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Philips high-end Clarity headphones — HP890. Clarity speaker drivers combine !
powerful bass performance with crispness of detail and a frequency range of ;

8 - 28000 Hz, to deliver superb acoustic performance, further enhanced by the open

ear-shell design. The sturdy self-adjusting headband and soft contoured ear-cushions

ensure a secure, comfortable fit, so the HP890 really is ‘velvet for your ears’. / 2
For further information call 020 8665 6350 or visit www.ce.philips.co.uk S W :
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Our reviewing process is the most ngorous in
the business. We focus on transparency and
resolution, mixing traditional hi-fi values with
the latest technological developments via a
blend of sub]ecnve views and scientific analysis.
3 % Our main group test each
month concenbrates on a key area, with products
from across the separates market. The testing
consists of three stages: ‘blind’ listening, hands-on
subjective testing and scientific measuring.

The latter phase is conducted by our Technical
Editor using the QC Suite Functional Testing
Station.

B GROUP » Each issue features a
number of additional tests aimed at narrowing
the field in a specific product area. Here the
testing involves just the reviewer concerned
with no lab or panel testing, but plenty of
comparisons.

W SOLO REVIEWS As well as group tests
we also review single components. In our First
Impressions section, you’ll find brand-new
products that warrant early exposure, while
High Performance concentrates on the latest
aspirational, high-tech components.

. BESTBUY BEST BUYS are considered to offer
ot an excellent standard of
performance at an attractive price.
RECGMMENDED products are first-
class components, losing out to
magazne Best Buys only because of a higher
price or less competitive sound quality.
A third award, EDITOR'S CHOICE, is
reserved for those products
reviewed solo and is awarded where
the Editor is convinced that a product
offers exceptional quality for the price.

intro

We’ve been waiting for this for a

very long time. Ever since DVD-
Audio and SACD were first mooted
as eventual replacements for CD,
the fully loaded universal disc

player has been a rumour waiting to

happen. But though several
manufacturers have threatened to break the political
boundaries, no-one has had the gall to do it.

Until now. Pioneer’s DV-747A is the first UK machine
to play both DVD-A and SACD high resolution music
discs, in full surround to boot. It also plays a raft of
other 12cm disc formats, DVD-Video and CD included;
it’s an all-singin’, all-dancin’, all-round future-proof
entertainment machine. Baby, now we’re cooking...

But can a player capable of so much do any of it well?
To find out flick to page 24, because we’ve got hold of
the very first unit to touch down in Blighty. It delivers
in copious spades - strong in stereo and with a
multichannel performance so intense, so absorbing, it
could just ruin your sociallife. You have been warned.

Significantly, the emergence of more universal
players might mean that DVD-Audio and SACD can co-
exist long-term - given adequate support, sufficient
demand and a strong following wind. One thing is
certain:CD isn’t going anywhere for a very long time.

You’re obviously a music fan, or you wouldn’t be
reading Hi-Fi Choice. That means you probably own a
sizeable CD collection, which will continue to grow
over the next few years. If you’re keen to make the
most of it, really make it sing, there’s still no better
way than to splash out on a serious CD player
dedicated to the job - for evidence turn to page 36.

There’s so much more to tell you about. The classic
British predilection for low-cost, high-value speakers
gets a contemporary shakedown on page 56. And
anyone considering buying a stereoampshould turn
immediately to our Buyer’s Bible starting on page 68.

So, as those wet, blustery evenings continue to keep
you housebound, pour yourselfa drink, sling on your
favourite sounds and settle down with Hi-Fi Choice —

your number one guide to sonic endeavour.

Tim Bowern, Editor
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FIRST IMPRESSIONS

DAN GEORGE, JASON KENNEDY AND ALAN SIRCOM HEAR SWEET, SWEET MUSIC WITH THE BEST NEW KIT.

NAD 1531 DVD PLAYER

] CIEIE T £329.95

“THE SOUND ack in the 1980s, NAD was the budget although the bright yellow splash screen is a
QUALITY brand to beat; dlmost every starter hi-fi bit too garish. It has a detailed, colourful
JUSTIFIES THE system featured NAD’s 3020 amplifier, picture that is a bit softedged and grainy. The
COST ON ITS OWN usually with a Dual turntable and a sound quality justifies the cost on its own
THOUGH, BOTH —— pair of Wharfedale speakers. NAD is though, both for DVD-Video and CD. There are
FOR DVD-VIDEO now an upmarket brand, as evinced by the T531 few DVD players at the price that come close to
,» DVD player; in a world of £99 machines, this the T531’s CD replay. It sounds warm and well
AND CD. £330 model is NAD’s entry-level DVD spinner. balanced and has eradicated that sat-on
The T531 has no built-in Dolby or DTS decoders, dynamic range of most DVD players when
preferring instead to squirt a matrixed optical or trying to play 16-bit CD audio, while sound
coaxial digital datastream to the decoder in an from DVD-Video is equally full-bodied. Overall,
AV processor or receiver. Also, there is only one the sonic performance is rich and natural and
Scart socket, which means it cannot loop extremely musical for a DVD player.
through TV signals. But, with S-Video, Scart- In an ideal world, we would own a DVD
based RGB component and composite video on player for films and a CD player for music. But
DATASTREAM offer, it covers all the bases for common DVD ifyou can fit only one 12cm disc player in your
DVD PLAYER DVD-Video, CD, usage, and it can cope with CD-R, CD-RW and system, and you’re not fussed about DVD-
CD-R, CD-RW and MP3- supports MP3 playback, too. A stereo set of phono Audio or SACD, this is a great compromise. AS
compatible, region two DVD- sockets complete the rear panel line-up.

Video replay, stereo audio

Gt Dolby Its traditional NAD dark grey garb is softened
Digital/DTS/PCM-compatible by the rounded edges, display and DVD drawer.
coaxial and optical audio NAD has also given this a far more hand-friendly
output, ten-bit Video DAC, S- . .

Video, composite video and remote control than usual. Backlighting and a
Scart socket, no headphone larger ‘play’ button would be bonuses, however.

socket.

LENBROOK @ 01908 319360 The T531 has a good overall video performance,
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FIRST IMPRESSIONS

—_— .
RUARK ETUDE LOUDSPEAKER gz

| BIEISEE £650.00

uark’s new Etude loudspeaker is one of ~dynamic and fairly weighty sound they’re not

a collection of new models in the reliant on near-wall placement.
Contemporary II collection for this From the off, the Ruark impresses with its
year. It’s more like a piece of furniture  transient response —this is a quick sounding box
- ~ than aloudspeaker, displaying the and no mistake. Most striking however, is the way
most luxurious veneer finish you're likely to find  in which it seems to uncover layers of
at this price point. information in dense and rich music. Its ability
The feeling of quality extends all round the to tell the musical truth is impressive indeed,
cabinet, which appears well built and features a especially at £650.
FROM THE OFF, slanted baffle that directs the drivers slightly Its balance is a little upfront; some might feel a
THE RUARK upwards. The darker than usual veneer of our little too bright, though there’s no arguing about
IMPRESSES WITH  |oyiey, sample is a touch of class, and makes a the sheer level of detail on offer. But providing
ITS TRANSIENT refreshing change from the endless supply of your amp and source components aren’t too
RESPONSE -THIS  beech and pale wood finishes descending daily forthright you’re much more likely to be
IS A QUICK upon our offices. charmed by this Ruark’s exceptionally
SOUNDING BOX Ruark has plumped for a reflex-loaded paper communicative nature. Complex rock from the
AND NO MISTAKE. mid/bass driver and a soft dome tweeter. They likes of Led Zep simply zips along, with strong
tend to like a bit of space behind them - with a stereo imaging and a real sense of texture.

In all, a highly entertaining speaker that would
grace many a listening room both visually and
sonically. Ruark should be congratulated. DG

DATASTREAM

DIMENSIONS 21x34x27cm (WxHxD), two-way monitor,
27mm soft dome tweeter, 180mm pulped fibre mid/bass
cone, eight ohm impedance, 87dB sensitivity. Finished in
natural cherry, red cherry, natural oak or black oak veneers.

RUARK & 01702 601410

april 2002 | www.hifichoice.co.uk | HIFI CHOICE | 7



FIRST IMPRESSIONS

DIMENSIONS CLS50 —
29.5x18x29.5¢cm, CLS50C —
13x43x24.5cm (HxWxD),
sensitivity 86dB, impedance 8
ohms, bass roll-off 55Hz,
mid/bass drive unit: 50/50C —
125mm/100mm
polypropylene, tweeter: 25mm
textile dome, cabinet: reflex
loaded with dual gas flow
port and wood veneer, volume
8.5 litres.

CYRUS = 01480435577

DATASTREAM

CYRUS AV55 MULTICHANNEL

SPEAKER SYSTEM

‘ EIE3EIEIET £1,350.00 (BLACK £1,250.00)

he transition from two-channel stereo
to multichannel surround sound can
seem complex and expensive but Cyrus
is doing its best to make it as smooth
~ and painless as possible. Hi-fi
aficionados face two problems when making this
transition - which surround and centre channel
speakers to choose and how to expand the
amplification without sacrificing stereo quality.

Cyrus has the answer to the amplification issue
with its surround processor and three-channel
power amp. And with the introduction of the
CLS50C it’s got the speakers covered too. This
new centre channel model is designed to work
with the CLS50, the brand’s smallest loudspeaker
- add the £350 CLS50C to four CLS50s at £450 per
pair and you’ve got Cyrus’s entry level five-
channel loudspeaker solution, the AV55.

The CLS50C employs two mid/bassdrivers in
place of the ’50’s one, the extra unit being there
to cope with the high power requirements that
movie soundtracks make of centre channels,
largely because most of the speech comes
through it. With music and movies it’s crucial
that the centre and left/right channels have the
same character, hence Cyrus’ use of cabinets with
the same volume, sensitivity and bandwidth.

“WITH MUSIC AND MOVIES ITS
CRUCIAL THAT THE CENTRE AND
LEFT/RIGHT CHANNELS HAVE THE
SAME CHARACTER.”

One thing you can’t match with different
shaped speakers is dispersion — how the sound
is spread in the room - a factor that is also
affected by the proximity of a TV screen.
However, here the centre channel manages to
blend in and combine forces to create a full-
scale, high-resolution soundfield. The system
appreciates quality source components and
amplification and put in some stunning
performances with the Pioneer DV-747A DVD-
Audio/SACD player you’ll find in the High
Performance section this month.

If anything the CLS50C has a more forward
balance than its mates - something that will
favour it in outright home cinema set-ups. But
musically the AV55 system is also extremely
impressive. It reveals subtleties of imaging and
musical inflection while being able to create
the absorbing sound field that surround music
is all about, making it an excellent and TV-
friendly multichannel solution for both music
and movies. JK

8 | HI'FI CHOICE | www.hifichoice.co.uk | april 2002
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ARCAM

IT IS DYNAMIC
AND POWERFUL,
BUT DOESN'T HAVE
THAT GLASS-
SHATTERING
TRANSIENT
ATTACK OF MANY
AV RECEIVERS.

DATASTREAM

AV RECEIVER, claimed 70 watts
per channel, Dolby Pro-Logic I,
Dolby Digital dts surround
sound, digital audio,
preamplifier and-12V trigger
outputs, 5.1 direct input, RDS
AM/FM tuner, 30 FM presets,
10 AM presets.

ARCAM = 01223 203200

SAT ovD VCR Aux EXTS1  MODE MONTOR  CD

® ® ®© ® ® @

@ ®@ @ @

FIRST IMPRESSIONS

é-e

ARCAM AVR200 SURROUND

£799.90

SOUND RECEIVER
|

rying to achieve a good quality sound
with multichannel music is not easy.
Trying to do it without spending a
king’s ransom is almost impossible.
Fortunately, Arcam’s new AVR200
comes to the rescue, and all for under £800.

It’s a relatively prosaic 70 watts per channel AV
receiver, more or less identical to the company’s
previous AVR100 but with Dolby’s Pro-Logic II
decoding and a redesigned circuit board layout.
It has also got rid of those unpopular but
politically-correct BFA sockets on the rear panel.

Compared to its predecessor, the AVR200 also
improves bass management considerably. The
AVR100 was more delegation than management,
as it dealt with subwoofers in a perfunctory
manner, which ultimately held the product back
in both home cinema and multichannel music
systems. The on-screen menus and system
functionality are still a bit idiosyncratic, but the
manual does guide the user well.

So what makes the AVR200 so good for
multichannel music? It has that smooth, highly

musical and nailed-down solid sound that
Arcam gets from its DiVA range, but does itin
an integrated multichannel setting. While it is
not designed to get the upmost from the
extended frequency ranges of DVD-Audio and
SACD, what’s there is strikingly lucid from
both stereo and multichannel sources without
settling for sounding brash or bland. For an AV
receiver, it is particularly engaging in stereo —
about as good as a decent £400 stereo amp,
especially if you switch off the video circuitry.

Those weaned on brash, edge-of-the-seat
home cinema may find the AVR200 too laid-
back, but this should be read as a seal of
approval for those of us with more musically-
trained hi-fi sensibilities. It is dynamic and
powerful, but doesn’t have the glass-shattering
transient attack of many AV amps.

Here’s a receiver that balances hi-fi and home
cinema tastes well without compromising
either. Even DVD-A and SACD sound good
through the 5.1 input. Such balance is rare in
integrated surround sound receivers. AS

april 2002 | www.hifichoice.co.uk | HI-FI CHOICE | 9
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CONCERT HOME SERIES

Franco Serblin is too much the artist to settle into a routine, too passionate
a designer to sit still. After 20 years, he remains driven to discover better
methods for reproducing sound. And just as his views change the way we
look at loudspeakers, so has his medium - Sonus Faber - evolved alongside
his need to further the loudspeaker art.

His loudspeakers have developed into three distinct ranges - all the better
to address the needs of an increasingly sophisticated marketplace. After
all, with maturity comes a clarity of vision and intent. At the time of Sonus
Faber's birth, there was no home theatre to address, and digital audio was
in its infancy. In 2001, the world of home entertainment encompasses
discrete 5.1 channel surround sound, purist 2-channel analogue audio,
emerging digital technologies such as SACD and DVD-A, and more.

Sonus Faber welcomes the future, yet it shows respect for the past, the
most vivid example being the Homage series. This luxurious range consists
of the stand-mounted two-way Guarneri and the three-way floor-standing

the future

e /ﬂ.;'

Entertainment

BEST GEAR AWARDS 2001

HOME CINEMA CHOICE
AWARD WINNER 2001
BEST SPEAKER PACK AGE £1000+

Amati, both embodying artisan skills of centuries past: the beauty and
warmth of hand-fashioned cabinetry, wrapped around components which
deliver sound worthy of the names of the greatest stringed instruments of
all time. For more modest installations, the Signum and the Electa Amator Il
forge a direct link with the speakers which established the Sonus Faber
name. And to serve a multitude of channels, the dazzling, ultra-modern
Concerto Home series contains everything from satellite speakers and slim
floor-standing models, to a centre channel, to the new Gravis subwoofer.

Whatever Sonus Faber speaker you acquire, whether you are
reacting to the looks and finish or the sound it produces,
there is only one response: "Che bello!"

absolutesounds itd.

58 Durham Road, London SW20 0TW

T:+44 (0)20 89 71 39 09 F: +44 (0)20 88 79 79 62

W: www.absolutesounds.com E: info@absolutesounds.com

Sonus faber.



DATASTREAM

DVD AUDIO/VIDEO PLAYER,
DVD, DVD-R, DVD-RW, Video
CD, CD, CD-R, CD-RW, MP-3
compatible, THX approved,
stereo, 5.1 channel, two
optical, one coaxial digital
outputs, composite video, S-
Video sockets, Scart socket
(with RGB).

ONKYO = 01788 556777

FIRST IMPRESSIONS

“SURROUND SOUND MOVES AROUND
THE ROOM SEAMLESSLY, WITH A DYNAMIC

RANGE THAT WILL CHALLENGE ANY S0-SO AV KIT.”

ONKYO DV-5757 DVD

AUDIO/VIDEO PLAYER e

£1,000.00

n both its Integra and regular lines,
Onkyo makes a big play of DVD-Audio
and DVD-Video alike. The DV-S757
represents the company’s entry-level
DVD-Audio compatible player,
although a grand is a load of money for an
entry-level machine, no matter how good.

It’s a slimline player, compared to its price-
point peers. The main keys are illuminated
with blue LEDs, though the remote control
hasn’t any backlighting. Under the bonnet is a
10-bit Video DAC and audio decoders that will
support every format you can stuffinto a 12cm
disc tray (except for SACD and CD Text). [t
sports a full set of analogue outputs for stereo
and Dolby, DTS and DVD-Audio multichannel
replay, two optical and one coaxial digital
outputs, and the usual raft of video sockets,
including a single Scart connector. There’s no
progressive scan or ColorStream component
video outputs however, which are almost
mandatory at the price. It does have THX
approval, though, which is a sign of the
quality of the player.

The DV-S757 is an exceptionally competent
DVD player on video. The picture and sound of
a film is far crisper and sharper than most
budget models and it’s this precision that
makes the Onkyo so highly watchable. One of
the most telling passages is the opening half-
hour or so of The Matrix; it has a green hue that
in most DVD players is all-pervasive.
Fortunately, the Onkyo retains the greenish
tinge of the background but doesn’t make the

actors look sickly in the process.

Sonically, it’s a bit of a star, too, especially on
that handful of DVD-Audio discs around at the
moment. Surround sound moves around the
room seamlessly, with a dynamic range that will
challenge any so-so AV kit. Whether the
surround space is filled with orchestra or just
ambience, the DV-S757 fills the room with
coherent, detailed sound. CD sound is similarly
precisely detailed, cohesive and expansive,
although compared to DVD-Audio (or a high
quality dedicated CD player), the lack of an
infectious, foot-tapping rhythm is noticeable.

