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OPINION Qi)

Editor's

Stan Vincent laments the passing of the vibro-sprout challenge and
recounts a visit to one of the industry’s finest engineers.

don’t blame politicians for gnashing

theirteethoverthethornybusinessof

European Union. Even the Utopian

world of hi-fi is beginning to feel the

force of the directives thatissue forth
from Brussels, seeking to regulate peoples of
all lands — and their music systems.

Asyou’llreadinBarryFox’scolumnon page
25, horrendousconsequencescouldresultfor
hi-fi if new legislation aimed atdishwashers,
and other white goods, is enforced to the let-
ter of the law. The problem is that, because
individualgovernments are required tomake
theirown legislation outof EUdirectives,there
isa paucity ofblack-and-white guidelinesthat
hi-fimanufacturerscanusetoensuretheirprod-
uctsarelegal. Theresultantconfusioncanonly
make life harder (and more expensive) for hi-
fi manufacturers and enthusiasts alike.

In a further twist to the tale, it seems pos-
sible that the Government may start cutting
up rough on its obligation to make up loads
ofnewlaws,especiallywhenthoselawswould
impinge ontheinterestsofitsardentsupporters.
On January 13, The Times reported that
Brussels’ban onadrugthatpreventswasting
diseasesofgamebirds wouldnotbeenforced,
whichsetsa precedentfornon-compliance with
EU rulings. For my part, I only wish that min-
isters were as fond of hi-fi as they obviously
are of huntin’, shootin” and fishin’!

Redefining the Art of Listening

Early in January I had the pleasure of visiting
one of Britain’s oldest surviving independent
hi-fimanufacturers: SME Ltd, of Steyning, West
Sussex. [twasaneye-openingreminderof the
greatprecision-engineeringtradition we have

OUR AIMS AND VISION

in Britain;butonethat,exceptinisolated out-
postssuchasthis, hasallbutdisappeared. SME,
whoseinitialsstand forScaleModel Engineering,
was founded in 1946 by Alistair Robertson-
Aikman,stillatthehelmtodaywith helpfrom
his son Cameron. Robertson-Aikman has
been very shrewdinhisbusinessdealings. While
he hashad —and still enjoys —considerable
success in the manufacture of phono pick-up
arms (and more recently the battleship-built
Model 20 and Model 30 turntables), he has
displayedmore marketsagacitythanmanyin
the hi-fi business. Now, while he is still able
tosupplytheclassictonearmsthathaveestab-
lished the company, SME remains successful
doing work for purveyors of radiotherapy
machines, gas compressors; and the kind of
wealthy Oriental potentate who prefersaBentley’s
chrome to be black.

Afterlunchinalocal pub,weretiredto ARA’s
stupendous “musicroom”,acustom-builtenclo-
sureofsome 30 by 20 feet,inwhich areinstalled
his two pairs of modified Quad electrostatic
speakers,drivenbybehemothKrelland Audio
Researchamps,with SME/Clearaudioforvinyl
replay and Wadia 16 for CD, all hooked up
with van den Hul wire.

To listen in this sumptuous environment
wasararehonourindeed, principally because
of the way both system and room are imper-
ceptible; you hear nothing but music. Long-
term readers should refer back to issue 55 of
Hi-Fi Choice, in which Paul Messenger
describestheroomindetail.Anditistheroom
that is the key. While his system is impecca-
bleineverydetailexcepttheabilityto playvery
loudly, due to the Quads’ limited headroom,
itwould notgiveofitsbest justplonked down

sound, build and measurement.

» We can predict how individual components will perform in a

multitude of systems.

inanyold parlour. ARA freelyadmitsthathis
room makes all the difference; and even
though he hasbeenlistening here since 1976,
it was only a matter of weeks before my visit
thathehadeffectedaminorarchitecturalmod-
ification resulting in the best sound yet.

And the moral of this story? Well, while
ARA is fortunate enough to afford the very
bestthatmoneycanbuy,allofuscanimprove
the quality of our sound by paying attention
tothe way wesite oursystems,and the rooms
in which we listen. Look forward to a special
reporton “roomsand hi-fi” in a future issue
of this journal.

The Return of Aspirations
The February 1988 feature on ARA’s music
room, described above, was one of the first
Aspirationsfeaturestoappearin Hi-Fi Choice.
Forthose who don’tknow, thisisthehi-fiequiv-
alentof TV’s Through The Keyhole. Overthe
past year or so, that series has been taking a
well-earned sabbatical while we’ve concen-
trated on reviews for a while. Now, howev-
er, in response to ardent requests from read-
ersand astiff memo from the Chairman, ’ve
invited Aspirationstomakeitsreturnthisissue,
on page 22. And it is pure coincidence that
thetonearmofthis£35,000systemisan SME
Series V Gold Standard!

That’s all for now. Enjoy your listening

in February... ’k
G W

FREE TAPE ON THIS MONTH'S COVER!
Turn to page 12 for full details of this amazing offer

SUBSCRIPTION RATES

» Hi-Fi Choice has been testing hi-fi since 1975. o Tt U vidohe s 1 s Sz UK 1: ISSUES  £19.99

> Collectively, our reviewers and columnists notch up over a greater value than alternatives in the ISSIJE/SW £9.99 DIRECT DEBIT
century of listening to hi-fi. SaTie eice bani! EUROPE 12 ISSUES  £26.99 SURFACE

»- Our hi-fi group tests are the most thorough in the business. » Recommended products offer a superh .%. EUROPE 12 ISSUES 5,3499,“,'!“,“,"; .

»- Qur listening tests are conducted under strict blind conditions, performance, if one not remarkable REST OF WORLD 12 ISSUES  £31.99 SURFACE
using an experienced panel drawn from the hi-fi industry. enough to earn a Best Buy. CZZEEAN REST OF WORLD 12 ]SSUES So10 Alniaan

» No other hi-fi magazine in the world regularly performs
blind listening tests.
»> We assess every facet of a product’s performance —

» We look forward to a healthy future
for high-guality audio, and the ultimate
fusion of images and sound.

Mtfr
SUBSCRIPTION HOTLINE: (01454) 620070
SUBSCRIPTION FAX HOTUNE: (01454) 620080

HI-FI CHOICE MARCH 1996 3



Reviews Editor Alan GA’Hsbby' Sircom
Production Editor Kristin § Scharffscher « At Editor Del PM Gentleman

i q Contnbutots Barry | Fox * Alvin Gold © Jimmy Hughes 1!
¢ Chris Foslef  Editorial Ziggy Opoczynska 1

QGIbNW

Paul Messenger lines up 14

unsuspecting speakers for @ \\

thorough investigation.

7 Update

All the bonny, bouncing babies of the hi-fi
industry are wheeled out for their first
excursion. Ooh, look at their oochie-
coochie-woochie little phono plugs.

l 4 Sessions

Hard man of the audio industry ‘Mad’
Malcolm Steward and his gang give some
hi-fi a right going over. That'll learn 'em.

2 l Statements

Alan Sircom loses his capital letters over
the new conrad-johnson power amplifier
and revised preamp.

22 Aspirations

KJ West One’s £35,000 bespoke system
has transformed the most humble of rooms
into a Far Eastern delicacy.

28 Help!

Alvin Gold solves all your troublesome
audio worries, while Jimmy Hughes tells
you how to service your system.

| 45 Write on

Simply write about fear and loathing in hi-fi
and you could win yourself a Hi-Fi Choice
polo shirt that even Jean-Paul Gaultier
would be proud of.

3 Editor's Notebook

Stan Vincent takes a trip to Steyning to
visit those grand-masters of all things
engineering SME.

13 Ear Waxings

Jason goes digital in search of the ultimate
digital lead, and gets all hot under the cath-
ode about some serious valve books.

2 5 21st Century Fox

Barry Fox questions the validity of the new
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Conrad-Johnson’s PV10A
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the MV55 power amp, as
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AGAIN, MALCOLM STEWARD COMES WITHIN INCHES OF CERTAIN DEA

TOBRING YOU THE

Straight from the X-files — Teac’s A-BX7R.

Teac’s X-factor

Following what the company describes as the ‘huge suc-
cess’ of its A-BX10 integrated amplifier, Teac has intro-
duced the £699.95 A-BX7R. Like the larger A-BX10, the
new model uses simple, straightforward circuitry based
on a small number of expensive, high specification com-
ponents. The dual-mono design, which also features bal-
anced inputs, aims to maintain signal purity and deliver
sufficient power to retain the dynamic impact of modern
digital recordings.

An improved bhaby

MS05i — it’s small, but it's improved.

The junior member of Mordaunt-Short’s Music Series
range has become the final model to gain Improved
status. The uprated MS05, the MS05i, sells for £100
and can be distinguished from its predecessor by its
gold livery.

Like the rest of the Improved models, it has been
tweaked below the surface, too. It now has a braced
cabinet to improve its bass performance, and an opti-
mised magnet system for enhanced dynamics, sensi-
tivity (87dB) and control. Its 100mm mid/bass driver
uses an MCS cone assembly with a phase plug to
improve its midrange and enhance integration with
the 10mm polyamide dome tweeter. & (01705)
407722 or e-mail 100144.1407 @compuserve.com.

HI-FI CHOICE

Available in black or gold finishes, the Danish
designed A-BX7R comes with remote control volume and
is rated at 50W into eight Ohms rising to 70W into four
Ohms. The line-level amplifier has inputs for CD, tuner,
aux and two tape decks with monitoring. All input switch-
ing is handled by relays placed close to the sockets on the
rear panel to minimise circuit path length, while loud-
speaker output is via heavy-duty binding posts.

@ (01923) 819630.

andwagon ahoy

The Wharfedale Valdus name is making an appearance in
the home theatre arena. Selling for £189.95, the Valdus
Home Cinema loudspeaker package is an upgrade for exist-
ing hi-fi systems. It comprises a pair of Valdus 100s as sur-
round speakers and the new, fully shielded Valdus Centre.
Buyers also receive all the necessary cables and a copy of
Wharfedale's Guide To Home Theatre book.

The Valdus Centre is also available by itself for £99.
Intended for TV-top placement, its compact ported cabinet
houses two 100mm fibre-cone woofers and a 28mm plastic
dome tweeter. A crossover with conjugate impedance
matching ensures the speaker is easy to drive — 89dB sen-
sitivity and an eight Ohm impedance. An electronic
protection circuit safeguards the tweeter from abuse.

@ (0113)2601222.

Five go mad with Valdus.

In brief

Bristol’s ever-popular Sound &
Vision show takes place once
again at the Marriot Hotel and
starts on Friday 23 February,
continuing until Sunday 25th.
Adult admission is £4 but
smiling, happy, loving couples
get in for £6.

London dealer Grahams Hi-Fi is
now using the R.E.D. CD-ROM
music catalogue, claimed to be
the ultimate source of recorded
music information. Customers
can obtain a print-out to help
them find a particular disc or
buy a copy of the CD-ROM itself.
= (0171) 226 5500.

Component supplier Russ
Andrews, (RATA), has installed
a Freephone telephone number
for orders and enquiries.
Customers can also use the
number to obtain the latest
Audiophile Component
Catalogue. = (0800) 373467.

Switched On '96, the North of
England’s hi-fi, video and con-
sumer electronics extrava-
ganza, takes place on February
10 and 11 at Manchester’s G-
MEX centre. Adult tickets are £5
while family admission costs
£12.50. = (01829) 770884.

High End '96 promises an ‘exhibi-
tion of superlatives’ at the Hotel
Gravenbruch Kempinski, near
Frankfurt on May 4 and 5. Over
350 manufacturers — includ-
ing a number from the UK —
will be displaying their wares.
2 (0049) 202 702022

Mission Electronics has been
selected from 180 companies
as the overall winner of
Commerce magazine’s Winning
Business campaign. Judges
admired the company’s skill,
commitment and aggressive
drive to increase market share.
= (01480) 451777
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“The V-100 has become
something of a
Home Cinema Classic.”

