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esktop appears to be the 
buzzword of late for the 
D&M Group: starting  
with the little Denon 

DA-300USB USB DAC and headphone 
amp (HFC 393), it’s gone on to launch 
the classy-looking Marantz HD-DAC1 
DAC/headphone amp/preamp, and 
most recently the battery-powered 
Denon DA-10, its only-slightly-too-
bulky portable headphone amplifier.

All of these were launched at the 
company’s European conference last 
year, where it was clear from the 
layout of the display that it is taking 
personal audio very seriously: while 
the AV receivers and the like were 
arranged around the sides of the 
exhibition space, the desktop 
products were quite literally placed 
centre stage.

Now there’s a fourth variation on 
the theme, in the form of Denon’s 

 DETAILS
PRODUCT
Denon PMA-50
ORIGIN
China
TYPE
Integrated 
amplifier/USB DAC
WEIGHT
2.5kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD) 
200 x 86 x 258mm
FEATURES
l Quoted power: 2x 
25W into 8ohms 
l Asynchronous 
USB input; 3x digital 
inputs; analogue 
input; aptX 
Bluetooth  
l Headphone amp  
DISTRIBUTOR
Denon UK
TELEPHONE
02890 279830
WEBSITE
denon.co.uk

Desktop 
delight  
Denon’s latest compact integrated 
combines computer audio appeal with 
beautiful build James Parker takes a listen

PMA-50, which is a compact 
integrated amplifier complete with 
USB-B asynchronous digital input for 
that all-important computer hook up, 
and aptX Bluetooth to enable wireless 
music playback from myriad 
smartphones, tablets and computers.

Oh, and as well as PCM-based 
high-resolution content at up to 
24-bit/192kHz, the PMA-50 will  
also handle DSD2.8 and 5.6, which 
will keep even the most fanatical 
computer audio enthusiast happy. Yes, 
DSD tends to divide opinions, with 
some saying it was a format of its 
time, and pointing to the paucity of 
downloads available, but in terms of 
box ticking with the ‘Macs and DACs’ 
brigade – those who play music from 
a direct-connected computer rather 
than going down the network 
streaming path – it is pretty much  
a must-have these days.

The Denon PMA-50 couldn’t look 
much simpler from the front, having 
just three buttons (power, input 
selection and Bluetooth), plus a 
volume control and ‘proper’ 6.3mm 
headphone socket. The OLED display 
is hidden when the amplifier is 
switched off, and there’s a touch-point 
on the lefthand side-panel for pairing 
with NFC-capable Bluetooth devices.

Like the DA-300USB, the PMA-50 
can be used in horizontal orientation 
or vertically, for example to save desk 
space. The feet unscrew from the base, 
and fit into four threads on the right 
side panel, the display reorients itself 
when the amp is turned vertically, and 
four caps are supplied to fill the holes 
left by the removed feet.

Apart from that low-latency aptX 
Bluetooth input and the asynchronous 
USB-B socket, the PMA-50 also has 
two optical and one coaxial digital 
input, a single set of analogue inputs, 
and a subwoofer output in addition  
to the speaker outs. Power output is 
quoted as 25W per channel into 
8ohms, doubling into 4ohms.

A simple credit-card-sized remote 
handset is provided with the amp, 
and further adjustments beyond the 
basic volume and input select on the 
front panel are available within the 
PMA-50’s menu system. Balance and 
tone controls are available, with a 
‘source direct’ option to bypass them; 
you can choose between three gain 
settings for the headphone output; 
turn off Bluetooth completely to 
reduce interference and enable or 

defeat the power-saving auto standby 
function, designed to switch the amp 
off after 30 minutes of no signal.

Sound quality
The PMA-50 may only be 200mm  
wide and 86mm tall in horizontal 
orientation (or 80mm wide by 
206mm tall when vertical, thanks to 
those movable feet), but for a tiddler 
it packs quite a surprising punch. I 
use it both in my desktop system  
and in a small-room setup, and never 
find it lacking for power or struggling 
to keep up with the demands that I 
place upon it.

OK, so it’s not going to be the right 
choice for those with hulking great 
floorstanding speakers, cavernous 
rooms or a hankering for club/front 
row of an arena gig sound pressure 
levels. However, used within its limits, 
for fairly close-up listening with 
speakers of reasonable-to-high 

sensitivity (which covers most of  
the popular choices in the sub-£500 
arena these days), it is capable of  
an attractively detailed and punchy 
sound, coupled with an inherent 
smoothness and refinement.