There is only one thing holding back the Onkyo
DV-S757; its price tag. Although it’s an extremely
good player, it’s an expensive one too. AS

march 2002
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K] West One
London McIntosh Centre

For more than fifty years Mclntosh has
enjoyed a reputation in the bi-fi world
as the American Power house.

Not surprising, with some Mclntosh amp
delivering four figures, these are big systems
in every sense of the word.

Yet, with such power comes remarkable
subtlety and technological finesse, the gentle
giants of both two and multi-channel systems.

West

26 NEW CAVENDISH STREET LONDON W1G 8TY
NORTHAMPTON: 01604 637871

As enthusiasts ourselves, weve long been fans
of the company’s leading edge valve
amplifiers. In fact the latest big valve amps
bave attracted a knowledgeable following at
Ky and we’re pleased that more state-of-the-art
releases are on their way o us.

What bas been pleasantly surprising, is how
successfully Mclntosh bas embraced current
mudti-channel technology. Their home cinema
systems are not only as versatile as anything
currently available, they are so easy to use.

There’s a very compelling ‘retro’ feel to all
McIntosh bardware which has a tangible
authenticity. Materials and controls feel just
right and massive construction suggests an
investment rather than a purchase.

In support of that, it's worth knowing in the
United States McIntosh enjoys the bighest level
of customer loyalty in the industry.

Mclintosh is bighly specified, demonstrably
effective equipment that stands bead and
shoulders above mainstream audio and
home-cinema systems. An impressively
comprebensive range of products is available
to meet the widely different requirements of
both serious music and film lovers.

As the London Mclntosh center, we hold the
largest stock of McIntosh equipment in
Europe. So, whether yoeur preference is for
stereo or multi-channel, prepare yourself
Jor a most spectacular, bigh powered
demonstration, exclusively at KJ West ®ne.

PHONE: 020 7486 8262/3
PETERBOROUGH: 01733 341755



SONY NW-E10 SOLID STATE PERSONAL

FIRST IMPRESSIONS

‘ 0 £299.99

“IF YOU WANT TO
ROUGH IT WITH
CASSETTE-LIKE

SOUND, YOU CAN
GET AROUND 240
MINUTES AT
66KBPS.”

x\/ which makes it utterly portable and

DATASTREAM

128MB OF FLASH MEMORY,
skip-proof design, ATRAC3 and
MP3 playback, Windows
Media Audio and WAV file
compatibility, Windows
98/2000/ME/XP
home/professional
compatibility, USB connectivity,
backlit LCD display, 240
minutes of playback at
66Kbps, volume limiter, bass-
boost option.

SONY UK = 08705 111999

t’s hard to appreciate the popularity of

MP3 considering it’s a compressed

format that doesn’t quite live up to CD.

[ts success stems from the way in which

file-sharing software gripped the globe
in a mass-distribution, free-music frenzy. Sony
has managed to cram a good measure of memory
into its new solid state MP3 player, so PC audio
fans world-wide can take a decent number of
their music files out on their travels.

The top of the range NW-E10 Network Walkman
offers a sizable 128 MB of built-in flash memory,
which equates to around 120 minutes of music at
CD-like quality, or if you want to rough it with
cassette-like sound, you can get around 240
minutes at 66Kbps. The diminutive, cigarette

lighter-like player (which incidentally doesn’t

? contain one of Sony’s handy Memory Stick

N

=% a PCvia the USB port. At a mere 55g you

slots for transferring data or expanding
memory) sits in a small cradle when
charging and transferring data to or from

won’t even notice it in your pocket,

excellent for gym and outdoor use.
One button selects tracks and
stop/play functions -
although a bit fiddly it’s
asimple design that
works. A small

backlit LCD screen offers track number and
battery life information, which is a reasonable
11 hours, but you can’t whack more batteries
in as the internal sealed unit is rechargeable.

The supplied MG Jukebox software isn’t so
great. Despite being very up-to-date with
Windows XP compatibility, it could have been
simpler to use and more secure — a few serious
crashes provoked some very colourful
language. At CD-like data rates the NW-E10
performs at its best; close to CD though
lacking in depth and spaciousness. At lesser
data rates things get very cassette-like with
some audible hiss, but it’s a fairly acceptable
compromise for 240 minutes of music.

A gorgeous gadget with real-world memory
levels, the NW-E10 makes a fine and very
svelte travelling companion. But given the
high price of this solid state personal, you
should consider much higher capacity hard
disc portables too. DG
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BROUGHTTO YOU BY TIM BOWERN, DAN GEORGE AND JASON KENNEDY.

ULTIMATE DVD-AUDIO

MERIDIAN’S UPGRADED 800 SERIES

COMPONENTS TAKE DVD-A TO THE NEXT LEVEL

Meridianclaims to have launched the world's
most sophisticated optical disc playback system
with the new Version 3 updates of its flagship
800 series components.

Revisions to the 800 DVD/CD player and
861 Reference Surround Controller include the
significant development of MHR Smart Link —a
multichannel digital audio connection that
digitally couples the 800 disc player to the 861
surround controller and Meridian’s DSP loud-
speakers. The full resolution and bandwidth of
DVD-Audio can thus be losslessly transferred in
the digital domain from source, to controller, to
loudspeaker. The MHR link’s digital output uses
proprietaryencryptiontechnology and is the
first system to be sanctioned for DVD-Audio
content protection.

AEGIS EVOLVES

ACOUSTIC ENERGY REVAMPS ITS
ENTRY-LEVEL SPEAKER RANGE

The link also carries additional information to
the 861 Surround Controller, allowing the unit
to automatically select optimum DSP

settings for music and movies without user
intervention.

Upgrades to the 800 player allow it to
upscale audio from any source, including
DVD-A, and then send it digitally to the 861
controller for further processing. The upshot is
said to be the ability to distribute 24-bit/192kHz
data to more channels than ever before.

Meridian heralds its new development as
the first true high-end playback system for DVD-
Audio, with a suitably high-end price. The 800
DVD/CD player alone with MHR Link will set
you back over £10,000.

Meridian Audio = 01480 445678

Acoustic Energy has launched a new range of low-cost hi-fi and
home cinema speakers: Aegis Evolution. Changes to the existing
Aegis range include new 25mm soft-dome tweeters, upgraded

crossovers with bi-wirable cable terminals and a revised cabinet

design featuring new finishes.

The range currently comprises the Evo One stand-mount (reviewed
on page 58) and Evo Three floorstander, with the Evo Centre and
Subwoofer making up the full multichannel compliment. Prices start
at £150 for the three-way centre and all models are available now.

Acoustic Energy @& 01285 654432
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THE SLEROUND EX

PIONEERING SPIRIT

SERIOUS SURROUND SOUND MUSCLE
FROM JAPANESE DVD-AUDIO STALWARTS

Pioneer has announced its contender in the heavyweight AV amplifier stakes. The £2,700 VSA-
AX10 lays down the gauntlet to Kenwood and Denon with seven channels at 170 watts (six ohms)
and an acoustic calibration system that makes Lexicons look ill-equipped.

Developed at AIR Studios in London the VSA-AX10 comes with its own microphone and can
automatically set up not only bass management and speaker delays but also make each speaker’s
tonal response identical and flat with respect to the room. Because it has seven channels you can
even have its digital crossovers address each half of the front stereo pair, ie the woofer(s) and
tweeter in a two-way design, eliminating passive crossovers entirely. This approach mimics that
used by engineers when they set up speakers in a studio, hence the AIR connection.

On the visual front, video performance is enhanced by a video converter that ‘boosts' the
quality of low specification sources.

Pioneer GB@& 01753 789789
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PHILIPS RAMPS UP RECORDABLE DVD

NEW PRODUCTS FROM THE DUTCH GIANT INCLUDE DVD+RW AND HARD DISC RECORDERS

The forward-thinking

Philips DVDR980

Philips has unveiled a host of new DVD products including two new recorders, plus a
hard disc recorder with a DVD drive. The new DVDR980 and 985 support the
DVD+R/RW formats, with DVD-R discs claimed to be ‘virtually’ 100 per cent
compatible with both existing and future DVD players and DVD-ROM drives. Both
machines allow one-touch recording and offer some linear editing features as well
as creating an index picture screen to facilitate playback. Comprehensive socketry
features on both machines, including front mounted S-Video and audio inputs.

CLASSIK MOVIES

LINN'S FIRST VIDEO SOURCE UNVEILED

The Linn Classik Movie System is the company’s first
video product, combining DVD and CD playback
with an AM/FM tuner and 5.1 channels of
amplification in a single compact box.

The product follows on from the success
of the original Classik — a one-box CD
player, tuner and two-channel amp —and
extends the space-saving concept into the
realms of DVD. It also incorporates Dolby Digital and ]
DTS decoding, along with multiroom connectivity with a
link to other Classik systems. The Classik Movie System
is available in five snazzy colours and retails for £1,995.
Linn@ 01413077777

/11

Three sources for the
price of, er, three.

FLAGSHIP Q

KEF'S NEW Q SERIES GETS ITS DADDY

KEF has launched the top model in its recently revised mid-market Q
Series. The Q7 is a three-way bass reflex design sporting a newly-
designed160mm Uni-Q drive unit, with a 19mm metal dome tweeter
mounted in the centre of the midrange cone. An additional ‘racetrack’-
shaped bass driver delivers the lowest frequencies. The result is said to be
remarkably deep bass for such a slender cabinet. It comes in a choice of
three finishes — maple, dark apple or black ash — and costs £800 a pair.
KEF= 01622672261

The HDR1000 hard disc video recorder combines a DVD player with a 40GB hard
disc, allowing simultaneous recording and playback with a total of up to 38 hours of
recording time. Video can then be transferred from the HDR 1000 by hooking up a
VCR or DVD recorder. All three models are expected to hit the shops around
springtime with prices starting at around £930 for the DVDR980. A price for the
HDR1000 has yet to be determined.

Philips Consumer Electronics @& 020 8689 2166

IN BRIEF

6 MUSIC is the first national
music station that the BBC has
launched for 32 years. The new
digital service will go live for
the first time at 7am on
Monday 11 March 2002 with a
breakfast show hosted by Phill
Jupitus. Aimed at rock and pop
fans, the network can be
accessed via DAB, digital satel-
lite television and the internet
at www.bbc.co.uk/6music. Rest
assured, the Choice massive
will be tuning in.

VIDELOGIC systems has
announced that it plans to sell
the PURE DRX-601ES portable
DAB tuner at a special price in
support of the launch of new

digital gay station Purple Radio.

The London-based station will
be offering the DRX-601 from
Valentine's Day for a promo-
tional price of £240 for a two-
month period only. Order via
their website at www.purplera-
dio.net.

SENNHEISER has reduced the
cost of the NoiseGard noise
reduction headphone system.
The £90 HDC 451-1 head-
phones claim to dramatically
reduce noise and increase intel-
ligibility for airline travel. The
powered noise reduction

system requires two AA
batteries which it's claimed will
last for 80 hours.

@ 0800 652 5002

SUBURBIA beware! The first

vehicle to feature a factory-
installed entertainment system
with Dolby Pro Logic Il is here.
The Volvo XC90 ‘sport utility’
vehicle had its official debut at
the North American
International Auto Show in
January and includes a Pro
Logic Il surround system with
rear-seat A/V options. The XC90
entertainment system com-
prises 13 speakers, including a
140 watt active subwoofer.
www.dolby.com.

PSB LOUDSPEAKERS has

launched the Image Towers
range to the UK. The floorstand-
ing models are all two-and-a-
half-way designs, sharing a
25mm aluminium dome
tweeter, except for the three-
way flagship 7PT model that
features three 165mm bass
drivers and retails for £1,000.
& 01908 319360

NAD has introduced the 571, a

new five-disc DVD/CD changer

INBRIEF CONTIMNUES ON P16
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MUSIC BOX

MUSICAL FIDELITY LAUNCHES COMBINED CD PLAYER AND PREAMP SOLUTION

Designed to minimise cabling clutter without compromising sound quality, Musical
Fidelity's new CD Pre**is a CD player and preamp in one box. According to its maker,
it's capable of upsampling to 96kHz and borrows technology from the Nu-Vista CD
player, sharing the same 24-bit DAC, filter and control electronics. The preamp stage is
based on the A3¢ and featuresimprovements brought about through the

3

e
MUSICAL FIDELITY
e

The clutter cutter.

development of the Nu-Vista amps, including completely separate power supplies.
Part of the design brief for the CD Pre* was to outperform the Krell KPS25S for a frac-
tion of its £20,000 asking price, something Musical Fidelity claims to have achieved
for a retail price of £1,999. Expect to see a full review in Hi-Fi Choice soon.

Musical Fidelity = 020 8900 2866

BRITS MAKE MULTICHANNEL MUSCLE

ARCAM’S NEW PROCESSOR AND POWER AMP TAKES ITS SURROUND BOW

Arcam is readying its flagship FMJ AV8 multi-
channel preamp/processor for a May launch.
Debuted at this year's CES show in Las Vegas,
this impressive-looking unit conforms to the THX
Ultra 2 standard and boasts eight stereo inputs
including optional MM and MC phono, all
maintained in the analogue domain for
optimum sound quality. The AV8includes an
eight-channel audio input for DVD-Audio, SACD
and any future formats that may arise, and up to

three component/RGB video inputs with
100MHz bandwidth. An R$232 port is also
provided, through which future software
upgrades may be made.

A matching seven-channel power amp is
also set for a May launch. The P37 delivers up to
150 watts per channel and looks superbly built.
Like the AV, it will retail for £2,500 when it
finally hits the shops.

Arcam@ 01223 203200

_u
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retailing at £580. It has MP3,
HDCD and CD-R/RW compati-
bility, and uses 96kHz/24-bit
DACs. A full compliment of
video outputs graces the back
panel including progressive
scan on component video out-
puts, RGB on Scart and S-Video.
Also included are co-axial and
optical digital outputs for the
audio. It's in the shops now.
= 01908 319360
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ETYMOTIC RESEARCH has
launched the ER-6 isolator ear-
phones in Europe. They're
designed to fit into the ear
canal a short but safe distance
from the eardrums. By creating
an airtight seal the transducers
claim to give a flat frequency
response with complete isola-
tion from external noise. Expect
to pay £129 for a pair.
= 01425481234

april 2002

THE NATIONAL Vintage
Communication Fair descends
on the Birmingham NEC on 5
May, displaying all manner of
vintage radio sets, valve amps,
horn speakers and other classic
hi-fi. The biannual show has
over 300 stall-holders from
Europe and America with col-
lectors’ clubs and magazines
also exhibiting. Tickets are £5.
= 01392 411565

HIGH RES, LOW COST

DVD-AUDIO AND SACD GO MASS MARKET

This could be the year DVD-Audio and SACD really take off, if the
pundits at this year's CES show in Las Vegas are to be believed.
Both formats were present in force, with DVD-A in particular
showing real signs of infiltrating genuine mass market territory.
As the year draws on, many believe only budget DVD players
will be left without DVD-A compatibility. “Any DVD player above
$249 (£190) will have DVD-Audio built-in in 2002," says Craig
Eggers, director of product planning at Toshiba America. Leading
the way is Panasonic — its new line-up of products due for launch
later this year includes a number of micro systems and "home cin-
ema ina box' packages with DVD-A playback as standard.
Philips is set to join Sony with lower SACD price levels this
year.Among the DVD-Video/SACD combination players the
company showed at CES is the SACDI00, priced at $299 (£230).




Size is no compromise with the Mordaunt-Short Premiere system.
Designed for listeners who demand excellent performance from an
B < unobtrusive design. Each individual component combines to

deliver a seriously impressive listening experience.