(Alvin Gold, Home Entertainment magazine)

The Canon corner-mounting V-100 is one of a range
of unique loudspeakers. Giving you a larger spread
of sound than conventional box loudspeakers.
And making your Home Cinema system truly

home-friendly. There are options like wall-mount,
shelf and stand-mount, and paintable grilles. So you
can even match the speaker into your decor.

Listen without limits.

For more information on the Canon range of loudspeakers, call for a brochure and dealer list free on 0800 616417
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All that matters at AVI

Valdus on the road

Wharfedale has ventured beyond manufacturing hi-fi and
professional speakers, and drive units for musical instru-
ments and PA systems, with its expansion into the in-car
market. This range of new products bears the Valdus
name established with its rock-oriented hi-fi designs.

Clearly intent on becoming a major player in the car
stereo league, Wharfedale is initially launching fifteen
models and plans to increase the line-up further during
this year. All requirements, it seems, are being catered for,
with speakers ranging from a four-inch, full range co-axial
unit to a twenty-four-inch subwoofer, the VLD-BB24,
which will happily soak up a kiloWatt of power. The latter,
the company believes, is the largest commercially avail-
able in-car loudspeaker in the world.

As you might have guessed, Wharfedale is targeting
the younger driver with these speakers and will be demon-
strating their prowess in Sound-Off competition winning
vehicles. Hi-Fi Choice, naturally, suggests you youngsters
take care of your hearing — and windscreens and bowels
where the VLD-BB24 is concerned — by listening solely
to Barry Manilow records at sensible volume levels.
Therapy? albums at ear-splitting levels the rest of us
Choice types like, are right out. @ (0113) 2601222.

Bass, bass all over the place from Whar

HI-FI CHOICE

AVI's S2000MC Reference CD player, the company tells
us, is the product of its designer’s fanatical devotion to
achieving the perfect reproduction of music. It further
notes that “Terms such as pace, rhythm and timing have
no meaning at AVI - they're merely a way of presenting
some aspects of an inherently imperfect system in a more
positive light. All that matters is absolute accuracy...”
Contentious stuff.

To achieve sonic superiority the S2000MC Reference
uses “the best sledge transport system available”,
mounted on a mass damped platform. This is driven by
AVI's proprietary electronics, including its own tracking
servo, C-MOS controller, signal processor and a static
display to avoid the interference associated with conven-
tional multiplexed displays. D/A conversion comes cour-
tesy of two Burr Brown 20-bit DACs, run from a 33MHz
clock and partnered with a selected eight-times oversam-
pling digital filter.

All the electronics are star-earthed on a fastidiously
laid-out circuit board with sophisticated ground plane
schemes and seven separate regulated power supplies.
The player is electronically and aesthetically matched to
the rest of AVI's range and can be controlled by an AVI
system remote handset or from its facia.

The price of treading AVI’'s path to perfection is
£1,149. = (01453) 765682.

Seven up

Grundig has a new range of Dolby Pro-Logic compo-
nents that are designed to attract ‘committed audio-
philes’. The V1000 DPL amplifier, which sells for
£359.99, comes with remote control and is equipped
to drive seven loudspeakers. In stereo mode it delivers
2 x 100W into four-ohm speakers, while in Pro-Logic

mode it sends 60W to each of the three front channels
and 25W to each of the rears (all ratings RMS power
into four-ohms). The AV amplifier has five audio
inputs including phono, and three audio inputs for
video sources.

Grundig also offers two AV receivers, the R1000
DPL at £399.99 and the R14 DPL at £279.99. Both
include tuner stages with fifty-nine station presets and
full remote control. & (01788) 577155.

Denon’s dynamic discretion

PRO LOGIC

Denon’s AVC-1800 amp.

The AVC-1800 home cinema amplifier is Denon’s attempt
to deliver the sound quality of its AVC-2800 in a more afford-
able package. Like the 2800, the new £549.99 model uses
discrete decoder and amplifier technology to provide better
performance than is attainable with ICs.

The Pro-Logic decoder uses Denon's Dynamic Discrete
Surround Circuit, in which the front and centre channels are
handled as analogue signals while the rear channels use a
custom digital circuit with separate power supplies for the
analogue and digital sections. Power output is 70W at the
front and 20W at the rear.

The amplifier offers a variety of audio and video connec-
tions, including S-Video and automatic input balancing.
Most settings are variable and can be stored in the system’s
memory. There are five surround sound modes as well as the
usual Pro-Logic options, and on-screen displays simplify set-
up and configuration. & (01753) 888447.

UPDATE

In brief

Aanvil Audio has been appointed
UK distributor for ART acces-
sories, Meracus electronics and
Yamamura-Churchill cables
and accessories. & (01359)
240867.

Tina Turner's 1996 European tour
will be her first in six years and
is being sponsored by TDK,
which describes it as the com-
pany's most exciting venture
yet. TDK has worked previously
with big names such as The
Rolling Stones and Paul
McCartney, and has also spon-
sored many less high profiled
music events. = (01737)
17317173.

Stefan Venetos, the inventor of
V-Damp anti-vibration material,
has joined Heybrook Hi-Fi to
look after new product develop-
ment. The company has now
taken over UK distribution of
Analysis magnetostatic ribbon
loudspeakers and Parasound
electronics. & (01752)
131313.

Wharfedale's Modus Micro and
Modus Cube speakers are now
available in white finishes,
while the Modus Vivendi range
has been upgraded to Series 2
status. This sadly means no
more glowing red tweeters:
they've been replaced with silk
dome units. = (0113) 2601222.

The Puresonic 6220 is a new
banana plug that promises a
tight fit for the best information
transfer. A four-pack costs
£13.95 with rhodium plating
and £19.95 with gold plating.
< (0181) 771 8388.

Sevenoaks Hi-Fi's Guildford and
recently updated Croydon
branches can now demonstrate
the Meridian 500 Series to cus-
tomers looking for high grade
audio visual systems. &
(01732) 742299.

Philips has introduced its new
£199.99 DC349 in-car cassette
tuner, which comes complete
with a wired remote control
mouse that attaches to the
steering wheel. This handy little
podule facilitates easy tuning
preset changes and volume
adjustments with no need to
lookawayfrom the road. It also
includes Audio Super Control
(ASC), which allows different
bass and treble settings to be
stored on each radio band. =
(01869) 320333
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MOST SALES LITERATURE
ON SPEAKERS GETS RECYCLED.
OURS JUST GETS REREAD.

As vou may have noticed. the "high-end™ audio world

tends to congregate in small seets around many

throughs. True to our tenet, following the
teachings of our first official Danish
Holvman. chiel tester St.Erik "The

Ear”™ Nielsen, we feel compelled 1o ﬁ

prevent further adoration of Golden

Calves, comparable idols, and

other profane fallacies.

Hence, "The Book of Truth™, a musical

bible containing such towering com-

mandments as: Thou shalt not listen to |

speakers with undersized voice-coils.
Thou shalt not listen to speakers plagued
with phase response problems. Thou

shalt only listen to speakers that employ |

that utilize complete absorption of evil, backwards-
radiated energy. and allow for virtuous. echo-

free sound reproduction.

To furtherindulge in these and

other truths from Skander-
I'he Book of Truth horg. Denmark. please call
+19-10-858-066 or lax us
atl +19-10-859-035. to
receive a missionary
copy of our small ma-

sterpiece of true audiophile

literature. In the meantime, vou

. may ponder seeking refuge in the

heavenly sounds emanating from our

| meticulously handeralted speakers (like
the Contour 1.3 our company raccoon,
- Knudsen, is preaching from), whilst on

1 apilgrimage to one of our few true

one-picce MSP (Magnesium Silicate Po-

Ivmer) wooler cones. Thou shalt only listen to speakers

dealers. Consequently, you may

even consider recveling vour former speakers as well.

DANES DON T LIE.”
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Sony celebrates the trannie

Sony Radioc

- " SONY
TUNE IN TO THE

No less than 40 years of music on the move with Sony.

A spark on the horizon

There's heart-warming news for the hi-fi industry in The
Business Book 1996 — The Electrical Retail Market in Great
Britain, published by The Independent Electrical Retailer. Its
analysis of key areas of the electrical retailing market shows
that in 1995 audio separates sales had ‘taken on a new
lease of life following bad declines since 1992

Sales of audio separates had risen by five per cent, which
the book’s authors attribute to a revival in the music industry
and growing interest in better sound quality. Systems sales
had also risen dramatically, thanks to improved perfor-
mance, good reviews and a fall in the computer games mar-
ket that was sapping this area of the market. Portable audio,
especially CD players, performed exceptionally with nearly
eight million units sold.

The sales figures for separates items, for the year ending
November 1995, look like this: 173,400 amplifiers —
£56.9 million; 67,200 tuners — £12.4 million; 50,000
receivers — £14.4 million; 139,000 cassette decks —
£26.7 million; 62,600 turntables — £9.6 million; and
338,000 CD players — £70.7 million.

Good news for hi-fi manufacturers meant disappointing
news elsewhere: household penetration of dishwashers is
still only one fifth despite rampant price cutting, and sales of
three-in-one vacuum cleaners have plummeted by twenty-
three per cent. This clearly proves that music lovers just
aren’t house proud! & (01730) 894059.

The transistor radio has just celebrated its fortieth birth-
day. Sony is particularly keen to participate in the party
because it was the first company to produce a trannie,
the TR-55, way back in 1955. This was a risky move for
the then nine-year-old business because the radio mar-
ket was still dominated by sets using tried and tested
valve technology: few people were happy about using
these new fangled, American transistor devices, which
had only been invented in 1948.

Two years later, Sony introduced the TR-63, the
world’s first pocket-sized radio and the rest, as they say,
is history. While the transistor radio’s popularity grew,
the sets’ dimensions diminished every year. Sony’s cur-
rent ICF-SW100E world receiver, for instance, has a
four-band tuner, synchronous detection, a fifty-station
memory and a clock that automatically adjusts to the
local time of twenty-four major cities, all crammed into
a box the size of a cassette tape.

To celebrate the trannie’s 40th anniversary, Sony
has produced a limited edition, credit card sized AM/FM
radio. Called the SRF-220, its facia has a graphical rep-
resentation of the TR-55 and the forty-year transition to
the ICF-SW1O0O0E. It's priced, appropriately enough, at a
penny under £40. & (01932) 816000.

Home cinema economics

Business is booming in America. The Electronic
Industries Association reports that the number of
home theatre installations in the USA has increased
by 150 per cent in one year. Around 10 million fami-
lies now settle down for evenings of Pro-Logic fun. In
the third quarter of 1995 sales of home theatre prod-
ucts topped $2 billion.

Things are looking healthier for the audio sector,
too, according to Kathy Gornik, Thiel’s President, and
1995 Chairperson of the Consumer Electronics
Manufacturers Association’s Audio Division. She
announced that, driven by compactdisc (over 26 mil-
lion players sold last year), sales of audio equipment
climbed 11 per cent in the first quarter of 1995.

CEMA'’s figures show that the component market
had its best first quarter since 1990 with sales of
$383 million, a gain of 7 per cent. Multi-play CD
players and high-capacity CD players (10 or more
discs) helped boost sales, while turntables, power
amplifiers and equalisers also benefited from
increased “consumer focus” on stereo separates
brought about by interest in home theatre.

While the American marketplace is certainly very
different to those in the UK and Europe, it’s still
encouraging to see hi-fi consumption coming out of
the doldrums.

