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The incredible story of 
how making warships 
lead to a holistic view of 
turntable production. 
Meet Origin Live...

t’s a familiar tale: hi-fi enthusiast 
decides he’s not happy with the 
products available on the market 
and so goes into his garage to see if 

he can come up with something better. The 
history of hi-fi manufacturers is littered with 
outliers with a passion for perfect sound, but 
not that many start out working on warships. 
Enter Mark Baker, founder of Origin Live.

Back in the early Eighties, Mark worked as a 
shipbuilder and naval architect by day, while 
tinkering with hi-fi in his spare time. You’d 
think the two worlds couldn’t be further apart, 
but as Mark points out, working on warships 
was a great introduction to how people can 
sometimes be very stubborn in their views and 
that implementing change is not always easy. 
While working on a Minesweeper for the 
Ministry of Defence, he witnessed a ship being 
blown up by a mine and, while later reviewing 
slow-motion footage, was struck by the impact 
that vibrations can have. As he noted a few 
years later: “The picture of what happens to 
structures on a large scale vibrating has never 
left me and helps so much in visualising what 
happens when smaller structures vibrate.” 

It was 1986 when Mark’s first product came 
to market from his new venture Cable Design. 
Named ‘Soli-Core’, it was the first solid-core 
cable of its type designed for hi-fi applications. 
Though it was well-produced, received 
favourable reviews and was ideal for 
semi-permanent installations, dealers found its 
lack of flexibility a hindrance when changing 
cables for demos. Undaunted, Mark next 
turned his attention to hi-fi supports, 
producing an isolating table to maximise 
turntables’ potential. After a number of 
prototypes had been developed, some friendly 
dealers arranged comparisons against rivals 
and the table enjoyed a degree of success. With 
this new direction came a new name that 
personified the intent of “hearing the original 
source as played live”: Origin Live.

The next few years saw the company expand 
its range of stands and supports while growing 
its following of dealers and hi-fi enthusiasts. In 

1990, Origin Live won its first Group Test, 
beating 19 other speaker stands to the  
coveted top spot, in a popular magazine  
of the time called Hi-Fi Choice...

Having so far focussed on cables and 
supports, it was only a matter of time before 
Mark turned his attention to his true love, the 
turntable. And so it was in 1991 that Origin 
Live started producing its own Rega-modified 
tonearms. The next year saw the company 
introduce its Rega tonearm modification 
service as well as unveiling a DC turntable 
motor upgrade kit. The transition from 
accessory manufacturer was complete and as 
the Nineties rolled into the new Millennium, 
Origin Live increased its focus to include 
complete turntables, more tonearms 

(currently six turntables and nine tonearms) 
and floorstanding and standmount speakers.

Jump forward to today and Origin Live now 
distributes its products to more than  
40 countries worldwide from its base in 
Sholing, Southampton. Mark has brought his 
sons Luke and David onboard (the former in 
charge of production and the latter dealing 
with marketing) and with its unique insight 
into production of everything from cables  
to tonearms, Origin Live is able to offer a 
uniquely holistic overview of the turntable. 
Next year marks the company’s 40th 
anniversary. You can expect to see some  
special products coming out to celebrate  
the occasion, and be sure that you’ll read  
all about them here first.
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The goal of hi-fi should be to 
reproduce music exactly as it 
was played in the first place

“The picture of 
what happens to 
structures on a 
large scale vibrating 
has never left me”
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ORIGIN LIVE  
RANGE HIGHLIGHTS

  STRATA PLATTER MAT 
Arguably one of the most affordable 
worthwhile upgrades you can make to your 
turntable, the £325 universal Strata Mat  
is a multi-layer platter mat designed to 
dramatically improve the performance  
of all vinyl spinners.

  AURORA TURNTABLE
Origin Live’s entry-level turntable inherits 
design features from its flagship decks  
and offers true high-end performance, 
comfortably outperforming more expensive 
decks – even when it is fitted with 
inexpensive tonearms and cartridges.

  SWIFT TURNTABLE
The Swift adds a multi-layer platter to  
the basic design of the Aurora, with its 
cantilevered design, motor power supply 
and decoupled armboard. The layers diffuse 
surface resonance in the platter through 
vibrational interference, resulting in a 
musical texture free from resonant artefacts. 

  SILVER TONEARM
Highly musical, the Silver tracks dynamics 
accurately and gets right into the groove of 
the music. Featuring a higher grade external 
cable, it has a natural tonal balance with 
excellent transparency and fine performance 
at both frequency extremes. 

  ENTERPRISE TONEARM
The Enterprise unlocks huge performance 
gains from lesser turntables and carts while 
making mediocre recordings positively sing. 
From its powerful bass to a treble that is 
silky yet spacious, it’s a sublime performer. 
The mineral clarity of the midband is 
uncanny, and the soundstaging profound. 

  VOYAGER TURNTABLE & 
RENOWN TONEARM
The pinnacle of Origin Live’s 30-plus  
years of research and development, the 
Voyager combines the company’s time-
honoured techniques with masses of  
new experimentation. If ever there  
was a perfect deck, this is it.
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David Baker, Marketing and Operations 
Manager, Origin Live

HFC: How vital is 
Mark Baker’s 
original philosophy 
for Origin Live now?

