
Introduction 
A friend of mine recently purchased a pair of Audio-Technica model ATH-AD10 headphones. These are the current top of 
the line amongst their open air models. This model, like much of the Audio-Technica esoterica, is not officially imported, 
making them scarce in the USA. Not realizing what he was stepping into, he asked me to listen to these phones for a 
week, and to post a review on Head-Fi. I agreed, and this is that. I will endeavor to be concise. 

 
 
Disclaimer 
Please understand that what is contained within this document are only my subjective personal observations. I am merely 
an audio enthusiast, and do not represent any company, website, institution, etc. in this matter. In other words, this is all 
just my humble opinion. 



 
The measurements were taken with a microphone from an Audiocontrol Richter Scale equalizer. The mic was plugged 
straight into the mic input of my Sony Vaio laptop PC. The software was TrueAudio TrueRTA. One improvement that I can 
claim over most measurements is that I used a real dummy head (mine) rather than a fake one. That aside, these are not 
calibrated measurements. As such they should only be used for relative comparison. I used pink noise fed from the same 
laptop to a Corda HA-1, thence to the test subject (headphones). The dummy was just along for the ride. 
 
Conclusions 
Bottom line for the benefit of busy people: as received these phones are not for me. Although I was enthused by the fervor 
on Head-Fi, I would probably not buy a pair now that I have spent some time with them. They have weak bass, an 
exaggerated upper midrange, some terrible hot spots (bloom), and diffuse, blurry treble. I could not keep them on my 
head for very long at all. However, I felt that I needed to hunt down what these cans were capable of rather than just 
dismissing them outright, and I found some very pleasant surprises. Simple mods were required, but I finally rendered 
them quite pleasant to listen to, with very detailed and clear mids and highs. We are talking major changes from stock 
personality here. You have to read the report to find those details (Revelations section for the impatient). Other positives 
were the looks (beautiful) and the comfort. These are easily the most comfortable headphones that I have ever worn. 
 
Physical 
These are very attractive headphones. They are made of plastic in the champagne color common to some JVC 
components. The frames on the ear-cups look (and sound) metallic, and are reported to be magnesium. The ear-pads are 
big circumnaural jobs that look round at first, but are really slightly oval. At first glance these cans had a cheap 
appearance to me, but they grew on me as the week went by. There are a lot of reflective surfaces behind the outer grill. 
Combined with the holographic audio-technica logo that flashes various colors at the proper angle (and disappears the 
rest of the time) it is a rather pretty design. It is also diabolically difficult to photograph. I have devised a way to capture the 
effect, but I need some parts to set it up. Please be patient. 
 
The head-band isn’t a band at all. It is the now familiar, and quite inspired, 2 sided tensioning device that AT has been 
using of late. It works splendidly. Contact forces are extremely low and well distributed (meaning no high, or even 
medium, pressure points). This goes for the ear pads as well. At 4.25” x 4.00” they are big. As a point of reference the 
Beyerdynamic DT831 pads are 4” circles. The pads are covered with a faux suede which I really like. Their only downfall 
is that the foam inside is dead as a worn out running shoe. I’ve thrown away pads with more life than this in them. Since 
even the light pressure of these cans flattens them completely, I found that the angled drivers were resting against my 
ears. This was not just a comfort issue, as it turned out. It was also the root cause of many of the audio problems. More 
on this later. 
 
One other comment about the design: although the head-holders are a good design, they look fragile. The spring wire 
loops through them, but there are several points where breakage is likely if stressed very much. This is where they should 
be using the titanium! They have a snap in mount on the head pad. I suspect that they are replaceable, if you can find a 
source. 
 
The cord has a brown (yech) cloth sheath, and is about .15” in diameter by 10’ long. It is terminated by a proper ¼” gold 
plated phone plug. I find this refreshing. I consider 1/8” plugs completely unacceptable on high end headphones. 
 
The spring rods that hold the 2 sides together appear to be an internal metal wire, covered by plastic or rubber tubing. 
Nice, but they add to the large profile factor of these phones. Although they are light, and the ear pads are not that much 
bigger than the sens, everything sticks out more. A glance in the mirror shows that this is a large assembly. If you stay 
away from mirrors, you would never know. In comparison the Sen design is very svelte, with all dimensions brought in 
close to the head. Swapping from the AD10 to the HD600 I suddenly felt like I had a clamp on my head, albeit a cushy 
one. With the tight grip and lower profile the Sens are obviously the choice for wearing in high winds. Unfortunately open 
phones don’t sound very good in high winds. I have tried. 
 



