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REVIEW

Look on the Brauner website and you’ll see 
a nicely presented family tree of all of the 
company’s current designs. It’s notable for a 
few reasons — first it shows how the various 

products align in terms of what founder Dirk Brauner 
refers to as ‘natural’ or ‘charming’ sonic characteristics. 
It also very clearly shows the brand DNA that exists 
from the daddy of all Brauner microphones, the 
mighty VM1. But perhaps most importantly it shows 
that, despite the company’s rapid growth in the last 
13 years, there’s still evidence of new products being 
driven by the desire to innovate and tweak, rather 
than just consider the bottom line.

Of course, having an excuse to do so is always 
a bonus and in this case it’s celebrating the tenth 
anniversary of the introduction of the original Valvet 
microphone. It may be worth just recapping on 
the original for a while, as it may not be quite 
as well known as the ultra-high-end VM1/VMA, 
nor as (comparatively) ubiquitous as the FET-based 
Phantom and Phanthera ranges.

Introduced in 1998, the Valvet drew on Dirk Brauner’s 
experience with the first model in the Brauner range, 
the VM1. A large diaphragm, valve-based capacitor 

microphone, the Valvet was an altogether more compact 
package and dispensed with the infinitely variable polar 
pattern of the VM1, opting instead for a choice between 
omni and a fairly tight cardioid pattern. In terms of 
response though, it was astonishingly similar to the 
VM1, exhibiting a natural and open response that gives 
a real sense of ‘being there’.

Knowing that some users want a little more 
‘colour’ to the sound of a valve microphone, Brauner 
later developed the VMX — to all intents and purposes 
the functionality of the VM1 in terms of variable 
polar patterns but with a significantly different tonal 
response. And it’s actually the VMX that the Valvet X 
is most closely related to in terms of tonality.

The Valvet X is a compact, side addressed condenser 
with a form factor that will be familiar to those who 
have seen or used the Phanthera. It distinguishes itself 
from the original Valvet in terms of colour (matte black 
as opposed to nickel), and by the fact that it is a fixed 
pattern cardioid design with a single, centre terminated 
capsule. It ships in a sturdy aluminium flightcase that 
contains the microphone, suspension mount, external 
power supply unit and connecting cable.

I’m always impressed by the consistently high 
build quality of this manufacturer, which extends 
not only to the microphone itself but also to the 
suspension mount and indeed the power supply. This 
is nice to see, as so often these components seem 
like something of an afterthought. Connection from 
the microphone to the power supply is via a locking 
8-pin connector — the cable itself is manufactured 
by Swiss company Vovox. Microphone connection 
and XLR output are on the rear of the PSU, together 
with a three-position toggle switch marked H, L 
and S. This enables varying degrees of grounding 
or ground lifting on the XLR output to be set. H is a 
hard ground, L lifts the XLR’s ground, and S is a soft 
ground whereby the XLR’s ground is connected to 
the PSU ground via a decoupling capacitor. A useful 
function but in practice the switch positions made 
no difference in my particular situation. The front 
panel of the PSU simply has a power switch with 
accompanying LED indicator.

The published specs indicate an equivalent noise 
of <9dBA, a healthy sensitivity of 28mV/Pa and a 
maximum SPL of 142dB at 0.3% THD, which means 
that the lack of any pad switch shouldn’t really be 
an issue. Frequency response is quoted simply as 
being 20Hz–22kHz — it’s something of a matter 
of principle with Brauner that he doesn’t publish 
smoothed response curves, preferring people to judge 
microphones with their ears alone. So, duly powered 
up and left to settle for 15 minutes, I did just that.

The specs that are published marry very nicely 
with first impressions — an extremely quiet 
microphone with a nice healthy output level means 
that no preamp will struggle to marry with it. The 
fixed cardioid pickup is quite wide, which helps a 
great deal with what will inevitably be its primary 
application — recording vocals. On spoken voice, 
initial impressions of tonality are of a highly 
extended low frequency response — not lumpy 
but extremely revealing of the bottom two octaves. 
This is coupled with a notably warm sounding 
low-mid range that catches and promotes some of 

the ‘gravel’ in a throaty voice. Unlike many valve 
microphones though, the high frequency extension 
is still there — not artificially exaggerated, but clear, 
detailed and accurate. The sum of all these parts is 
best described as a gutsy sound, but with plenty of 
air and space in it.

Moving on to sung vocals, and these characteristics 
are, if anything, even more pronounced. A little care 
needs to be taken in terms of distance on microphone 
as proximity effect can rapidly transform that low 
frequency extension into something overblown and 
unpleasant. Fortunately an extremely good level of 
rear rejection and very even off-axis response means 
that even when working at relatively long distances 
from the microphone, it still maintains a good level of 
focus and a very close-up sound.

While other microphones in the Brauner family have 
always seemed to be more comfortable with either 
male or female sung vocals, but not necessarily both, 
the Valvet X seems eminently well suited to both. With 
thinner voices it thickens things up nicely and with 
huskier voices it adds a nice sense of ‘air’ without ever 
making the low-mids sound too closed in.

Moving away from vocals, I tried the Valvet X in a 
number of other applications. With that LF extension 
in mind, I tried it on a kick drum (slightly off-axis and 
about 18 inches from the front skin) with results that 
surpassed my expectations. I’d expected a slightly 
uncontrolled sound, or one that simply picked up 
too much HF clutter, but the result was punchy, well 
balanced and eminently useable with just a touch of 
EQ and compression. On a bass guitar cab it performed 
in a similar fashion — loads of weight, some air and 
definition around the higher frequencies and some 
lovely warmth brought to the harmonics. 

I’d hazard a guess that many prospective purchasers 
(UK£1850 + VAT) will view the Valvet X as primarily 
a vocal mic and it certainly excels in this regard. But 
the way in which it manages to sound flattering and 
accurate at the same time on a variety of sources 
makes it far more flexible than that. All of which goes 
to show that anniversaries are worth celebrating, and 
that Dirk Brauner’s predilection for constant tweaking 
and experimentation is something we should all be 
grateful for. n
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PROs usual peerless build quality; a real 
‘go-to’ vocal microphone; manages to 
combine ‘air’ and ‘guts’ at the same 
time; useful in many instrumental 
applications.

a little too much proximity effect for 
some applications; a high pass filter 
would be useful.

Brauner’s Phanthera v 
adds switchable omni 
and fig-8 patterns to 
the original Phanthera’s 
cardioid pattern. There’s 
also a 10dB pad and 
phantom powering.

Completing the 
portfolio, Brauner 
has also released 
base models as the 
Phantom Classic basic and 
Phanthera basic mics that include more 
basic accessory equipment.
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