In brief

Denon has announced that its
DRM-540 cassette deck is to be
replaced by the £159.99 DRM-
550. Improvements have been
made to metering, headphone
monitoring and — by popular
demand — there is a timer
switch for automatic play or
record when power is first
switched on. = (01753)
888447

Alphason has a new midi-sized
stand to take away those inap-
propriate system siting blues.
The Strata 9202 — which
retails for £39.95 — stands 40
cm high, and comes replete
with an attractive graphite fin-
ish. Better still, it will store
more than 70 CDs underneath,
within its capacious shelves. If
you're feeling really flush,
splash out £59.95 on the
matching Strata 9205 speaker
stand. = (01942) 678000

LATE SPECIAL OFFER SHOCKER!
Those awfully nice guys and
gals over at Sony's Weybridge
nerve-centre are giving away
five £40 SRF-220 credit-card
radios (see above left). To win
one of these exclusive, limited-
edition radios, simply tell us the
model number of Sony’s first
transistor radio, back in 1955.
Write the answer, along with
your name, address and day-
time telephone number on the
back of a postcard or sealed
down envelope. Send this to
Sony Radio Giveaway
Competition, Hi-Fi Choice
(Editorial), 19 Bolsover St,
London W1P 7HJ. But be quick,
only the first five correct
entries we receive will win.
Closing date — first post on
Friday 16th February 1996. The
usual competition rules apply
— see pages 46/47 for details.

True Dynaudio Dealers.

HiFi Experience, 17 Coniscliffe Rd, Darlington, 01325-481418

; Music Matters, 351 Hagley Rd, Edgbaston, Birmingham, 0121-4292811

! Music Matters, 93-95 Hobs Moat Rd, Solihull, Bimingham, 0121-7420254
Harrogate Hifi Centre, 15 Commercial St, Harrogate, 01432-504274
Cornflake Shop, 37 Windmill St, London, 0171-6310472

Nichols Hifi, 430-432 Lee High Rd, Lewisham, London, 0181-8525780
Performance Hifi Systems, 5 London Rd, Sevenoaks, Kent, 01732-740425
Worthing Audio, 20 Teville Gate Precinct, West Sussex, 01903212133
Music Matters, 156-157 Lower High St, Stourbridge, 01384-444184

Holburn Hifi, 441 Holburn St, Aberdeen, 01224-585713

W.M. Coupar, 8-12 Wellmeadow, Blairgowie, 01250-872436

W.M. Coupar, 33 Reform St, Dundee, 01382-229588 |
W.M. Coupar, 9 Scott St, Perth, 01738-634809

The Music Room, 98 Bath St, Glasgow, 0141-3325012

Richer Sounds, 34 Wellington Quay, Dublin, 0103531-6719666
Richer Sounds, 40-41 Smithfield, Belfast

Danes don't lie.
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FREE!

THAT'S RX-A C100 TAPE

On the front cover of this month’s Hi-Fi Choice you’ll find a sample of
That’s RX-A cassette tape for you to try — absolutely free! You can record
your own favourite tracks on one of the best ferric tapes on the market,
courtesy of Hi-Fi Choice.

es indeed, ladies and gents,

Hi-Fi Choice is proud to

increase your listening plea-
sure with That’s RX-A, the tape
gives you more in every sense of the
word. First and foremost there’s
that amazing 100 minute length,
which as Yes fans will now, is
more than enough to record the
whole of Tales From
Topographic Oceans.

Then there’s the fact that
RX-A’s Type | Ferric composi-
tion is suited to all manner of
recording and playback situa-
tions — it’s rugged enough to
mix it with the most street-
tough ghettoblaster, yet won’t be
disgraced on home hi-fi decks.

Finally, let’s not forget that
the RX-A was awarded a coveted
Recommended swing-tag in Hi-Fi
Choice’s authoritative tape supple-
ment in November 1995. Paul
Miller was moved to say comple-
mentary things about this month’s
complimentary cassette: “...RX-A is
capable of delivering surprisingly
detailed and delicate recordings free of
that fuzzy-ferric coloration.” So there
you have it. Quality sounds to go!

Hi-Fi Choice regrets that the free tape is only
available on UK copies of the magazine.

If you're impressed by the

performance of RX-A, you might
like to try other tapes in the

That’s range, such as...

That's MG-X (Best Buy, Nov 1995)
That's CD-IIF (Rec’d, February 1995)
That's VX

That's CD-IVF

That's Suono




Waxings

Jason Kennedy drools over two new essential books for valve
fans, and tries some digital interconnects.

nce upon a time, about 25 years
ago to be imprecise, there was
the Audio Year Book, an illus-
: trated hi-fi tome. Since then
publications of this ilk have become thin on
the ground, with only occasional magazine
articles remaining a source material for
anachrophiles. Now, for the tube-amp
enthusiast at least, there are two — count
’em — new publications to drool over. These
are Audio! Audio! by Jonathan Hill (£10
plus £2.50 p&p) and the hardbound Tube
Amplifiers by Dagmar and Paul G Kavsek
(£40). But price is not the only difference
between these two coffee table tube tomes.

Audio! Audio!isanessential reference for
the vintage tube-amp spotter, containing
detailsof 850 different modelsfromover 140
manufacturers. MostofthegearisBritish,with
well-known brands like Leak and Lowther
sitting cheek-by-jowl with names I’ve never
encountered — Futuristic Aids Ltd, anyone?

In addition there is information on
imported kit from the likes of Dynaco and
Heath, even details of early Sony and JVC
quadraphonic stuff. Predominantly, this
consists of technical specifications, dates of
manufacture, and prices in original pounds,
shillingsandpence. There’sadecimalconversion
chartat the front, but that doesn’treally give
you any perspective on real costs. It would
have been useful to have had some yardstick
statistics, like the average wage, forexample.
A Leak Point One (0.1 per cent harmonic
distortion) Stereo 20 cost £30.9s.0d when it
wasintroducedin 1958, buthow many pints
of beer, gallons of petrol or EL34 output
tubes does that represent?

However, Audio! Audio!isacollector’s bible,
andithaspictures (71 of them,ingloriousblack
and white) of classic models, such as the
KerrMcosh DSI from 1962, and the serious-
lookingBTHA 1A controlunitfrom 1960.The
only criticism I have is that it’s a tad dry for
the casual reader; it’s really only a reference
book and has very little background on the
various companies, let alone their founders.

If really luscious pictures are your heart’s
desire, you’ll dig deep in your pocket for the
stunning Tube Amplifierspublished by Allegro
VerlagofVienna.lts 160 glossy pages,replete
with positively moist images of current valve
amps, take tube fetishism to the limit.

HI-FI CHOICE

Whether it’s the Art Audio Maestro, the
Intonation P1 or the Sound Perfect Kronos
pre/power, this is photography and thermio-
nicity for the gourmet.

There’s more to this tome than sheer visu-
al indulgence, however. It contains informa-
tion about how tubes and tube amps work
(co-written by one of the UK’s more knowl-
edgeable aficionados, Graham Tricker)
alongside rather scant details of each amp’s
origin and designer. There is an index of
namesandaddresses for all the brands, which
is handy because a fair proportion of them
are pretty scarce on these shores — have you
ever heard of an Audium or a Joule Elektra?
Well,they’rejusttwo ofthemostly German
but occasionally Japanese
rarities which sit
alongside better- /
known beasts @
like the Audio
Research VT60
or Leak TL12.
The latter is the
only product to
appear in both
Audio! Audio! | * *
and Tube Ampli-
fiers,lookingalotbetter
inthemoreexpensiveone,butfor
technicaldetail Audio! Audio!ishardto
beat, so you might need both volumes!

Audio! Audio! is printed by Sunrise Press
@ (01938) 331532, and Tube Amplifiers is
distributed by GT Audio @ (01895) 833099.

Bitstreams and bobs

A digital interconnect should not possess a
discerniblecharacter. Thissolitary cable that
connectsthe CD transporttothe DACshould
offera75-Ohmimpedance,andnothingelse.
However, anyone who has read one of Paul
Miller’sreports on the subject willknow that
digital interconnects frequently don’t offer a
75-Ohmimpedance,andthattheycanimbue
sound with asmuch character asan analogue
interconnect. Kinda strange!

Two examples of the digital interconnect
art have been loitering in or near my trans-
port and DAC for a while now. To wit,
Precious Metals’ Silver 300, and a short
length from Roksan, which arrived when I
dallied with Xerxestheothermonth. Bothcables

[ube amplifiers

Liven up your coffee table with
some valve adulation tomes.

7 are terminated in
BNC plugs, so I
could compare

them with a piece

of Trichord Pulsewire

75 (£39perhalfmetre)

on level ground.

Asforthe Roksan,
there’s not much to
report; it sounded al-
most exactly like the Pulsewire, reproducing
wide bandwidth music with no detectable
tonal or temporal character. In other words,
a good result if you’re after great timing,
tonal characterlessness and solid imaging.

ThePrecious Metalscable,however, turned
out to have rather more character, and intro-
duced a degree of warmth by apparently
rolling off the high frequencies. In my current
system, this cable-induced effect wasn’t very
appealing, but loudspeakers that have gone
before the Electrofluidics Sonoliths have
responded well to the treatment.

So if your system is sounding a bit on the
bright side, this might be the solution.

By way of an end-note, I'm told that
Precious Metals’ less expensive Silver series
digital interconnects (models 100 and 200)
give a sharper sound. A
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Choice _

SeSsSSIonNsS

This involving,
power-packed trio
will appeal to a
wide variety of
listeners - and
it’s all British, too.

14 MARCH 1996

Arcam Alpha 6,

Myryad MI 120,

Ruark Icon

This month's system is an all-British
affair which offers subtlety and
finesse for the midrange connoisseur.

Broughr together more by the grace
of God than painstaking research,
this trio of new products combined to
formacharmerofasystemwitha par-
ticular flair for vocal material.

Ruark’s Icon is a compact, two-
way speaker that follows the compa-
ny’stradition ofusingexternally sourced
but highly-specified drivers, bolted
into exquisitely-fashioned cabinets.
However,there’smorethanthattothis
newdesign, forthe [conhasbeensprin-
kled with innovations dust.

Its bass/midrange unit, jointly
developed by Ruark and Vifa, is out-
wardly conventional in appearance
butitincorporates a couple of radical

elements. The first is its chassis,
whichisdamped —literally!It’smade
of moulded polymer composites that
retain some of the water used in the
manufacturing process. The idea is
to provide a rigid skeleton for the
bass driver while minimising any
propensity for ringing. The second
innovation is the pentagonal paper
cone, which prevents the diaphragm
‘going off’ at one particular set of
frequencies related to its radius.
Because that dimension varies, the
frequencies at which the cone wants
to resonate are scattered rather than
concentrated.

Other features include an inverted
driverarray,inabraced cabinet using
a mix of MDF and particle board; a
second-order crossover with bi-wire
connections; magnetic shielding; reflex
loading; and a tweeter with air load-
ing, designed to be equivalent to that
ofthedriver’s dome. All of thisaims to
providealevel of musicalaccuracyand

low coloration that the mak-

ers say is exceptional at the
price, £359.

One thing is certain; the Icons
didn’t exhibit any undue brightness
oraggressionatthetopend. (Thisisoften
apparent in compact speakers
that deliver a similarly energetic pre-
sentation.) They didn’t neuter songs
such as Therapy?’s Bad Mother; its
guitar grind emerged as brash and
hard-edgedasonecould wish. Amidst
this welter of energy you could easily
follow all the instrumental lines and
layersinthe mix.I’mnottalkingabout
studio monitoring clarity, but you’d
have no trouble appropriating the
guitar chops.

Vocalrecordingsshowed thatthe lcon
didn’t add or subtract anything
significantintermsofcoloration. Voices
werenaturally engagingandfullofchar-
acter,whichhelpedthespeakerintegrate
harmoniously with the communicative
£530 Myryad MI 120 amplifier to
which they were connected.

The MI 120 isthe first design from

thecompanyfoundedlast

year by former NAD (and
coincidentally Arcam)
designer, Chris Evans. As
you might expect, it had a
delightfully easy-going
character. Laid-backitwas
not, butitdidn’t proffer the
sort of smelling-salts pre-
sentation that thrusts music
under your nose and makes
your eyes water. Its delivery
was,welllet’sjustsaycarefully
measured:itwascultured with-
out being bland.