 



 
 



As far as the innards go, the driver is angled toward the ear (15 to 20 degrees at a guess). It uses the same driver type 
that is common on most dynamic headphones these days, from the lowliest street styles up to the top of the line from Sen, 
Beyer, and not AKG. The K501 does use this type of drivers, but the K1000 uses an edge driven 1” dome. The subject 
driver has a roughly .9” diameter voice coil and dome, with a 1.8” OD membrane surround. It has an integral perforated 
metal guard which is contoured over the dome and membrane. 
 

 
 



Measurements 
As mentioned above, these are not high accuracy. I tried to be consistent phone to phone, but some differences crept in. 
For one, the mic placement can affect the high frequency response. As I refine my technique I will post additional curves. 
 
I did not weight or smooth these traces. I had all available settings on highest quality, and used a 20 sample average to 
iron out the temporal fluctuations due to the statistical nature of the pink noise. That said, the traces are surprisingly 
believable. Highest trace at 1000hz is the AD10. Next down is the HD600. Next is the Beyer DT831 driven by 0 ohm 
output, then the 831 driven by the 120 ohm output. Please note that I didn’t have the level set quite right in the upper 831 
trace. The whole yellow trace should drop down a db or 2. The effect of impedance will become a bit more apparent. 
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Some observations: this confirms what I have maintained for quite some time; The Beyerdynamic DT831s kick butt in the 
bass department! I don’t want to hear any more whining about thin bass from them, ok? I also have data on other cans, 
including the Grado SR-80. The Beyers rule the infra-realm, so far. 
 
The first question triggered by the graph should be “then why do the Beyers sound do much brighter than the Sens?”. I 
believe that to be because I matched levels at 100hz for this test. In reality one would probably be matching a sort of 
integrated midrange, with some pullback for peaks. Imagine dropping the purple curve down by 3 db. Now the 831 are 
starting to cross above the Sens in the upper mid and treble range. I have found that differences less than 1db are easily 
discernable at some frequencies. 
 
It is also apparent why the Sens are so popular: they don’t do anything bad. By that I mean that there are no abrupt peaks 
or dips in the response, except up in the HF range where these plots must be interpreted carefully. The big pothole 
around 13k is probably a ¼ wave dimension in there somewhere. Holes are much more tolerable than peaks. It is also 
easy to see the factory equalization that causes the step down between 3k and 5k. I will have to counter-equalize them 
some time to see what they sound like. 
 
Back to the AD10s. This data confirms much of what I concluded from my listening. I actually did most of the music part 
prior to taking any measurements. I did not want to build in a mental filter. The AD10s have a pronounced upper 
midrange, with a bloom or peak going on 4000hz. The trace does not quite mimic the sound in the 4khz region. They 
sound like they keep rising up to around 3 k, then have an abrupt peak around 4k. As I trudge through my listening notes I 
see endless whining about that peak. It is a killer, and I could never adapt to it. 
 



Listening summary 
I have elected to summarize my listening tests, rather than transcribe my 16 pages of handwritten listening notes. If 
anyone really feels that they need them, I could scan them, but then you have to deal with my funky printing. I have to 
print, because even I cannot read my script. 
 
CDs auditioned: 
Reference Point by Acoustic Alchemy (lots of acoustic and acoustic-electric guitar) 
Tricycle by Flim and the BBs (very dynamic) 
Life in the Tropics by the Rippingtons (lots of everything, with a song guaranteed to get at least one foot tapping) 
Diva by Annie Lennox (great vocals, with a lusty character in the voice that some cans lose) 
Mozart’s Horn concertos (near the top of my classical list) 
The JB Horns (funky jazz with great trumpet, sax, and trombone sounds) 
In the Sun by Jane Monheit (jazz vocalist with a clear strong voice and sexy shimmy) 
Others as the need struck me. Since the techno-lobe was busy trying to figure out how to describe acoustic differences, 
the creativity-lobe was free to select music. Involvement is a critical aspect of any music system for me, so selecting 
whatever fits my mood is necessary to see if the set-up pulls me in, or leaves me outside in the rain. 
 
I used both my AKG K1000 amp and Corda HA-1 for this comparison. I started with the SAC, but switched to the Corda 
when I found that the AD10 worked better with a higher impedance output. CD player was my Sony C333es. I would 
typically drop a cd in, grab one of the 2 sets of phones at random, and listen intently to 1 or 2 songs while taking notes. I 
would then switch phones, and listen to the same tracks again. I tend to mentally equalize to new sources pretty quickly, 
so the switching only magnified differences briefly. In any event, I tried to concentrate on what I could hear, which 
instruments I could distinguish, and the character of the performers. 
 
