
REVIEW
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mojo working
Chord get their Mojo working with a new portable DAC/headphone amplifier. Noel Heywood 
boogies...

I
s Chord’s new Mojo DAC 
a market changer? I think 
so. What you get here is a 
high-end digital-to-analogue 
convertor (DAC) that Chord 
have purposed for use with 
mobile phones.The phone sends 

music digitally to Mojo, that turns it 
to analogue for headphones; there 
are two headphone sockets. If I hear 
you say to yourself “but I don’t use 
headphones” - hang on! Mojo can 
be used in a hi-fi, hooked up to a 
CD player for example, to give digital 
quality that Chord claim is better 
than all else.Yet Mojo costs just £399. 
Now read on!

Here’s a hi-fi DAC that 
undermines all others it seems. 
Chord claim a massive 125dB 
dynamic range for Mojo - more than 
most other DACs on the market, 
irrespective of price. Since Chord 
also have more expensive DACs for

domestic use - Hugo, 2Qute and 
Dave - Mojo looks like a cat amongst 
the pigeons.

Chord use a bullet proof 
machined alloy case. It has been 
given a sombre dark brown/grey 
finish, concealing the potential for a 
more eye catching bare alloy finish, 
as seen in 2Qute and Hugo, or even 
an anodised finish for added bling. I 
sense future boutique versions!

Our scales registered 173gms 
with Mojo on board, making it as a 
heavy as some portable digital audio 
players. But then it houses a mass of 
electronics, plus a Li-polymer battery 
with a life of 8-10 hours playing time, 
and a 4 hour charge time. All edges 
are smoothly rounded to slip easily 
into trouser pockets. With a depth 
of 21 mm, Mojo is a tad oversize for 
a shirt pocket, but height and width 
dimensions of 61mm and 83mm 
make it an easy fit in most other

garments, bags and what have you.
Usually, a stout rubber band 

is supplied with portables so they 
can be clamped to phone or player, 
but Mojo’s buttons don’t have 
space between them for this, so 
there are notches at either end for 
narrow bands.There’s no CD-quality 
Bluetooth link, to headphones or 
source, as used by Astell&Kern to 
link their portables to the hi-fi for 
example.

With USB (micro-USB 
connector), plus S/PDIF digital inputs 
(optical and electrical), Mojo will 
connect to most phones and digital 
audio players, and it will connect 
to CD players too - those with a 
digital output of course.There is no 
analogue input: Mojo is strictly a high 
fidelity DAC intended to process 
high-resolution digital. Chord fit two 
3.5mm stereo headphone-jack output 
sockets, able to run 4-800 Ohm
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headphones they say - meaning Mojo 
can power loudspeakers direct, so I 
hooked ours to Tannoy Westminster 
Royal GRs as part of the review and 
they worked together well - see the 
picture! Mojo has a volume control 
and can drive power amplifiers too, 
acting as a digital preamp in effect.

There’s little to say about the 
controls because there aren’t any. 
Well, not many because Chord 
have given Mojo automatic input 
sensing, data conversion etc. It has 
an on/off button and volume Up / 
Down buttons - that is all.They light 
up in different and varying colours 
according to operating conditions. 
The On/off button indicates sample 
rate by colour, starting out at red for 
44.1 kHz digital from CD, all the way 
up to white for DSD.You’ll need a 
good memory to remember all the 
variants and I could barely discern 
the colour difference between 
192kHz and 768kHz sample rate 
(phew!) playing over USB from 
a MacBook Pro. Below 192kHz 
however, colour differences are 
obvious.

The volume buttons change 
colour according to level, both 
buttons showing green to indicate 
a typical usable volume (0.4mV). 
Turning volume up to loud took 
them to light-blue and IV out, 
measurement showed. Dark blue 
was extremely loud (1.5V) and all 
else was shatteringly loud, light pink 
warning of output overload.

To enable mains power 
drive, Chord have given Mojo an 
independent power input, a micro- 
USB socket that connects to a 5V 
phone charger via micro-USB-to- 
USB A cable. A tiny led beneath this 
socket changes colour from green 
(discharge) to blue (charge) when 
power is applied. So to use Mojo in a 
hi-fi you need a £20 phone charging 
unit and a cable, preferably one with 
smoothing to lower noise; I used a 
smoothed 5V supply from Maplins.

Mojo senses an active input and 
switches to it. It also senses the 
format of the incoming data: PCM 
or DSD, as well as sample rate. It 
accommodates all digital formats, 
PCM up to 32bit and 786kHz sample 
rate, as well as normal DSD (64) and 
quad rate DSD 256 that demands 
vast data rate.

