Tidal account in the setting of
the software, it will even serve news from
the streaming portal. You can also select
user profiles – Discovery can be operated
by several users with individual settings.
The next level focuses on the actual
music collection. In the side bar of the
Roon Essentials app (available for iOS,
Android, macOS, and Windows) you can
see a list of titles, albums, artists, or genres.
On top of everything there is a web radio
which you set up by copying and pasting the URL addresses of the desired web
streams which then remain stored.
The programmers have created their

down, you can see lists with similar artists
and other bands which may have inspired
or were inspired by this artist – all of it
clickable and leading to new information.
In fact, interacting with Discovery feels
like rummaging through a CD booklet
or music catalog.

Shuffled intelligence

A great example for the creative use of this
huge store of metadata is the automated
playlist completion: if you listen to one
song or album, the Elac streamer continues with its own playlist after it is over.
And it is very good at selecting music
which fits. The playback view shows you
what song is next. Below that you have
some rating buttons. If you click thumbs
down, the song will be suggested less in
the future. Thumbs up, and the song will
be played more. The system gets to know
its users and refines its results accordingly,
A quad-core computer makes up the
central part of the DS interior. Top left:
the DACs (red arrow) and a small op-amp
(yellow arrow). 
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as became obvious during our one week
test period.
But this is just the start. In addition
to „usual“ tags, the Roon database also
includes song texts, with adjustable text
size , which are displayed by clicking a
small microphone symbol. The „Focus“
button brings you to an overview screen
which displays statistical data for the
music collection and depicts genres or
publication years in a graphic. All aspects
can be used as filter criteria when discovering.
If you click on the „Credits“ field during
playback of an album or song, you receive
a list of band members, conductors, soloists, producers, and other involved personnel. Some of these names appear in
a rich blue: this means that you have
additional albums in which they were
involved. If the name is pale... no such
luck! Roon won’t comment on where all
this knowledge comes from; in Sooloos‘s
day, the developers used the extensive
AMG data base but we didn’t see that
company’s logo anywhere.
We should note at this place that the
system is still considered „under development“ and correspondingly still has some
gaps here and there. Not all backgrounds,
biographies, and information come with
the same amount of detail. In some rare
cases there is even none at all. Also, until
now everything has been in English – a
fact that is supposed to be remedied in the
next few weeks with an update.
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 Painful restriction: The
Roon system processes
only up to 15,000 titles.

The app provides a simple tag editor
which works great. Entered data can be
firmly embedded in the ID 3-tags when
exporting the titles. 

The „Focus“ button lets you access
numerous statistics on the music collection. The image shows our „genre
pie chart“. You can set for each song
and album whether the survey should
use your own tags or those in the Roon
data base..

First some work ...

We should note that experienced streamer
users may have to overcome a small initial
hurdle. Since the control of the Elac systems is different from standard network
player on a few points, it is possible to
end up with the wrong view or simply be
unable to find the artist. In these cases,
search function comes to the rescue: it
can always be found on the top right of
the screen.
In addition to this reasonable acclimatization period, the Discovery requires
its user to cooperate with it: the package
delivers very good data, but may not satisfy user tastes in some details, so in order
to prevent conflicts the program offers the
possibility of switching between Roon tags
and the ID 3 information stored in the

file for every song. As a third option, you
can enter your own details directly in the
app, and even insert your own cover and
artist images, and we found the implementation of the tag editor used for this
very successful.
There is just one fly in the ointment:
Elac and Roon agreed to the integration
of the „Essentials“ licence, which is limited to 15,000 songs. Don‘t worry: should
you have more titles you can manage and
play them all via the DS-S 101, but the
remaining titles won’t be matched with
the online Roon database of the provider,
and so won’t benefit from the extra data.
That’s a pity, but understandable since the
full license at USD 500 costs almost half
as much as the entire Discovery streamer.
However, Gunter Kürten told us there
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were still negotiations for alternatives. It
is possible that you will be able to upgrade
the full license via „in-app purchase“ in
the future.
We devised a cunning plan and moved
artists which we really liked onto our NAS
in a separate folder which we imported
first. Only then did we move the rest. Any
losses there would not be that bad.
Up to now you may have gotten the
impression that we’re only discussing the
Roon software, but this impression is justified since the bits and bytes marshaled
by the New York software team form the
heart and brain of this network player.
Elac was tasked with the relatively humble responsibility to instill it all with a
soul, which no doubt was to be found
somewhere between the D/A converters
and op-amps.

