
 

Review: dCS Network Bridge ï The Swiss 

Army Knife of Streamers 

Posted on November 5, 2017 by Mohammed Samji in Audio Gear Reviews,   

There is nothing like grabbing a prized LP, dropping the needle in the groove, and having the events 
of the day get whisked away. Nothing else matters at that exact moment, only that you are sensing 
every emotion and every noteé cue relaxation. 

But now more than ever, times are a-changing. Digital music reproduction, the growing availability of 
high-resolution content, combined with better software is making this something audiophiles need to 
pay more attention to.  The debate of Analog vs. Digital will rage until the end of time, but it is 
abundantly clear that digital files can sound fabulous and can reproduce music. 

 

dCS Vivaldi 4 Box Digital Stack + Dan DôAgostino electronics + HRS stands + Transparent cables 

+ Wilson Audio Alexx loudspeakers @ Definitive Audio Seattle 

Over the years Iôve been overly conservative on the digital side of my system, using mostly entry 
level Sonos Connects with various outboard DACs for convenience. Why? Rock-solid reliability, and a 
user interface that is extremely simple. Simple enough that my children can discover, and playback 
music. If the system doesnôt work, they wonôt use it. What Sonos lacks is access to high resolution 
content, and digital/analog outputs that match the rest of my system. I have made attempts to 
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maximize the Sonos Connect with mods, but fancy wheels canôt make this inexpensive car a bar-no-
expense dCS Vivaldi. I have tried other streamers, and each time I came away disappointed. Some 
sounded better than Sonos but were not reliable, and were complicated. Magic happens when we bring 
together hardware and software that works in concert. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The dCS Network Bridge sneaks up on meé 

Definitive Audio in Seattle hosts some wonderful events with headliner systems that seem to always 
do something a little unexpected.  I recall a rainy Seattle evening in November 2016, when it wasnôt 
the headliner that surprised me. In a corner, was a small and un-assuming system- a dCS Network 
Bridge streamer + dCS Debussy DAC driving a pair of Wilson Audio Sabrina loudspeakers. There was 
one other person in the room who looked relaxed, content, and was smiling ear-to-ear.  
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He heard what I was hearing, music... The dCS Network Bridge didnôt look like any other dCS 
product Iôd seen to date. It was a small package with clean lines.  Again, this was one little un-
assuming box. 

This room was a reminder that you can build something special without spending six figures, and 
that singular moment started my journey with the dCS Network Bridge (NBR). 

Who is dCS? 

 

On my way 
to the High-
End show 
in Munich, I 
made a 
detour to 
the dCS 
office in 
Cambridge, 
nestled just 
a few 
minutes 
away from 
beautiful 
Kingôs 
College. 
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dCS has been a pioneer for both digital recording, and playback for the past 30 years. Starting in the 
professional audio industry, dCS produced the first 24bit analog-to-digital converter in 1989 with the 
release of the dCS 900, and follow-on dCS 950. These dCS products were used by industry greats 
like Bob Ludwig to create many of the albums that we cherish today. 

When we buy analog gear, we know that we will still have it years from now. On the other hand, 
when investing in any digital technology, there can be the nagging doubt that it will be outdated next 
year like a mobile phone.  Different from most of the industry, dCS products seem to blossom after 
release, as they receive a stream of hardware, software, and firmware updates for 10+ years. This 
concept didnôt crystallize in my mind until I spent some quality time with dCS Scarlatti, and dCS 
Debussy DACs alongside the NBR. Both DACs have been around for nearly a decade, but feel like 
current products. 

The employees have passion and tenure. Two of the long-time principals, Chris Hales (Product 
Development Director) and Andy McHarg (Technical Director) together have more than 45 years at 
dCS. 

Chris Hales and Andy McHarg in the dCS listening room 

After an enlightening discussion on the evolution of the dCS Ring DAC, I asked Chris what makes 
dCS different: 

ñWe used to talk about thd+N (Total Harmonic Distortion plus Noise) for example as a popular 

measurement, but at dCS it is not a metric we are interested in.  Instead we rely on other 

measurements. The measurement techniques like FFT analysis are much more powerful, and 

gives you more information then thd+N ever could. We have a long history of using these 

measurements and understanding what they mean. It is an enormous advantage. ñ 

  



You get the drift; these are men who are serious about making music. They delivered what some 
consider to be the best digital experience available with the dCS Vivaldi digital playback system, but 
can they bring that secret sauce to a price point that gets me excited? 