“This system is a real surprise...shut your eyes and these tiny
o speakers dissappear leaving an expanse of detailed, unforced
i H By i music. A remarkably together sounding combination of

} | minature satellites.” Hi-Fi Choice December 2001

For free literature on the Premiere Home Theatre System from Mordaunt-Short, call 01753 680868

Check here for your local dealer:

+ Northwood Audio Aylesbury, Buckinghamshire 01296
428790 + Searle Audio Barrow in Furness, Cumbria
01229 821233 « Kronos Belfast, Northem Ireland 028
8775 3606 * LRG Belfast. Northemn lreland 028 9045
1381 + EDC Bexley Heath, Kent 020 8298 7880
+ Kimberiey Hi-Fi Bexley Heath, Kent 020 8304 3272
+ Practical Hi-Fi Blackpool, Lancashire 01253 300599
+ Sound Academy ich/Bi

Midlands 01922 473499 « Canterbury Hi-Fi Canterbury,
Kent 01227 765315 + Radiocraft Cardiff, South Wales
02920 231166 « Peter Tyson Carlisle, Cumbria 01228
546756 + Bennetts Retail Chelmsford, Essex 01245
490060 « Chester AV Chester, Cheshire 01244 320414
« Bennetts Retail Colchester, Essex 01206 544406
+ The Hi-Fi Store Crewe, Cheshire 01270 583889
+ Super Deal Audio & Visual Croydon, Surrey 020 8654
1231 - Barker & Wigfall Doncaster, South Yorkshire
01302 342376 + TN McKay Dumfries, Scotland 01387
254117 + Alphavision Eastbourne, East Sussex 01323
720646 + Sevenoaks Sound & Vision Edinburgh,
Scotland 0131 229 7267 + Bennetts Retail Farnham,
Surrey 01252 733003 + Tru Fi Farnham, Surrey 01252
737090 + Halksworth Wheeler Folkestone, Kent 01303
255688 « Alan James Hi-Fi Glasgow, Scotland 0141
248 4434 - Rogers Radio Godalming, Surrey 01483
425252 + Bennetts Retail Great Yarmouth, Norfolk
01493 651885 -« Teleskill Guernsey, Channel Islands
01481 722323 + Scanview Electronics Hammersmith
West London 020 8748 2059 + Ultimate Audio Visual
Hertford, Hertfordshire 01992 583399 « Huddersfield
Hi-Fi Huddersfield, West Yorkshire 01484 544668
+ Bennetts Retail Ipswich, Suffolk 01473 610801
+ Sound Engineering Jersey, Channel Islands 01534
721735 + Classic Hi-Fi Kettering, Northamptonshire
01536 310855 - \Leicester Hi-Fi Leicester,
Leicestershire 0116 253 9753 Stratford Hi-Fi
Leamington Spa, Warwickshire 01926 888644 - Alf
Electronics Sales & Service Brixton, South London 020
8674 4433 + Spatial Audio & Video Central London 020
7637 8702 - Lasyl Ltd East Sheen, South West London
020 8876 7632 + Scanview Electronics Hammersmith,
West London 020 8748 2059 « Super Deal Plumstead,
South East London 020 8316 5572+ Hi-Fi Confidential
Victoria, SouthWest London 020 7233 7225 - Babber
Electronics West Ealing, West London 020 8579 6315
+ Practical Hi-Fi Manchester 0161 839 8869 « Unilet
Sound & Vision New Malden, Surrey 020 8942 9567
« Fenwicks Ltd Newcastle 0191 232 5100 - JG
Windows Newcastle 0191 232 1356+ Bennetts Retail
Norwich, Norfolk 01603 625955+ Audiocraft
Northampton 01604 636291 -+ Forum Hi-Fi
Sherwood/Nottingham, Nottinghamshire 0115 962
2657 + Tru Fi Redhill, Surrey 01737 763216 - Track-2-
Track Sawbridgeworth, Herts 01279 721172 + SMC
Sound & Vision Shrewsbury, Shropshire 01743
232065 + Super Deal Sidcup, Kent 020 8309 5400
* Dogra & Sons Slough, Berkshire 01753 535689
* Audiovision St. Neows, Cambridgeshire 01480 471115
* Musical Approach Stafford, Staffordshire 01785
255154 + Audiovision Stevenage, Hertfordshire 01438
355800 + PDS Stoke-on-Trent, Staffordshire 01782
744556 - Stratford Hi-Fi Stratford-upon-Avon,
Warwickshire 01789 414533 « Sound Academy Sutton
Coldfield, West Midlands 01922 473499 « Quinns
Swansea, South Wales 01792 773644 « Tring
Television Tring, Hertfordshire 01442 822450 « Sounds
of Music Tunbridge Wells, Kent 01892 539595
+ Upgrade Heaven Wakefield, Notinghamshire 01924
332790 - Practical Hi-Fi Warrington, Cheshire 01925
632179 -« Video Vision Welling Garden City,
Hertfordshire 01707 323610 - Dades Ltd West
Drayton, Middlesex 01895 420898 + Sound Advice
Woodford Bridge, Essex 020 8504 5444 + Bowers &
Wilkins Worthing, West Sussex 01903 264141 « Sound
Cinergy Walsall, West Midlands 01922 457926
« Warmington Hi-Fi Warrington, Cheshire 01925 636215
« Worcester Hi-Fi Worcester, Worcestershire 01905
612929

Or Richer Sounds Stores nationwide:

+ Belfast 028 9032 1332 + Birmingham 0121 643 1516
+ Bournemouth 01202 720 380 - Brighton 01273 673
333 « Bristol 0117 973 4397 - Cambridge 01223 304
848 « Cardiff 0292 039 9988 « Cheltenham 01242 572
572 + Chester 01244 400 102 + Cork +353 (0)21 450
4004 + Dublin +353 (0)1 671 9666 + Edinburgh 0131
226 3544 + Exeter 01392 272 772 + Glasgow 0141 226
5551 « Guildford 01483 449 222 - Hull 01482 329 289
« Leeds 0113 245 5717 - Leicester 0116 255 4656
« Liverpool 0151 708 7484 - London Bromley 020
8466 6565 + London Chelsea 020 7352 8496 « London
City 020 7626 8006+ London Croydon 020 8667 1100
+ London Ealing 020 8566 4422 - London West End
020 7831 2888 + London Kingston 020 8549 9999
+ London Bridge 020 7403 1201 + London Swiss
Cottage 020 7722 3359 « Maidstone 01622 67 70 67
* Manchester North 0161 773 0333 * Manchester
South 0161 480 1700 « Milton Keynes 01908 608 908
+ Newcastle 0191 230 1392 + Norwich 01603 620 860
* Nottingham 0115 924 1551 + Oxford 01865 243 444
+ Plymouth 01752 222 256 + Reading 0118 959 1111
* Romford 01708 747 727 - Sevenoaks 01732 456 573
« Sheffield 0114 266 1616 + Southampton 0238 023
1311 + Stoke on Trent 01782 289 009 + Swindon
01793 612 652 - Watford 01923 218 888
* Wolverhampton 01902 455 877

www.mordaunt-short.co.uk
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TERRY SULLIVAN IS THE DRIVEN GENIUS BEHIND
VINTAGE TURNTABLE MAESTROS LORICRAFT AUDIO.
RETRO-SCEPTIC DAVID VIVIAN PREPARES TO BELIEVE.

erry Sullivan suffers from
impatient thoughts. Having a
conversation with him is like
being confronted with a hill
of people desperately
clambering over one another
towards a continuously subsiding
summit. Started sentences are seldom
finished, they get trodden on or flung to
one side by the competing rush of ideas
and distractions. He must pause for
breath butit’s hard to spot when.
Terry’s customers have impatient
thoughts, too. They want their
immaculately restored Garrard 301 and
401 turntables yesterday. Some, with
serious cash to burn, might even be
counting down the days to the delivery
of their 501s - the super high-ender
Garrard would have made had it stayed
in business. But there are only 24 hours
in a day. And what with Terry being
company president, chairman, CEO,
MD, shop floor manager and, let’s see,
roughly a third of the workforce, it’s all
a bit of a never-ending rush. Working
from a few tiny farm outbuildings on
the edge of Lambourn in the beautiful
Berkshire hills and not so many miles
from the original Garrard factory in

Swindon, he brings a new level of
meaning to the concept of “justin
time”. As in “phew!”.

But then Terry didn’t start Loricraft
Audio to sit back as a squarejawed
captain of industry. “It’s more of an
’obby that got out of control,” he
explains with a sarf London accent
sharpenough to have Lock, Stock...
director Guy Ritchie reaching for a
voice-over contract. He elaborates: “It
probably all goes back to about 1958 and
my first Bush record player (which I've
still got). [ remember there used to be a
record shop in Wimbledon called the
Music Hall - Joe Garside owned it. Me
and me mate used to work in there, and
there’s this guy who worked for the Post
Office and he’d got a Garrard 301. Cor,
that’s all right, I thought. Wouldn’t
mind one of them. Little did I know
what the future held. So I've been
mucking about with them for years.”

NATURAL BORN IDLER

It’s more than mucking about now, of
course. As well as the feted vinyl
spinners, the Loricraft monicker is
attached to a couple of pro-standard
record cleaners and a growing range of

“IT'S ALL BEEN MORE OF AN 'OBBY THAT JUST
GOT OUT OF CONTROL, REALLY,” SAYS TERRY
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Terry Sullivan demonstrates
the fine art of idler drive
turntable reconditioning.
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Loricraft has branched out beyond its core business of
reconditioning Garrard turntables and now produces the
much-approved Missing Link phono stage (below).

power supplies, monoblock power
amps, not to mention a phono stage
called the Missing Link. But for many
it’s his custody and protection of
genuine Garrard DNA that has made it
one of hi-fi’s more precious
commodities. In effect, Loricraft has
done a Jurassic Park on what Japanese
aficionados often refer to as “the finest
turntable the world has ever known”.
Not averse to the odd oratory flourish
amid all the chirpy self-deprecation, is
Terry. So I attempt some balance by sug-
gesting that half a century on, Garrard
technology must be, well, clapped out.
Tel’shaving none of'it. “Theidler drive
system, when it’s good, is superior to belt
drive,” he asserts without a glimmer of
equivocation. “I joke about it to all my
compatriots in the revolving turntable
platter business. Why do they do belt
drive turntables?Because they’re cheap.
You buy a little motor from £18 upwards
and you have a belt, a pulley and a shaft
and there’s your turntable. Then I think
of all the flamin’ work in that 401, or 501
even. You've got to have all this precise
geometry for the yoke, the idler bracket,
all the wheels have got to be ground...
“There’s a lot of work in ’em, and I
think the reason they sound so
wonderful is this really powerful direct
drive. Now never have I knocked a Linn.
You’ve got to thank old Ivor (Tiefenbrun)
for keeping vinyl going in the eighties.
Belts are great. But while the belt can
iron out fluctuations, it can also remove
information from the record.”

GOTTA GET ONE

Terry has a fund of Garrard trashes Linn
LP12 anecdotes to support this notion.
He claims to have made numerous
converts out of Linn die-hards. I'm
feeling tempted myself, and I don’t even
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own a turntable. So, for the sake of argu-
ment, let’s say I want a 301 tomorrow.
“We can do it two or three ways,” says
Terry, warming to the thought of
another (even hypothetical) customer.
“The plinths aren’t generally a problem;
we’ve got a four-week lead time for
Gareth (woodwork maestro) to get it in.
Now, all the really good 301s are in
Japan. They usually come in a bit like
those over there (Terry points to a pair
of time-tarnished 301 chassis in the cor-
ner). I gave 200 quid for that one; you've

got to hand over that sort of money now.

“Servicing starts at £71. Round it up to
£120 - for that we’ll paint the platter,
too. Say the chassis hasn’t got too many
marks on it. We’ll strip it down and over-
haul it. Then it can go straightinto a
plinth. The plinth is the expensive bit,
but there is a way to keep the cost down
to about £588 if you already own a 301.”

cardboard box, all packaged up - but
the plinth, of course, is extra. The 401 is
£764 'cos we can get them a bit easier.”

Terry even does an entry-level package
consisting of a fully restored 401 chassis,
skeletal plinth (more IKEA than trad
Garrard but functional and effective)
and a re-wired Rega RB250. “All you
need is your cartridge and you're up an’
running,” the human dynamo explains.
We’re offering that for £1,350 all-in. And
I'll tell you now, I’ll put that against any
of the new ones, any of ’em. I'll go as far
as putting it against a four-and-a-half
thousand pounder. Put the PSU 45
powersupplyon itandyou’dbeat even
that. Stone dead.” Blimey.

I leave Lambourn frankly stunned.
Terry isn’t the man [ thought he’d be. I
was expecting a bloke living in the past
with a pocket timepiece and a monocle,
railing against the pace and shortcuts of

“I GAVE 200 QUID FOR THAT PLINTH; YOU'VE GOT
TO HAND OVER THAT SORT OF MONEY NOW. "

Which, considering what goes into a 301
plinth and its size, seems more than fair.
“We also do fully restored 301s and
401s. With 301s, all the cadmium-plated
stuff’s probably come off. So we strip
them down and send them away for
replating and they come back like new.
Brian Mortimer finished up as chief of
quality control at the Garrard factory
and he actually describes these as the
finest 301s and 401s Garrard never made.
“So forget your fifteen pounds nine-
teen and six. A fully restored 301 is
going to cost you £999, complete in the

modern existence. ] was expecting a
crusty, dusty iconoclast immersed in
the warm glow of quaintantiquity,
oblivious to the hard-nosed
requirements of the 21st century hi-fi
consumer. Instead [ got motormouth
Tel, as clued up as he is glued up and
wielding an old British classic turntable
design with the precision of Obi Wan'’s
light sabre to stake his place at the
cutting edge. If a bit breathlessly.

More power to his overworked elbow.
Because, ever since the visit, I've wanted
a Garrard too.
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Audio Research has always conducted itself in a manner befitting manufacturers of bespoke products of a bygone-age, be they hand-
crafted automobiles, fine timepieces or hand-stitched shoes. It will not be rushed. At any point in its history, Audio Research has
maintained a rank at the top of its field, its position held through the change of millennia with a'series of products truly deserving of the
name "Reference’. The Reference 2 Mk |l pre-amplifier and Reference Phono, the Reference 800 Mk lil and 300 Mk Il power amplifiers -
this family of vacuum tube components proves that traditional values such as hand-built construction, superior parts and materials,
intelligent ergonomics and flash-free styling can be applied to the latest technologies: the best of the past with the best of the present,
to ready the listener for the future.

ery new layout with a
mpany’s name.

But Audio Research does not restrict its expertise to its flagship models. The company has always employed a "trickle down" approach,
applying the gains acquired through the development of the Reference models throughout the range. Among its latest achievements are
the CD3 Cd player the LS25 Mk Il pre-amplifier and VT100 Mk |l power amplifier, products capable of reproducing sound of a calibre
unknown at their price points.

Audio Research: not a cautious choice, but a considered one. - E o

- - =
audio research TSI e
N E s 58 Durham Road, London SW20 OTW T:+44 (0)20 89 71 39 09 F: +44 (0)20 88 79 79 62

W: www.absolutesounds.com E:info@absolutesounds.com




HIGH PERFORMANCE RED ROSE MUSIC PASSION INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER

Volume

fECTEIS CAN A SOLID STATE AMP FROM A CELEBRATED, CD-PHOBIC

DESIGNER REALLY BE THE ANSWER TO YOUR ANALOGUE PRAYERS?

eeting Mark Levinson last
year it seemed that his true
passion is not this new
amplifier or even his famous
wife (Kim Cattrall from Sex In
The City, triv fans) but a dislike
of PCM (Pulse Code
Modulation) audio. Mark
loathes the effect of this

REVIEW JASON KENNEDY

digital recording format and
the CDs it creates and now that SACD has
appeared on the scene he clearly feels
vindicated in this opinion. He’s not alone in this
regard, there are plenty of die-hard analogue
enthusiasts out there who are celebrating the
resurgence of the LP as if it was the second
coming, but he’s in a minority when it comes to
established figures in the US high end. It’s not
that he doesn’t like it purely for its sound - he
actually feels it’s the reason why people have
stopped listening to music and enjoying it the
way they used to.

Therefore the Passion amplifier, along with
the rest of Levinson'’s recently expanded Red
Rose range, has been created using analogue
and DSD (SACD’s recording format) sources
from the start. The design team that created
them is headed by Levinson and Victor
Tiscareno who are based in New York, but there
have been “significant contributions” from the




Chinese manufacturing arm of the company.
For a US high-end brand to manufacture in
China is unconventional, but to get design input
as well is unheard of. Inevitably it begs the
question: why do Red Rose products cost so
much, is it purely down to the Levinson name?

The Passion is a straightforward, no frills line-
integrated amp. A £3,000 line-integrated that
from the outside could be a Copland say, at half
the price. Features are scant - five line inputs
plus a tape out, single speaker terminals,
volume and selector controls. With the
exception of a headphone output that’s it - no
balance, no separate record out selector, not
even a remote control.

But what you do get is a 100 watts per channel
rated output with what is described as

(also PCM) came across in rather forward
fashion and to be frank even some of the tracks
on the Red Rose SACD sampler displayed the
same character at times. This is probably
because of a lack of empathy between speaker
and amp - Red Rose’s speakers have a softer,
smoother balance than my Avatars, which were
designed with rich valve tones in mind.

Nonetheless with the right disc or LP the
results are electrifying. Take Keith Jarret’s classic
Eyes Of The Heart, when the band joins him for
the crescendo of this live piece I was riveted,
rarely have I heard it sound so real. The power
and scale coupled with the Passion’s irresistible
speed really made the most of a spectacular
performance.

I've never had a Naim amplifier at home butI

US high-end brand
Red Rose Music has
unconventionally used
not only Chinese
manufacturing ability,
but also design input.

“THE KETTLE DRUM HIT ME IN THE STERNUM. I DON'T RECALL
THAT HAPPENING BEFORE, AND BELIEVE ME I WOULD."”

“tremendous power reserves”, and it must be
said that I was quite astounded at its bass
driving capabilities.

SOUND QUALITY

I used the Passion to amplify the outputs of a
Sony SCD-555ES SACD player, Pioneer DV-747A
Universal DVD player and an SME 20A/vdH
Grasshopper/TE The Groove record player.
Loudspeakers were Living Voice Avatar OBX-R
with wires and support from Townshend Audio.

My first impression of the Passion was very
positive — it was clear why this amp had been so
dubbed. It has a turn of speed that is extremely
engaging, notes attack and decay with such
vitality and nimbleness that you can’t help but
be dragged into the sound. The kettle drum on
the Omnibus Wind Ensemble’s interpretation of
Frank Zappa’s Inca Roads hit me in the sternum. I
don’t recall that happening before, and believe
me I would.

You get a distinct impression of transparency
with the Passion, it seems to peel away the
layers until you get to the raw music. But going
back to my reference amps (at about twice the
price) I realised that what it’s actually doing is
emphasising the fundamentals of the music and
glossing over some of the finer details. It could
be richer in its portrayal, but without
comparison it manages to give the impression of
leaving no stone unturned.

This exposed approach makes it more source-
fussy than average. CDs - the devil’s coasters in
the Levinson book — do not fare too well,
tending to sound hard in the upper midrange.
Even Joni Mitchell’s voice from a DVD-Audio disc

wouldn’t be surprised if they sounded similar to
this. They’re renowned for their pace and
detractors find the sound a bit hard in the
midrange. But in the right system they can be
stunning, and the same is true of the Passion.

CONCLUSION

The Red Rose Passion is a no-compromise
amplifier that revels in speed and energy. It’s
not quite as revealing as it likes to make out and
those who are after a relaxing sound will have
to be careful with speaker matching. But you
should always do that anyway, there’s just no
excuse if you want a stunning result -
something this amp is fully capable of providing
in less than synergistic surroundings let alone
on its own turf. The price does seem steep for
the hardware on offer, but the performance it
provides is reason enough for the truly obsessed.
£2,999, Musical Design Company @& 01992 573030

No frills, but when
something sounds this
good, who needs ‘'em?
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BEST OF ALL WORLDS

Be prepared to spend a
few nights with the
manual to get to grips
with this remarkable
machine.

