
Mesa’s new all-black 
amp is an imposing 
and immaculately 
crafted beast
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ummer is here, and so are the 
sounds of another new Californian 
scream machine that’s guaranteed 

to raise hairs on the back of any 
self-respecting rock guitarist’s neck. 
Following on from Mesa’s highly 
successful Stiletto Deuce and Trident 
EL34-powered heads that were 
introduced at the back end of 2004, 
Randall Smith’s latest creation is the 
amp that completes the series – for the 
time being, at least. Welcome to the 
slightly more noise abatement society-
friendly 50-watt Stiletto Ace, which 
we’re getting an exclusive look at this 
month in 1 x 12 combo format.

Mesa’s standard of fi t and fi nish is 
consistently the benchmark other 
amp manufacturers have to aim for, 

and the Ace combo is no exception. 
This sample features the ‘none more 
black’ styling option – that’s black 
everything, apart from the front and 
rear control panels, which are fi nished 
in a very tasteful antique gold anodised 
aluminium. The detailing on every part 
of the cabinet is immaculate: Boogie’s 
styling is so well-defi ned compared to 
the competition that you almost don’t 
need badges of any kind to know this is 
a Mesa Engineering product.

Take a look at the size of this combo 
compared to a Mark Series Boogie and 
you’d be forgiven for thinking that 
someone had only put one speaker in 
where two should be. It’s a large beast, 
to put it mildly, and it’s weighty too, 
since the speaker enclosure is a proper 

sealed baffl e design with a closed back 
and roof. The intention behind this is 
to wring every last dB of bass response 
from the Ace’s single 12-inch driver. 
Thankfully, the cabinet is fi tted with 
Mesa’s snap-lock castors and we think 
many guitar players will be grateful 
for that, especially as there’s only one 
carry handle. 

A box of this size and weight really 
needs two lifting points – it’s awkward 
to carry single-handed and we wish 
manufacturers would give more 
consideration to players who have to 
lug their own gear around. It isn’t fun 
playing gigs when you’re hurting from 
strained back and arm muscles.

Because of the closed back 
construction, there’s nowhere to stow 

Mesa Engineering 
Stiletto Ace combo £1,795
None more black: is Mesa’s Stiletto Ace the world’s
biggest-sounding 1 x 12 combo? by Nick Guppy
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pedals or leads either, although 
the footswitch still comes in a 
useful pocket.

The aluminium chassis and 
its electronics are typical 
of Mesa’s high build 
quality, which has been 
carefully streamlined 
over the years to 
improve production without 
sacrifi cing standards. Like its 
bigger brothers, the Stiletto 
Ace is a dedicated EL34 
design with two very fl exible 
channels. Both feature a set 
of rotary controls for gain, 
treble, mid, bass, presence 
and master volume, but 
that’s just for starters. Each 
channel has a three-position 
voicing switch that enables 
you to preset its basic character, and a 
two-position switch so you can select 
silicon diodes or a 5U4 valve rectifi er. 

These switches considerably expand 
the Stiletto’s capabilities. On the top 
channel, the voicing options are called 
Fat Clean, Tite Clean and Crunch. This 
last voice is duplicated on the lower 
channel, where the other two choices 
are called Tite Gain and Fluid Drive. 
Between the tube/diode switches, 
there’s a third mini-toggle that enables 
you to select channels, without having 
to use the footswitch.

Towards the right-hand side of the 
front panel are the controls that most 
modern Boogie enthusiasts will be 
familiar with. There’s a global master 
volume with a second Solo volume 
control, so any voice can be preset 
at two different volume levels. The 
mains switch offers a choice of Bold 
or Spongy settings. First seen on the 
Rectifi er series, the Spongy option 

lowers the mains voltage to accentuate 
the sag of an older amp with a less 
effi cient power supply. The Bold 
setting is full power and offers more 
headroom and greater dynamic range.

On the rear panel, you’ll fi nd 
everything you need to hook up the 
Ace to other equipment. There’s a 
series effects loop and a slave out, 
both with variable send level, four 
loudspeaker jacks, and a pair of 
external switching sockets that take 
impulse signals from suitably equipped 
pedal boards to toggle the channel and 

solo switching functions. The effects 
loop also has a hard bypass switch that 
takes it completely out of the circuit. 
This switch also bypasses the dual 
master arrangement for a more direct 
path to the loudspeakers.

SOUNDS: The Stiletto range is 
Mesa’s homage to classic British rock 
amplifi cation and the Ace doesn’t 
disappoint. Between them, the Fat and 
Tite clean modes on the upper channel 
deliver pretty much everything you’d 
want from a great clean sound. The 