I need to specify one more work that deserves special note: on Avenue Blue’s self titled release from 1994 there is a song 
called Stockholm (and Stockholm Prelude). It has a great deal of detail in every frequency band, plus an absolutely 
beautiful melody line played by Jeff Golub on an acoustic-electric guitar. To get it right requires a system that can render 
excellent detail while reproducing the entire spectrum top to bottom. If it is right, I get chills, and my eyes tear up. Pure 
canned emotion! Alone, even my K1000s can’t do it justice. Add the sub, however, and they absolutely nail it! On this one 
the HD600 are marginal at best, the DT831s better, and the AD10s not even close. 
 
My notes on the stock, unmodified AD10s all point to a few serious detractors: 
 
There are serious hot spots in the upper midrange which make instruments or vocalists “bloom” out of proportion. It is 
actually painful, and I found myself turning the volume down frequently. This happened even on the songs that usually 
have me turning the volume up. While listening to the Sens, “South Beach Mombo” on the Rippington’s “Life in the 
Tropics” had both feet tapping 4/4 time. I was writing with my right hand, but the left hand was tapping 5/4 time. (I have no 
idea what that was all about). I started the AD10 at the same perceived volume level, but quickly “cranked it down” when 
something hit that dreadful hot spot. This left me with very little bass, and mushy treble. By the end of the song I checked 
my feet, and only the right foot was tapping, and half-heartedly at that. 
 
The upper midrange is accentuated, but the lower midrange is missing!  On the Annie Lennox album, the difference in her 
voice was amazing between the AD10 and the HD600. On the AD10 she was out in front of the band by a long way, and 
her voice had a thin but clear and rather delicious texture, with a not unpleasant bit of sibilance. I am ignoring the areas 
where she hit that hot spot and was suddenly yelling in both of my ears at once. On the Sens her voice gained an entire 
lower octave, which added a husky, powerful quality. Kind of like Gwen had been standing in before, and Annie was back. 
The sens had only the slightest hint of bloom at the upper end of her considerable range. I noticed that the AD10s neatly 
sliced off the first octave of horns as well. A trombone sounded thin and synthetic, and a tenor sax sounded like Kenny 
you-know-who, but in tune. 
 
Treble was blurry. On one song where I listened to the AD10s first I noted that the tambourine was evident, but spread 
out. Second sentence after I put the Sens on says “Not a tambourine. Cymbal 45 degree left and tambo 45 degree right”. 
That pretty much describes the HF difference between these cans. 
 
Sens had more apparent bass, with more punch than the AD10. At one point I tried both the DT831 and the DT250-250 
for comparison. Different league all together, especially the DT250. The Beyers seem to excel down in the basement 
octaves. I quit messing with them and stuck to the AD10 and HD600 after that to keep my ears in the right design space. 
 



Revelations 
It didn’t take me long to realize that I could not stand these cans. Not only was the bloom factor killing me, but I just 
wanted to get them off! I don’t know all of the reasons for this reaction, but it certainly was not comfort. I initially did some 
amp swapping to see if I could improve the sound, and found that feeding them out of the Corda’s 120 ohm jack helped 
things somewhat. I still kept fussing with the placement, and at some point I pulled the backs of the ear cups outward, 
leaving the fronts in contact with my temples. The change was astonishing! The highs leapt into focus, with clarity and 
detail at least equal to the HD600s. I cut a couple of foam “shims” and did some listening in that mode. What had been 
bothering me became evident as well. In the normal position these cans have a cavern effect, sort of like walking down a 
small hallway. Moving the backs of the cans outward was like stepping out of the hallway to the outdoors, and the sun 
was shining brightly indeed. Almost as surprisingly was that the bass didn’t drop off much, if any. Try this with most cans 
and the bass will vanish, and the sound will get thin and distant. 
 
I passed this along to the owner, along with my other not so flattering observations on these headphones. I was relieved 
to hear that he really wanted to hear the truth, and that his conclusion was the same as mine. Time to tweak! He 
suggested a mod which I had already been considering. I pulled a pad from my DT831s, and one from the AD10s. Not 
quite the same size, so not a drop in replacement. I could, however, trap the Beyer pad in place of the stock pad and get a 
good seal. Looked like so: 
 

 
 
I found myself listening to a completely different set of headphones. The bass was the same (good but thin), but the hot 
spots were tamed or gone altogether. Best of all I found detail in the hf range that was reminiscent of my K1000s. Not 
there yet, but a big step in that direction. I listened to all of  Acoustic Alchemy’s “Positive Thinking” CD. Seemed 
appropriate, and I thoroughly enjoyed it! 
 