AZETET PIONEER'S DV-747A UNIVERSAL DVD PLAYER IS THE FIRST UK
MACHINE TO PLAY BOTH NEW HIGH DEFINITION MULTICHANNEL MUSIC

FORMATS — DVD-AUDIO AND SACD. AND IT'S EVERY BIT AS GOOD AS WE'D HOPED.

REVIEW JASON KENNEDY

he notion of a universal audio
and video player has been
bandied around ever since DVD-
Audio and SACD began
competing to be the king of
music formats. If there were a
machine that played both discs
then the two formats might more
comfortably co-exist, but such a
player has been a long time
coming. With the introduction of
Pioneer’s DV-747A Universal DVD
player the wait is finally over -
not only does it play both high resolution
formats in multichannel, it also plays the full
gamut of video disc formats. Well, almost.
Apparently Matsushita’s DVD-RAM is the one fly
in the ointment, but it will play all the other
recordable DVD formats. Truly, this is one
remarkable piece of hardware.

For the music enthusiast there are three
Crystal 24-bit/192kHz two channel DACs, Legato
PRO digital filtering and a Hi-bit processor
intended to improve CD sound quality. It also
plays MP3-encoded CD-Rs and lets you name and
navigate them with the on-screen display. The
video side is equally well catered for with
108MHz/12-bit video conversion, component
output with progressive scan and extensive
picture parameter adjustments.

nw

The actual socketry is familiar; 5.1 analogue
outputs for DVD-Audio and SACD, coaxial and
optical digital outputs for Dolby Digital and DTS
if you want off-board processing and two pairs
of stereo outputs. Video connections include
SVideo, two SCART outputs (one streaming RGB)
and component and composite phono sockets.

Build quality is lightweight but maintains the
high standard one usually expects of Pioneer.
It’s not as gorgeous as the flagship (non-SACD-
compatible) DV-939A DVD-Audio/Video player
but it costs £300 less and plays more formats. A
lot more. Accurate set-up is straightforward if
you have a tape measure and a sound pressure
metre to hand, the only minor irritation being
the need to switch between screens when
selecting channels and adjusting levels.

SOUND QUALITY

Two-channel performance was assessed using an
ATC SCM2 pre amp and Gamut D200 power amp
via Living Voice Avatar OBX-R loudspeakers.
Sony’s very fine two-channel SCD-555ES SACD
player and Pioneer’s aforementioned DV-939A
were also used for comparison. We started with
CD and were pleasantly surprised by what we
heard - this is a fine player, as fine it seems in
nearly all respects as the reference Sony. The
latter has the march on it in terms of bass
resolution and solidity but when it comes to
dynamics, low level detail, imaging et al the
differences between the two were marginal.
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With two-channel SACD and DVD-Audio the
results are more impressive still. The extra
resolution offered by these media brings greater
naturalness and credibility to the proceedings.
Competition from players dedicated to either
format was not quite as easy to dismiss however,
and in both instances there was an upgrade
when moving to the Sony or bigger Pioneer. But
in the case of DVD-Audio the margin was
decidedly subtle and the outright winner might
well depend on system balance - the DV-939A
has a warmer, richer balance than the DV-747A,
so if your system sounds rich already the
Universal machine may be a better match.

Switching to 5.1 surround sound music on
SACD and DVD-Audio, the Universal Pioneer
delivers a performance very close to those
dedicated players. Hooked up to a Lexicon MC12
processor, NAD S250 five channel power amp,
Cyrus CLS50 speakers and a REL Stentor sub, the
resulting sound was fantastic.

Frankie say, “Relax
with the luxurious
surround experience of
SACD”.

-
-

-

Tracks like Welcome To The Pleasuredome from
Frankie Goes To Hollywood’s recently released
SACD compilation are an exercise in sound
steering that make multichannel listening
tremendously entertaining. It opens with a
jungle setting and builds into a writhing mass
of synth and bass that completely fills the room,
providing great effects wherever you're sitting.
More subtle recordings like the Omnibus Wind
Ensemble’s Frank Zappa arrangements create a
highly convincing sense of space, which in turn
allows the instruments to breathe more
realistically than they do in stereo. Compared to
Sony’s multichannel SCD-333ES, another
dedicated SACD player, the differences were
pretty subtle, more so than with stereo SACD.
Some discs offered up a bit more atmosphere on

“THE EXTRA RESOLUTION OFFERED BY SACD AND DVD-AUDIO BRINGS

GREATER NATURALNESS AND CREDIBILITY TO THE PROCEEDINGS."

>
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HIGH PERFORMANCE PIONEER DV-747A UNIVERSAL DVD PLAYER

DVD-AUDIO
VERSUS SACD

DVD-AUDIO

DVD-A was the first high definition
digital music format to be
conceived yet paradoxically the
last to make it onto the market. As
a result software support still lags
behind that for SACD by some
margin. All DVD-A discs will play
on DVD-Video players albeit not at
the same quality and Audio
players will also play Video discs. A
direct descendent of CD, DVD-A is
a PCM format that comes in a
variety of qualities, the highest of
which being 24-bit/192kHz which
offers 96kHz bandwidth across
two channels only (although
multichannel 24/192 looks likely to
appear fairly soon). The vast
majority of DVD-A discs feature
5.1 channels of 24/96 resolution
alongside a Dolby Digital track for
DVD-V player compatibility and
some video footage, though the
latter is often just stills. DVD-A
players are designed to be used
with a monitor and anything other
than basic operation is difficult
without one. They have better
surround sound set-up capabilities
than SACD.

SACD

SACD is Sony and Philips’
alternative high definition format.
Based on digital recording system
DSD (Direct Stream Digital), SACD
offers a maximum 100kHz
bandwidth and up to six channels.
DSD has a technical advantage
over PCM in that it removes two
stages of processing. Its drawback
is high levels of ultrasonic noise
which need to be filtered out.
Discs are in two, multichannel, and
hybrid variants and often a
combination of all three.

SACD is a dedicated audio
format and has no video element,
50 setting up a purist surround
system is a relatively crude affair
limited by what can be displayed
on a small dot matrix panel.
Usually this is solely the relative
level of front to rear speakers.

WHICH IS BEST?

As no one has yet issued
recordings on the two formats of
the same piece of music using
24/96 PCM and DSD recorders it
has not been possible to directly
compare them. But the survival of
both depends on software support
and in this respect SACD currently
has the edge.

Decisions, decisions -
why bother if you've
got a Universal?

the Sony but there was no clear winner. In fact,
the Sony player may have been hampered by its
very basic bass management facilities, which
give the Pioneer an advantage in terms of setup.
Alongside its big brother, the DV-939A, the DV-
747A put in a sterling DVD-Audio performance.
Its leaner balance makes recordings sound less
rich, which in direct comparison can give the
impression of a cruder performance. But listen
harder and its tighter bottom end makes double
bass notes sound more real and fast, and
previously lush orchestral pieces take on a
sharpness that makes them more compelling.
The DV-939A seems to have the edge in terms of
low level detail but it doesn’t take long to forget
this when listening to the DV-747A in isolation —
stick on the Doors’ Changeling and you’re soon
reminded of why this band was so influential.

AV PERFORMANCE

With the Dolby Digital and DTS soundtracks of
music and movie DVD-Videos, performance is
similarly impressive. There is inevitably a step
down from the natural, relaxed sound of the
high definition formats but with a good disc
this change is not too painful and we were
impressed at how uncompressed some discs
sounded. Picture quality is excellent — crisp,
natural and fine. The range of video
adjustments is as broad as they come, taking in
black level and set-up, chroma, gamma and four
varieties of video noise. There’s also progressive
scan for those with suitable screens and a
PureCinema mode intended to make the most
of movies made on film rather than video.

CONCLUSION
This is an extraordinary machine. Not only does
it play virtually every audio or video disc in
existence, it does so with a finesse fully in line
with more expensive dedicated machines.
Which will it turn you into, an SACD or a DVD-
Audio fanatic? It’s perhaps ever so slightly better
as a DVD-Audio player, but who cares when you
can play both mediums at close to the best of
their abilities and watch movies in-between? It’s
time to get down off the fence. You no longer
have to choose which high definition music
format is the best, now you can have them both.
£899.00, Pioneer UK @ 01753 789789

OUR FAVOURITE DISCS SO FAR

DVD-AUDIO
The Doors — LA Woman (Elektra)
A classic remastered from original eight-
track tape that retains the energy of the
original while adding the presence that
only multichannel surround sound delivers.

Joni Mitchell — Both Sides Now (Reprise)
High quality original surround recording
has a luxurious sound with Mitchell’s sultry
voice dominating the mix.

Deep Purple — Machine Head (Warner)

Another remastered oldie from a band at the peak of
its powers. Slightly odd instrument placement but
great fun for the air guitarist.

Beethoven — Symphony No.6, Op. 68/

Respighi — The Pines of Rome (AIX records)

New Jersey Symphony Orchestra/Zdenek Macal
Double sided disc that-includes alternate mixes, a
voiceover by the conductor and two camera angles.
0Oh, and some rather nice tunes.

SACD (ALL MULTICHANNEL)

[@——1] Various Artists —

Exceptional Masterpieces (Siltech)

A direct to DSD recording of early music

from Sammartini, Biber and Fux among
others, produced by US cable specialist Siltech. This is a
superb sounding disc.

James Taylor — Hourglass (Columbia)

Luxurious production and quality

songsmithing from an old master make

this a must for anyone who appreciates
West Coast rock (and owns an SACD player).

Omnibus Wind Ensemble -

Blumlien single point analogue recording

of unusual versions of jazz rock classics,
all of them more relaxed than the originals but just as
grand. A fascinating disc for Zappa aficionados.

Frankie Goes To Hollywood —

Rage Hard — The Sonic Collection (ZTT)

SACD-only release featuring regular

Frankie producer and eighties hit-maker
Trevor Horn's remixes of the band's hits. Includes most
of the Welcome To The Pleasuredome album, the latter
being the standout track.
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Discover the
natural beauty

For nearly a quarter of a century the Heybrook
name has been associated with high performance
audio equipment. In its new, 2000 series speakers,
Heybrook has created a comprehensive range
with models suitable for every situation... from
compact, subtle bedroom systems to full scale,
home theatre including surround sound.

The technical excellence of the 2000 series is
based on custom designed Kevlar drive units.
With a significantly higher strength / weight ratio,
the lighter Kevlar cones are more responsive and
have superior self-damping.

Heybrook’s ‘first order’ crossover networks give
the amp increased control over the drive units for
greater immediacy and clarity. By comparison
conventional crossovers can make speakers
confused and slow sounding.

Heybrook 2000 series speakers are exclusively
available through selected, specialist retailers.

“...Clear, sharp and lively... this was an unusually
likeable loudspeaker which had the litheness of a
classy compact, with the bass extension and tonal
range of a much bigger box...."

Hi-Fi News - UK

“...The HB4’s achieve a small miracle. Their musical
coherance demonstrates a real ‘know-how' on the part
of the Heybrook design team. They are quite simply
beautiful and natural. Bravo!...”

Revue du Son et du Home Cinema - France

“...It sounds so good, that I don’t think I have ever
heard a loudspeaker at this price, reproduce midrange
frequencies with such quality!...”
' Lyd & Bilde - Norway




HIGH PERFORMANCE PIONEER DV-747A UNIVERSAL DVD PLAYER

CLOSE UP

The DV-747A is the
UK's first “fully
loaded’ universal disc
player. Along with
DVD-Audio, SACD,
DVD-Video and CD
discs it also plays
both CD-R and CD-RW
varieties of recordable
CD and can decode
MP3 tracks. It
includes on-board
Dolby Digital and DTS
decoding and handles
Video-CD too, though
the latter is of little
relevance to the UK
market. As for
connection options
you get a full
complement - see
right.

“ONE DUAL-LASER TRANSPORT ACCOMMODATES DVD, DVD-R, DVD-A AND

SCART OUTPUTS VIDEO OUTPUTS

Two Scart sockets are Choose between two S-Video
provided for AV connection, outputs, two composite

one carrying an RGB video outputs and a set of

signal. Use this one for component phono sockets.
higher quality video

performance.

ANALOGUE DIGITAL AUDIO
AUDIO OUTPUTS OUTPUTS
A pair of two-channel audio Both optical and coaxial

outputs is included for
connection to a stereo amp,
plus 5.1-channel outputs
for DVD-A/SACD playback
through a surround system.

varieties are provided.

SACD WITHOUT COMPROMISING COMPATIBILITY WITH OLDER DISCS.”

Despite the rivalry
between the formats,
the mechanical
characteristics of SACD
and DVD-A are identical.

TECHNICAL REPORT

p until this point, the rivalry between SACD and DVD-

Audio has ensured the players were always mutually
exclusive, even though the mechanical characteristics of the
two disc formats are, in fact, identical. Both use the same
substrate, the same groove pitch and length and offer the
same data capacity even though the nature and packing of
data is completely different. Hence, Pioneer’s DV-747A can
make use of one, dual-laser transport to accommodate DVD,
DVD-R, DVD-A and SACD playback without compromising its
compatibility with older CD, CD-R and CD-RW discs.

Once the data is stripped off the respective disc in its raw
form it is separated according to type. That is, PCM data for
DVD and CD goes one way, and DSD (Direct Stream Digital)
data for SACD goes another. Entirely separate decoders are
employed for DVD-A and SACD, the latter drafted in from
Sony. In addition, DVD-A data has a further processing block
to accommodate the various bass management and delay
facilities that are unavailable to SACD. Finally, both decoded
PCM and DSD data are switched into a series of Crystal
CS4392 DACs, which will accommodate both data types.
Three stereo DACs are used, to feed all front, centre,

surround and LFE channels. However, from an
audiophile perspective, the SACD
/ data path is significantly shorter and
: less intrusive than the winding road
trod by CD and DVD's PCM code.
The DV-747A's technical performance is
determined both by the capacity of each
data format and the limitations of its own
digital and analogue circuitry. So, its peak
output is 1.96V, midband distortion an incredibly
low 0.0005% and the A-wtd S/N ratio a creditable
110dB regardless of format. Distortion at lower levels
is determined more by data format, so CD yields
0.055%, SACD gives 0.02% and DVD-A an impressive
" 0.009%, all at -60dBFs. Similarly, while CD's low-level

resolution peters out below -100dBFs, both DVD-A and SACD

succeed in coding low-level information to about -120dBFs.
On the other hand, the increased sample rates of DVD-A and

PIONEER DV-747A: 40kHz @ OdBF s from DVD-A [96kH2/24bit) and software
(dBFs
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Black trace: Ultrasonic noise reading with DVD-A.
Red trace: SACD ‘built-in’ noise reading.

SACD actually result in more ultrasonic noise and high
frequency distortion (0.065% and 0.095% respectively at
20kHz) than occurs with CD (0.03%). But these faster
sample rates also yield wider frequency responses, so while
CD software is limited to a 20kHz bandwidth, both DVD-A
and SACD extend beyond 80kHz. With 192kHz/24bit DVD-A
software, the response is just -1.1dB down at 60kHz and
-2.3dB at 80kHz. SACD discs are slightly more tailored at
-1.6dB and -4.1dB respectively, but this is remains a far
‘flatter’ response than that delivered by any of the
Sony/Philips/Marantz SACD players we've tested recently.

If proof were needed that SACD and DVD-A both surpass
CD in bandwidth, the graph shows a very high resolution
spectrum of a 40kHz signal (labeled ‘Fundamental’) with
second and third distortion harmonics also indicated. Though
Pioneer’s implementation has more ultrasonic noise with
DVD-A (black trace) than many other players, it still betters
the ‘built-in’ noise of SACD (red trace) by a fair margin.
SACD, on the other hand, does not suffer the 560psec of
jitter and other spurious artifacts incurred by the PCM code
used by both CD, DVD and DVD-A.So, while the DV-747A is
immensely versatile in its handling of CD, DVD and SACD,
other single-format players are individually more capable.

Paul Miller
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HIGH PERFORMANCE NEAT ACOUSTICS ULTIMATUM MF9 LOUDSPEAKER

‘N’ "
NEAT g

NEAT MAY BE FAMED FOR ITS
SMALL LOUDSPEAKERS, BUT
HOW ABOUT A FLOORSTANDER
THAT'S NEARLY FIVE FEET TALL?

eat Acoustics
is best known
for the little
Petite
loudspeaker,
which has long
been a favourite
of this reviewer
and is surely one
of the best tiny speakers on the
planet. The company’s new
Ultimatum, however, is probably
among the largest speakers most
readers would be willing to
accommodate — which is not to say
that the two designs don’t share a
certain amount in common. ;‘%

The most dramatic elements in ““ (1
this speaker are its price, which is a
hefty £8,500 per pair, and the not
inconsequential fact that it stands 1.5m tall.
Since your eyes and ears are normally about 1m
off the ground when seated in your favourite
armchair, the speakers do rather tend to loom
over you even though the front view is a
fashionably slim 22cm.

Handsome seems a better adjective than pretty
to describe a speaker which is certainly good-

REVIEW PAUL MESSENGER

\*45 ,
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looking, but in a rather severe way. A choice of
real wood veneers decorate the sides and back,
adding a welcome touch of domesticity, but the
matt charcoal front panel - with or without the
optional ‘stocking mask’ grille cloth - will keep
things a little gloomy.

Such a tall, slim speaker might well lack
physical stability were it not for a proper plinth
to extend the ‘footprint’. And what a plinth!
Curvaceously carved from centimetre-thick,
crackle-finish black steel, it adds mass, stability
and elegance in very impressive spades, with
four large domed chrome bosses to
accommodate the very serious spikes.