MESA ENGINEERING 
STILETTO ACE COMBO 
PRICE: £1,795
ORIGIN: USA
TYPE: All-valve two-
channel Class AB combo 
with switchable valve and 
solid/state rectifi cation 
OUTPUT: 50W RMS 
VALVES: Five ECC83/
12AX7 preamp, two 
EL34 power amp, one 
5U4 rectifi er
DIMENSIONS: 520 (h) x 
675 (w) x 320mm (d)
WEIGHT (kg/lb): 36/79
CABINET: Birch ply
LOUDSPEAKERS: 
Single Celestion Black 
Shadow 12-inch 
CHANNELS: Two
CONTROLS: Gain, bass, 
mid, treble, master 
volume and presence x 
two, global master and 
solo volume
FOOTSWITCH: Two-
button footswitch 
changes channels, 
toggles solo function
ADDITIONAL 
FEATURES: Three 
separate voice presets on 
both channels, series FX 
loop and slave out with 
level controls, separate 
half-power switches for 
both channels combined 
with rectifi er tracking, 
bold/spongy switch, loop 
and solo/master defeat 
switch, remote switching 
jacks for channel and 
solo functions
OPTIONS: Wide range of 
custom fi nishes available 
to order – see Mesa’s 
website for details
RANGE OPTIONS: 
Stiletto Ace 2 x 12 
combo (£1,895); the 
head version of the Ace 
costs £1,695
Westside Distribution 
0141 248 4812
www.mesaboogie.com

The Stiletto range is Mesa’s homage to 
classic British rock amplifi cation and the 
Ace doesn’t disappoint

The top-quality 
aluminium chassis 
is typical of Mesa’s 
superb build quality

The central mini-toggle 
enables you to change 
channels without using 
the footswitch

MESA ENGINEERING STILETTO ACE COMBO £1,795
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former mode has generous bass 
response, a sweet crystalline treble 
and a well-rounded midrange, while 
the latter is less expansive and ideally 
suited to cutting through in a live mix. 
The Stiletto range has recently been 
re-voiced and both clean modes seem 
to have a touch more sparkle to them 
than the Deuce head we reviewed 
when the range was fi rst launched.

The Crunch voice features on both 
channels and delivers an archetypal 
1980s British rock tone. Edgy, raw and 
highly responsive, with a devastatingly 
fast attack, this mode is where you’ll 
fi nd pretty much every classic British 
guitar sound you could wish for. The 
increased bass response from the Ace’s 
sealed enclosure really makes itself 
felt in this mode. While it doesn’t quite 

impart the air-moving thump you’d 
get from a 4 x 12, it’s similar in terms 
of tone and response, with a slightly 
tighter low end. 

Tite Gain is similar to Crunch, but 
with a generous boost that adds all 
the extra drive you need for soloing, 
while Fluid Drive adds extra midrange 
and even more gain for the Stiletto’s 
ultimate solo tone – it’s perfect for 
ballad stuff and sustains for days. 
There’s a slight increase in hiss and 
hum on this mode, but that’s hardly 
surprising considering the gain levels. 

However, all of the other modes are 
remarkably clear of noise, making the 
Ace equally as rewarding to use at 
home or in a studio as it is for live work, 
where the 50-watt power stage is easily 
loud enough to cope.

Verdict
With its Stage 2 re-voice, the Stiletto 
range is totally zeroed in on a rich seam 
of classic and modern Brit-inspired 
tone, and the Ace combo’s sealed 
baffl e enclosure gives you as close an 

approximation of playing through a 
half stack as you’re ever going to get 
from a 1 x 12 combo. It’s portable, but 
only in relative terms, as we said earlier 
– one carrying handle isn’t enough for 
a box of this size and weight, although 
it takes up less room than a 4 x 12 cab 
and head so you can just fi t it in the 
back seat of an average saloon.

Like all Mesa products, it isn’t cheap, 
but the best rarely is. Here you’re 
paying for top build quality, killer guitar 
tone and a heritage of innovation that 
stretches back over 30 years. We think 
that taking all this into account, the 
Stiletto Ace is good value for money, 
although in this league there’s a lot of 
hot competition, ironically most of it 
also built overseas. 

If you want the ultimate in EL34 tone 
without the hassle of lugging around a 
head and a 4 x 12, then the Stiletto Ace 
combo really should be at the top of 
your shopping list. 

MESA ENGINEERING STILETTO ACE COMBO £1,795
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MESA STILETTO ACE TEST RESULTS
Build quality 
Features
Sound 
Value for money

■ WE LIKED Best of British rock guitar tone 
in one amp; excellent sounds and features

■ WE DISLIKED Drive voicing still a little 
noisy at extreme gain settings; awkward to 
carry; expensive

You’re paying for top build quality, killer guitar tone and a 
heritage of innovation that stretches back over 30 yearsMarshall TSL 601 combo 

 £748
Rivera Fandango 112 
combo  £1,499
Peavey 6505 combo 
 £1,099
Marshall’s TSL design 
in 1 x 12 combo format 
is powerful, portable 
and excellent value for 
money, but for tone 
and looks, the Stiletto 
is vastly superior. 
The EL34-powered 
Fandango is the amp of 
choice for Prince and 
his guitarist Mike Scott. 
Based on a design 
that’s been refi ned 
for over 20 years, 
it has two channels 
with footswitchable 
boosts, fl exible EQ and 
superb reverb. Peavey’s 
relaunched 6505 
combo is only available 
in 2 x 12 format but it’s 
no less portable than 
the Stiletto Ace and 
packs a mean punch. 
It’s one of the most 
popular choices for 
metal, and even though 
it’s 6L6-powered, it 
still gets into Brit rock 
territory with success

The rivals

Mesa Engineering Stiletto Ace Combo
 RATING

The Crunch option on 
each channel delivers 
superb ’80s British 
rock guitar sounds 
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