[ was impressed with more
than just its performance. For

starters, this attractively-styled
60W integrated is also remote
controlled—the handsetoperates
input, volume and standby selec-
tion. Furthermore, it offers
plenty of potential for expansion:
the aux input can be converted for
phono (vinyl disc) operation with an
add-in module; it has a low-level out-
puttowhich youcan connecta 120 power

HI-FI CHOICE
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amplifier  (£449) for  bi-
amping;andithasaMy-Link connec-
tion that allows you to control other
Myryad products, such as the tuner
(currently being developed), through
the120’sIR receiver. Therestofthespec
includessix line inputs (including two
full tape loops) and a headphone jack.

I didn’t receive a phono module
withtheamplifier,soldidallmylisten-
ing with compact disc, which, as |
intimated earlier, wasnotapainfulexpe-
rience. The 120’s pleasantly rounded
sound didn’t put you right up against
the PA with rock music; you were
positioned halfway between the band
and the bar, which represents the best
of both worlds. Dynamics were quite
markedifnotstartling, whilethetonal
balance wassmoothandeven. Treble
wascrispratherthanincisive,whilethe
lowend wasfullandtight. Subjectively,
the MI 120 didn’t seem to suffer wob-
blylegswhenitwasaskedtodelivercur-
rent. Perhaps, however,themostappeal-
ing quality this amplifier demonstrat-
ed,especiallythroughthe Ruark Icons,
wasamidrange that was open enough
tosatisfy allbut the most fussy of folk.
Voiceswerenothingshortofsuperbfor
a system at this price.

Sitting in the system’s driving seat
was Arcam’s £599.90 Alpha 6 CD
player. Essentially, this new machine
isan ‘Alpha 5 Plus’ into which Arcam
has grafted a new output board using
a 20-bit digital filter and advanced
PWM DAC with differential outputs.
Thefirstanalogue filter stages are also
differential for improved noise rejec-
tion, and the audio circuitry is direct-
ly coupled from the DAC through to
the output sockets. The result is a
player that delivers the blend of brio
and refinement that has long charac-
terised Britain’s best-selling chunk of
serious CD machinery.

In keeping with this system’s
amplifier and speakers, the Alpha 6
provided plenty of information with-
out ever sounding forced or artificial.
Its sound was devoid of the unnatural
highlighting which can disturb the
music’s cogency and flow. Unusually
forarelativelyinexpensive player, the
Alpha6handledbasslineswithauthor-
ity. Itshowed a commendable grip on
bountifullines,whichmanyplayersbloat,
without diminishing their body or
robbing them of leading-edge snap.

All round, this trio proved to be a
remarkably palatable combination.
It’s musically sympathetic, easy to use
andcleanlystyled.Oh,andthe MI120’s
volume control, which combines cool
lookswith practicality,easily deserves
to win the ‘Knob of the Year’ award.
Ruark Acoustics Ltd & (01702) 601410
Myryad Systems Ltd = (01705) 265508
A&R Cambridge Ltd & (01223) 440964
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M&K MX-300
subwoofer

A subwoofer from across the
pond, which won't take no for an
answer, takes on the demanding task
of underpinning Malcolm’s system.

Audi()philes have historically
peered down their noses at sub-
woofers, regarding them as the work
of the devil and the sole preserve of
home theatre enthusiasts. Recently,
though, thismuch malignedspecies—
subwoofers, that is — has started
gainingcredibility. Much of the cred-
it for this goes to above-average
active designs from Britain’s RELand
America’s Miller & Kreisel.

Theprice-tagaloneon M&K’snew
MX-300 tells you that it ought to
deliver more than just a monotonous
thud should you happen to squirt a
terpsichorean signal into its line- or
speaker-level inputs. Mind you, it’s
not lacking sheer brute force, either:
ithasabundant floor-board wrecking
power, thanks to its 300W on-board
amplifier and brace of twelve-inch
drivers. Next time some élitist bore
clutching Jazzatthe Pawnshop asksto
hear your system, watch his reaction
when you crank these muthas.

To discover how well it played
‘real’ music [ patched the MX-300in-
tothesecondoutputofanAcurus RL11
pre-amplifier and connected the first
to the partnering A150 power ampli-
fier (seelastmonth’s Sessions),driving
a selection of high-quality miniature
speakers. Thisarrangementallowedme
to switch to listening to the sub in
isolation,whereitshowedthatitcould
generatearespectablefacsimile of the

feisty
bass lines
on Therapy?’s
Troublegum. The sub
provided tunes and rhythm

in surprisingly good measure.
It also sounded unusually
well con-trolled; notes stopped
and started without overhang or
sluggishness.

It proved equally effective playing
within a system. Here was a sub that
was most noticeable when it was
turned off. It could be accurately
adjusted so as not to intrudeuponthe
main speakers’ midrange or upper
bass, which, along with its rare
musicality, madeita welcomeadjunct
to a bandwidth-limited system.

However,Ididhavetospendrather
a lot of time setting it up so that its
contributions were seamlessly inte-
grated. Thisratherspoilsthenotion of
the subwoofer as a stick-it-anywhere
item, not that I ever placed much
credence in that — low bass might
very well be ‘directionless’ but it still
needs to be in temporal alignment
withthe upperbassifthe performance
is to gel. The M&K’s phase control
didn’t exert much influence in my
room,solhadtoresorttohumpingthis
bulky objectaround the floor, search-
ing for the sweet spot where every-
thing came together.

Despite this unwelcome physical
exertion, I still felt favourably dis-
posed towards the MX-300. I partic-
ularly appreciated how it only drew
attentiontoitselfwhen turned off,and
I found that the substance and weight
it had added to a small speaker’s pre-
sentation was very sorely missed.
Mafia Trading Company Ltd &= (0589) 325363

The MX-300 —
it'll make a real
man out of the
mousiest of
speakers.

>
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<< Chord Company Siren
Dismissing cable banditry on the
one hand and promoting violently
hued wire on the other — is there
no end to cable controversy?

’llapologiseincaseloffendanyone’s
audiophile sensibilities, but I’'m not
overly keen on expensive intercon-
nects. Most I’ve tried have merely
made cosmetic changes, rather than
consequential improvements, to the
performance of particular systems.
There’s a lot of snake oil and voodoo
surrounding cables, and you’ll never
convince me that competentelectron-
ics truly need time-
aligned titanium
wires, lovingly cro-
cheted by vegan vir-
gins under a waxing
moon. (Surelyawan-
ingmoon— DepEd.)
The Chord Com-
pany’s cables reflect a
pragmatism that [ can
respect; substituting hype
and pseudo-science for a
straightforward combination
of quality materials and careful
hand assembly. The violent vio-
let-hued Siren looks a tad more
glamorous than others in the range
and uses silver-plated copper
conductors, hand soldered to
robustphonoplugs. Asithap-
pens, I don’t like phono con-
nectors much but the Chord
Companytypescertainly represent
the best of a bad bunch.

The Siren
produces the
sweetest of sounds
— but only on

the sweetest

of systems.

Obliginglyconfirmingmy prejudices,
Siren gave the more costly
cables to which I com-
pared it a

ARCH 1996

DeVa's DAC
digital daredevil
is de business.

damn fine
run for their money.
Whilesomeoftheexoticaimproved
upon Siren’s performance in some
areas,noneexhibitedquite thesameover-
all balance of virtues. And balance is
the most desirable quality in any sys-
tem or component.

Used with the sort of quality, mid-
price system for which it’s intended,
Siren sounded coherent, full bodied
and musically informative, although
not as overtly detailed as some others
[ tried. But the cable’s presentation
was communicative without being
hectoring. However, whileitsounded
polished withan Alpha 6,itsopenness
proved less desirable with a cheap
CD player; Siren doesn’t disguise any
top-end fierceness in a component.

Interconnects are always a
suck-it-and-see proposition, but
Siren definitely seems worth
addingto your tasting list.
The Chord Company
@(01722) 331674

THE FRONT END

DeVa DAC

DACs rarely have a plethora of
controls and lights on their front
panels, but the DeVa takes
minimalism to new heights.

M()rgan Audio’s £399 DeVa DAC
takes minimalism to the absolute
extreme,striding boldly alongthe
slippery edge of the precipice
of feature paucity. Its front
panel’sonlylandmarkisan
illuminated logo— with
just enough candle-
powerto beseenin
adimlylitroom
—totellyouthat
it’salive. Thisdig-
italdaredevil doesn’t
even have an on/off
switch. Such puristaudio-
phile austerity comes as a

bitof a surprise on a compo-
nentthat’slikelytoappealtomainstream
buyers. The DAC’scircuitdesignisequal-
ly Spartan and elementary. DeVasim-
plyusesa 16-bitPhilipschipwith fully-
analogue filtering.

Unlike some of the beardless
youths in the audio press, I tend to
question the place of inexpensive
DAC:s in the scheme of things. I cer-
tainly don’t see them as a panacea for
the cheap CD-player blues. I regard
them more as a first step towards a
dedicated two-box CD system, partner-
inga decentintegrated playerorstand-
alone transport. That was how |
assessed the DeVa; hanging it off the
digital output of an aged but worthy
Micromega Leader—agood player with
scope for betterment.

However, switching between the
DAC’s output and that of the player
driving it, I didn’t detect any appre-
ciable musical gains. The DAC’ssound
wascosmetically sharper, butthe pre-
sentation of the player itself seemed
better integrated. Instruments and
voiceshadamorenaturalwarmthand
substance without the DAC, which
appeared to highlight leading edges
and some minor elements in mixes.
This would doubtless be worthwhile
in a mellow sounding system, but the
Leader didn’t really need this sort of
assistance.To its credit, though, the
DAC impressed me with its por-
trayal of timing and bass lines, both
of which seemed sprightly and sym-
pathetically handled.

The DeVa's destiny would seem to
beinperkingupreticent CD playersor
transports. Theonlycaveat,otherthan
trying it with whatever player you
own, is to ensure you audition one
that’sfullywarmedup:this DAC takes
aconsiderable while to come on song.
Morgan Audio @ (0151) 255 0946
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System Audio
5010 Signature

Small speakers can kick ass too,
a fact well demonstrated by these
Kan-tankerous Danish devices.

efore graduating to my current

Naim SBLs I spent several years
livingwithapair of Linn’soriginal Kans,
which helped me develop a genuine
admiration for high-performance
miniature loudspeakers. It’s easy to
writeoffsmallboxesasbeinginherently
too compromised to give fully satisfy-
ing performances— insufficientbass,
limited loudness, restricted dynamics
andsoon—butwhenyoucohabitwith
a decentexample of the breed, tacked
ontheendofawell-sorted system,you
soon dismiss those preconceptions.

TheSignaturesareroughlythesame
size as Kans when you look at them
face-on,buttheirsmartly finished cab-
inets are deeper and reflex ported. The
ports and an eight-Ohm impedance
help them deliver an impressively
hearty account of bass instruments
without demanding heaps of current.
Nonetheless, I'd recommend that
potential buyers don’t scrimp when
selecting an amplifier; the speakers
haveacandourandresponsivenessthat
might well prove embarrassing for an
amplifierthat’snotfullytogetherinthe
control department. I used a Naim
NAP250andan AcurusA150,bothof
whichwereeminently suitable partners.

What I particularly appreciated
with the Signatures was their speed —
[ love the way that small drivers stop
and start, lending music a sense of
genuine temporal precision. Mind
you, that quality can prove wearing if
the speaker doesn’t play bass lines
with a reasonablesemblance of auth-
ority. The Signatures did.Ithoughtthat
they’d at least come unstuck on
Dread Zeppelin’s Un-Led-Ed,butthey
sailed through it, ne’er once being
tripped up by the dubward bass
excursions. Thelowend demonstrated
commendable grunt allied to superb
articulation and intonation.

Given its size, this looks like an
unduly expensive speaker, but its
performance justifies its asking price.

If youhaveasmallroomand musi-
callyadeptsourcesand amplification,
the Signatures would doubtless com-
plete your system most agreeably.

The Chord Company = (01722) 331674
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NAD 616

This double cassette deck appears
to have the right ingredients, but is
the recipe to Malcolm's liking?