Like the plinth, everything about this speaker
is exceedingly substantial, which is why the
total weight adds up to 66kg. The enclosure is
fashioned from birch plywood and actually
consists of seven separate cavities, which will
necessarily provide substantial internal bracing.

large ported sub-enclosures. In-room
measurements show an impressive smoothness
and neutrality. Sensitivity is a modest 87-88dB,
but the load makes life easy for the amplifier
and bass extension is among the very best we've
ever measured. Best results were found with the
speakers well clear of nearby walls.

SOUND QUALITY

The Ultimatum’s most obvious ‘character’ is
that the treble is a little stronger than average -
just like the Petite 3, reviewed in HFC 211. This
might or might not appeal, depending on your
own personal taste, but it certainly made the
sound very explicit and detailed, even at very
low levels.

Fundamentally, this speaker just gets out of
the way and lets the musical messages through
unobstructed. The hallmark of the very best
loudspeakers is that they somehow manage to

The top-mounted
super tweeters
(below) could be see
as something of an
indulgence, but when
you're paying this sort
of money, you want as
much space and air as
you can get.

“FUNDAMENTALLY, THIS SPEAKER JUST GETS OUT OF THE WAY
AND LETS THE MUSICAL MESSAGES THROUGH UNOBSTRUCTED."”

Further icing on the cake is provided by a
‘sandwich’ construction for the driver-mounting
front and top panels, incorporating a
polyethylene membrane ‘filling’ to damp out
any vibration.

The intriguing thing about this design is the
way it combines simplicity and complexity.
Although there are seven enclosure cavities and
nine drive units in each loudspeaker, the
crossover network is a very simple five-element
affair. That in turn is because it follows a basic
two-and-a-half-way configuration - essentially a
two-way with additional help through the bass
region (and, in this case, also the treble).

How come nine drive units then? Five form a
visible array along the length of the front panel
- four 6.5-inchers flanking a central inverted-
dome tweeter. Two additional disc-shaped
ribbon-type tweeters are fitted into the top
surface, pointing upwards. That makes seven.
The other two are additional 6.5-inchers,
completely hidden inside the boxes.

The front panel array actually represents a
double-d’Appolito arrangement, with all four
6.5-inchers delivering the bass frequencies, the
top and bottom ones rolling off early so that just
the inner two carry on up through the midband
to meet that central tweeter. Note that the latter
have ‘bullet-shaped’ central polepiece
extensions, to optimise their midband
performance. The bass-only drivers are each
backed up by a hidden identical driver,
operating in isobaric acoustic series in relatively

highlight and communicate the differences
between different sources and even recordings,
and in this regard the Ultimatum turns out to
be a very good speaker indeed.

There’s no tendency here to ‘bland out’ the
material it’s being fed. A warts ‘n’ all, ‘garbage
in; garbage out’ mentality won’t always please
everyone, but it implies a refreshing honesty
and ensures that when the source or recording
quality is top notch, the musical enjoyment will
be maximised. The contribution of the top-
mounted ‘super tweeters’ is very subtle, though
worthwhile in the final analysis, for that little
bit of extra air and delicacy.

Qualitatively, the bass end is quite superb. Very
few speakers can match its ability to deliver
genuinely deep in-room bass without muddying
things up with excessive and thumpy midbass.
The bonus here is that the bass is also
exceptionally agile and lively, cabinet coloration
is vanishingly low and the speaker showed little
tendency to excite the suspended floor of the
listening room.

CONCLUSION

Over the long haul of several weeks, my respect
for this speaker continued to grow. Few if any
can match the way it combines the coherence
and communication skills of a simple two-way
with most of the advantages of a much larger
design. The Ultimatum is an exceptional
achievement in every respect.

£8,500, Neat Acoustics & 01833 631021

DRIVERS
IN BRIEF

The Neat Ultimatum
employs no less than
nine drive units per
speaker.

@ Four visible
front-firing 6.5-inch
mid/bass units.

@ Two additional |
6.5-inch mid/bass

units hidden inside

the cabinet. i
@ One front-firing ‘
inverted dome tweeter. |
@ Two upward-firing
disc-shaped ribbon
tweeters.
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...copy all editors stop proac launch new
tablette reference eight mini-monitor stop.
stunning sounds from tiny cabinet stop
delivers amazing weight and scale yet

smooth and detailed stop. hear for first

time at bristol show 22nd — 24th february

stop or contact us for details stop.

message ends...

Highpoint House. Riding Road.

Buckingham Road Industrial Estate,

Brackley. Northamptonshire NN13 7BE ‘.

Telephone 01280 700147 ‘.' ro ‘
Fax 01280 700148 perfectly natural
Website www.proac-loudspeakers.com
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RADIO RANTING
Recent goings-on at the BBC and changes
to their digital radio service make for
interesting reading. What has happened is
that the bit-rate on Radios 1, 2 and 4 has
been reduced from 192Kb/s to 128Kb/s and
the transmission mode from stereo to
joint stereo. In addition Radio 4 is now
80Kb/s mono from 20:00 - 09:00 daily, and
audio processing has been introduced on
Radios 1 and 2. The processing was
introduced around September and the bit
rates were changed on 21 December.

When the processing was introduced on
Radio 2, there was large distortion on the
peaks and when I contacted Engineering
Information, [ was asked to supply them
with screen shots of the audio in CoolEdit
and sound files, which I did. Following my
complaint the sound quality of Radio 2
improved only very slightly.

I contacted BBC Engineering on 27
December and was told that the bit rates
were changed to make room for new
services and the processing to improve the
“listenability” of Radios 1 and 2. Their
advice was that if  was unhappy with the
bit rate changes or wished to listen to
Radio 4 in stereo during the evening, get
an FM tuner. The same BBC engineer also
said that 192Kbps was an unnecessary
extravagance for Radio 4!

The only reason I purchased my digital
receiver in 1999 was following a talk
with Engineering Information when they
suggested it, claiming I wouldn’t have to
put up with the processing on the FM
networks, and I was also told that DRC
(Dynamic Range Control) would be a

i

feature of the digital service. Now two and
a halfyears later it would appear that DRC
will only be available on Radio 3 and that
my £800 digital receiver is only good as a
door stop and that I should go back to FM!
David Laine, via e-mail

The Editor replies... We sympathise with your
situation and are concerned to learn of extra
processing and lower quality audio on the
nation’s most popular radio stations. We
contacted Lindsay Cornell, Head of Digital
Platforms at the BBC, who had this to say:
“Before Xmas we adjusted the bit rates on some
services some of the time in preparation for new
services which are due to be introduced later
this year. Our policy is to analyse the content
across our services at different times and adjust
accordingly. For example, a live concert on
Radio 1 might benefit from a higher bit rate
but in that case another programme, perhaps a
speech service, may need to be broadcast with a
reduced bit rate to compensate. We believe that
the rates we are using are perfectly acceptable
for most people.” He also assured us that there
are no plans to further reduce the bit rates from
those presently employed, so you may still have
a dual use for your £800 door stop after all.

MULTICHANNEL DEBATE

While multichannel may be the ‘future’ of
music, the rational economic case for
adopting it now looks very weak to me.
Even neglecting issues like DVD-A vs

SACD, and fitting extra speakers in small

Forum Letters, Hi-Fi Choice, 99 Baker Street, London W1U 6FP

dan.george@futurenet.co.uk

rooms etc, multichannel must either cost
a great deal more than, or mean inferior
components to, a two-channel set-up.
Unlike the switch from mono to stereo,
playback of legacy material either wastes
the additional components or adulterates
the sound with dubious processing. I feel
it can only make sense to install multi-
channel hardware if a sufficient
percentage of your source material (at
least 50%) exists in multichannel first.

After three years of DVD-V, and one of
SACD/DVD-A, only seven per cent of my
collection has more than two discrete
channels, while broadcast multichannel
is vestigial at best. Since I'm still buying
audio CDs it could take another twenty
years for multichannel to reach parity,
and possibly justify a new investment.

Of course, if you're young enough or
keen enough, your listening may already
have reached breakeven. There are always
compulsive early adopters. And the power
of marketeers to maliciously reissue
classic stereo material with iffy multi-
channel mixes can’t be discounted either.
But for anyone with a bulky stereo back-
catalogue on their shelves, the numbers
aren't going to add up for a very long time.
Dave Lockwood, via e-mail

The Editor replies... I'm sure most readers can
relate to the bulky stereo back-catalogue you
mention! Multichannel does indeed require an
additional outlay, and compromise with living
arrangements, but it can be a more acceptable
compromise if the results are deemed
spectacular! Sales of packaged DVD systems as
well as DVD players continue at great speed.
Soon enough it may be these consumers who
buy high-resolution multichannel music because
their DVD player offers SACD and DVD-A
playback through their 5.1 channel system. The
increasing development of these one-box sources
is the way we’re headed. Check our review of
Pioneer’s do-it-all machine on p24 this month.
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FORUM HELP

TROUBLE WITH THE RIG? LOST IN THE UPGRADE JUNGLE? FEAR NOT,
DAN GEORGE IS HERE TO GUIDE YOU TO SONIC SAFE HAVEN.
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Write to us with
your hi-fi queries:
Forum: Help

Arcam A75 Plus

SYSTEM

Hi-Fi Choice NICE BUT DIM Before you do anything too drastic, try to
99 Baker Street My system as a whole sounds too bright for me. I mass-fill your speaker cabinets if you can and
use an Arcam Alpha 7 SE CD player, with a Cyrus try them positioned with the tweeter firing
London W1U 6FP 3amp plusPSX-R and Mission 753 speakers. I like  straight out with no toe-in. If you're still
Or e-mail: listening to classical music and salsa. Do you unhappy try to home-dem a different
think there is something wrong with my amplifier, perhaps the new Arcam DiVA A75
dan.george@futurenet.co.uk combo? I'm tempted to swap the speakers for Plus at £500. Failing that try some other
B&W 600 Series 3. Would that improve things? speakers, B&W should serve you well and are

Jeff Grimonstet, via e-mail. likely to be more relaxed than the Missions.

HEN PECKED
I’'m mailing you from Belgium and I hope
you can give me some advice to help me
upgrade. I recently bought a nice Loewe
Vitros TV and would like to extend to home
cinema either now or at a later stage. My
living room is bit cluttered with furniture for
the moment but is of reasonable size (37
square metres). I read about the BOSE 35 home
entertainment system and I thought, hmm, it
doesn’t take up much space, has small speakers,
does everything, it might
be the easy way out, but
what about quality?
My wife doesn’t want the
speakers to dominate the
room considering it’s
already dominated by the
big LOEWE TV. My budget
would be £2,000-£3,000.
Arie Verschoor via e-mail

Ruark CL300

BASSLESS

I recently bought a Sharp SD-NX10 one-bit
popular with your German digital audio system for £1,000. Visually I'm
neighbours. But, although pleased with this system; it’s just the sound
your wife may approve, I that slightly disappointed me. More

doubt that you will in specifically the amount of bass it produces,

absolute sonic terms. How which quite frankly is poor.

about some funky speakers I was just enquiring if it is somehow possible

BOSE is very partner-
friendly and they're very

like the glass Waterfall to add a subwoofer? There are no extra out-
Victoria (HFC 225) at £1,650 or puts at the back, so I can’t think of a way. If a
some svelte electronics like sub was to be added would it need its own
Cyrus. You could try the power source? If this is not possible, can I buy
Quattro system, comprising CD, anotheramplifier to fit this system?
preamp and tuner for around Adam Simpson, via e-mail
£850, with a smart power amp at
£550. That should serve you well It doesn’t sound good I'm afraid. With no
for around £3,000 and it will outputs you can’t run a subwoofer or add a
look unobtrusive in your power amplifier. You may have to radically
spacious pad. re-think your system. If you choose to
replace it, look for an amplifier with a
Waterfall Victoria preamp output, allowing you to run an

active subwoofer if you want more bass.

34 | HIFFI CHOICE = www.hifichoice.co.uk | april 2002



AWAY DAY

I've got a CD and MD deck from Sony and I want to link them
up to a tuner to be able to record particular Radio 1 shows. Is it
possible to buy something that will allow me to do a timed
record while I'm not there? I'm after a component to start the
tuner and record function.

Duncan Collins, via e-mail

Strictly speaking, no. Unless there’s a gadget deep in the
shelves of Maplin’s warehouse you have limited options. We
do know of a TEAC CD-R deck that incorporates a timer
facility, it’s the TEAC RW-800, though this fix will cost you
around £350.
TEAC RW-800

CD UPGRADE
FUTURE PROOF

Iam planning to buy a dedicated player for CD playback.
Should I'investin a player for SACD or DVD-Audio, or buy a
traditional CD player that is capable of taking full advantage
of the latest CD formats, such as HDCD and CD text? I heard
that the DVD-Audio has lost its momentum and SACD is
gaining ground steadily. Is it true?

John Choy, via e-mail

Yours is a question troubling many upgraders this year.
SACD is doing well, what with Sony’s ad campaigns in the
national press and players well below £500 now available.
But the battle is still on with DVD-A, and now we are
beginning to see hybrid players such as the Pioneer DVD-
747, a DVD-A/V player with SACD capability. For the ultimate
in CD replay a dedicated player is what you want -
something like the Primare D30.2 at £1,500 would be worth
seeking out as our test in this issue confirms.

Pioneer DV-747A

SYSTEM

Just a quick technical question; will speakers with an impedance
of six ohms work with an amplifier with an eight ohm output?
CJewell, via e-mail

Yes! Your amplifier’s power output in watts is expressed
using a standard measurement of eight ohms. Ohms are a
measure of resistance that the loudspeaker presents to the
amplifier. As a rule the lower the impedance the harder the
speaker is to drive, as it requires more current. In practice
this may mean that a particularly low power amplifier may
have difficulty with very low impedance speakers. However,
six ohms is not uncommon, and the duo should work with
no problems.

SPEAKERS
WHICH?
I am thinking of buy-
ing some new speak-
ers and have been
considering the
Mission 773 or the KEF
Q35.2 both of which
can now be picked up
for a pretty reasonable
price. Any opinions on these two or any
other speakers you recommend? | heard
that some standmounters sound better?
Loz Ring, via e-mail

EPOS M12

Often our loudspeaker group tests conclude that at entry-
level prices, standmounts are king. Out of your two choices,
we’d go for the Missions as we gave them a Best Buy, where
as the KEFs didn’t quite do it for us. For a tasty standmount
try the EPOS M12s at £499, although lean, we think you’ll
like them.

THE WALL
I am looking for small
wall-mounted
speakers in light
oak or beech. My
budget is £200-
£300, can you tell
me which are the
best on the market?
Philip Nixon, via e-mail

Some small designs
are specifically made
with threads at the rear
for wall-mounting.
Mission’s £100 M70 is a

Acoustic

five-star example of this -4 :ne(gy
design. Most other g o E::‘;ne

‘bookshelf speakers can be
wall-mounted with a fairly standard bracket, provided they
don’t object to near-wall placement - for under £300 we’d

suggest the B&W DM303 at £180, the Acoustic Energy Aegis
Evo One, also at £180, and the £250 Castle Richmond.

HIT LIST

Please could you suggest an audition list for my upgrade
dilemma? I am looking for a new amplifier for about £500 to
partner a Marantz CD6000KI Signature and KEF Concerto 1s.I am
after a big, transparent soundstage that’s kind to vocals. Musical
taste is wide and varied.

Tim Stevens, via e-mail

You’d be mad not to try the Arcam A75 Plus at £449.90, and
have a look at Rotel’s £275 RA-971 MKk11. Finally have a play
with the very musical Rega amps in your budget. The Brio is
£298 for a 40 watt amp, and
the larger
60 watt Mira
will set you
back £498.

Rega Brio \
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CD PLAYERS

CD PLAYERS

THERE'S A LOT OF LIFE INTHE OLD DISC YET, AS ALVIN GOLD DISCOVERS.
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here was a period which stretched over

much of the last year, perhaps more,

when it appeared that we would not be

able to assemble another group test of

compact disc players. DVD had arrived
on the scene, been taken to the public’s bosom,
and appeared to have effectively conquered all.
After all, DVD players are also CD players, and you
can pick one up for under £100, so why would
anyone want to buy a player that does a whole lot
less, probably for a whole lot more money?

Of course you know exactly why one might
want to do such a thing, and this test provides
the confirming evidence you need. Given that
none of the alternatives to compact disc will be in
a position to offer anything approaching the
richness of repertoire available on CD for years,
and probably decades to come, a player dedicated
to the art of high quality CD replay still makes
great sense for music fans.

The test covers ten models over a price range of
£525-£1,500, almostall of which can blow any
DVD player you care to name out of the water
when judged by their ability to play compact
discs, including DVD-Audio and SACD compati-
ble players. The whys and the wherefores are not
really of concern here, the really important
point, and the only one that you really need to
know, is that making a DVD player that plays CDs
well is no trivial undertaking, and it simply can-
not be done on the cheap. Pay peanuts and you
get monkeys, as the saying goes. Remember that
little maxim when it comes to deciding how
much to pay for your next CD player.