Below  are the same responses from above, but I’ve added the re-padded AD10s (upper is stock, middle is HD600, and 
lower is padded AD10). Anybody that didn’t just say “whoa” and question my credibility is not paying attention! The plot 
shows a huge change. It does not correspond to exactly to what I heard, but the elements are there, to wit:  
Upper mid was tamed, although I don’t believe that it was this much. 
Treble response was ironed out some, with higher apparent energy. 
The nasty 4khz peak was tamed and shifted, but not eliminated. 



 
What the response curves can’t and don’t show is the resolution that the mod brought to the treble range. I do not pay 
much attention to subtle changes, so please trust me when I say that this one was in the blatant range on my significance 
meter. Major improvement, and it took these cans from intolerable to very pleasant. I actually like the sound now. 
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Recommendations: 
 
Time to wrap this tome up, for now, so here are my recommendations: 
 
First and foremost: never buy a set of cans unless you can try them out without risk for a few days on your own gear, with 
your own ears. Seductive looks absolutely do not equate with desirable sound. I thought that I liked these phones (in stock 
form) during some initial hasty headphone swapping. Although it didn’t take long for their true character to become 
apparent, it did require me to sit down with them and pay attention to what I was hearing. 
 
If you already own these, or similar cans, try the trick of pulling the backs of the pads away from your head ½ inch. If you 
hear an abrupt improvement in treble (or anything else) you probably should be looking for thicker pads. It would be 
relatively easy to fab an adapter flange to take on the Beyer pads. I believe that the owner of this particular set will be 
designing a set, so keep an eye on Head-Fi for an update. 
 
High impedance amp, or a resistive adaptor. Seek thee the best amp combo for these earphoniums. They are more 
sensitive to the electron pump than most. 
 
I never thought I would recommend such a thing, but try them plugged into a conventional receiver or integrated amp, and 
tweak up the bass a bit. Most bass controls have a lot of overlap into the lower midrange. It will warm the AD10s up 
considerably. 
 
I wish that I had a tube amp to try with these. It might be a good match. Anybody want to loan me an RKV? 
 



Additional observations 
 
Somewhere around the middle of my listening tests I hooked the AD10s up to my ipod (aka dopi, poid, or doip for you 
fellow dyslexic types). Amazing! That little white box can crank these cans louder than I would care to listen, ever. It got 
painful before I got to full scale. Since volume control level is completely relative, and dependant on many factors, I should 
mention that the Sen HD600s frequently get run close to full on the poid scale. For the AD10s I would be looking for a 
component with a decent sounding built in amp. I would never extrapolate beyond a given component with Sony, but the 
built in amp in the 333es is pretty impressive. 
 
The Sony 333es is the worst portable CD player that I have ever owned! Sounds great, but moving it from room to room is 
a pain. Next test I set something less bulky as a source. 
 
I am pleasantly surprised by my response plots. I give them more credibility than I had at first intended for a few reasons: 

1. The LF response behaves very much like loudspeakers, with which I am quite familiar. I see the same 
compromises present in the LF range that I see in speakers. In general, it is tough to get deep! Things get difficult 
fast below 50 hz, and most listeners will give up a linear first octave for defined highs and smooth treble. 

2. I can pretty much calculate the internal dimensions of the cups from the ripples in the HF response. I learned this 
trick measuring the acoustics of car interiors, and it seems to be relevant to headphone cups. Small world, huh? 

3. The hot spots seem to correspond quite well to what I can generate on a (piano) keyboard, or the Stereophile test 
CDs (chromatic scale) 

4. The curves are pretty much in step with what I hear. Exception is above 14 khz. I have discovered that my ears 
roll off somewhere between 14 and 15. Depressing, but inevitable (sniff). I can still hear the HF tone out of the 
high voltage power supply in televisions, but it no longer drives me up the wall! 

 
In the Future 
 
I intend to update this report as I gather more information. I believe that these cans will get a modification now, and I hope 
to spend a bit of time repeating some of this comparison. I won’t do it right now because I want to evaluate a “real” 
configuration, and not a temporary mod. I also need to wrap this effort up because although my wife has demonstrated 
incredible patience for me and my experiments, she is getting tired of me disappearing into my music room every night as 
soon as we get home. Time to go work on “honeydo” tasks for a bit. 
 
I am working on a relative comparison chart for all of my headphones. It will have a much higher information density than 
this report, hence more easily digestible. I think that you will like it. 
 
Stay tuned, and cover your ears! 
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