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Network streaming/USB DAC/preamplifi er
Made by: Bryston Ltd, Canada

Supplied by: PMC Ltd, Luton
Telephone: 0870 4441044

Web: www.bryston.com; www.pmc-speakers.com 
Prices: £7500 (HDMI module, £1200; phono module, £950)

There’s so much functionality 
under the bonnet of Bryston’s 
BR-20 that you might wonder 
where to start. I would suggest 

the manual – this £7500 networked USB 
DAC/preampliƂ er isn’t, it must be said, the 
most instantly intuitive of system hubs I’ve 
ever auditioned. But the effort is worth it 
though, because what the BR-20 can do, 
and how it does it, is quite special.

Announced in October 2020, and taking 
the initials of Bryston president Brian 
Russell, who passed away in September 
of that year, the BR-20 becomes the third 
two-channel preamp in the manufacturer’s 
current lineup. Yet it’s a markedly different 
beast to the £4600 BP-173 and venerable 
£6995 BP-26 [HFN May ’07], as both of 
those are, out-of-the-box, all-analogue 
models, with the option of adding 
192kHz/24-bit or 96kHz/24-bit DAC boards, 
respectively. The lower sampling rate of the 
BP-26’s DAC is indicative of its longevity...

DIGITAL HUB
The BR-20 retains the modular approach 
of its predecessors, but integrates 
a 384kHz/24-bit DAC as standard, 
effectively offering all the functionality 
of the standalone £3600 BDA-3 model. 
And unlike its siblings, this new unit also 
features Bryston’s networked streaming 
platform, as seen on the £3900 BDP-3 
player. This is controlled by a web-accessed 
user-interface that works best on a laptop 
or tablet, but supports smartphone access 
too [see boxout, p65]. The end result is a 
single box with a do-it-all vibe, particularly 
when you factor in the BR-20’s built-in ‘Low 
Z’ headphone amp with its front-mounted 
6.35mm output, and rear-mounted 12V 
trigger and RS232 connections.

No one would buy a BR-20 and not 
make use of its DAC talents, and there’s 
plenty of ƃ exibility here, with inputs 

comprising double sets of AES/EBU, coax 
and Toslink optical, and a single USB-B. For 
analogue sources, there are balanced XLR 
and unbalanced RCA inputs.

Outputs are balanced only, on two 
sets of XLRs, so you’ll need an adapter if 
you want to pair the BR-20 with an RCA-
equipped power amp. Not got a balanced 
ampliƂ er? Unsurprisingly, Bryston’s Cubed 
range has powerful mono and stereo 
options [HFN Jun ’16].

More digital functionality can be added 
with one of the aforementioned optional 
extras. Bryston’s £1200 HDMI board 
combines four inputs with one output, 
and caters to source switching in a wider 
home entertainment system, in addition to 
DSD direct from SACD (joining the BR-20’s 
DSD256-capable USB DAC). There’s also a 
£950 MM phono stage option, replacing 
the Ƃ rst of the BR-20’s RCA line inputs. 
You can also choose between a black or 
silver face plate for the chassis, in standard 
(432mm) or oversized (482mm) versions.

Although the DAC and streaming inputs 
are this model’s headline features, Bryston 
claims the BR-20’s analogue preamp 
stage is ‘a result of years of R&D’. Circuit 
reƂ nements give Bryston the conƂ dence 
to claim ‘staggeringly low’ distortion [see 
PM’s Lab Report, p67], the fully balanced 
signal path, ‘tightly matched’ components 
and compact circuit footprint promising a 
low-noise, high-purity performance.

PROSUMER PRODUCTS
For a company that makes some very solid 
power ampliƂ ers, the relatively lightweight 
5.5kg BR-20 comes as something of a 
surprise. However, the partnering BR-4 
remote [see p67], is a reminder that 
Bryston still does ‘chunky’ very well.

Visually, the BR-20 is far removed from 
the slick, colour display-toting machines 
of companies such as Bluesound and 
Cambridge Audio, or the sleek, minimalist 
slabs of brands like Primare. Its long row 
of source select buttons, status LEDs for 

RIGHT: Powered by a substantial linear supply 
[bottom left], the BR-20 includes a network 
solution [green], XMOS USB [top centre] and 
stack of ‘analogue’ PCBs hosting 2xAK4490EQ 
DACs plus balanced line ins/pre outs [top right]

Bryston BR-20 
This ƃ agship, fully balanced preampliƂ er comes with Bryston’s BDA-3-inspired DAC plus 
updated BDP streaming platform and full network control. It’s busier than it looks!
Review: Mark Craven Lab: Paul Miller
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PCM and DSD sampling rate, illuminated 
motorised volume control and text-based 
LCD display are a nod to Bryston’s no-
nonsense pro-market leanings. 

Thankfully, both the LEDs and display 
can be dimmed entirely – a push on the 
volume control accesses a 
service menu tree, where 
you can also rename and 
hide inputs. Speaking of 
volume control, this adjusts 
in ±0.5dB steps from a gain 
of +10dB to –30dB, and 1dB 
intervals down to –50dB. 
As you get to its lowest 
positions, the steps become larger – the 
Ƃ nal jump is from –63dB to –80dB.

