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HUGHES & KETTNER TUBEMEISTER 5 HEAD & COMBO £379 & £389

GUITAR AMPS

Hughes & Kettner

TubelMeister 5 head
& comMPO 32925399

We thought the 18-watt TubeMeister was tiny. Then this
arrived - its five-watt baby brother. Hands up who doesnt
want one? by Mick Taylor

ackin August 2011,
B Guitarist had the world’s

first official review of
Hughes & Kettner’s
groundbreaking TubeMeister
18 head. We concluded thatitis
small, good value and loud
enough to take on small gigs,
despite its tiny dimensions.
Even better, it has the not
inconsiderable benefit of an
excellent sounding speaker-
simulated direct output: we
rated it, and continue to rate it,
very highly.

Tokick off 2012, we have the
even smaller, even more cute
five-watt version in head and
combo formats. Are they
credible downsizing in
real-world valve amps, or one
sandwich short of alunchbox?

The first thingto say about
the TubeMeister 5 head is that
it’s tiny — almost laughably so.
In fact most ofthe Guitarist
staffers assumed it was an
elaborate desk toy sent as a
Christmas gift! Secondly, and
more usefully, the combo and
head are exactly the same in
terms of electronics.

Unlike the two-channel,
three-mode 18-watthead
(which strangely now adopts
‘big’ brother status), the 5 gets
asingle-channel, dual-mode
set-up. Even so, H&K has
packed five knobs and one
switch onto the tiny control
panels for independent gain
and volume adjustments and a

powerful, albeit passive, three-
band EQ section. The push
switch kicks in the distortion.
Power themup anditall
glowsblue in glorious H&K
tradition - it’s more obvious on
the head thanks to the front-
facing controls and perspex
panel. On the combo the
controls face up at you, so your

Ody;the controls on the combo are revérsed from the layout on the TM5 head

The Rivals

Save for the half-watt Z-Vex
Nano (around £399) there is
no physically smaller ali-valve
head that we know of, Bigger,
then, are the 12AU7-powered
Vox Lil' Night Train (two
watts, around £199), AC4
(around £149) and the made-
in-the-UK Marshall Class 5
(£299). The all-rounder to
beat is Blackstar's HT-5
head (£269). All of the above
apart from the Lil' Night Train
also come in combo form for
extra cash.

audience/significant other just
sees ablack box from the front.
The standard of external
finishing on both head and
comboishighonallthe
metalwork of the head
enclosure, and the tidy leather-
like vinyl on the combo, save for
the most minor of untidy tucks
around its control panel.
Accented with quality,
extremely positive-feeling
metal control knobs, metal
jacks and areassuringly clunky
switch, the tiny TMsuphold
H&K’swell-deserved
reputation for high standards.

Behind the blue you'll find
asingle 12AX7valveinthe
preamp section, and one 12BH7
— the same as thatused in
Blackstar’s successful HT-5 - in
the power section. The 12BH7
isadualtriode that runs within
itselfin push-pull (like two
separate matched valves would
inabigger amp) to chuck outa
whole five watts.
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Like the 18-watt version, the
TMS5 includes a power-soak,
though here it’s in simpler form.
Instead of providing a selection
of incremental power
reductions down to silent, it’s
simply the full five watts or
silent: on or off.

The latter is particularly
useful if you want to record
silently viathe inbuilt XLR
direct output - with the power
soak in the off position, you
don’tevenneed a speaker
connected, meaningit cansit
pretty much anywhere you like
aslongas there's power, There’s
no effects loop, no reverb and
no footswitch, however.

The direct outputis a custom,
inbuilt version of Hughes &
Kettner’s well respected Red
Box DI - werate it very highly
inthe 18-wattincarnation (and
indeed as a standalone box), so
it'll be very interesting to hear
how it compares on the end of

The power soak is useful when recording silently

the TubeMeister 5's smaller
output section.

A quicklook inside revealsa
custom-designed PCB, screwed
securely to the metal chassis.
Aswell as the circuit
components, it houses the pots
and valve bases, but not the
transformers and mains switch,
asyou'd expect. The Red Box DI
circuitis completely separate
onits own PCB, which includes
the power soak switch and the
speaker output that will take
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A12AX7in the pre- and a12BH7in the power stage glow in Blue Oyster Bar-style

There'safocused urgency in the
mid-range and very direct projection:
it's very much a small-amp sound

anythingbetween an 8- and
16-ohm load, on both head and
combo. As we've come to
expect from H&K, allis
remarkably efficient and
superbly designed; ‘designed
and engineered in Germany’
is printed on the rear panel,
but nowhere other than the
packing box does it say
‘manufactured in PRC’. Are
we still embarrassed about
Chinese build? In terms of
quality, we shouldn’t be,
especially whenit's as well-
commissioned as this,

That high standard of build
extends to the combo version
and the supplied 1x 12
extension speaker’s cabinetry
(asmaller 1x 10 version will
also be out by the time youread
this). Constructed from ply (not
particleboard) the combo has
an almost fully closed-back
design, save for a small open
strip at the rear. The only
downside is thatit’sa pain in
the butt to get to the valves
should they require changing.
The significantly bigger 1x12
extension cabinetis a fully
closed-back design, that
employs a small, round reflex
port to the front to assist with
bass projection.