’ve never understood why anyone
wouldwantadubbingcassette deck,
butldoknow thatmostofthemsound
as inspiring as a party political broad-
cast. Still, if you feel a pressing need to
make copies of material that’salready
on a third-rate format, [ suppose you
might as well try to find a good one.
Ask any sentient being to design
suchabeastand they’dslapa couple of
decent transports in a box, then avoid
weighing it down with the sort of fea-
tures that most users will hardly ever
need. This seems to be what NAD has
done with the 616. The deck’s facilities
arerestricted tothosethataretruly use-
ful: Dolby noise reduction, auto-tape-
selection,auto-reverse,and NAD’s pro-
prietaryPlay Trimequalisationcontrol.
Nonetheless, listening to the 616
proved disappointing; playing com-

mercial cassettes it sounded dynami-
cally compressed, restrained at the
frequencyextremesand lacking vital-
ity.Play Trim helped toimbue themusic
with an appreciable sense of sub-
stance or life,butnotenough. Normal-
speed dubs exhibited similar charac-
teristics, while high-speed dubbing qual-
ity was dubious and, as suggested by
the instruction manual, best reserved
forlowgrade (speech)copies. Recording
from other sources natur-ally gave
improved results, but even so, the
616didn’tlightmy fire. Musicsound-
ed shut in and prosaic, as though its
energy content had been ironed flat.
Pushingtherecord meterswellintothe
red on metal tapes gave the liveliest
recordings, but music still sounded
dynamically muted with reduced
attack on the leading edges of notes.
Over the years NAD has produced
some truly memorable products, butI
havetosaythatmyexperience with the
616 suggests it won’t become one of
that hallowed number.
NAD @ (0181) 343 3240

NAD has come
up with some
winners in its
time — the 616
isn’t one, alas.

The Signatures —
proof that it's
quality not quan-
tity that counts.

>>
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The BD21s will
appeal to even
the tightest of
skint-flints.

The Canon S-25s
are too wide for

Malcolm.

18 MARCH 1996

Atacama BD21

The Atacama SE24 speaker starred in
our last two stand reviews and now it
it has a cheaper sibling, the BD21.

Ler’ssupp()se Godgaveyoushortarms
and deep pockets, and then cruelly
filledyourpursewithmoths, scream-
ing at you to buy some speaker
stands. As a careful individual,
naturally youwould wantto pay
peanuts but you would still demand a
quality product. Here’s the answer:
Atacama’s BD range. No discount for
cash,anddon’tcomplain about being
charged thesame price for the 17-inch
BD17 as the 21-inch BD21 and 25-
inch BD2§. Just accept that life’s full
of heinous injustices. And don’t fuss
becauseaset of top-spikes adds £9.99
to the total. Pinch some bolts off your
child’s bike and file them to a point if
you’re that mean.

What you’ll get for your £54.99 is
a pair of no-frills, solidly constructed,
single-pillarstands, which, when filled
with sand or shot, root their spiked
basesfirmly into the floorand provide
a reasonably secure foundation for
any compactloudspeaker.

Cheap,self-assemblystandsusually
tend to sound like cheap, self assem-
bly stands. The mix of lightweight
construction and questionable struc-
tural integrity generally lead to a pre-
sentation that’s too vivid for comfort
andmusically shortofcoherence. That
wasn’tthecasehere,although the BDs
aren’t as rigid as the more expensive,
fully-welded SEmodels. Like their big
brothers,the BDsdished outwarm, solid
bass a plenty, which was tightenough
to stay in time despite the flexure evi-
dent in the stands’ columns. The
midrange seemed free of any stand-
induced coloration, while the top end
was tidy and decently detailed.

Effectively the BDs can plead
‘not guilty’ toallthe charges normal-
ly levelled at cheap stands. However,
if you want the best performance you
can buy attight prices, I’d still suggest
you find the extra tenner or so for the
better-looking, wholly rigid SEs.
Sambell Engineering Ltd = (01455) 283251

The least expensive wide-imaging

stereo speaker from Canon so far gets
off to a good start with its styling, but
there's more to good sound than that.

his issue’s first unconventional

speakeristhe CanonS$-25,oneofthe
company’s wide dispersion systems,
which aims to increase the area over
whichlistenerscanappreciateastereo
image. Other manufacturers, includ-
ingKEFand JBL, have tried to achieve
similar results using direct radiating
drivers but no one, to my knowledge,
has yet employed such radical styling
involving cabinets that could pass for
Gothic table lamps.

Iadmire Canon’ssense of aesthetic
adventure.TheS-25smountedon their
matching stands are not unappealing
to behold, if your tastes lean towards
the modernistic. Such bravado, how-
ever, does set one up for a pounding if
thespeakerdoesn’tliveuptoitspromise,
oratleast offer passable performance.

[ suspected I'd done something
horriblywrongwhenIcouldn’tgetany
sortofclearlydelineatedstereoimage

THE FRONT END

from these speakers, but substituting
the Blue Room Minipods (reviewed over-
leaf) showedthatnothing was amiss with
the rest of the system.

Theimage ofasinger, forexample,
who appeared singer-sized and stage
centre with the Blue Room speakers,
simply spread itself between the
S-25s. The voice wasn’t clearly locat-
ed centrally, nor off to one side — it
waseverywhere.Instruments panned
leftorrightseemed better defined, but
that singer’s omnipresent voice fol-
lowed me resolutely as I shuffled
fromoneside of thesofato the other.

I’'mnotthesortoflistener whoisfix-
ated by stereo imagery, but even so, |
didn’tenjoy thesespeakers.Ifoundtheir
presentation uninvolving, mainly
because of their lightweight tonal
quality, which failed to convince me |
washearingreal voicesandinstruments.
I wasn’t expecting ground-shaking
bassbutlwouldhaveappreciatedalit-
tle more substance throughout the
spectrum. The sound of Christy Moore’s
acousticguitar, for instance, wasallstrings
andlittlebody resonance, while his voice
had a similar not-all-there character.

WhenIrealised thatl wasn’tcroak-
ingalong with Fairytale Of New York
Iknew thatthe back-in-the-boxmoment
had arrived. To paraphraselce-T,they
were outta my room like they
stole somethin’.

Canon UK & (01256) 841300

A5 011555
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THE FRONT END

Blue Room Minipod

The dinkiest pod takes style to the
hookshelf loudspeaker market and backs
it up with some entertaining noises.

he Blue Room Minipod from a

branch of the well-known loud-
speaker giant, B&W, is probably the
oddest-looking confection to visit my
lounge this year. It looks more like a
miniature,limbless Michelinman than
a loudspeaker, which is excusable
because it’s a product without any
audiophile pretensions — it’s a fun
speaker.Happily,it’sa funspeakerthat
makes a decent job of playing music.
Even when it fluffed things, the Mini-
pod still managed to make thorough-
ly entertaining noises.

This £399, high-tech, bookshelf
trinketusesaported Glass Reinforced
Plastic enclosure into which are fitted
an aluminium dome tweeter and a
Kevlar midrange driver. The bulbous
enclosure, apart from giving the
speaker its singular appearance,

HI-FI CHOICE

These pods
not only look
trés groovy,
they work
pretty well,

promisestoriditof manyresonantand
dispersion problems foundinconven-
tional, cuboid cabinets.

Like most capable small speakers,
the Minipods faredwellinthemidband
and high end. In fact, they seemed
rather good here, witha disconcerting
facility forpullingrecordingsapartand
showing what the producer had been
doingonthedesk. Parked onstandsclear
ofawalltheyalsodeliveredimpressive
stereostaging, withrock-solidimages,
whichhadaconvincingdepthtomatch
their outstanding lateral precision.

Where they seemed inconsistent
was in the low end, where their per-
formance varied from disc to disc.
They kept it all together manfully
with Jah Wobble,whichsurprised me,
butthey fell arse-over-tip tracking the
basslineinShaneMacGowan’s Donegal
Express. Obviously they were too
involvedinthespiritofthemusic—that
spirit being vodka, of course. But, as |
noted earlier, theirup’n’ at’em vivac-
ity still managed to make me smile.
B&W Loudspeakers Ltd & (01903) 524801 4

SESSIONS

Snorky’s CD Choice

I've noticed that the industry’s favourite contemporary
demonstration music always seems to come from lame
bands. Industry folk will tell you they’re simply respond-
ing to public taste in music; that it's the sort of music
people are currently enjoying, but | disagree. | reckon it's
because this festering schmaltz doesn’t pose any threats
to the mundane equipment upon which it's frequently
played. So here are two albums that have been trauma-
tising the cat of late: albums that deliver a two-fingered
salute to hi-fi bits that would better serve as doorstops.
The first comes from Therapy?.
Infernal Love bolsters my conviction that
the only worthwhile music around now is
coming from Ireland. While the Brit rockers
— the Pulps, Blurs and Oases — simper
and pose, Therapy? play rock the way it
was supposed to be played. The album
seethes with highly respectable pop tunes
laced with abandon, attitude and a healthy
dose of malevolence. Not to mention the glorious distor-
tion of over-driven guitar amps. Buy this record now. Play
it loud until your head hurts. Remind yourself why
your parents hated rock and roll.
If you don’t trash your stereo
in disgust because it can't han-
dle Therapy?, here's another
album in a slightly less abrasive
vein. Nonetheless, it still pre-
sents plenty of obstacles for a
system to surmount. If it man-
ages to unravel the mixes cogently
and grasp the effusive instrumental colour tightly, you'll
discover deftly-played music with substance, humour and
political awareness, offering probing insights into the male
psyche and the Church of Rome. Birds and booze are the
main themes of Shane MacCGowan’s gloriously hedo-
nistic The Snake. If you caught his masterful set at the
Fleadh this year, you've probably been listening to little
else since. No arguments: yer man Shane’s a genius and
easily one of the finest songwriters of this decade. His
porter-sodden voice might not have the mellifluous, cul-
tured timbre of Pavarotti but I'd say that was a bonus.
Take it to the next hi-fi show you visit, ask for a blast of
Donegal Express, then watch the doors slam in your face.

Contact details

Ruark Acoustics Lid, 59 Tailors Court,Temple Farm Ind.
Est., Southend on Sea, Essex, SS2 5TH, ©(01702) 601410
Myryad Systems Lad, 2 Pipers Wood, Waterberry Drive,
Waterlooville, Hants, PO7 7XU, = (01705) 265508
Arcam, ARR Cambridge Ltd, Pembroke Avenue, Denny
Industrial Centre, Waterbeach, Cambridge, CB5 9PB,

@ (01223) 440964

Mafia Trading Company Ltd, PO Box 946, Surrey, CR2
6JW, = (0589) 325363

Morgan Audio, 141 Vauxhall Road, Liverpool L3 6BN,

© (0151) 255 0946 ‘

The Chord Company, 30a Sarum Business Park, Portway,
Salisbury, Wiltshire, SP4 6EA, = (01722) 331674

NAD, 401-405 Nether Street, London N3 1QG, = (0181)
343 3240

Atacama Audio, Sambell Engineering Ltd, Winston
Avenue, Croft, Leicester, LE9 3GQ, = (01455) 283251
Canon, Unit 6 Genesis Business Park, Albert Drive, Woking
Surrey, GU21 5RW, = (01483) 740005

B&W Loudspeakers Ltd, Meadow Road, Worthing, West
Sussex, BN11 2RX, & (01903) 524801
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One of life’s more

rewarding decisions.

KEF
Reference
Series

60
20

50

200

lf()nly all decisions in life were as
straightforward as this.

The fact is that if you want the
purest sound and the most
uncompromising speciﬁcation, it
simply has to be New KEF Reference.

Every speaker must
match our engineers'

! 'reference' prototype to

500 2k 10k 40k

an almost unbelievable
tolerance of 0.5 decibels. This means
you can be sure that the sound KEF
created will be recreated in your
home. Exactly.