One small issue was inability 
to read 192kHz sample rate data 
via Chord’s supplied short optical 
adaptor cable, from my Astell&Kern 
AKI20’s optical output; Mojo simply 
fell silent.There was no problem with 

COAX electrical and OPTical S/PDIF plus USB digital 
inputs. There's a battery charger input with tiny LED too.

lower sample rates.
But Mojo did 

work with 192kHz 
sample rate test 
signals from our
Rohde&Schwarz 
analyser, fed via 
optical. Low optical 
transmitter power in 
the AK120 may be 
contributory to this 
situation, but optical 
links are commonly 
marginal at 192kHz,
TOSLINK being an 
old 1980s technology.

It isn’t only the DAC that 
matters in a portable driving 
headphones.The headphone amplifier 
is crucial too. Chord make an issue 
of this, promising more output and 
lower output impedance (this is a big 
issue on ‘net forums) than all rivals. 
Measurement showed Mojo meets 
their claims: it delivers a massive 4.3V, 
putting it a nose ahead of all others. I 
suspect Mojo pushes ahead sonically 
because of this aspect of its design;

and more vivid than usual; they 
commonly sound a little dull up top 
and lacklustre with small portable 
players, if not with mains powered 
headphone amps, like the Audiolab 
M-DAC I often use to drive them. 
Mojo cranked the PM I s up to the 
livelier nature of Philips Xis,yet 
at the same time it suppressed the 
slightly fulsome bass of the XI s, 
pulling them into line too. Mojo had a 
calming and civilising influence on my 
headphones!

With representative Rock tracks

Mojo can be used with a portable digital audio player like the 
Astell&Kern AK100 seen here, or a mobile phone.

after all Rob Watts used to design 
DPA (Deltec Precision Audio) power 
amplifiers, so he knows a thing or 
three about audio output stages.

As Chord claim, the Mojo user 
experience is slick. It powers on 
silently. It selects input automatically 
and, unusually, the big illuminated 
buttons stay alight at all times; there 
is no time-out to save battery power.

SOUND QUALITY
I used Oppo PM I Planar Magnetic 
and Philips Fidelio XI headphones 
- and immediately with Mojo I 
noticed the Oppos sounded brighter

from Fleetwood Mac’s Rumours 
album (24/96), musicians were placed 
in a big, open space that seemingly 
extended beyond the ear pieces of 
my Philips Fidelio Xls.There was 
air and space around instruments 
and Mojo has powerful bass, that 
also runs very deep. It came over as 
three-dimensionally larger than my 
Astell&Kern AK 120 portable player 
that in itself is punchy and fast in its 
sound, if with a more mechanical 
delivery and less 3-D.

Mojo’s treble was both strong 
and obvious, yet very sweet in Go 
Your Own Way, whilst rendition of 
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detail was superb - beyond that 
from all players I’ve used to date. 
Cymbals on Mick Fleetwood’s drum 
kit rang sonorously and I could hear 
the quality of the skins on his drums. 
Strummed guitar sounded fine and 
delicate in the gentle yet vivacious 
way its strings were delineated, one 
from another. A synth line floated 
away on its own, whilst Stevie Nick’s 
vocals hovered in front of me. 
Sudden drum strikes and cymbal 
crashes had great dynamic impact 
but perfect timing too; there was no 
slur - or seen the other way around 
Mojo gets time domain definition 
from digital right whilst all others 
sound hazy by way of contrast - as 
Rob Watts claims. I felt I was getting 
an education here.

Mick Fleetwood’s kick drum 
put shuddering bass through my 
Oppo PM I headphones on Go 
Your Own Way, imposing a grip at 
low frequencies that was extraor
dinary. Mojo has massive bass power 
(working from battery alone) that 
re-defines what a portable can do. 
This is down to the headphone 
amps, that Chord have engineered to 
conspicuous perfection it seems.The 
PM Is occasionally went subterranean 
with Pink Floyd’s Time.

Interestingly, a rip from CD 
of The Eagles ‘Too Busy Being 
Fabulous’ sounded a trifle rough 
and dynamically flat, where this 
has been a track I use as a Rock 
demonstrator, if one that is obviously 
over-processed and dynamically 
compressed upward to sound loud.

Chord claim Mojo can drive loud
speakers so that's what we did, 
using Tannoy Westminster Royal 
GRs!

Mojo made these properties 
very obvious. Similarly, Dave’s 
True Story ‘Misery’ demo track 
suddenly had obvious flaws - I 
was taken aback. Mojo mines 
detail and has deep insight. As 
a result not all digital sounded 
good, I found as I worked 
through all my basic test tracks.