 A DEEP DIVE
At some point, deep into my listening, I 
had the urge to watch James Cameron’s 
underwater sci-Ƃ  movie The Abyss. Why? 

Because the soundstage crafted by the 
BR-20 has depth in spades. Its imaging is 
holographic, and when you couple that 
with its exquisite detail reproduction, 
you get a component that (cliché alert) 
breathes new life into familiar recordings. 

I found it remarkably 
revealing, and able to turn 
music tracks I’d previously 
considered run-of-the-mill 
into works of art.

An early example of 
this was Lynyrd Skynyrd’s 
southern-fried cover of Elvis 
Presley’s ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ 

[Endangered Species; Capricorn Records, 
44.1kHz/16-bit FLAC]. The BR-20 opened-up 
this fun, loose, three-minute acoustic jam, 
laying out each element for me to survey 
and savour, from the ultra-fast picking 
on an acoustic guitar to big-bottomed 
bass. The reverberant vocal track sounded 

ABOVE: As simple as it is comprehensive with 
rows of contoured buttons servicing the myriad 
digital and analogue inputs. Remote, network 
control is the icing on the cake [see below]

wonderfully huge, and the whole thing was 
carried along by a swinging rhythm.

But it was the dimensionality of the 
soundstage that got me. The BR-20 placed 
singer Johnny Van Sant forward of the 
drums, but still shy of the triple guitar 
parts, which reached out to my seat. There 
are occasional piano licks thrown in here 
too, and the BR-20 had no trouble Ƃ nding 
space for them. It was a shut-your-eyes-
and-listen performance.

SOARING HIGHS
Sticking with CD, James Horner’s ‘Apollo 13 
(Main Theme)’ [Apollo 13 Original Motion 
Picture Soundtrack; Geffen/Universal] 
showed the Lynyrd Skynyrd ditty wasn’t a 
one-off. The BR-20 again presented a deep 
soundstage, but here it was a massive 
orchestra of strings, brass and military-
style drums. These are harder timbres and 
textures to pull off, but it did so with an 
excellent grasp of detail and dynamics. 
Long-held solitary bugle notes carried an 
attacking leading edge and gentle decay,

followed by insouciant, 
shimmering strings. 

The ringing guitar riffs 
of AC/DC’s ‘For Those 
About To Rock (We Salute 

You)’ [For 
Those About To 
Rock; Atlantic], 
naturally had

‘It was a shut-
your-eyes-
and-listen 

performance’

MOOSE ON THE LOOSE
Taking care of the BR-20’s networked music playback is the ‘Manic Moose’ 
platform also found on other Bryston models. It’s based on locally stored 
open-source MPD (Music Player Daemon) software, tailored towards Bryston’s 
hardware and Ƃ le playback capabilities. Getting started is straightforward – just 
connect the BR-20 via its ‘Streaming’ Ethernet port to your router (or wirelessly 
with a USB Wi-Fi adapter), open my.bryston.com in a 
browser on a connected device, and 
the software automatically Ƃ nds the 
preamp’s IP address. You’re then 
presented with an interface that 
provides access to Ƃ les stored on your 
network (once shares are established), 
connected USB drives, and from Qobuz 
and Tidal subscription services.

Album artwork is supported, and 
the media player has ƃ exibility around 
creating and editing playlists. In my 
experience it worked Ƃ ne and was
responsive, but lacked the simplicity
and visual appeal of app-based solutions
(such as Bluesound’s BluOS or Sound United’s 
HEOS). It can also be used to run Ƃ rmware 
updates and switch inputs – a stripped-down 
version with this functionality is also accessible 
via the preamp’s secondary Ethernet service port.
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less panache to them, but 
laid to bed any fears that this 
preamp would turn up its nose 
at such distorted fare. It found 
the inƃ ections of Angus Young’s 
playing and the gravelly growl of 
Brian Johnson’s vocals. When the 
solo hits, the track becomes quite 
cacophonous, but this preamp kept 
it all in check.

PARTNER WITH POWER
It’s possible that the BR-20’s 
articulate and descriptive disposition 
might be a little too insightful for 
some tastes, as it can encourage you 
to focus on musical details rather 
than, perhaps, the music itself. 
Careful consideration of partnering 
equipment is warranted, as it should 
be at this price. I ran it through a 
300W Bryston 4B3 power amp [HFN 
Jun ’16] and my regular B&W 705 
S2 standmounts – this set-up yielded 
remarkable results, but I can imagine 
less capable ampliƂ cation and/or 
brighter speakers emphasising the 
BR-20’s mid and high detail.

Its transparent nature doesn’t 
come at the detriment of bass 
response, but anyone hoping for 
a velvety-rich, warm low end will 
typically realise a performance 

that’s more 
about detail and 
focus. This was 
apparent with 
the metallic, 
digital throbs 
and forceful 
beats of The 

Prodigy’s dance track ‘Poison’ 
[Music For The Jilted Generation; XL 
Recordings XLCD 267]. Norah Jones’ 
‘Cold Cold Heart’ [Come Away With 
Me; Parlophone, 192kHz/24-bit] also 
showcased delicate and airy highs 
– particularly the vocal and upper 
register piano – but complemented 
them with a double-bass that 
avoided any bloom or coloration, 
sounding deep without being 
overrun by the percussion.