Our breakthrough Uni-Q®
technology delivers an .
astonishing stereo image, its
unique point source
design, with the tweeter
at the exact acoustic
centre of the mid-range
cone, lets you visualise the precise
location of every performer on the
stage. What’s more, because of
Uni-Q's smooth, even dispersion
you'll hear that incredible realism
throughout the room. From speakers

this good you'd expect outstanding

bass performance.

= With KEF's famous
T e
¢ coupled cavity' bass

systcm, now further

improved with
interports, you get it.

We go to similar

extremes in perfecting

every detail.

Some you can't see, like Oxygen-
Free Copper internal wiring or
magnetic shielding (vital in Home
Theatre). Some you can -
sumptuously veneered cabinets with
heavily gold-plated feet and
terminals, for example.

In other words, each pair of
Reference speakers is as close to
perfection as KEF can make it.

When you know you can choose
the best, would you willingly settle

for anything less?

KEF

The experience
of sound

SPEAKERS SHOWN ARE MODEL THREE IN SANTOS ROSEWOOD FINISH. KEF AND UNI-Q ARE REGISTERED TRADEMARKS
UNI-Q IS PROTECTED UNDER GB PATENT 2 236929. WORLDWIDE PATENTS PENDING. KEF AUDIO (UK) LIMITED,
ECCLESTON ROAD, TOVIL, MAIDSTONE, KENT ME15 6QP. TELEPHONE (01622) 672261

KEF Reference
Series Authorised

Dealers

ABERDEEN

BISHOP STORTFORD
BLOXWICH
BOURNEMOUTH
BRISTOL

CARDIFF

CHANDLER'’S FORD
CHELTENHAM
CONGLETON
COVENTRY
EDGBASTON
EDGWARE
GODSTONE
GUILDFORD
HEREFORD
KINGS LYNN
KNUTSFORD
LEEDS
LONDON NW6
LONDON W1
LONDON W1
LONDON W5
MAIDSTONE
NEW MALDEN
NEWCASTLE
NORWICH
NOTTINGHAM
OTLEY

OXFORD

PETERBOROUGH
PORTSMOUTH
SALISBURY
SHEFFIELD
SHREWSBURY
SOLIHULL

SOUTH CROYDON
ST LEONARDS
WORCESTER

WORTHING

Holburn Hi-Fi
Audio File
Sound Academy
Suttons Hi-Fi

Radford Hi-Fi
(head office)

Audio Excellence
(head office)

Hampshire Audio
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi
Congleton Hi-Fi
Frank Harvey Hi-Fi
Music Matters

Musical Images
(head office)

Surrey Hi-Fi

P J Hi-Fi

English Audio
Martins Hi-Fi
Wilmslow Audio
Audio Projects
Studio 99

HiFi Experience
K J Leisuresound
Audio Concept
Speakers Corner
Unilet Audio

J G Windows
Martins Hi-Fi
Nottingham Hi-Fi
Aston Audio

Audio T
(head office)

The HiFi Company
Jeffries Hi-Fi
Salisbury Hi-Fi
Sound With Style
Creative Audio
Music Matters
Zebra

Adams & Jarrett
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi

Phase 3 Hi-Fi

01224 585713

01279 506576

01922 473499

01202 555512

01172 428247

01222 228565

01703 252827

01242 241171

01260 297544

01203 525200

0121 4292811

0181 958 8777

01883 744755

01483 504801

01432 355081

01553 761683

01565 650605

01132 304565

0171 624 8855

0171 580 3535

0171 486 8262

0181 567 8703

01622 677773

0181 942 9567

0191 2321356

01603 627010

01159 786919

01943 467689

01865 742044

01733 341755

01705 663604

01722 322169

01142 737893

01743 241924

0121 742 0254

0181 688 2491

01424 437165

01905 612929

01903 245577

IF YOUR TOWN ISN'T LISTED PLEASE CONTACT:
KEF AUDIO (UK) LIMITED, ECCLESTON ROAD,
TOVIL, MAIDSTONE, KENT ME15 6QP.
TELEPHONE (01622) 672261



CONRAD-JOHNSON PV10A/MVS55

We two

areé one

Thrill monger Alan Sircom
finds solace in this
immaculately-balanced
thermionic pairing from c-j.

f there has been one constant

star in the high end heaven

throughout the ’90s, it must be

the conrad-johnson PVI0A

valve preamp. Ithas barely

changed throughout the years,
holding fast to the ‘if itain’t broke,
don’tfixit’ rule. Itis the entry point
into real high-quality music repro-
duction. [t is the first rung on the c-j
ladder. Now, if there were a match-
ing power amplifier...

Say hello to conrad-johnson’s
new £1,995 MV55 poweramplifier.
Thisisa45 Watt stereo valve chassis,
which can be modified to work in tri-
ode mode. This, itis suggested makes
for greater purity of sound, but effec-
tively halves the power output.

Each channel usesa 12AX7 tri-
ode input amplifier allied toa 6SN7
triode differential phase inverter.
These then feed a pair of E1.34 out-
put tubes. These tubes can be biased
using a red LED next to each of the
output tubes.

There islittle else to say about the
MVS5S. Asever with ¢+, it is beauti-
fully made, and uses very good com-
ponents throughout. It has a pair of
RCA phono outputs, five-way bind-
ing posts on the back panel,and a big
switch on the front. Plus there’s the
usual c-j gold front panel. But that’s
it—the MV55 isaboutas fuss-free
as tube amps get.

Asthe PVI0A preamp costs
£1,295, and the line-only PVIOAL
version cuts the cost back to £995,
this makes for a valve pre/power
combo that comes in under the ‘diffi-
cult’ £3,000 barrier. I’'m not going to
dwell too heavily on the performance
of the valve preamp, even though it
has undergone a face-lift recently.
Despite losing a balance control, its
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sound — through phono or line
input—is as good as ever. In fact,
some suggest that the
removal of the balance
pot from the circuit has
improved the sound of
the PVI0A, all be it
fractionally.

Unlike the ¢+
PVI10A and more
expensive power
amplifiers, the
MVS5isnota feed-
back free design. Yet,
c-j hasbeen clever with
the circuit design, making a no-
frills amplifier that has the sort of
soundquality associated with fussy,
no-feedback, single-ended designs.
However, as mentioned in other
reviews, the preamp’s phono stage
inverts absolute phase, while the line
stages and power amp are both non-
nverting.

A balancing act

From a sonic standpoint,the first
thing that hits you is the virtual
absence of real nasties in the frequen-
cy response. Before you cry ‘so
what?’, think how many amps you
can really hang that upon. People
define an amp by its tonal balance; in
fact, itis more often the lack of tonal
balance that truly defines an amplifi-
er. Can you honestly call a bright (or
dull) sounding amplifier ‘balanced’?
Such balance is rather disconcerting
atthe outset; itis akin to that first
experience with electrostatic speak-
ers. The reaction is a two stage affair:
first it sounds bland and unconvinc-
ing. Many get no further than that,
and remain happy with systems that
are inherently coloured. Some cross
over to the next stage, though. Thisis
when you begin to stop calling it ‘col-
oration’and call it ‘distortion’.

Such freedom from coloration does,
however, have its price. It gives no
quarter to poor recordings, showing
up all their faults, especially when
compared to a good recordings. Mid
*80s pop recordings in particular
sound too thin, bright and
compressed.

| STATEMENTS |

%""‘“Jm

The combo also has
very fine dynamics —not in the
‘Live Fast, Die Young’ style of single-
ended designs, or in a force-fed,
solid-state manner, butinan ability
to resolve the most minute detail.
Thislends the duo a very natural air.

I was surprised by the c-j’s ability
to keep time correctly. So often, one
has to accept timing compromises
with valve amps. Yet this duo stoical-
ly held on to the rhythmic structure
of music — whether that music be on
vinylor CD, a simple Foo Fighters
guitar riff or the sort of dense,
polyryhthmic free jazz that would
make Albert Ayer wince.

You’ll notice that I have not men-
tioned a single track to highlight a
specific aspect of the performance.
Thisis deliberate, because the even-
handedness of the ¢-j is so all-perva-
sive that you can’tdraw attention to
a single aspect without feeling that
you are over-emphasising it.

[f your tastes have matured
beyond the quick-hit pleasures that
lie in the valley of mid-fi, and you
want something a little more sophis-
ticated, a little more grown up, then
the conrad-johnson PV10A has
always been the first port ofcall.
Now, in the shape of the MV 535, the
little preamp has a partner thatis
more than capable ofkeeping up.

Audiofreaks, 15 Link Way, Ham, Surrey TW10
7QT. @ (0181) 948 4153.

Messrs Bill Conrad
and Lew Johnson

present their entry

level balancing act.
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EXcess

Stanley Fu spent £35,000 installing a state-of-the art
high-end hi-fi. Alan Sircom finds out why.

22 MARCH 1996

t’s amazing what you can find
in a Chinese take-away. Mixed
vegetable chow mein, you’d
understand; the more exotic
sweetand sour pork balls,you’d
hope for; but an ultra high-end
hi-fi kit! Still, whoever said there
wererulesto the take-away game.

Sitting above Stanley Fu’s take-
away restaurant is a rather small,
nondescript and sparsely-furnished
room. The strips of foam along the
rear wallsand packed into the corners
look alittle incongruous, but could be
passed offas some strange formof insu-
lation. Thenyoulook downtotheother
end of theroom...

All in a row, from speaker to
speaker, lies one serious high-end
system, the kind that is seldom seen
outside of the Pacific Rim. This is
Stanley’s firs fi system since mov-
ing to England from Hong Kong, and
was mostly supplied by Les Wong at
KJ West One. He could have the

system installed in a larger room in
his London house, but as he spends a
lot of his time in the restaurant, it
makessensetohavehissoundsin-situ.
Every aspect of the system is dedi-
cated to getting the best out of the
music, in the sort of highly-dedicated,
death-or-glory manner that makes
most systems pale by comparison.
The centrepiece of the system is a
VPIHW19 Mk IVturntable. This has
been extensively modified, taking
the deck most of the way toward a
T (VPI’s flagship deck), with the
latest bearing, platter and a four-kilo
isolated motor. Stanley would have
gone the whole TNT hog, too, if one
were available in the country at the
time. This deck sportsa SME V Gold
Standard tonearm, a Lyra Parnassus
rtridge and a set of £8 )
gnature phono cables.
on a Bright Star Big Rock
isolation platform, a slab of marble
and a Target isolation platform.
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The £10,000 Accuphase C280-V preamp
— need we say more.

What’smore,when Stanley boughtthe
deck, he didn’teven have any records!
Now, however, he has several boxes
ofthe highest-quality recordings, from
both Eastand West.

Stanley bought the turntable in-
stead of upgrading the CD player. He
currently uses a Marantz CD15 as a
transport,and a Theta DS Pro Basic I]
D/A converter. The former rests on a
Shun Mook ‘chopping block’ plat-
form, while the latter sits on a Towns-
hend Seismic Sink, once again with
the mandatory marble slab and Tar-
gettable. Andasifthatwasn’tenough,
the transport and DAC are connected
using some £1,050’s worth of NBS
Master digital cable, while balanced
XLO cables connect DAC to preamp.

As you’d expect, the preamp is no
shrinkingviolet,either. While in Hong
Kong, Stanley heard a system with the
Accuphase C280-V preamp atcentre-
stage. He was so impressed with it,
that, despite the £10,500 pricetag, he
immediately placed an order for the
beauty. This model has recently been
replaced by Accuphase in Japan, but
thesuccessorlacksaphonostage. And
yet again, marble and Target tables
provide support.

This is connected, via many thou-
sands of pounds worth of NBS Master
interconnects, to a pair of active ATC
SCMS50speakers. Thesaidspeakerssit
on custom-made, Target Reference,
speakerstands,the spikesofwhichrest
on two-pence pieces to protect the
marble slab beneath, naturally.

The system is completed by two
Aural Symphonics mains distribu-
tors, with their green-glowing LEDs
andultra-expensive mainsleads,
which were shipped-in
directly from the Far
East.An£800Italian
AudioCarpet —
which has four
layersofmaterial
— absorbs and
reflects different
frequencies.