In absolute terms, the PMA-50 plays 
things slightly safe, and there are 
more conventionally proportioned 
amps available for not much more 
money capable of a sound with more 
attack and drive, if that’s what you’re 
after – although often this comes at 
the expense of subtlety, which is 
something the Denon has in spades.

The amplification here is digital, 
using a discrete output stage and 
CSR’s Direct Digital Feedback 

Amplifier Technology, which 
compensates in the digital domain  
for distortions, output filter  
non-linearities and power supply 
variations. Ahead of that, the amp 
utilises Denon’s Advanced AL32 
processing, which oversamples, 
interpolates and filters incoming 
digital data, and tends to produce  
just the kind of well detailed but 
smooth and rich sound that’s very 
much in evidence here.

However, if that makes it sound like 
this is one for the armchair jazzers 
and chamber music enthusiasts, 
nothing could be further from the 
truth. Hooked up to a computer with 
a hefty slug of hi-res and DSD content 
cued up on the hard drive, the 
PMA-50 proves more than capable of 
getting the air in the room moving 
with everything from the bass line on 
The Rolling Stones’ Sympathy For The 
Devil to a spot of atmospherically 
recorded cathedral organ, while at 
the same time retaining fine control 
even with speakers much, much 
larger than you’d expect to find on 
the end of a dinky 2.5kg amplifier.

And it can do the snarl and slam, 
too, crashing out those guitar 
windmills and machine-gun drums  
on The Who’s Won’t Get Fooled Again 
in some style. Agreed I’ve heard 
Daltrey’s great bellow and Moon’s 
manic attack delivered with more 
conviction when handled at ear-
threatening levels by amplifiers 
costing twice as much as the Denon, 
but considering the compact 
dimensions, flexibility and affordable 
price, this is pretty impressive stuff.

Nor are the other inputs just there 
to make up the numbers: I’m no  
great fan of Bluetooth, finding it  
often sounds rather parched and 
anonymous, but the Denon’s 
bang-up-to-date implementation 
seems to deliver the goods rather 
better than some – at least provided 

1

2

3

4

5

Asynchronous 
USB-B port 

Digital optical and 
coaxial inputs

Analogue line 
inputs

Subwoofer  
pre output 

4mm speaker 
binding posts

you don’t chance things with 
low-bitrate MP3 files, which sound 
horrible whatever you do with them.

This is also a very accomplished 
headphone amp, as you might hope 
given Denon’s recent form in this area 
and the product’s desktop ambitions: 
whether with a pair of easy going 
Bang & Olufsens or the rather more 
demanding Oppo PM-1s, it delivers a 
fresh, clean and yet substantial sound, 
with no hint of a struggle however 
hard I push it. 

Conclusion
Sensibly priced, well equipped, neatly 
designed and with a sound that will 
have wide appeal, the ultra-compact 
Denon PMA-50 is far more than the 
novelty it may first appear: it’s a real 
hi-fi amplifier, and a very good one at 
that – just smaller l
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A fresh, clean and 
yet substantial 
sound, with no  
hint of struggle
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LIKE: Ease of use; 
flexibility; smooth yet 
detailed sound
DISLIKE: Nothing of 
any significance  
WE SAY: A well-sorted, 
good- sounding and 
flexible little amp, 
capable of punching 
way above its weight

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY

VALUE FOR MONEY

BUILD QUALITY

FEATURES

OVERALL

HOW IT 
COMPARES

Compact desktop 
amplifiers are all the 
rage these days. 
NAD, for example, 
reinvented its 
classic 3020 
amplifier as the D 
3020 (HFC 379), 
complete with 
digital inputs, 
striking asymmetric 
styling and the 
same ‘vertical or 
horizontal’ choice 
offered by the 
Denon. And very 
good it sounds, too.
If you like things 
small but with more 
conventional looks, 
an obvious choice is 
the Quad Vena 
Group Test winner 
(HFC 390) – it’s 
more expensive  
at £600, but has 
considerable hi-fi 
credentials, or at a 
similar price point 
to the Denon the 
Teac AI-301DA  
also comes highly 
recommended 
from the same test.  

The feet can be removed so that  
the PMA-50 can stand vertically