Resounding hardware

In our sound studio, the DS-S 101 proved
as energetic and very neutral: we let it
run through the entire list of our sound
test CD and again and again it stood up
to CD players like the Rega Apollo-R or
Exposure 2010 S2 with its powerful but
in no way colored sound. We especially
liked that the bass, while powerful, always
remained rich, tight, and precise, with
the Rega in particular seeming to have
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 Input via LAN, plus digital or analog output – this is how simply the DS-S 101 is structured.
The streamer can do a lot more since it can target further playback devices via LAN and Wi-Fi.

less bass definitiond by comparison. The
higher frequencies are open and transparent, but seemingly taken back just a hair
in the setting of the sonic balance, giving
the streamer a fine, velvety tone while
increasing presence in the midrange.
The soundstage is certainly not the
deepest and widest we have ever heard,
but it does have excellent focus. Adele‘s
performance in „Chasing Pavements“
was so tangible and defined when using
the DS-S 101 through Symphonic Line‘s
RG-13 that you could have sworn the
singer was in the room. Voices and
instruments can be located fantastically
and have realistic size and spatial relationships.
Like many of its class members, the
Discovery has built-in tuning potential,
the two digital outputs prove themselves
as neutral data suppliers. With a separate D/A converter you can shape and
modify the character of the Elac almost
at will and lift the depth of soundtage to
a level at which the streamer could even
be imbedded in a fully grown high-end
chain – in our case T+A‘s supreme 3000
HV electronics.
In addition to all the sound challenges
which the little aluminum box passed
with flying colors, we should not forget to address the flexibility which Elac
dreamed up for its new network concept. The four physical outputs were displayed in the app as a trio since the two
digital outputs can only be addressed
together. These outputs can be arbitrarily renamed in the control software
and can work in groups or supplied with
individual songs, while multiroom is
also a built-in concept element of the
Discovery series.

Yes, you heard me right: It is already
a done deal that the DS-S 101 will have
siblings. Firstly, Elac will probably issue
the power amp DS-A 101 which can also
be networked via Wi-Fi using a router, in
contrast to the streamer. In addition, there
are plans for a spin-off of this Wi-Fi amp
as insertable module for Elac speakers:
we’ve already seen a sample of this active
solution at the High-End event, and it is
designed to ‘activate’ most of the company’s peaker models by the company.
In addition, there is also to be an Airplay
version via a software update, meaning
that the DS-S101 would, for instance, be
able to supply an Apple TV with music.
All these sources will be added to the current three outputs.

Even more Discovery

The hardware of the network player can
output a maximum of eight parallel audio
signals, and since the possible playback
devices „fetch“ the data and thus do not
add any stress to the DS, you could theoretically supply an infinite number of
amps and speakers with the eight stereo
channels. Elac‘s vision of the Discovery
network is thus an extraordinarily flexible and comprehensive concept which
can be used in simple households and
professional environments alike.
However, we don’t want to drift too
much into reveries of the future: at the
moment these products have only been
announced, and aren’t on sale. What we
do know for sure is that the streamer can
already now offer a meaningful outlook
on the future of digital media: instead of
just offering pure data administration,
Elac in cooperation with Roon has found
a way to make a tediously assembled
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music collection a tangible experience:
a colorful cornucopia of new information and aspects which remains easy to
digest despite its versatility. Purists may
disagree, but we had a lot of fun with this
innovative media juggler!
Carsten Barnbeck

ELAC DISCOVERY DS-S 101
about € 1100
Dimensions: 21 x 4.5 x 11 cm (WxHxD)
Warranty: 2 years
Contact: Elac
Tel.: +49 431/647740
www.elac.de
Elac surprised us in several ways: The
Discovery not only represents a more than
successful re-entry into the electronics market in terms of sound but also a milestone
in the interaction with digital media. This is
what the streamer of tomorrow will look like!
EQUIPMENT

Connections: LAN, USB (for sticks and hard
drives), 2 S/PDIF outputs (coax, optical, both
24/192), 2 analog outputs
Audio formats: WAV, AIFF, FLAC, ALAC each
up to 24/192, AAC, MP 3, OGG up to biggest
data rate
Features: Roon tagging system with expanded presentation and information options,
the Roon essentials license is for at most
15,000 titles tied to the device, intelligent
shuffle function, uninterrupted playback,
title display, web radio, can be expanded
into server via USB storage medium, up to
8 individual streams can be played via the
three main outputs (2 x analog, 1 x digital)
or future Discovery products, the sources can
be grouped, power input 4.8 W.
Accessories: external power supply, German manual, free Roon app for iOS, Android,
macOS, and Windows

SOUND QUALITY
PRICE/PERFORMANCE

OUTSTANDING

82 %