Listeningtothe
system was fasci- W
nating. Like almost ) :
all systems costing in
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excess of about £10,000, Stanley’s
system is very individual. It is not a
‘me-too’ clone of a reviewer’s system,
or taken from a single manufacturer’s
portfolio of products. Instead, like all
good hi-fishould, it fits his tastes like
a bespoke Savile Row suit.

The VPI turntable is a far darker-
sounding machine than the fully-
Mana’dNinjaLP12thatInormallyuse.
Thisispartly duetotheamountofbass
information thattheVPIpullsfromthe
LP,and partly duetoitsmiraculouslack
ofvinylroar. However, the VPIsounds
slow by comparison.

Stanley has the best-sounding VPI
thatI’veheardtodate.Itismoremajes-
tic than slow in this context, and pro-
duces some of the most controlled
sounds’ve heard from vinyl. Itisalso
seriously detailed, especially in the
upperregisters. Forexample,few other
vinyl-replay systemshave beenasadept
at defining the differences between
naturalreverberation,spring reverband
digital-delay lines in recordings.

The treble was also finely
extended, with ne’er so much
as a triangle out of place. It
was only when fed with seri-
ously treble-oriented music
thatthesystembegintoshow
atouch of brittleness, but I'd
attribute that as much to the
ATC speakers as the turntable.

One aspect of the turntable’s
sound was a very slight plumminess
inthebass. Nevertheless, itextractsexcel-
lent dynamics, great sound-
staging (especially considering the
room), and coherence, whether the
music be The Orb or Gilbert and
Sullivan. Most of all, the VPI was
more than able to determine differ-
ences between recordings. On the
whole, the sound of the turntable was
more controlled and more statuesque
thanIwouldchoose for my music, but
itnonetheless producedresultsthatcom-
mands respect.

Movingovertothe CD,Iwasstruck
by how different the two formats
sounded.Oneisnointrinsically better
than the other, but the CD player
sounds far smoother thanthe LP. This

is the converse of common per-
ception, which seems to
be that CDs are crisp,
cleanandnew,while
LPs are woolly-
soundingslabsof
vinylthatshould
be ina museum.
[foundthetonal
balance of the
CDrtobecloserto
my own ideal, be-
ing slightly faster
sounding than thé

RATION

turntable. Onthe firsttrack [ played—
My Drug Buddy, by Evan Dando and
Juliana Hatfield — I heard a slight
resonance in the upper bassthatI’d not
heardbefore, along with better sound-
staging, simply loadsof fine detail and
aboutthesmoothest mid-band andtre-
ble I've heard from a CD player.
Withothertracksthe detailand the
smoothness remained, but the wood-
inessin the upper bassturned outto be
an artefact of the aforementioned
disc. Althoughsome may suggest that
the overall performance is too silky
smooth, it had excellent tonality —
especially across the midband — and
good dynamics.
Takeninageneralsense,thesystem
copes admirably well with the small
roomitlivesin.Ithasgreatdetail,sump-
tuous smoothness and excellent
dynamics. It is not the

sort of system that will get the best
out of dense, ill-produced recordings
or music with a tightly-defined beat.
The strong beat of hip-hop and house
music would be lost in the mix, as the
system pulls every last detail off the
disc. But hip-hop and house music
arenotpartofStanley’scollection,any-
way, which spans classical, rock and
an extensive catalogue of modern
Chinese music.

Stanley’s not finished with his sys-
tem,yet. The Accuphase hasimpressed
him greatly, and he’s looking to get-
ting a pair of £15,000 monobloks to
match. Asthe ATCs are active designs
only, this means that a new pair of
speakersare on the cards, too. Avalon
Ascents, Wilson System Vand thenew
Wilson-Benesch speakers have all
been mentioned, but Les Wong is
slightly concerned about the amount
of bass these designs can chuck out.

One day, he may even get round to
upgradingthe CD player,and Iwould-
n’t be surprised if Accuphase rears its
golden head once more. A
K] West One, 26 New Cavendish St,
London W1@(0171)486 8262

The Aural Symphonics

mains distributor — if

you need to ask the

price, you can't afford it.

The marble- mounted

Marantz CD 15. A

bargain at £3,000 plus.

MARCH 1996

23



The best quality

W\ PIONEER

PEF%?ENEE Hi'Fi deserves
P@INT

N 48 the best quality
dealers

- Customer Care

 After Sales Service

' Value for Money

Quality Separates

For your nearest dealer call:

O PIONGER

The Art of Entertainment




Barry Fox brandishes bananas at
hi-fi-phabic Brussels bureaucracy.

or years we have been prising
off the little metal plates that
cover the switched mains out-
let sockets on the rear panels
of our amplifiers. These sock-
ets deliver power only when
the amplifier is switched on, so they are
ideal for connecting a radio tuner, CD
player or tape deck. One switch does it all.

However, the sockets are designed for the

two-pin plugs that are a standard in the US,
andarethusdeemed unsafein Britain. Rather
than produce two different chassis designs,
the factories mass-produce everything in the
same way, and spot-weld plates over units
destined for the UK. They are easy to pop off
with a screwdriver, so everyone is happy.
Now, thankstowell-intentioned European
Directives from Brussels, we shall have to
start prising plastic bungs out of the banana-
plug socketsonamplifiersand loudspeakers.
[f you are confused by what you’ve just read,
join the club. A few days before the new reg-
ulations were due to take effect, on January
Ist 96, the British Federation of Audio
wasstilldescribingthesituationas “unclear”.
Large companies were playing safe, by pay-
ing whatever it costs to comply with the new
laws; fees of up to £10,000 can be incurred
redesigning hi-fi equipment to win approval
from an official test house. This can put ten
per cent on the street price of a specialist
product, so small companies, which cannot
afford the cost, are still hoping the whole
problemwouldgoaway. Like VAT, itwon’t.
The Electromagnetic Compatibility
Directive (89/336/EEC)obligedallEuropean
governments to make ita criminal offence to
sell equipment after January Ist 96 that
either causes “excessive interference™ or is
“undulyaffected” byit. The CE (Certification
Européenne) mark signifies approval by an
authorised test laboratory. The related Low
Voltage Directive (73/23/EEC) bans equip-
ment with exposed parts that carry AC
voltages of as low as 50V, and DC down to
75V. Thistakeseffectfrom January’97.Inthe
UK the penalty for ‘playing ostrich’ can be a
fine of £5000, three months’ jail, or both.
The EMC Directive is well intentioned; it
should stop the heavy-duty transistor
switches in a dishwasher from corrupting
the mains and interfering with radio and TV
reception. However, the blanket wording
also covers hi-fi. The blunderbuss filters that
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clean up a dishwasher’s act will make a hi-fi
amp sound like a telephone. Some manufac-
turers believe they’ve solved the sonic prob-
lem with new filter designs. Others will play
the spot-weld game by fitting Draconian
circuits that meet the regulations, but can be
easilyremovedafterpurchase(magazinearti-
clesand word of mouth will tell people how).

Last year, German hi-fi trade body, The
High End Society (HES), warned that loud-
speakers must also comply with the EMC
regulations. Their reasoning is that a
cross-over can leak electromagnetic fields
through its cabinet walls. Test laboratories,
authorised to check equipment against the
European Directive, are now advising
manufacturers to play safe by getting their
speakers tested and approval-marked.

At the end of the year, the British govern-
ment’s Department of Trade and Industry
wasadvisingthat “speakersneedto bemarked,
but because they work atlow power and are
difficult to test, there is no requirement to
test.” So what happens ifa job’s-worth trad-
ing standards officer wants to cause trouble?

Obviously, the HES sees this as a real risk
in Germany; it has builta lousy loudspeaker,
with massive magnets and clumsy cross-
over in a flimsy cabinet, and has paid for it to
be tested and approved. Now anyone can
pay the Society a few hundred quid to have
their own design compared with the refer-
ence junk. As long as the real speaker is bet-
ter than the junk one, there’s no problem.

Have you heard the one about the banana plug,
the mains socket and the Swedish person?

But the real killer is the
Low Voltage Directive. A
gutsy power amp will put
out speaker signals that
peak beyond the SOV safe-
ty limits, which means
saying goodbye to bare-copper spade termi-
nal connections. It also means adieu to
bananaplugs,unlesstheyhavespring-loaded
sleevesto stop people from touching the pins.

Anotherproblem with banana plugsisthe
ease with which they can be inserted into the
live terminals of continental mains sockets.
In the UK this is impossible, because our
three-pin socket relies for its actuation on
the insertion of a mains plug’s earth pin.
However, banana plugs are already being
banned or phased out in continental Europe.

One of the stories to blame for this con-
cerns a drunken Swede, who is said to have
tried to fit up a hi-fi system and, quite liter-

ally, got his wires crossed. True or not, most
manufacturers are now plugging their
banana sockets with a plastic bung, which
will have to be prised out with the same
screwdriver used to remove that metal flap
covering the switched mains socket.

Branko Glisovic, top dog of the German
HES, reckons the next step may be a ban on
screwdrivers — just in case someone pushes
one into a mains socket...
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~unplugged.

IR 6500 “ ... you can move around in full juicy stereo completely

Freedom — is the Vivanco range of cordless infra-red headphones.
The unconditional freedom to be on the move as you listen to your
hi-fi system or TV.

Technically developed to give audiophile quality, the latest advances

in infra-red technology provide a sound transmission
through the full spectrum of Hi-Fi sound.

Designed to fit your listening lifestyle, three
models have a transmitter with a charge
function which ensure the headphones are ready
to go when you are. All are easy to use and are
light in weight, with soft ear cushioning for

hours of sounds in comfort.

From £40 to £140 Vivanco infra-red headphones
" are the unplugged way to live.

unencumbered by wires... the quality really is remarkable...”
- London Evening Standard, Mar ‘95

IR 6000 “ Competes well in terms of performance and features
with... expensive... models”
- What Home Entertainment, Feb ‘95

IR 7600 ” ...they give an enjoyable, relaxing listen. They also have a
great bass for pounding dance music”
- What Hi-Fi?, Jun ‘95

IR 5000 “ Good value for money”
- What Home Entertainment, Feb ‘95

Call 01442 231616 for more details.

~cordless.
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DOCTOR ALVIN GOLD PULLS UP THE SHUTTERS IN HI-FI CHOICE'S AUDIO DAY HOSPITAL — QUICK NURSE, THE SCREENS!

Claro, quesi!

I want to buy a CD player,
amp, loudspeakers and cables
for about £500. Can you tell
me the best option for listening
to jazz, classical and pop —
instrumental and vocal?

Jauma Moreno, I Roca,
Barcelona, Spain

A: Ho hum — this is one of
those ‘how long is a piece of
string’ questions. Think in
terms of NAD, Marantz,
Arcam and Rotel amplifiers
and CD players, and speakers
such as the KEF Coda 7,
Mission 731LE, Tannoy 631
and GLL Imagio. Most of these
brands are particular about the
quality of the dealers they
appoint, so you should be able
to hold out for a properly con-
ducted demonstration.

Can’t get no satisfaction
My current system consists of
an Arcam Delta 70.3 bitstream
CD player, Audiolab 8000A
and a pair of Linn Helix speak-
ers, but recently I have up-
graded it with an Audiolab
8000DAC and Audiolab 8000P
power amp. Actually, I am
quite happy with my system for
the time being, but I am think-

ing of getting more out of it.
With £2,000 more to spend,
what should I listen to? Maybe
an Audiolab 8000CDM trans-
port, and changing my speakers
to Mission 753 instead. What
do you reckon?

] Cheah, Loughborough,
Leicestershire

A: Pausing only to remark that
if I was quite happy with the
sound of my system, I would
put any spare money into more
recordings, | would agree
strongly with a change from
the Linn Helix. The Mission

the music?

occasionally used.