Slotted into a hi-fi as a 
hi-res digital source, fed by an 
Astell&Kern AKIOO portable 
and feeding Quad Elite QMP 
monoblock power amplifiers 
and various loudspeakers 
under review, Mojo had some 
treble prominence. If anything 
it sounded lean, but analytically 
detailed. It is balanced for 
headphones, especially those 
with strong bass like my Oppo 
PM-Is.Against our mains 
powered Oppo BDP-I05D 
universal hi-res player, however, treble 
was more obvious. Brightly balanced 
loudspeakers or headphones may not 
suit Mojo; I’m afraid you’ll need Dave 
and deeper pockets’

To act as a CD player upgrade 
DAC, volume Up/Down buttons must 
be pressed simultaneously at switch 
on, to set output to 2V (dark blue).

Mojo can be used in a hi-fi then, 
and Chord have taken this into 
account. Just bear in mind that as 
good as Mojo is, it still lacks a sturdy 
on-board linear power supply, as 
you find in Oppo's BDP-I05D for 
example. For this Chord have the 
yet-to-be-released Dave.You knew 
there was a snag!

CONCLUSION
Technologically, Mojo is all but 
untouchable. Whilst there are other 
DACs with better figures, they are 
all mains powered and cost around 
ten times more. Most portable 
audio DACs are a whole step down 
in quality.

With fabulous sound quality 
- big, open and powerful - plus the 
ability to control and drive even 
the most difficult Planar Magnetic 
headphones, Mojo is a DAC that 
sits apart. And you can use it in 
your hi-fi system too, or even drive 
Tannoy Westminster Royal GR 
loudspeakers with it - as we did! 
Unmissable.

On The Road
Jon Myles takes the Mojo out and about with a mobile phone to discover whether it really 
can transform your Android or Apple device into a true high-resolution digital player.

ne of the main aims of 
Mojo is to turn your 
mobile ‘phone into a 
high-resolution music 
player - a state-of-the- 
art DAC and headphone

amplifier that can be attached to 
your mobile without adding too 
much bulk.

But you have to make sure your 
device is compatible first. Android 
‘phones need to be USB On-The-Go 
(OTG) compatible. On iPhone only 
those with Lightning connectors will 
work - which basically means iPhone 

5 and above.
After that the required cable 

is needed to connect your mobile 
to the Mojo. For Android it’s a 
USB OTG connector (micro B to 
micro B) which are available from 
around £6.With iPhones you’ll need 
the Apple Camera Connector Kit 
(£25) which plugs into the ‘phone’s 
Lightning socket and provides a USB 
connection that can be used with 
Chord’s supplied cable.

Then, simply strap the Mojo to 
the back of your ‘phone (handily, 
there are grooves in the Mojo’s 

casework to facilitate this) and turn 
on.

Which is exactly what I did - 
using the iPhone and Mojo together 
with a set of Noble KIO in-ear 
monitors on a daily commute.

And from the start it’s rather 
special.The first piano notes on 
Jacque Brel’s ‘Ne Me Quitte Pas’ had 
resonance and realism - the like 
of which I’ve never heard from the 
combination of a mobile ‘phone and 
DAC before. Forwarding the track 
selection to Brel’s live performance 
of‘Amsterdam’ took me aback.
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MUSIC PLAYER
To exploit all the power of the Mojo it’s best 
to load a dedicated music player app onto 
your phone. There are many out there for 
both iOS and Android - but I’d recommend 
Onkyo’s excellent HF Player.

It has an excellent user interface, a 
graphic equaliser and various options such 
as playlists to customise your listening.

For iPhone users there’s also the 
option to add the HD Player 
pack for £7.99 that allows
FLAC and DSD files to 
be loaded and played 
back.

Chord's Mojo has the power to turn the likes of an 
iPhone 6 Plus into a high-resolution music player - but 
a dedicated music app such as Onkyo's HF Player will 
help you get the best from it.

The background accordion was 
no longer an indistinct tone but a 
real instrument - one which came 
forward, receded and then came back 
again to become part of the whole 
song instead of just being part of the 
background.

On The Clash’s ‘London Calling’ 
(24/96) I was hearing a clearer and 
different presentation than I was 
used to through the Noble KI Os. 
Paul Simonon’s bass sounded more 
rounded and forceful than usual while 
Mick Jones’s guitar lines were laid out 
in detail and Joe Strummer’s vocals 
hung in the air.The Mojo seemed to 
be picking apart every element of the 
track and laying it bare for me.