ON TEST

Arcam FMJ (D23T £1149.90
AVI Series 21 MC4 £999.00
Creek CD53 £1,199.00
Cyrus CD7Q £1,150.00
Docet-Lector COP-05T £990.00
Exposure 2010 £599.00
Marantz (D17 Mk II KI Signature £119990
Primare D30.2 £1.499.00
Rotel RCD-1070 £525.00
Talk Electronics Thunder 1.1 £649.00
EQUIPMENT USED

IMlab Mezzo Utopia loudspeakers
Arcam A85 amplifier

B&W DM602 S3 loudspeakers
Musical Fidelity A3 amplifier
Nordost Valhalla loudspeaker cables
and interconnects

THE LISTENING PANEL
Steve N Harris (Tag McLaren Audio)
Terry Murphy (Yamaha)

David Inman

MUSIC USED

Marc Cohn - Marc Cohn

Ravel/Minoru Nojima (pno) - Alborada Del
Gracioso

Vaughan Williams/Richard Hickox (cond), London
Symphony Orchestra - Symphony No 4
Ry Cooder - Jazz

Joanna MacGregor (pno) - Play

Eels - Electro-Shock Blues
Stravinsky/Gergiev (cond), Karol Orchestra
- Rite Of Spring

Mary Coughlan - Love For Sale
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BENCH TEST CD PLAYERS

ARCAM FMJ CD23T

SOUND 7} VALUE 7 \ £1,149.90 CONTACT 01223 203200 ‘ www.arcam.co.uk

his first significant-revision

to the FMJ CD23 was

triggered when the
o mechanism and HDCD
filter specified for the original CD23
were discontinued, but Arcam has
capitalised on the situation by
incorporating a package of running
improvements and ratcheting up the
model designation. The new Sony
mechanism can cope with CD-RW
discs and is CD Text-enabled. Other
changes include a newly laid-out
double-sided pcb (printed circuit
board) with revised grounding, and
although the dCS Ring DAC remains,
there have been changes to its sup-
port circuitry, mostly to accommodate

"RECOMMENDED

HI-FICHOICE

magazine ¢

€D23 COMPACT DISC PLAYER &

-
|
PoweR

the new Pacific Microsonics PMD-200
HDCD filter. Finally, the analogue
output filtering has also been revised.
There are two pairs of analogue
outputs, optical and electrical S/PDIF
digital outputs and remote control
link sockets so that a complete Arcam
system can be operated from a single
handset. The handset itself is an
improved model which features less
reflective control button legends.

SOUND QUALITY

Everything points to the new model
being broadly in keeping with the
old, but without a direct side by side
comparison, it is difficult to say
definitively whether the new model

“IT DOESN'T THROW ITS WEIGHT
AROUND, AND IS ADEPT AT REPRODUCING
THE AMBIENT CONTEXT FOR THE MUSIC.”

38 | HIFFI CHOICE | www.hifichoice.co.uk | april 2002

represents an improvement or not. It
certainly has the same open, well-
balanced quality, the same smooth
yet vivid tonality and the same
spacious three-dimensional imagery.
If the FMJ CD23T has a fault, it is
as one panellist put it, in its “lack of
testicular capacity”. Comments
suggesting inoffensiveness and listen-
ability certainly outnumbered those
that spoke of an exciting ride. Others
pointed to a lack of detail resolution,
specifically with complex material
rather than generally, but based on
my own listening this is probably a
reaction to the refined and articulate,
yet unobtrusive character of a player
that goes about its business in a
natural and unforced manner. The
CD23T doesn't throw its weight
around, at least not in any obvious
way, but the panel was agreed that it
is adept at reproducing the ambient
context for the music, as well as the
notes themselves, and that it can
reproduce a palpable stereo image.

ARCAM HAS UPGRADED ITS
CD23 player with the CD Text-com-
patible transport from Sony (the
same BD25 mechanism used by
Talk and Exposure), replaced the
old PMD100 digital filter/HDCD
decoder with the latest PMD200
and revised the output stage to
boot. The 256psec of very low-rate
jitter compares favourably with the
245psec recorded for the CD92
(HFC212) and the 265psec for the
original CD23 (HFC206), because
all three players use the same Ring
DAC technology sourced from dCS.

GUARANTEE 2 years

The new version of the (D23 is a
significant step up from its predecessor.

“This is the most successful player
I've heard today..." was one epithet,
“| can hear through the music”.
Another pointed to its “nice (sense
of) light and shade”, and its " ability
to convey a feeling of power”.

CONCLUSION

Other than the changes necessary to
accommodate the CD Text display,
the new model is virtually
indistinguishable from the old, with
its now familiar, clean and elegant
slab front panel and aluminium top.
The changes are said to be
evolutionary rather than revolutionary
in character, but they are also said to
impact "usefully” on sound quality,
and while we couldn't confirm this
directly, the CD23T is a thoroughly
accomplished and likeable player,
exceptional in its ambient resolution
and firmly Recommended.

Distortion is impressively low
(0.0009% at -10dBFs and 0.0045%
at -30dBFs) while ultrasonic noise
and digital images are all but wiped
off the map, further enhancing its
compatibility. Low-level resolution
is good to +0.0/-0.3dB over a
100dB range, but the HDCD filter
limits the final A-wtd S/N ratio to
98.5dB — more than sufficient for
CD's 96dB dynamic range. The
response is just -0.15dB down at
20kHz, de-emphasis is correct and
separation exceeds 105dB at all fre-
quencies. The CD23 is still a cracker.



CD PLAYERS

AVI SERIES 21 M(4

SOUND [3E3E3

he fourth AVI-designed
CD player is the progeni-
tor of a new product
range, though it has the
same midi-size form as the 2000
series. It consequently makes a suit-
able dancing partner for existing AV
components, though the maladroit
styling may not go down well in
other combinations. The design uses
OEM transport and other key compo-
nents in a way that allows them to
be readily substituted if they become
discontinued. With proprietary filter-
ing and other circuits, the aim was to
produce a player that will last longer
and be more serviceable than others.
The control system is unhelpful, for
example by blocking track selection
until the first track has started play,
and more generally thanks to the
rapid but noisy drawer mechanism,
but there are improvements over its
2000 series predecessor. It is now
possible to select tracks from the
front panel for example, and the new

VALUE E3E3E3

£999.00

display will show track numbers and
timings simultaneously. The remote
control has tiny control buttons that
probably won't go down well with
granny, but it is at least functional,
and the raised badge helps
personalise an off-the-shelf item.

SOUND QUALITY

This player split the panel, two of
whom described the AVI as
“smooth” and “foot-tapping for the
first time” (in the test sequence). The
Marc Cohn track was deemed
“generally holographic — it hangs
together with more authority than
the previous players”, and the Ravel
piano was “not as intrusive as with
some of the others and more pleas-
ant to listen to”. Another listener also
pointed to the “comfortable” nature
of the AVI's music making. The third
panellist however was adamant that
it was flat and tedious — “musical
Mogadon” — with some disparity
between channels, and what he

THIS PLAYER MARKS A MOVE
away from the 20-bit Burr-Brown
DACs used in its S2000MC (HFC
169) and Philips SAA7323 found in
the S2000MClI (HFC176) to
Crystal's CS4390 bitstream part —
itself becoming a little long in the
digital tooth. Ultrasonic noise is
generally well controlled, but my
analysis did show the presence of
out-of-band stopband images and
other distortions. Jitter is low at
255psec but includes an unusual
mix of low rate (<20Hz) and very
high rate (3.3kHz) distortions.

Harmonic distortion is very low at \
0.0008% at the required 2.0V peak
output just as the A-wtd S/N ratio
clocks in at 102.8dB - a typical
value for this converter. This sample
showed a channel balance error of
0.3dB at 20kHz with the right chan-
nel flat and the left down by -0.3dB
while de-emphasis was slightly
wayward to the tune of 0.75dB
through the upper mid-range. The
latter is the preserve of Crystal’s
DAC, the former probably a func-
tion of AVI's own OPA2604-based
analogue filter stage.

CONTACT 01453 765682

www.avihifi.co.uk

described as “the digital equivalent of
mistracking” on the right hand chan-
nel, which coincidentally or otherwise
corresponds to the small measured
disparity between channels.

No meeting of minds here then.
But a resolution of sorts suggested
itself with further hands-on listening,
with an outcome that perhaps
inevitably settles somewhere
between the two extremes. The AVl is
indeed smooth and comfortable, but
equally it is rather more obviously
constrained than some of the others.
It is constrained in the frequency
domain, which shows as a slightly
truncated tonality and a lack of

GUARANTEE 2 years

The MC4’s comfortable listening experience
won't be available at this price for long.

individuality of tonal colours; it's
constrained dynamically too in the
sense that it tends to sound hard and
driving, even when the music
demands a more subtle response.

CONCLUSION

Aesthetics aside, this is a thoroughly
well-engineered player that should
last as well as the maker suggests,
though it sounds slightly hard-nosed
and unrefined at times. The pricing,
by the way, is said to be a limited
introductory offer.

EQUALLY IT IS RATHER MORE OBVIOUSLY
CONSTRAINED THAN SOME.”
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BASINGSTOKE 01256 324311
2 Feathers Lane

BRENTWOOD 01277 264730
30 Crown Street

BRISTOL 0117 926 4975
65 Park Street

CARDIFF 029 2022 8565
134/136 Crwys Road

CAMBERLEY 01276 685597
173-175 London Road

CHELTENHAM 01242 583960
38 Winchcombe Street

CHESTER 01244 345576
86/90 Boughton

ENFIELD 020 8367 3132
159a Chase Side

EPSOM 01372 748888
15 Upper High Street

EXETER 01392 491194
156 Sidwell Street

GLOUCESTER 01452 300046
58 Bristol Road

HIGH WYCOMBE
01494 558585
30-32 Castle Street

LONDON: W. HAMPSTEAD
020 7794 7848
190 West End Lane

OXFORD 01865 765961
19 Old High Street, Headington

READING 0118 958 5463

4 Queens Walk

Broad Street Mall
SOUTHAMPTON 023 8025 2827
10-12 Hursley Road
Chandlers Ford

SWANSEA 01792 474608

9 High Street

SWINDON 01793 538222
60 Fleet Street

TUNBRIDGE WELLS

01892 525666

6 High Street

WORCESTER 01905 619059
Independence House

The Trinity

All shops are closed on Mondays

[www.audio-t.co.uk]

[www.audio-excellence.co.uk]
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For your FREE copy of MUSIC AT HO
The Ultimate Guide 2002
FREEPHONE 0500 101 501 (quote ref HFC02)

or vist our web site at www.music-at-home.co.uk

NEW 2002
EDITION

® 57 YEARS JOINT EXPERIENCE 3 YEAR GUARANTEE

ON HI-FI SEPARATES ¢ FULL DEMONSTRATION FACILITIES

* PRICE PROMISE * 10 DAY EXCHANGES ¢ 30 DAY NO
COST PENALTY UPGRADES ® PART EXCHANGES © INTEREST
FREE OPTION Subject to status. Written details on request
* HOME LOANS AND HOME DEMONSTRATIONS
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WE SELL THE FINEST PRODUCTS

and we bring you the benefits and security of buying from a larger dealer, yet
each of our stores is run as an individual specialist shop. We are enthusiastic
and friendly, with the knowledge and experience to satisfy your expectations.

Naim Audio Naim enjoyed { » \
a phenomenal six years of R
success with its slimline
range and has recently redesigned
each of the products to enhance their sound quality,
appearance and flexibility. At the heart of the 5 series is the NAIT 5 inte-
grated amplifier, all of its functions are controlled by a microprocessor that
is only powered when interpreting a button push, remote control signal or
volume control movement before returning to sleep mode. Maximum
flexibility has been built into the NAIT 5 for easy system expansion with no
loss of sound quality.

Available at BASINGSTOKE, BRENTWOOD, BRISTOL, CARDIFF, CAMBERLEY, CHELTENHAM,

CHESTER, ENFIELD, EPSOM, EXETER, GLOUCESTER, OXFORD, READING, SOUTHAMPTON,
SWANSEA, SWINDON, TUNBRIDGE WELLS, WEST HAMPSTEAD, WORCESTER

Wilson Benesch has consistantly £ g —

developed products that captivate the =
hearts and minds of discerning audiophiles !

/
/o

throughout the world. From turntables to
tone-arms and in 1995 “the A.C.T. One "
the Worlds first curved floor-standing loudspeaker. With
its multi alloy baffles and advanced carbon fibre
composite structures, it remains as contemporary and
successful today as it was five years ago.
Available at BASINGSTOKE, BRENTWOOD, BRISTOL, CARDIFF,

CHELTENHAM, EPSOM, READING, SOUTHAMPTON, SWANSEA,
SWINDON, TUNBRIDGE WELLS, WEST HAMPSTEAD

® CHORD ®)

M Chord Electronics has become
synonymous with outstanding performance. The
companys range of products fulfils every stereo or multi-channel
system requirement. Continual dedication to research and innovation,
combined with excellence of build and sterling reliability have been
rewarded by continued growth. Chord users include many of the most
demanding customers in the audio world, both from professional and high-
end customer domains.
Available at BASINGSTOKE, BRENTWOOD, BRISTOL, CAMBERLEY,
CARDIFF, CHELTENHAM, EPSOM, EXETER, OXFORD, READING,

SOUTHAMPTON, SWANSEA, SWINDON, TUNBRIDGE WELLS,
WEST HAMPSTEAD

< CHORD.S

The B&W Nautilus™ has been hailed
as the best loudspeaker money can
| buy. Radical in concept, astonishing in
reality, its the worlds first cabinetless
speaker. By using unique tube technology and placing
the drive units right at the front, resonance is reduced.
The net result (along with a few other secrets!) is the
complete obliteration of unwanted cabinet resonance’s.
And perfectly transparent, flawless sound.

Available at CAMBERLEY and CARDIFF




CREEK (D53

SOUND | VALUE I3

he CD53 is an aesthetic
and electrical match for
Creek’s 5350 amplifier. It
~ boasts a 10mm thick
machined aluminium front panel with
an attractive brushed finish and an
alloy case rather than the pressed
(and magnetic) steel more usually
specified. The moving parts include a
compliantly mounted CD-RRW
compatible Philips CDM12 mecha-
nism with control exercised by
custom software, though there is little
to distinguish it from other main-
stream players with Philips mechs.
Pressing ‘play’, for example, reverts
to the start of the current track.
Under the skin beats a Crystal Delta
Sigma DAC with 24-bit/192kHz
equivalent claimed resolution. This,
along with the master clock
generator, jitter reduction circuitry and
associated power supplies, is mount-
ed on a separate pc board which can
be replaced by updated or higher
spec boards, as and when they

THE PHILIPS-BASED mechanism
is no less clunky than that fitted to
the AVI player, but Creek'’s choice of
the new C54396 DAC is rather more
adventurous. This is a new 24-bit
part from Crystal, capable of
192kHz replay but employing a mix
of technologies (not unlike dCS’s
Ring DAC) to reduce ultrasonic
noise, distortion and improve low-
level resolution. All these it does —
the A-wtd S/N is a fabulous
112.8dB, distortion hits a low
0.0006% at the 2.18V peak output
(0.0035% at -30dBFs) and errors in

become available. The digital outputs
are transformer-coupled, and the rear
panel interfaces include a balanced
XLR output as well as the usual
single-ended variety.

The remote control is similar to the
unit supplied with the AVI player,
which means small buttons, but
differential colouring of the various
control groups is used to good effect
to assist with navigation.

SOUND QUALITY

On the minus side, the CD53 came
across to the panel as a little cold,
even "frigid”, the listener responsible
for that comment suggesting that it's
particular balance would be enough
to put him off buying CDs. But this
was in the context of a high resolu-
tion test system with a rather dry and
arguably unforgiving balance, and
almost certainly Creek’s more
forgivingly-balanced 5350 would be
a much better match. The other panel
comments were more positive in

linearity fall within +0.0/-0.4dB
over a full 100dB dynamic range.
Creek's superior clock has a mere
+1ppm error while jitter is very low
indeed at just 155psec. There's no
sign of any low-rate or noise-like
jitter to disturb its stereo imagery
and the slight +0.17dB treble boost |
from 10kHz-17kHz should not be
audible. De-emphasis accuracy is a
little wayward, however, with
+0.2/-0.7dB ‘wobbles’ in its ‘
response, but the CD53 otherwise |
looks to be the very model of a
modern, hi-tech CD player.

£1,199.00 = CONTACT 02083614133 | www.creekaudiocouk | GUARANTEE 2 years

tone. “It's pretty good. .. and hangs
together well”, “sprang to life in the
Ravel piano piece, which sounds per-
cussive, though the spaces between
the notes don't seem as silent as they
should be”, “nice cadences (in the
Vaughan Williams). .. musically very
competent, with excellent weight and
mood” are representative comments.
In the hands-on testing, the Creek
came in the top group. | found it
subtle and engaging, with plenty of
low-level detail, and although it lacks
the neutrality and subtlety of the
Arcam CD23, or the physical
presence of the Marantz or the
Primare, it acts as an effective and

“THE CD53 MARKS A SIGNIFICANT
RAMPING UP OF CREEK’S AMBITIONS BOTH
SONICALLY AND AESTHETICALLY.”

Repeat Shutfie

CD PLAYERS BENCH TEST

T

HI-FICHOICE

Standby

O

The CD53 is usefully upgradeable thanks to
its removable pc board.

engaging advocate for well-recorded
discs. Neither is it excessively analyti-
cal with those that are less than
perfect — a common failing.

CONCLUSION

An ambitious and well-appointed
player, the CD53 marks a significant
ramping up of Creek’s ambitions
both sonically and aesthetically. In
many ways it's an impressive-sound-
ing player, with a touch of star quality
to boot. Not for everyone perhaps,
but Recommended nonetheless.

april 2002 | www.hifichoice.co.uk | HI-FI CHOICE | 41
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CYRUS CD/Q

SOUND VALUE

he Cyrus CD7Q is the
promised enhancement to
the basic CD7 which was
previously reviewed
favourably in these pages, and which
remains available at a lower price
point. The basics remain the same:
the half-standard width case is made
from non-magnetic alloy, which gives
a clearly superior finish and an
appearance that is as distinctive as
ever, while also promoting low
resonance. The MC system bus
connectors allow the player to be
fully integrated into an all-Cyrus
system and users may upgrade by
adding an external PSX-R power
supply. The processor is also capable

of being upgraded, which is basically
what happens when the standard
CD7 becomes a CD7Q.

