
21September 2017 resolution

REVIEW

It’s obvious that a key part of Vanguard’s ethos 
and mission is achieving the best balance of price 
and performance. This can be a tricky exercise in 
an era of ever cheaper microphones and efficient 

manufacturing, when even the lowest price points 
can turn out reasonable results. And of course, there’s 
the perennial issue of diminishing returns in pro-audio 
— how much more do you spend on components and 
processes, and where are the (sometimes marginal) 
gains best had? 

There’s no easy answer here, and sometimes 
the best approach is simply one of constant 
experimentation and evaluation, with a degree of 
trial and error. The V13 is the result of some 2 years 
of such an effort. Despite their winged logo being 
vaguely reminiscent of a number of classic British 

sports car companies, Vanguard Audio Labs hail 
from sunny California. The mic is the first product 
to ship from this apparent newcomer to the world 
of microphone manufacturers — although the team 
behind the mic are far from newbies. Despite the 
deliberate air of mystery surrounding the designer on 
their web-site, a little detective work shows that many 
of the key staff were formerly associated with Avant/
Avantone, including Ken Avant and the late Glenn 
Heffner — and you can see this DNA in the look and 
feel of the product.

Unpacking the V13 from the supplied hard case 
shows that there’s a degree of pride in how that price/
performance is manifested in the microphone’s looks 
as well as its sound. A relatively compact package, 
the brass body is finished in a glossy wine colour — 
the company calls it Pinot Noir, and it certainly looks 
distinctive. A stylised design cut out in the rear of the 
body gives a view of the tube’s heater glowing gently, 
and also aids with cooling.  Sitting atop the body is a 
basket with a fairly open mesh, within which sits a 
34mm edge terminated dual capsule assembly. Colour 
aside, there’s more than a nod to the Telefunken 
design cues at play here. Build quality seems good 
from both the outside and when inspecting the 
internal circuit board, with the tube mounted securely 
with a degree of elastic suspension for longevity. 
There’s no indication as to what specific tube is 
employed here, as it’s been printed with the Vanguard 
name and logo — but there’s a clue in the manual, 
which suggests that experimenters can swap this out 
for 12AX7, 12AT7 and 12AY7 or pin-compatible 
equivalents. If this is your thing there’s even a cut-out 
in the case to carry an extra tube. 

A heavy-duty shock-mount 
is supplied with the kit, and 
this too seems solidly built. It 
features an open front allowing 
close instrument positioning or 
optimal placement of a pop-

shield for vocals, and 
utilises aerospace grade 
suspension O rings to 
link the inner cradle to the 

outer frame. These are guaranteed not to 
stretch, sag or crack over time — but spares are 
nevertheless provided in case of loss. The mount 
screws into the base of the microphone, and an 
added bonus is that it will fit any microphone 
with M22x1 threading. Toggle switches on the 
microphone enable the selection of a -10dB 
pad and a HPF (125 Hz, 6dB/octave), but polar 
pattern selection is made via a switched control 
on the accompanying power supply. This is a 
reasonably chunky affair, finished in the same 
gloss Pinot Noir colour, and connects to the 
microphone with a supplied 7-pin XLR cable. 
The three main polar patterns have intermediate 
steps, giving a total of nine potential patterns to 
choose from.

Vanguard’s own literature describes the sound 
of the V13 as having the high-end of an 
ELAM251, the mid-range detail of a C800G 
and the low-end warmth of a vintage U47. 
So, not a lot to live up to then! Testing initially 
with spoken voice, and it’s the mid-range that 
grabs your attention first. There’s detail and 

clarity here, and the very slightest hint of ‘edge’ 

to consonants that’s immediately quite appealing. 
Despite this, it never seems to tend towards harshness 
or hardness — in fact the top end sounds relatively 
restrained and open. On the cardioid setting there’s 
also plenty of thickness to the low end– with more 
on tap via a fairly hefty proximity bump when 
working close up. Rear rejection is very strong on 
the cardioid setting too — although moving the polar 
pattern a notch or two towards omni seems to help 
steer the low end from being too overbearing with 
close voices, at the expense of less rear rejection. 
With sung (female) vocals, again, there’s something 
immediately very arresting about the sound — it’s 
forward without sounding hyped in the highs, but 
never sounds closed-in as a result — a characteristic 
that I find many cheaper tube designs struggle with.

Moving to acoustic guitar, and again there’s 
something quite punchy about the sound — a very 
defined edge to both picked and strummed playing, 
but maintaining a solidity and warmth to the sound. 
Again, there’s a fair amount of subtle adjustment to 
be had when playing around with polar patterns at 
both close and distant mic positions. Moving further 
away from the guitar on an omni pattern gives a very 
balanced sound — not quite as full sounding as close 
up, but moving the pattern slightly towards cardioid 
helps balance the direct and room sounds nicely. 
Tellingly, even at distances of a meter or more, that 
immediacy to the mid-range is maintained — always 
a sign, to my mind, of a well-sorted microphone.

And I think that this is likely to be the major 
appeal of this mic, a characteristic that will make it 
extremely flexible for both vocal and instrument mic-
ing, and very source tolerant — this isn’t a diva of 
a vocal mic. In all, it’s an attractive package — with 
only one thing marring the picture slightly. Vanguard 
make great claims about the noise floor of this 
microphone, claiming around 13dBA — and I have 
to say that this isn’t the impression I got at all, as the 

mic seemed quite noisy even at 
relatively moderate gain settings. 
I’m almost convinced, though, 
that this is an isolated issue with 
either the mic or PSU supplied for 
review, especially as the noise was 
a little sporadic in nature at times.

Putting that aside — what 
about that price/performance 

question? Vanguard appear to have 
chosen wisely in just where to put the 

money — component choice and capsule 
clearly aren’t of the bargain basement variety, and 
it shows. But then again, neither is the price. At 
a suggested price of £950 including VAT, it isn’t 
aiming to be the cheapest tube microphone out there. 
Sonically, though, it sounds in completely different 
league to those cheaper designs, and would give 
more established (and expensive) models a real run 
for their money. n

Vanguard V13
A new tube mic which JON THORNTON reckons can cope with any type of audio you serve it with.

PROS Solidly built; good balance of price to 
performance; forward sounding without 
being hyped or harsh; versatile in 
application.

Review model seemed noisier than 
published specs; mid-range “edge” might  
be just a little too forward for some 
instrument sources.
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