Query of the month

While I was listening to a new CD recently, I noticed an
‘emphasis’ light had illuminated on my CD player. I have
well over a hundred CDs and this was the first time I have
seen it. What does it mean? Does it affect the sound quality of

Jeff Kowerchuk, Winnipeg, Canada

A: Part of the compact-disc standard allows for pre-emphasis
— selective boosting of the high frequencies when a compact
disc is mastered — to help mask the effects of bias noise, the
heavily treble-biased, residual background hiss associated
with digital coding. The quid quo pro is matching reduction in
high-frequency headroom, and some loss of transparency due
to the extra circuitry and signal switching required. As
signal/noise is rarely a problem with CD, pre-emphasis is only

753 is a crisper, deeper and
more refined instrument alto-
gether, but [ would also recom-
mend some more Helix-size
designs, such as the recently
introduced Spendor SP3/1,
which is about as refined and
as uncoloured as they come,
although it needs a lot of run-
ning in before it generates any
meaningful bass. Expect incre-
mental improvements in consis-
tency, imagery and clarity from
a change in the CD transport,
but a second Audiolab 8000P
to allow bridged operation
will ratchet up dynamics and
imagery more than somewhat.

DAC dilemma

I have recently auditioned at
home the Pink Triangle
Ordinal DAC, which, despite
what I played, failed to impress
me with any more detail than
my Dacmagic. Does this mean
that (a) the Dacmagic is an
excellent piece of kit, or (b) my
Trichord modified Pioneer PD-
§$801 fails to supply the
Ordinal with enough detail?
Gary Wood, llford, Essex

A: You may have been expect-

A mixed-and-matched collection

that’ll make sweet music together.

Is the excellent PT Ordinal out-

classed by that old Dacmagic?

ing too much. Differences
between good D/A converters
tend to be subtle in the short
term, although sometimes quite
far reaching with extended lis-
tening, and they are always
demanding ofthe quality of the
rest of the reproduction chain.
But for the record, yes, the
Dacmagic is a damn fine piece
of kit and shares not a little of
its lineage with the Pink.

Can’t get enough

My system consists of a
Yamaha CDX660 CD player, a
Rotel RB/RC970BX 1II pre/
power amp, a Yamaha KX260
tape deck and Mission 733
speakers. I do not know
whether to spend my £500 or
so on a new player or to spend
£200 on a DAC, plus the £225
to add a second power amp for

HI-FI CHOICE



THE FRONT END

bridged mono operation.
My Yamaha CD player
is pretty neutral sound-
ing, and I am concerned
not to add a player that
makes  the already
forward- and powerful-
sounding Rotel/Mission
combination too over the
top. The power rating of
160 Watts per channel of
the bridged monoblok Rotel
set-up seems to be far in excess
of the 100 Watts per channel
that Mission recommend for
the 733. With a £500 budget,
what do you suggest?

David Warne, Horsham,

W Sussex

A: Easy — new speakers. The
Mission 733 is a fine value big
box, and works well with less
demanding material at moder-
ate volume levels but it will not
stretch the capabilities of the
rest of your system. The Rotel
amplifier will be able to cope
with any likely change without
the need for bridging.

The comment about power
output, however, cannot be
allowed to pass. Broadly speak-
ing, and at an only slight risk of
oversimplification, amplifiers
cannot be too powerful.

AV limitations

It was when I listened to some
stereo music that I realised the
shortcomings of my Pioneer
AV Pro-Logic system. I have
decided to upgrade to a sepa-
rates system and would like
your opinion on the following:
NAD 310 amp, NAD 510 CD
player and KEF Coda 7 or
Mission 731 loudspeakers. I

— e :
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am also going to add
a subwoofer in the shape of the
Kenwood SW500.

I am working on a strict
£500 budget, but can sell the
Pioneer for £200, giving me
£700 to spend.

Simon Chrispin via the Internet

A: The two NAD components
are at or near the top of their
class, and the same applies to
the Mission and KEF speakers.
Choose the KEF if you like
your music brazen and up
front, and don’t mind a touch
of coloration and inconsistency
as the volume is racked up. The
Mission’s forte is refinement,
low coloration, and greater
consistency with level, which
paradoxically makes it the
more naturally dynamic of the
two with many types of pro-
gramme material. But don’t go
for the Kenwood subwoofer; if

Mission’s 731 — a refined yet dynamic pair in a class of their own.

there is one thing
guaranteed to kill the sound
stone dead, it is a simple, active
AV subwoofer, like the Ken-
wood SWS00, which is too
slow and boxy to suit either
speaker, and won’t even do
much to extend the bass of
either the KEF or the Mission.

Trend mongering

My system comprises a Linn
LP12 Valballa with an Akito
arm and an Audio Technica
AT-OCS cartridge, a home-
made head amp (similar in per-
formance to an Iso), a passive
preamp, an old Hitachi HMA-
8500 power amp, KEF C80
loudspeakers and Blue Heaven
cables throughout.

I like the way the system
sounds at present but feel the
amplifier is the weakest link
and would like to upgrade.
What contenders do you think I
should consider — Exposure,
Naim, Moth?

Dave Clark via the Internet

A: You're quite right, a new
power amp is called for. My
personal preference would be
for the Musical Fidelity E300
(£699), a smooth, refined yet
muscular design, which is more
unobtrusively musical sound-
ing than you're used to, and
than most of the alternatives.
I also strongly endorse the
Moth 100-Watt monobloks
(£879 a pair). Although it is
not perhaps an obvious or
fashionable choice, in my view
it is one of the nicest and
most underrated middle-range
amplifiers around, and a little
crisper and lighter in balance
than the E300.

Musical Fidelity E300: for those

who like ‘em smooth but strong.

Balancing fact

As the only magazine that
seems able to tell us the real
reasons for differences between
CD transports, I would value
your opinion as to whether the
AES/EBU digital interface is
any superior to the standard
S/PDIF.

[ Barnes via the Internet

A: SIPDIF is the signal format
associated with the standard
electrical, unbalanced, digital
interface. The kind that uses
phono plugs, AES/IEBU, is the
balanced interface often asso-
ciated with more costly equip-
ment, and which uses XLR
(Cannon) connectors. The
balanced connection cancels

Query of
the month

Each month we're giving away a
one-metre pair of Precious Metals
interconnect cables to the writer
of the most interesting letter.

So if you've any system queries,
send them to: Hi-Fi Choice (Help")
Dennis Publishing Ltd, 19 Bolsover
Street, London W1P 7H).
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ou walk in to the Hi-Fi sho
Across a crowded showroom, a Hi-Fi system
catches your eye, then seduces your ear.

Infatuated, you pay your money.
Unfortunately, y. o take your cl

1 the other hand, once the ear is wooed
by the sumptuous sound quality unique to
cam, a life-long love affair usually ensues.

Year after y our dedication to sonic
excellence is rewarded with top industry awards
and, believe us, luck has nothing to do with it.

All of our Hi-Fi is produced at our
Cambridge HQ, where it must pass the most
rigorous set of tests, checks and double checks.

Then, just when another quality Arcam

product thinks it's safe to go into the loving

arms of a new customer, we check it again.

We work hard to produce Hi-Fi separates
of the highest quality, keeping construction
simple and building in long service and
reliability at every stage of production. So, if
you're about to invest in Hi-Fi, invest in
Arcam. After all, we don't leave anything to
chance.

Should you?

Return the coupon below to: Arcam, Pembroke Ave.
Waterbeach, Cambridge CB5 9PB, England.
Or telephone: (01223) 440964 (24 hou

Please send me information on: (Please tick)
O Arcam CD players
& DACs O

Arcam tuners

Arcam Home Cinema [J
AudioQuest cables []
and the name of my nearest authorised dealer.
First Name(s) ..

Surname ..

Address

Postcode ..

INVEST HFC 3.96

In Australia: Stolmack Audio Pty. Ltd., P.O. Box 139, St. Ives, N.S.W., 2075. Tel: (2) 440 8755.
In Canada: Emerald Audio Resources, Sussex P.O. Box 19016,
720 Spadina Avenue, Suite 100A, Toronto, Ontario, M5S 3C9. Tel: (416) 596 7657.
In New Zealand: Avalon Audio, 587 Mount Eden Rd., Auckland. Tel: (649) 638 9000.
In South Africa: Hi-Fi Specialists, Durban Road 155, Bellville. 7535. Tel: (21) 946 1441.
In USA: AudioInflux Corporation, P.O. Box 381, Highland Lakes, NJ 07422. Tel : (201) 764 8958.
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Meridian: one of the top sub-£1000 contenders for smooth-sounding CDs.

‘common mode’ noise and
distortion, which makes them
relatively impervious to the
usual types of interference. The
AES/EBU standard also lends
itself to some excellent circuit
topologies, but the potential
advantages are not always
translated into actual ones,
and, of course, you need a bal-
anced input on the amplifier at
the other end of the wire.

CD withouttears

I believe that serious audio-
philes still consider a good
turntable source superior to
any CD. Would a Naim CD
player be an exception to this
rule? My exposure to CD sys-
tems, I admit is limited, how-
ever, they all sound harsh and
tiring; within half an hour I find
myself reaching for the ‘off’
button. Would I be wasting my
money to couple a CD player
with my NACS52?

lan Banks, Newman, Western
Australia

A: I am tempted to say that
Naim amplifiers themselves can
often sound harsh and tiring
(although they have other,
compensating virtues), and
that it is the subtle lossiness of
vinyl sound that renders them

listenable. Of course, CD play-
ers can, and frequently do,
sound harsh and tiring too, but
they don’t need to, as you
will know if you listen to the
better Micromegas, the single-
box AVIs and Meridians — just
to name a few of the sub-
£1,000 examples.

To bi or not to bi

I currently run a system consist-
ing of Meridian 500/563 CD
player, Naim 72/180 amplifier,
and Epos ES14 speakers. The
speaker cables are Naim
NACS, and my question con-
cerns bi-wiring. My ES14s are
of the single-wired type. I am
told that Epos makes a bi-wire
kit, but that it will provide only
anegligible improvement.

Alan March, Downend, Bristol

A: We agree it’s unlikely that
bi-wiring your ES14s will have
a dramatic effect. At this stage
in your system’s evolution you
would do better with serious
equipment and speaker sup-
ports fromthelikes of Mana, or
by adding a Naim Hi-Cap
power supply, or even by
sticking a Meridian 518 re-
clocking processor between
your transport and DAC (see
April Sessions).

“Do you want to be bi-wired?” "Well I will if you will.”
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( DEALER DECISIONS |

Three well-known hi-fi dealers dole out expert advice.

The Query

Thanks to a pay rise, a burglary and a new-for-old insurance pol-
icy, | am now in the position to replace my old Linn/Naim active
system. In total, | have about £15,000 to spend.

If possible, | would like a LP- and CD-based system that has a
performance similar to my old /sobariks, but nicer looking, with
better stereo and less amplifiers. | listen to all kinds of music and
do like to play music loud at times. My room is a 4m x 8m x 3.5m
concrete box, as built in the 30s, and quite heavily furnished.
Phil Wiseman, via the Internet

Riverside Hi-Fi

While we would not make any definitive statements about a system
without an audition, given your requirements, we would highly rec-
ommend the following system.

For the analogue front end, the Michell Orbe turntable, with a
SME V tonearm, and a Koetsu Red T cartridge, all played through a
Michell /so HR phono stage.

For the digital front end, try the Theta Data Basic // CD transport
allied to a Theta Progeny D/A converter.

We would also recommend an Audio Research LS3 preamp and
D200 power amp combination. This we would ally to a pair of
Monitor Audio Studio 20SE loudspeakers.

Sajjad Afzal, Riverside Hi-Fi, Twickenham.

Auditorium
To meet the requirements you have mentioned, we recommend you
audition the following system.

Starting with CD players, listen to Micromega'’s Duo 2.1/Duo
Pro2 CD transport/DAC combination, along with the Naim Audio’s
perennial CDS. Regarding your vinyl requirements, we feel that the
Well Tempered Classic turntable and Dynavector DV17D Mkl| car-
t