There was also a tremendous 
sense of rhythm and timing to the 
sound.The Mojo’s inherent clarity 
means the leading edges of notes 
are clean and clear, which helps push 
music forward.

It also brings astonishing insights 
into even familiar pieces. On the 
ECM recording of Arvo Part’s ‘Tabula 
Rasa’ (24/96) I could distinctly tell 
there were two violins playing, 
whereas some lesser DACs tend to 
blend them together.

Moving forward to the likes of 
DSD and there was even more to be 
had. The San Francisco Symphony's 

rendition of
Mahler's 'Symphony
No 2' was not 
just good - it was 
simply stunning.
The crescendos 
had power but 
were utterly 
convincing. It's 
hard to believe the 
level of dynamism 
and detail that was 
being delivered 
from an iPhone.

Switching from 
the Nobles to a 
pair of Focal Sphear 
in-ears priced at 
£ 100 reveals that
Mojo can also shine 
with mid-priced 
‘phones. On Patti
Smith’s ‘People
Have The Power’ the drums come 
in with tremendous force - with 
greater depth and thrust than I’ve 
heard through the Focals before. 
There was no doubt the Mojo’s amp 
section was exerting a steely grip on 
the earphones.

All this insight, though, means the 
Mojo doesn’t flatter poor recordings. 
Play some heavily processed pop or 
rock and you’ll soon know about

it. But that’s the price you pay for 
the obvious benefits Mojo brings to 
everything else.

In the final analysis, Mojo 
redefines just how good music on 
the move can be. And, yes, it can turn 
your iOS or Android mobile into a 
high-resolution player that can better 
many of the dedicated players from 
the likes of Astell&Kern and FiiO. 
Now there's a thought.

MEASURED PERFORMANCE
With volume set to give full output, 
whilst avoiding overload from a full level 

digital signal (OdB) via S/PDIF, Dynamic 

Range (EIAJ) measured a high 124dB, 

and with one small step up in volume of 

1 dB it hit Chord's claimed 125dB. USB 

gave an identical result. So Chord's figure 

is achievable without overload being 

obvious.

Interestingly, turning volume up to 

maximum with the low level -60dB test 

signal gave 143dB Dynamic Range and 

this shows the potential of Chord's DAC. 

These are impressive figures: most hi-fi 

DACs achieve 120dB, a few expensive 

ones costing thousands 130dB. Portable 

DACs and DAPs usually measure around 

115dB.

Distortion was minimal, measuring 

a very low 0.014% as shown in our 

analysis. Again, this was with volume 

set to avoid output overload with a full 

level (OdB) digital signal. No distortion 

components are visible in our analysis, so 

'distortion' here is noise, even though a 

narrow band harmonic-only analysis was 

used.
Turning volume up to maximum to lift

DAC output above subsequent amplifier 

noise returned 0.0017%, showing the 

potential of Mojo in this area.

Frequency response measured flat to 

31kHz (-1 dB) via the analogue headphone 

socket, output falling away steadily above 

this frequency to the upper theoretical 

limit of 96kHz from the 192kHz sample 

rate test signal, as shown in our analysis.

Mojo produced a massive 4.3V from 

its headphone outputs at full volume 

- more than enough to drive insensitive 

headphones, or power amplifiers direct. 
It can even drive loudspeakers. Chord 

quote 4 Ohm - 800 Ohm loads as being 

compatible, and output impedance 0.045 

Ohms.

Mojo delivered better performance 

figures under test than mains powered 

-hi-fi DACs costing considerably more. 

It possesses outstanding measured 

performance. NK

Frequency response (-1dB)4Hz-31kHz
Distortion (%) 24bit
OdB 0.003
-60dB 0.014
Separation (1kHz) 11 OdB
Noise (IEC A) -124dB

Dynamic range
Output (Phono/XLR)

125dB
4.3V

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

DISTORTION
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CHORD MOJO DAC 
£399

W£
OUTSTANDING - amongst 
the best.

VALUE - keenly priced

VERDICT
Fabulous sound, great build 
quality and big illuminated 
buttons that change colour 
make Mojo unmissable - as 
does its low price of £399.

FOR
- sound quality
- portability
- fully automatic
- quad-DSD replay
- up to 32/786kHz PCM 

digital
- works from mains power 

supply

AGAINST
- heavy
- too big for shirt pocket
- no Bluetooth
- sombre appearance

Chord Electronics 
+ 44(0)1622 721444 

www.chordelectronics.co.uk
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