FLYING FLOYD
So – faithful tone, expressive mid, 
low-end poise and laser-focused 
detail – what’s not to like? A 
runout of Pink Floyd’s ‘Wish You 
Were Here’ [eponymous; EMI, 
96kHz/24-bit FLAC] encapsulated 
this performance, beginning with a 
quietly skilful presentation of the AM 
radio-style intro, and then throwing 
a spotlight on David Gilmour’s now-
legendary acoustic guitar melody, 
doing full justice to his repertoire 
of tight vibrato, pitch-perfect string 
bends and Ƃ nger slides.

As you’ll probably know, the 
track continues to grow in stature, 
and the way it ƃ owed through this 
digital diva was a total pleasure. I 
wish you’d been here to hear it... 

ABOVE: Four line ins (two on RCAs, two balanced on XLRs) are joined by two pairs 
of balanced preamp outs. Digital ins include wired Ethernet, USB-B, USB-A (up to four 
external drives), two optical, two coaxial , two AES and I2S/ARC on four HDMI sockets. 
Control is offered via Ethernet, USB-B, RS232 and 12V triggers

DAC, network streamer and 
preampliƂ er combined, Bryston’s 
BR-20 certainly gives you a lot for 
its ticket price. In an ideal world 
there’d be a bit more reƂ nement 
to both its physical appearance 
and control platform, but it’s 
an astonishing performer able 
to dig deep into the detail and 
nuance of tracks across all genres 
and sampling rates. Lace up to a 
potent balanced power amp and 
enjoy the show!

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality: 87%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

LAB
REPORT
BRYSTON BR-20
‘Precision’ is the watchword for this preampliƂ er, deƂ ning 
both its engineering and technical performance. The digitally-
governed volume control, for example, precisely indicates the 
gain of the BR-20. So, ‘+12.0dB’ represents a gain of 12dB, 
‘0.0dB’ is unity gain and ‘–30.0dB’ is a gain of –29.5dB (an 
error of just ±0.5dB over the top 42dB of its range and ±1dB 
over a 72dB range). Maximum (balanced) output is 13.5V from 
a 70ohm source impedance and distortion is lowest at 2-6V 
through the midrange at ~0.00004%, and only slightly ‘higher’ 
at 0.00009-0.0002% for 0dBV (20Hz-20kHz). The S/N is a wide 
100dB (A-wtd, re. 0dBV) while the analogue in/out frequency 
response is ƃ at to within ±0.01dB from 20Hz-20kHz and extends 
from 3Hz-100kHz at –0.3dB. Importantly, and in contrast with 
many amps/preamps, the volume circuit is correctly buffered and 
so the HF response does not change with volume position.

Used as a DAC/preamp, the BR-20 clips at volume ‘+10.5dB’ 
for a full scale 0dBFs input, realising a 12.4V output at ‘+10.0dB’. 
Distortion is ~0.0011% at this full scale and only slightly lower at 
~0.0009% if the volume is reduced to ‘+6.0dB’ or ‘+0.0dB’. Over 
the top 30dB of its (digital) dynamic range, however, distortion 
falls to as low as 0.00005% through the midrange and 0.00015% 
at 20kHz [see Graph 1, below]. The A-wtd S/N is fabulously wide 
at 118.4dB, linearity good to ±0.2dB over a 110dB range and 
channel separation all but ‘absolute’ at 145dB! Jitter rejection 
is also nearly absolute at <5psec [see Graph 2] while Bryston’s 
choice of minimum phase/fast roll-off digital Ƃ lter for the AK4490 
DACs deƂ nes the 69dB stopband rejection and response of 
–0.2dB/20kHz, –3.5dB/45kHz and –10.2dB/90kHz with 48kHz, 
96kHz and 192kHz media, respectively. PM

ABOVE: High resolution jitter spectrum via USB input 
with 48kHz/24-bit data

ABOVE: Distortion vs. USB 24-bit digital signal level 
over a 120dB range at 1kHz (black) and 20kHz (blue)

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS
Maximum output / Impedance 13.5V / 70-77ohm (balanced)

Input sensitivity (re. 0dBV) 250mV (balanced)

Freq. resp. (20Hz-20kHz/100kHz) +0.0 to –0.01dB/–0.26dB (pre)

Freq. resp. (20Hz-20k/45k/90kHz) +0.0 to –0.2dB/–3.5dB/–10dB (DAC)

Digital jitter (USB at 48kHz/96kHz) <5psec / <5psec

A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBV/0dBFs) 99.6dB (Analogue) / 118.5dB (Dig)

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz; 0dBV/0dBFs) 0.00009-0.0002%/0.0011-0.012%

Power consumption 22W (2W standby)

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 430x116x330mm / 5.5kg

LEFT: BR-20 
remote offers 
control over 
volume, balance, 
input selection 
and absolute 
phase in addition 
to the transport 
functions of the 
BCD-3 player