Sounds

Obvious things first: yes, the
eight-inch speaker and small
cabinet of the combo sounds
smaller and more boxy than the
head and 1x 12 cabinet set-up.
Placing it on the floor helps the
bottom-end response no end,
butroom filling and airy the
combo is not, certainly
compared with a Fender Blues
Junior or Hot Rod Deluxe.
What you getinsteadisa
focused urgency in the mid-
range and very direct
projection from the tiny box: it's
very much a small-amp sound.
It sounds good mic’d up - check
outthe demo in the Guitarist
Vault to hear it. All that said, we
much prefer the sound of the
bigger1x 12 cab option. Just for
kicks, we also tried the tiny
head atop a H&K Celestion
Greenback-loaded 2x12and an
Orange Celestion V30-loaded

4 x 12 too, with predictably
bigger tonal results.

The TubeMeister 5's clean
channel has a great sense of
sparkle and presence that
typifies many H&K valve amps.
It will overdrive if you max the
gain control and use more
powerful pickups, but there’sa
surprising amount of headroom »
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and volume on offer for such a
modest power rating. Forget it
with a loud live drummer, but
for duos and accompanying
vocalists, you could use this for
little gigs with no problems.

The EQisvery powerful,
enabling you to go from bouncy,
mid-scooped country-type
cleansright throughtoa
smokier, more mid-rich jazzy
deal. Alot of tiny amps don’t
have the full bass/middle/
treble offering, so there’s agreat
deal more flexibility here than
on a Marshall Class 5 or Vox
AC4, for example. We do miss
reverb, though, especially from
the 1x 8 combo.

Engagingthe overdrive mode
ushers inabigkick in gain,
starting at a slightly pushed,
vintage-type amp overdrive,
right through to modern, heavy,
saturated distortion. There
reallyisagreat deal of variation
indrive off the gain pot, which
you can balance with the
master/output section to sound
relatively smoother or more

| fuzzy. Aswe said, the EQisvery

powerful so you span from
scoopy 1980s-type metal tones,
all the way through to
punching, mid-gained 1960s-
styleblues. Again, the1x12
option sounds smoother and
more grown up thanthe1x 8.

The inbuilt Red Box DI does
asuperb job of clean tones
especially - check out our A/B
comparisons in the Guitarist
Vault. We'd say it gets less
convincing with more gainy
sounds when compared
directly with amic'd signal, but
much of that is easily tweaked
with EQin your recording
software. Certainly, for
convenientsilent recording, it’s
superb. Mixed with themic'd
signal, it sounds huge.

During our recording, we did
find both head and combo more
susceptible to extraneous noise
than the Bogner Goldfinger 45
we were also demoingin
exactly the same conditions. A
DIboxbetween amp and guitar
sorted the issue, however.

The EQis powerful: many tiny amps
don't have the full bass/middle/treble
set-up, so there's much more flexibility

Verdict

Onsheer cuteness factor alone,
the TubeMeister 5 has that
‘must-have’ quality, especially
atthese attractive prices. Add
asuitable reverb or echo pedal
and you have a brilliant little
amp for home practice and
recording duties. Tt’s capable of
ahuge range of tones, and the
inbuilt Red Box is genuinely
useful, not just a spec point
that gets listed but never really
used. It doesn’t feel as tonally
refined as the bigger, more
expensive TubeMeister 18 —
but then it’s unrealistic to
expectit to, of course.

Many people will be
wondering whether thisis
abetter choice thana
comparably priced digital
modellingamp, and that’s a
very tough call. A valve amp of
this nature sounds more
visceral, has a different
response to the overdrive and
all-important mid-range
frequencies, and so feels quite
differentunder your fingers.
Some people like that, some
people don’t - do yourselfa
favour, though, and be sure to
A/Btestthe TubeMeister 5
alongside a 20-40-watt
modellingamp. We think
you'll be very surprised.

The Bottom Line

Hughes & Kettner
TubeMeister 5
combo

We like: Portable; wide
variety of tones; superb
direct out

We dislike: Sounds boxy at
times; valves hard to get to
for changing

Guitarist says: A highly
credible and tiny valve
combo, but it could reaily
do with reverb

Hughes & Kettner
TubeMeister 5 head

We like: Minuscule
dimensions; wide range of
tones; superb direct out;
sounds great with a big cab
We dislike: Valves hard to
get to; noreverb

Guitarist says: A brilliant
ali-round, all-valve mini head
with oodles of character...
but no reverb

http://vault.guitarist.co.uk

Hughes & Kettner
TubeMeister 5

PRICE: £328 (head) £383 (commbo)
ORIGIN: China

TYPE: Valve-powered head/combo
POWER: 5 watts RMS

VALVES:1x ECC83,1x 12BH7
CONTROLS: Treble, middle, bass,
master, gain. Drive switch
FOOTSWITCH: N/A

SPEAKER: Combo has one eight-
inch Celestion Eight 15
ADDITIONAL FEATURES: 1x
8-16-chm speaker out, H&K Red Box
DI out, speaker off option via power
soak switch. Soft carry bag included
WEIGHT (kg/1bs): 3.5/77 (head)
74/16.3 (combo)

DIMENSIONS; Head: 253 (w)

x 156 (h) x 145mm (d)

Combo: 350 (w) x 320 (h)

x 240mm (d)

OPTIONS: None

RANGE OPTIONS: TubeMeister 18
Head (£545), TM12 1 x 12 extension
cabinet (£299), TM101x 10
extension cabinet (£199)
TubeMeister 18 combo (£649)
Headline Music

01223 874301
www.hughes-and-kettner.com

Head Testresults

Build quality Fok ok
Playability ok
Sound Fok kK

Value for money Yok ok

GUITARISTRATING ok okok

Combo Test results
Build quality Yodkodkokd
Playability Fokdok
Sound kA

Value for money FokkA

GUITARISTRATING ook ko k

118 Guitarist February 2012