Introducing the dCS Network Bridge (NBR) 

Got a DAC you love and cherish? Wish you had access to streaming music? Maybe Roon for music 
management from your new plus-size fancy phone? No problem. The dCS Network Bridge allows 
you the ability to add streaming (Tidal, Spotify, Apply Airplay, Roon, Hard drive, Network Attached 
Storage) to your existing DAC. 



Although you may assume that itôs just for dCS DACs, the design, and flexibility of the NBR design 
makes it viable for almost any DAC out there today. It can basically take anything as an input, and 
can send it back out in almost any configuration that your DAC needs.  You can think of it as the 
Swiss army knife of streamers. 

NBR Key Features (From dCS website) 
Á Streamlined FPGA-based design 

Á Streaming services supported include TIDAL, and Spotify Connect 

Á Roon Certified 

Á Optional down-sampling to match legacy DAC 

Á Accepts data from UPnP, asynchronous USB-on-the- Go and Apple Airplay 

Á Auto-clocking system improves ease of use and minimizes jitter 

Á Multi -stage power regulation isolates digital and sensitive clock circuitry 

Á Firmware-upgradeable from the internet for future functionality and performance upgrades 

Á Black or Silver ï weighs in at just 10.2 lbs. 

Á $4,250 USD 

NBR Digital Inputs: 

Á Network via wired RJ45 Ethernet (WIFI support will be added in the future) 

Á USB 2.0 input to stream music from an external storage drive 

NBR Digital Outputs:  
Á SPDIF on 1 RCA phono connect ï supporting: 24bit / 192ks/s or DSD/64 in DoP 

Á SPDIF-2 on 2x BNC connectors ï supporting: 24bit / 192ks/s or SPIDIF-2 DSD/64 

Á AES ï supporting: 24bit / 192ks/s or DSD/64 in DoP 

Á DUAL  AES ï supporting: 24bit / 384ks/s or DSD/64 and DSD/128 in DoP 

NBR Industrial Design:  

Ray Wing is head of Industrial Design at dCS with a tenure of 17+ years.  Early in our conversation, 
Ray had to set it straight: 



ñOne of the things I always say to people when you go, and listen to a system which is setup 

properly, and it sounds good, it is very much been standing on a band playing on stage.  You get 

the dynamics, the surround sound.ò 

Wing still rocks his acoustic bass with his friends, and that live sound is what heôs on a mission to 
recreate. 

Behind Wingôs desk is a 
history of dCS with every 
product released stacked 
up in progression.  He 
fondly described the history 
of the industrial design. The 
dCS Paganini was the first 
time there was a curve on 
the case, this evolved in 
the dCS Vivaldi & dCS 
Rossini. 

The NBR took a departure 
from this. It was a different 
concept.  He explained that 
when you assemble a 
component you have a box 
with a lot of parts. You 
need to make all the pieces 
work, and fit perfectly 
together, and reduce 
resonance from the room. 
The goal with the NBR was 
to have a minimum number 
of parts in the box, and 
have a minimalist look. 
Mechanically, the simplicity 
also aids the performance. 
ñIt machines very nicely, 
and allows for high 
consistency. Put it 
alongside any product in 
the history of dCS and it 
just seems to fit in and not 
look out of place on your 
rack,ò said Wing. dCS has 
a heritage of allowing you 
to mix, and match 
components from prior 
generations. 

 

NBR Manufacturing:  

During my factory tour in Cambridge, I had the opportunity to see the process by which the dCS 
NBR is built. The manufacturing process detailed below is the same for all dCS products.  Here is 
the short version: 

Assemble ï A tech begins by picking up a kit that has all the parts and assembling a NBR. 



 

Burn in ï Next all products test on the burn-in rack for a minimum of 96 hours. 

 



Automated tests (Autotest) ï each unit is undergoes a series automated tests referred to as 
ñAutotest.ò  A key differentiator of dCS is reliance on FFT testing to evaluate their products. 

  

FFT testing takes one to two hours per product. For more complex products like a Vivaldi up-
sampler the process can take closer to three hours. 

 

Manual testing ï Post Autotest, units are manually tested. Buttons, exterior lights, displays etc.  In 
the case of the NBR, additional tests are conducted to test networking and mobile app functions. 
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