DB: “Our strapline, ‘Recreating the Original 
Sound’ used to be a bit wordier when we 
started, ‘Recreating the Original Sound of 
Live Music’, hence our name: Origin Live. 
Nowadays, some people object to that last 
part, but to us it’s as essential as ever. The 
turntable is a mechanical instrument. To 
tune it correctly, you need to know what the 
original instruments sound like, regardless 
of the type of music the end user will play. 
More importantly, the feeling of presence 
makes hi-fi sound more real. That’s why  
we take so much care over the separation 
and 3D image in the soundstaging of our 
products. We’re constantly carrying out some 
form of R&D. Even when we might find a 
few small improvements to make each year, 
incremental changes combined eventually 
result in something that sounds more live. 
And that’s what we’ve been doing since 1986.” 

HFC: How have those principles 
adjusted with technical 
developments over the years?
DB: “You always try to produce the best 
sound possible with your capabilities at the 
time, at a cost that outperforms the product’s 
price point. Some of our core design aspects, 
such as the cantilever suspension on our 
turntables or the dual pivot on our tonearms, 
were created using the basic CNC machines 
we had at the time. We had to work within the 
limits of what we could make. Since then, 
we’ve been able to invest in much more 
sophisticated CNC machines and tooling, 
which has allowed our designs to become 
more advanced. Affordable laser cutting 
machines came on the scene, which could 
work with more delicate materials and 
produce parts that hadn’t previously been 
possible. In turn, the performance of our 
products has hugely improved.”

HFC: Is all manufacturing 
done in-house? 
DB: “About 95 percent of our parts, if not 
more, are made in-house in Southampton. We 
also do all of our abrading, polishing and 
spraying. External local companies carry out 
anodising and metallic plating. Specialist 
components like motors and ball bearings  
are sourced from selected suppliers and often 

ordered to our spec. Even nuts and bolts need 
special attention, as the type of plating can 
affect their strength, and we have found that 
high tensile strength impacts performance.”

HFC: How big is trickle-down 
technology in your ranges? 
DB: “We tend to be developing our flagship 
designs. Due to the parts involved or the  
cost, R&D will benefit the flagship model the 
most, but often, less costly versions can be 
developed for translation across the range. 
Most recently, we trickled down the Multi-
Layer Counterweight for the MKV tonearm 
range. Before that, the Multi-Layer Platter  
on our MkV turntables. That trickled down 
into a standalone platter mat for any turntable 
called the Strata.”

HFC: How important has the 
re-emergence of vinyl been? 
DB: “It was a questionable choice to start a 
turntable company in the tail end of the 
Eighties, but we were kept alive through the 
Nineties and Noughties by audiophiles who 
believed in vinyl and the sound it was capable 
of. I’d say the same applies today. The current 
market is a lot more saturated than the 
Nineties and Noughties, so the business is still 
challenging. But there’s no doubt the vinyl 
revival has hugely helped in terms of new 
interest, and there are a lot of audiophiles 
revisiting their collection only to realise how 
good it sounds and upgrade their system.”

HFC: What developments do 
you see in hi-fi in the future? 
DB: “I think vinyl is here to stay a while 
longer yet. We’ve made music playback as 
convenient as possible, but for some, that’s 
only resulted in a desire for tangibility, for a 
real object to hold. I don’t think that desire to 
collect is going away, and I can’t see new 
physical formats emerging in the future.

“In terms of technology, digital has a way to 
go in terms of its transients. Rob Watts at 
Chord is doing really interesting work with his 
upscalers in this field. Vinyl creates its electrical 
signal within the cartridge generator, utterly 
free from the corrupting influences of power 
supplies and DACs. This is one explanation for 
its excellent timing and transients. Digital 
sources will only contend with this by 
improving their power supplies and DACs 
which is easier said than done once you 
become aware of the problems involved.”
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“Outstanding sound 
without exception”

INTERVIEW

HFC HIGHLIGHTS

Origin Live 
Sovereign 
S/Agile
PRICE: £8,300/£10,500  
REVIEWED: HFC 506

Positioned just under the flagship Voyager, 
the Sovereign S impresses from the start 
with its skeletal construction and off-board 
DC motor. The most profound thing to strike 
the listener is the sheer naturalness of the 
music. As good as the immense weight, 
power of the bassline and almost holographic 
soundstage are, it’s the natural timing and 
tonality that really take the breath away. One 
of the very best in the business, fullstop.

Origin Live 
Calypso/
Silver
PRICE: £3,490/£870   
REVIEWED: HFC 477

Running faultlessly and looking effortlessly 
elegant in the process, this pairing offers  
up a big, spacious sound that’s strong on 
dynamics, involvement and tonal purity with 
excellent detail retrievement. Just on the 
smooth side of neutral, it boasts a highly 
transparent feel. Admittedly, setting up 
might be a bit more involved than your 
average belt-drive turntable, but the  
rewards are clear on this stunning design l

HFC: With next year marking 
the company’s 40th 
anniversary, do you have any 
special plans? 
DB: “We’re finally expanding our premises, 
which is cause for celebration inside the 
company! In terms of products, we’re working 
on many projects that we hope to finish in  
the near future. We’re currently working  
on a phono stage, a removable headshell 
tonearm, a sensor-driven motor, and finally, 
the Gravity Two, which will be the second 
iteration of our record weight.” 