Four 24-bit Burr Brown DACs are
used in full differential balanced
mode, which provides noise and
distortion-cancelling properties, and
the DAC itself is a higher spec, higher
performance model than the one
used in the plain CD7. A new remote
control also includes amplifier source
selection, along with level and
balance controls. It is neater and
more attractive than previous Cyrus
handsets, but it would have been
better still with some use of button
shapes or colours for quick visual
identification. The player is also

“ITS STANDOUT QUALITY IS ITS
IMAGING, WHICH IS UNUSUALLY
PRECISE AND WELL FOCUSED.”

42 | HIFFl CHOICE | www.hifichoice.co.uk | april 2002

BEST BUY

HIFICHOICE,

magazine

£1,150.00  CONTACT 01480435577 = www.cyrus.co.uk  GUARANTEE 2 years

compatible with both CD-R and CD-
RW varieties of recordable CD.

SOUND QUALITY

This ambitious new model has all the
hallmarks of previous Cyrus players,
which have consistently performed
well in our tests. It is subtle and
engaging, without the obviously
electronic thumbprint of many CD
players, though one listener
complained of a degree of sibilance.
The consensus however, which | fully
agree with based on my own testing
with a wider range of partnering
equipment and music, is that the
CD7Q is an “expressive” player,
which is “easy on the ear”. But in
contrast to lesser models in the Cyrus
range, past and present, it is more
physical sounding and has more
gravitas. "It is smooth but has real
punch” as one put it, and also
impressively dynamic. Piano
reproduction is particularly gratifying;
the Ravel reproduced with an almost

THIS ‘Q’ VERSION OF THE
established CD7 (HFC212), sees
Burr-Brown’s PCM1716 DAC
exchanged for a newer variant, the
PCM1728 which offers the same
24bit/96kHz spec. Either way, the
technical performance of the CD7Q
is marginally superior. Jitter is
reduced from 155psec to 145psec,
which is within a few psec of the
lowest value ever for a CD player,
while the S/N ratio has widened
from 103dB to 109.6dB. Low-level
resolution is as impressive as ever
with minimal errors of +0.0/-0.3dB

Non-magnetic alloys used in the casing
give the CD7Q a clearly superior finish.

bell-like percussiveness and ripeness.
Its standout quality however is its
imaging, which is unusually precise
and well focused laterally and also in
the depth plane, because subtle
ambient cues are so well reproduced.
This too was recognised by the panel,
with comments praising the player's
ability to differentiate depth
information — particularly obvious
when listening to the Vaughan
Williams symphonic recording, which
had absorbing depth and texture.

CONCLUSION

This is a fine player — refined,
expressive and articulate, as well as
tonally neutral, and with build quality
that cedes nothing to the heavy-
weights in its class. It is a little more
physical sounding than the CD7, with
bolder tonal colours, and certainly
well worth the extra cost.

THE LAB REPORT

over a 100dB range. Changes to the
analogue filter network give the
CD7Q a slightly ‘sweeter’ treble
that rolls off at -0.7dB/20kHz while
the suppression of ultrasonic noise
and other spuriae is improved. On
this sample, distortion is low but
uniformly higher on the left than
right channel —0.003% vs 0.001%
at 1kHz/0dBFs and 0.009% vs
0.007% at 20kHz/0dBFs, for exam-
ple. IM distortion also registers
0.002% on the left, 0.0008% on the
right. Otherwise, the CD7Q remains
a compact and impressive package.



SOUND E3E3

ocet-Lector is one of the
legion of Italian specialist
brands. The company
leads a double life as a
CE compliance testing lab and its first
product twenty years ago was a
phono tonearm. From a land where
valves are a national obsession, this is
another valve design — or rather a
hybrid which uses ECC81 valves for
Class A gain in the predriver and out-
put driver stages. The power supply
involves five independent stages of
regulation from a well-rated torroidal
transformer, and premium audio
grade capacitors are specified for the
audio circuits. Absolute phase can be
changed internally (potentially useful
if your amplifier is inverting), and
although no digital output is fitted as
standard, one can be added, as can
wooden side cheeks to complement
the classy black gloss front panel.
The CDP-05T is a minimalist player,
with only basic facilities. Even the
remote control's track select keys are

VALUE E3E3E3

£990.00

non-functional, in order to leave
microprocessor code space for
additional functions according to the
maker, though it is not clear what
these functions might be.

SOUND QUALITY

QOur first sample arrived in a clearly
unlistenable condition and was
replaced, but unfortunately too late
for the panel listening tests. The lab
tests had revealed certain problems,
but there was nothing to indicate a
fault and there is no way to know for
certain whether the measurements
would be similar for the sample we
eventually auditioned.

Unsurprisingly, the replacement
CDP-05T gave a much better account
of itself than the original, but it could
not be described as a high resolution
player. In fact it has a rather dense
quality which makes it hard to drill
down to the fine detail, and which
causes ambient cues to merge with
the music. Dynamics are muted, and

ALTHOUGH LECTOR SPECIFIES
a "24bit/96kHz" DAC, you'd never
guess it from the technical perform-
ance of the CDP-05T which is
smothered by both the ECC81
triodes in its analogue output stage
and appalling levels of jitter
incurred in the digital domain. From
the -71dB stopband rejection, I'd
guess the DAC is a PCM1716, but
the 0.09% peak level distortion
(1kHz at 2.1V), the poor 80.5dB S/N
ratio and -63dB crosstalk are thor-
oughly uncharacteristic and proba-
bly stem from the valve stage. Noise

from the power supply and other
distortions are sufficiently high to
make a nonsense of any low-level
resolution measurements (THD is
already 1.5% at the musically
important -30dBFs level, about
300x higher than normal). Data-
induced jitter, however, sets a new
record in the Boys’ Own Book of
Technical Horrors at over
15,000psec which cannot, under
any circumstances, do the sound of
this player any favours whatsoever.
As supplied, the CDP-05T is a neat
idea but poorly executed.

CONTACT 01746 769156

www.eminentaudio.co.uk

stereo imagery is vague, especially
around the straight ahead position.
Nevertheless, the CDP-05T also turns
out to be a quite likeable unit, which
makes up for in euphony what it
lacks in resolving powver. Its unusually
physical quality invests music with a
sense of structure and substance that
many players conspicuously lack, and
in middle ranking systems this might
just be enough to pull it through. In
addition, the player clearly doesn't
sound obviously ‘digital’ — or even
digital enough, perhaps. But there
were signs that the player’s high
frequency behaviour changed with
different amplifiers, presumably

CD PLAYERS

GUARANTEE 1 year

Functional looks are offset by a tendency to
suffer from nasty attacks of thejitters.

because of the player's relatively high
source impedance.

CONCLUSION

Likeable it may be, but as it stands
the CDP-05T doesn't meet the
minimum criteria necessary for
Recommendation. For the record
there is a Croft modified version
(£1,500) which includes power
supply enhancements, but it is hard
to see how it could be justified unless
some of the more fundamental
limitations are addressed first.

“ITS UNUSUALLY PHYSICAL QUALITY
INVESTS MUSIC WITH A SENSE OF
STRUCTURE AND SUBSTANCE.”

april 2002 | www.hifichoice.co.uk | HI-FI CHOICE | 43
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2010 Compact Disc Player

EXPOSURE 2010

BEST BUY

HI-FICHOICE

SOUND

raditionally — and few
brands are more seeped
in tradition than this one
. — Exposure components
have had rather rough-hewn and
uncompromising aesthetics. But this
has recently changed to the less
distinctive but arguably more attrac-
tive and house-friendly appearance
you see here. Exposure components
are no longer quite so iconoclastic
under the skin either, and it turns out
that the 2010 CD uses many of the
same key components as a number
of other models, in particular (from
this group) the Talk Thunder 1.1.
At the core of the 2010 is a Burr
Brown 24-bit/96kHz DAC and Sony

VALUE E3E3E3IE3ES

CD Text mechanism, built onto an
aluminium chassis with an extruded
aluminium fascia (in a choice of black
or au natural). There's a basic but
adequate set of native controls and
an attractive blue display which can
be dimmed or switched off entirely.

Digital outputs are available in
optical and electrical flavours. The
only slightly disappointing feature is
the old-fashioned and cluttered
looking remote control, a throwback
to an earlier time and surely past its
retirement age.

SOUND QUALITY
Overall, the Exposure has more
dynamics and warmth than most of

“THE WARM, ROUGH PHYSICALITY
OF THE SOUND SHOULD MAKE VINYL
USERS ESPECIALLY FEEL AT HOME.”

44 | HIFFI CHOICE | www.hifichoice.co.uk
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£599.00 = CONTACT 01273423877 | www.exposurehifi.com

the others in this test. The sound has
"real body and presence” and “good
vocal control”, both comments
referring to the Marc Cohn track,
though the symphonic excerpt was
deemed “thin” by one. Raw might be
a better term; this player can appear
to lack resolution and sound
congested with some material, but
the Ravel piano recording was
generally liked. One panellist however
voted consistently against the 2010
condemning it as “flat”, " confused”
and "unable to hang together”. He
was the only one to prefer the Talk
Thunder 1.1 to the Exposure, but this
was a decidedly minority view.
Though they share many of the same
key components, the Thunder is
around £50 more expensive.

For my money, however, this is the
superior player and while it lacks the
range, neutrality and above all the
resolution of the best in this group, it
remains a thoroughly musical player
at a very attractive price. Of all the

GUARANTEE 1 year

The 2010 is only let down by its cluttered-
looking throwback remote control.

players this month it is probably the
one that will have the greatest
appeal to those who cut their audio
teeth on analogue sources, and who
dislike obviously digital-sounding
components. The top end has more
than the usual restraint, and the
warm, rough physicality of the sound
should make vinyl users especially
feel at home.

CONCLUSION ‘

This is a player that gives every
indication of working consistently
well in a wide variety of systems. It
never pushes the music to the raw
and bleeding edge, but then that isn't
really an appropriate quality for a
model that may be asked to take up
residence in systems of widely
varying capabilities. At this price and
given its impressive mix of strengths
it's a firm Best Buy.

THE LAB REPORT

HAVING JUST MENTIONED THE
PCM1716 DAC in the Cyrus Lab

. Report, we find the very same chip
in Exposure’s new player, together
with the CD-Text-compatible BD25
mechanism from Sony that's also
used in the Arcam and Talk players.
This is a tried-and-tested DAC that
performs well in this application,
offering a low 175psec jitter with a
textbook 103dB S/N ratio and low
0.0015% distortion at its peak out-
put of 2V. That's 2.0V, precisely!
Distortion does increase slightly to
0.007% both at lower levels (1kHz/-

30dBFs) and at high frequencies
(20kHz/0dBFs) but its low-level
resolution is exceedingly good with
miniscule errors of +0.0/-0.2dB
over a full 100dB range. Exposure’s
+/-0.02dB response specification is
a little optimistic, however (the
decimal point is probably in the
wrong place) because the 2010 has
a very gentle -0.3dB treble roll-off.
Overall, no major problems to
report with this model, though a
comparison with Talk’s similar
Thunder 1.1 player should prove
interesting...



the Spirit of Sound

JMlab is renowned for its technological
creativity, and has one clear objective
“The Spirit of Sound”.

Our new Electra line confirms this objective...
Erik Truffaz, symbol of the new electro-jazz
wave, is the ideal link between the musical
creativity he incarnates and the high end
sound reproduction we represent.

He gets from JMIlab the acoustic and
dynamic feelings he wants to share...

“JMlab reproduces perfectly what | create.
We cultivate the same sound
philosophy”.

T

.

JM lab Focal-JMlab UK : 0121 616 5126 - Email: info@focal-jmlab.co.uk BLICIS/CACHEMIRE
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MARANTZ (D17 MKII KI SIGNATURE

SOUND E3E3E3E3

VALUE EE3E3E3

£1,199.90 = CONTACT 01753680868 | www.marantz.com

GUARANTEE 3 years

he CD17 Mk Il Kl'is the

ultimate expression of the

state of the art from
~ Marantz. Reprising from
our CD17 MKk Il review, this is a "low
slung visual delight, finished in a pale
matt gold, with a sculpted front panel
with just a minimum of controls”,
(and it) “reeks of class”. Against the
flow of prevailing fashion, it employs
a dual differential implementation of
the Philips Bitstream DAC7 — one
wonders whether Marantz will con-
tinue with this processor in future
models, now that it has gained its
independence from the Philips
mother ship. It also features the usual
Marantz high slew rate (high speed)

HDAM discrete output amplifier and
DSP (Digital Signal Processing)
compensated analogue output filter.
Marantz's proprietary HDAM
technology tends to be more expen-
sive than the traditional integrated
circuit approach but pays off with
improved handling of transients. It's a
CD Text player, which will also play
CD-R/RW media.

Changes for the breathed on KI
Signature version include a new
torroidal transformer, a copper-plated
chassis, customised passive compo-
nents and improved phono sockets.
The build is unchanged and is simply
unmatched by any other player at or
near the price.

“THERE WAS A REAL SENSE OF A VOICE
BEING REPRODUCED BY PRESSURE FROM
THE SINGER'’S CHEST CAVITY.”

259 WO D @D
T DD - DD
O o @@

46 | HIFI CHOICE | www.hifichoice.co.uk | april 2002

On test, the player suffered a
curious problem which caused the
partnering Arcam A85 amplifier to
indicate the presence of DC offset at
its input. It's likely this is a fault with
our individual review sample.

SOUND QUALITY
The Marantz initially gave contradic-
tory signals, with some complaints of
mild midband coloration and of
distinctive soundstaging, which
appeared to concertina depth. But
the Marc Cohn vocals were highly
praised as the best so far — there was
a real sense of a voice being repro-
duced by pressure from the singer's
chest cavity, not the disembodied
presence you get with many players.
One panellist who started out
negatively disposed later warmed to
the Marantz. “There's real emotion in
the Vaughan Willams,” he noted, and
although not the most exuberant
player in the group, he felt it showed

 subtlety and was one of the few

THE LAB REPORT

THE CD17 MKII KI IS AN
upgraded version of the standard
CD17 MKl tested in HFC 206. It's
the only player in our survey to use
Philips’ TDA1307 converter which
offers the lowest distortion at mid
signal levels (typically <0.0025% at
-30dBFs) and a fabulously low
0.0006% at peak levels through the
midrange. Almost inevitably, this
increases at very high frequencies,
though figures <0.0065% at 20kHz
from 0dBFs to -30dBFs are still very
creditable indeed. Jitter remains
low at 170psec and the S/N ratio

Heavy and solid enough to look at, but
perhaps a wee bit light in the bass.

players capable of resolving the
varying pressure used to play the
arpeggios in the Ravel recording. He
felt the performance of the Marantz
was full of great touches like this — |
agree, and on the whole so did the
rest of the panel. The only persistent
criticism concerned what was
interpreted as a touch of coloration
and a lack of weight in the bass,
which is a balance problem rather
than a lack of bass extension.

CONCLUSION

There was some scattering of scores
for this model, but it quickly became
apparent in aprés panel listening that
this is a player that improves even
after the normal running-in period
allowed for in the test, and which
despite some minor cosmetic
blemishes successfully imbues music
with the indefinable patina of life.

sufficiently in excess of CD's 16-bit
standard at 103.8dB. The response
is ruler flat with errors of just +/-
0.1dB with pre-emphasised discs.
Low-level resolution continues to
show a -1dB ‘glitch’ around
-90dBFs/1kHz but this then
improves to just -0.25dB at
-90dBFs/20kHz and -0.5dB at
-100dBFs/1kHz. A foible of more
academic than subjective interest,
but one that's persisted with many
of Philips’ DACs for at least ten
years. Still, like the plain CD17 Mkl
the Kl version is a solid performer.



530.2 COMPACT DISC PAYER

PRIMARE D30.2

CD PLAYERS BENCH TEST
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SOUND [JE3EIEIES | VALUE E3E3E3E3

he top of the range
Primare D30.2 CD player
is an imposing product,
with heavy gauge metal-
work and well-endowed power
supplies responsible for the 11kg
weight, which is more typical of a
power amplifier than a CD player.

The Primare uses a Sony mecha-
nism and four (two per channel)
selected high-precision versions of the
Burr Brown PCM1704 24-bit/96kHz
8x oversampling DAC to drive a
balanced analogue output. The audio
appears on XLR connectors alongside
conventional single-ended phono
outputs.

In an unusually sophisticated and
well-endowed power supply section,
separate transformers are used for
the digital and analogue circuits
driving 13 regulated supplies and a
number of additional passive filters.
As usual with this marque, the front
panel stand-off is not just a visual
device, it is used internally as a screen

for the display electronics, to reduce
RFI (Radio Frequency Interference).
Additional jitter reduction strategies
are applied to the Sony OEM parts,
and all components are surface
mount types, which reduces signal
path lengths.

A simple button matrix on the front
panel addresses most everyday func-
tions, with the remote plugging the
gaps, but Primare lists a full system
remote, the C30, as an option. An
electrical digital output s fitted, but
there is no optical counterpart.

SOUND QUALITY

Unequivocally the best performing
model on test, as well as being the
most expensive, the Primare attracted
only minor criticism, with hints of
coloration recalling the Marantz
CD17 Mk I KI. The piano recording
was said to have “life and sparkle”.
“| found it exhilarating and exciting
to listen to. .. this player has a strong
sense of grip and is very musical”

THE LAB REPORT

AS BEFITS PRIMARE, THIS
heavily-engineered player is based
around a separate 24bit DAC (the
PCM1704) and 8x oversampling
filter (the DF1704), a traditional
scheme brought bang up to date.
The total correlated jitter of
250psec is not high but just a little
disappointing if only for the general
‘untidiness’ of the spectrum.
Otherwise, the D30.2 is a very ‘tidy’
CD player that offers a wide 110dB
S/N ratio, low 0.0008% distortion
(increasing to 0.029% at 20kHz)
from a higher-than-average 2.3V

peak output. Just watch out for
unmatched demos at your dealer
where the D30.2 will sound louder
than most. Ultrasonic noise and
digital images are very well sup-
pressed (>110dB) though stripping
out the noise exposes a spray of
odd-order harmonic distortions at
lower signal levels (0.0075% at -
30dBFs and 0.35% at -60dBFs).
Furthermore, this player has a gen-
uinely flat response with deviations
of just +/-0.01dB over the full 20Hz-
20kHz span, a feat even replicated
with pre-emphasised CDs.

£1,499.00 = CONTACT 01423 359054 ‘ www.primarenet | GUARANTEE 2 years

noted one, who also said during the
Marc Cohn disc that “this one
rocks”. Another listener wrote that
the Vaughan Williams recording “has
some bite in the crescendo: it builds
and sustains the sense of power
well”, though he remarked on a “loss
of definition” in the extreme bass.
Minor criticisms notwithstanding,
none of the other models on test had
a complete answer to the Primare,
though the Marantz has a
comparably exciting and physically
potent quality. Here is a player that
makes the most of the discs that it
plays, and which can drive capable
systems harder than most. It is not a

Big and bulky maybe, but the D30.2 has
plenty of quality packed in.

player to sound at home in lesser
systems, though the pricing provides
a strong clue that such a match
would be inappropriate anyway.

CONCLUSION

Although expensive, this is a top class
player with a sound that's character-
istically powerful and authoritative,
but also a subtle and engaging. Its
ambitious performance works best in
high grade, high resolution systems,
and for its all-round high quality it
eams itself a Best Buy tag.

“NOT A PLAYER AT HOME IN LESSER
SYSTEMS, THOUGH THE PRICING SUGGESTS
THAT WOULD BE INAPPROPRIATE ANYWAY."”
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ROTEL RCD-10/0

SOUND E3E3E3E3

he RCD-1070is a
companion piece to the
RC-1090 preamplifier and
RB-1090 power amplifier
reviewed recently. It shares the same
heavily engineered look and feel, with
an unusually full front panel feature
set to match. The player even has
front panel handles, which
reinforces the impression of bulk,
even of professionalism.

Internal clockwork includes a Burr
Brown Delta Sigma D/A converter
with a claimed 18-bit precision and
8x oversampling, and the digital filter
is the HDCD-compliant PMD 200
from Pacific Microsonics. A full suite
of disc play and programming fea-
tures is available, and the player has
both optical and electrical digital
outputs. It even boasts a 12V trigger
input, which makes it suitable for
multiroom systems. The mechanism is
rather noisy in action, but disc han-
dling is rapid, the display is informa-
tive and the controls have a good

THE LAB REPORT

THIS PLAYER FEATURES A
combined PWM bitstream DAC and
HDCD-compatible digital filter, facts
reflected in the superb >110dB
rejection of stopband images, excel-
lent low-level resolution (+0.0/-
0.4dB at -90dBFs) but slightly
disappointing 99dB A-wtd S/N ratio
(the old PMD-100 digital filter did
likewise). Ultrasonic noise is also
quite high, but no more so than the
average SACD player and it doesn't
appear to have done them any
harm! Otherwise, the RCD-1070
offers a mix of low 0.001%

operational feel. With a sophisticated
power supply on board, it is hard to
see where any cormners have been cut.

SOUND QUALITY

There are very few objective failings
with this player, and the panel was
unstinting in its praise. “Scale and
dynamics are excellent, and dlarity is
fine"”, "separation and dynamics are
there”, "good image scale”,
“instruments are well positioned”,
are a representative selection from
the panel’s listening notes. In almost
every case, however, their words of
praise were followed by a caveat of
one kind of another. The treble for
example was described as " not over-
bright, but scratchy”, imagery was
“precise but lacking depth”, and the
player as a whole "failed to involve”,
and this last was the point that
recurred most frequently. There may
be a clue to at least part of the
reason for this in the lean bass
balance, which certainly didn't suit

distortion at its high-ish 2.2V peak
output, increasing slightly to
0.006% at -30dBFs and more
significantly to 0.02% at
20kHz/0dBFs where the analogue
stage is particularly stretched. The
response is also slightly tailored
with a gentle HF roll-off that
reaches -0.75dB at 20kHz with both
normal and pre-emphasised CD's.
Stereo separation and balance are
excellent at >100dB and 0.03dB,
respectively, while the low 195psec
of (mainly data-induced) jitter will
have no audible impact.

the panel test system, and which
failed to mesh conspicuously better
with the other systems either.
Consistently, the panel felt that the
musical effect was “shallow"and
“lacking in body and drive”, but
precision and general balance are
hard to fault, especially at the price.

There is a good chance that in
other systems the RCD-1070 will
perform better. Indeed with very few
obvious technical flaws to speak o, it
has probably been voiced to work
with a specific (presumably Rotel
branded) system. But as it stands,
and in the systems tried, this player is
often more front than delivery.

CD PLAYERS BENCH TEST

RECOMMENDED 4

HI-FICHOICE

magazine

’ VALUE | £525.00 CONTACT 01908317707  www.rotelcon = GUARANTEE 2 years

The exceptionally full front panel provides
plenty of remote-free options.

CONCLUSION

This new Rotel is an impressively built
and well-equipped player at a price
that must have most of Rotel's
competitors wondering how they do
it. In many respects it sounds good
too, but somehow it doesn't make
music as convincingly or as fluidly as
the best players in this extremely
tight and hard-fought group.

A Recommended flag is in order
given the pricing and general
‘performance standard, but it misses
out on any higher accolade.

“BUILD QUALITY AT THIS PRICE MUST
HAVE MOST OF ROTEL'S COMPETITORS

WONDERING HOW

THEY DO IT. "

april 2002 | www.hifichoice.co.uk = HI-Fl CHOICE = 49
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Talk Electronics

prev

CD PLAYERS BENCH TEST

Thunder 1.1

SOUND

he most affordable of a
three-strong range, the
Thunder 1.1is a
comprehensive redesign
of the Thunder 1 — the two appear to
share only the screws that hold them
together. In effect this is a brand new
player, with a 24-bit/96kHz Delta
Sigma Burr Brown DAC replacing the
earlier Crystal part, and there’s a new
(CD Text-enabled Sony mechanism
too, with new servo control firmware.
Filter caps are quality polycarbonates.
The old models had no digital out-
put as standard, but this one sports
an optical output, perhaps directed at
the MiniDisc community. But in what
appears to be a retrograde step, the
case is made from steel — previously
it was aluminium and non-magnetic.
Other key features will be familiar,
including the attractive crescent-
shaped control layout, and a
Whirlwind power supply can be
connected externally at extra cost to
upgrade the player's performance.

3 THE LAB REPORT g2

THE BASIC BUILDING BLOCKS
of the Thunder 1.1 — the Sony BD25
mechanism and Burr-Brown
PCM1716 DAC - are shared by
Exposure’s 2010, but differences in
implementation and analogue fil-
tering result in two very different
sounds. We tested an early Thunder
1.1in HFC219, but this sample
shows greater differences between
left and right channels and was
generally less proficient. The output
level remains very high at 2.68V
(+2.5dB above the standard 2V) —
more than sufficient to bias any

VALUE E3E3E3

£649.00

SOUND QUALITY

With an output significantly higher
than most, there is likely to be a
disparity in levels when changing
inputs, unless there is a means of
normalising levels between inputs, as
for example with some Arcam amps.
But even when the levels were
matched for the panel sessions, the
Talk player has a louder” balance —
often the case when the sound has a
rougher quality as it does here.
Compared back to back with the
Exposure 2010 (there are clear
parallels under the skin), the Talk
Electronics model has a similar
warmth and weight, but in the
hands-on tests it lacked resolution
and imagery was a tad vague, which
is often the case where the jitter
numbers are high. Timing also seems
below par, deep bass sounds a little
woolly and as one of the panellists
pointed out, “rhythmically it just
doesn't hang together well, especially
in the Marc Cohn recording”. He also

unmatched A/B demonstrations.
Distortion increases from 0.002%
through bass and midrange to
0.025% at 20kHz (high treble).
Sadly, jitter is agitated by a plethora
of data-induced and other,
non-specific, forms of jitter
amounting to a disappointingly
high 1,985psec. Otherwise, the
103dB S/N ratio is textbook stuff for
the PCM1716 and the -0.45dB
treble loss perfectly acceptable.
Similarly, the +0.0/-0.5dB errors in
low-level linearity across a 100dB
range are all par for the course.

CONTACT 01276 709966

TALK ELECTRONICS THUNDER 11

www.talkelectronics.com

placed a question mark against the
leading edges in the Ravel piano
excerpt, whose sound he described
as "clangy”. Another remarked that
the Talk player reduced the sense of
musical scale and architecture.

But there were some positive
comments here too. Although clearly
not very dynamic, the player was
praised for its pleasing " clarity and
precision” and a “good sense of air
and space” by one, and its “clean”
quality by another. One of the three
listeners actually preferred the Talk to
the Exposure, again pointing to its
superior sense of space and scale,

GUARANTEE 3 years

Thunder by name perhaps, but not, unfor-
tunately, by bass delivery.

though he too identified a “weak"
bass and “poor timing”.

CONCLUSION

Not for the first time with this
marque, the slightly confusing set of
listening results add up to a picture
of a player with uneven qualities. On
the whole it is more likeable than
not, but it is a classic example of a
curate’s egg that is good in parts, but
which lacks the consistency to be a
safe overall bet.

“A CURATE’S EGG WHICH IS GOOD IN

PARTS, BUT LACKS

THE CONSISTENCY

TO BE A SAFE OVERALL BET. "

april 2002
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MAKE ARCAM AVI CREEK CYRUS DOCET-LECTOR
MODEL FMJ CD23T Series 21 MC4 D53 c7Q CDP-05T
PRICE £1,149.90 ‘ £999.00 ‘ £1,199.00 1 £1,150.00 i £990.00
SOUND [ [ [k +] [x [x [ * ] [k R[] +]
VALUE [k [ [ [ #] k[ ] | [k [ 4} EEIE3ES
CONCLUSION Refined and elegant FMJ series player | Solid, if not stolid player designed ‘ Fine, assured and well-built player ! Refined and expressive additionto | Valve-powered CD player lacks
now boasts CD-RW and CD Text | foralong lifetime, and musically ‘ - balanced outputs too. | the top of the Cyrus range, builds } resolving power, though it musters
compatibility. | proficient, if lacking in airs and | | onthe qualities of the lesser | considerable physical presence.
| graces. ‘ i models. i
GUARANTEE 2 years 2 years 2 years | 2 years 1 year
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CD PLAYERS BENCH TEST

CONCLUSIONS

ALVIN GOLD FINDS MUCH TO PRAISE IN DEDICATED CD LAND.

en players, four Recommended and three Best Buys. On
the whole you get what you pay for in this group. The
more expensive models sound best, the cheapest offer
the least, and for the most part musical standards are
—roughly proportional to their selling prices.

Of course, there are peaks and troughs. In the second category, the
oddball in the group is the valve-powered Docet-Lector CDP-05T
(£999) which fails the resolution test, though it is far from
unpleasant to listen to. The AVI Series 21 MC4 (also £999 — who
thinks of these names?) is essentially an update of the 52000, but at
a significantly lower price, at least for now. But nothing has been
done to update the frankly dour aesthetics, and although musically it
is smooth and laid-back, it leaves too much unsaid.

Of the more affordable models, the Talk Electronics Thunder 1.1
(£599) looks like previous namesakes, though it has been
comprehensively redesigned internally, but musically it fails to build
convincingly on the shoulders of its direct predecessor, the Thunder 1.
The Exposure 2010 offers a similar technological package and is
even priced the same, but although the verdict wasn't completely
unanimous, the consensus view, and the one to which | subscribe, is

that it is the more consistent player, and a welcome retum to form
for a famous and respected marque. It also pips the ostensibly better
endowed Rotel RCD-1070 (£525) to the post.

The Arcam FMJ CD23T (£1,150) is a chip off the old block, with all
the refinement, clarity and control that was associated with its
predecessor in a mildly updated and better equipped form. The
obvious foils for the Arcam are the Cyrus CD7Q (also £1,150), which
is a super refined version of an already successful generic model, and
the Marantz CD17 Mk Il KIS, which has build quality to die for, and is
fundamentally musical, though it sounds slightly more coloured and
less transparent that the Arcam FMJ. The Creek CD53 is priced
similarly (£1,200), and suffers only slightly from the sheer strength
of the opposition.

Higher up the food chain, the sonic winner of this test in absolute
terms is the Primare D30.2 (£1,499), confirming the reputation that
preceded it. This is a powerful and effective communicator that treads
the sometimes blurred line between euphony and resolving ability
with real aplomb. Its margin of advantage is such that it clearly
qualifies as a Best Buy despite its pricing, which is almost as ambi-
tious as the player itseff.

“THE MORE EXPENSIVE MODELS SOUND BEST, THE CHEAPEST
OFFER THE LEAST, AND FOR THE MOST PART MUSICAL STANDARDS
ARE ROUGHLY PROPORTIONAL TO THEIR PRICES.”

CD PLAYERS AT A GLANCE

o

EXPOSURE

MARANTZ PRIMARE ROTEL | TALK ELECTRONICS MAKE
2010 CD17 MKkII KI Signature D30.2 RCD-1070 Thunder 1.1 MODEL
£599.00 | £1,199.90 | £1.499.00 | £525.00 | £649.00 * PRICE
[*] [ %] | B EIEIEIEIE A x ] ] [*[*] %] SOUND
EIEEIEIES x| x| %] [ x] ] *] E3E3E3E3 [*x ]} VALUE
Smooth, restrained but warm and ‘ Fabulously built player adds [ Superb high resolution player gives ‘ Technically sound and well equipped, |  Attractively turned out, with bare CONCLUSIONS
physical balance from this well musical integrity to an already a strong taste of musical structure | the Rotel sounds clear and well-scaled ] bones features (though the power
turned out and well priced player. impressive basic model (the CD17 and physicality. 1 but failed to generate real excitement ]\ supply can be augmented), but the

Mk T).

| ontest. | Thunder 1.1 gave equivocal results. ‘

1 year 3 years 2 years 2 years 3 years GUARANTEE
THE LAB REPORT

i 1 | i (L] LOW DISTORTION
. | nmnnn i i | Low ITTER
i i RILLLILL 1 i
(1] i I i i
BLLLLLL RLLLLLL 1 1 L1

WIDE DYNAMIC RANGE

EFFECTIVE DIGITAL FILTER

OVERALL RATING

april 2002 | www.hifichoice.co.uk = HI-FI CHOICE | 53
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and easily. At hififorsale.com’s ‘AudiophileCandy’
you'll find the very best in class leading audio
accessories from around the world.
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2002 catalogue is
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give us a call,

0870 241 246 9 ...Grab Your Copy NOW

unobtainable from conventional dealers, are
system and situation dependent, but can make
a very worthwhile difference to the sound of
your system, it looks like a win, win situation to
us.” - Hifi+ Magazine

Our new Site Goes Live !

Following the huge success of our www.hififorsale.com free advertising web site, we've made it
even better. Users can now login, place, update or even delete their own adverts online 24 hours
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www.hififorsale.com

Visit us at Bristol
Sound & Vision

Why not drop into the Bristol Marriott Hotel, Lower
Castle Street, Bristol on the 22nd to 24th February,
10am to Spm daily. We're listed as ‘Clearlight Audio’,
stand number C8 & C9.

Dust Cover £44.95 Bullet Plugs £26.95

Black Cube £274.95 AVIA DVD £39.95 IsoTek from £395.00

b, EDITOR'S CHOICE .
We’ll have some super show offers, with 10% off of all HEFCHOICE
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of the class leading range of accessories we *
represent. We also have special show launches, the
amazing Tommy Larsen CD-Lift™, AVIA, the ultimate
DVD Surround Sound Set-Up Disc, IsoTek mains
filtration systems, the multi award winning Black Cube
Phono Stage, the 5 What Hi-Fi stars winning Tivoli

Radio plus many more show firsts.

Visitors can also pick up a copy of our new FREE audio
catalogue ‘Audiophile Svunds’ at the show.

Complete Guide £24.95 (D Stoplight™ £19.95




IT JUST
SOUNDS

BETTER

PAUL MILLER LOOKS ATWHY STANDALONE
CD PLAYERS ARE STILL IMPORTANT.

CDVDVD

These ten machines are testament to a trend
that has seen multi-format DVD players
falling in price while specialist, single-format
CD players have polarised towards the upper
end of the market. Few manufacturers have
launched budget CD players this season,
preferring to offer CD compatibility on the
back of new, budget DVD players. Similarly,
multichannel SACD players have also
plunged way below £1,000 to offer a taste
of one possible musical future without
ditching the old, two-channel favourite.

In many respects, it's these cheaper, multi-
channel SACD players that have proved to
be the real sonic rival to purist CD players.
DVD players, on the other hand, are aimed
at the broader ‘home theatre” market and
offer backwards compatibility with CD by
way of convenience rather than any serious
attempt to woo the audiophile. It would be
fair to say that the best of the CD players in
this issue clearly outperform the best DVD
players reviewed recently, including the
group from HFC 221.

The reasons for this are various but not
unreasonable, bearing in mind the conflicting
roles expected of a DVD player. For example,
virtually all DVD players are equipped with
high-speed, lightweight (and typically low-
cost) switch-mode power supplies which are
ideally suited to the demands of a DVD
transport mechanism. However, considering
the additional burden of electromagnetic
and RF noise loosed into the DVD player's
local environment, is it any surprise that just
about every CD player is fed from a
conventional, linear power supply?

MPEG video processing generates its own
interference that may impact on audio. In
reality, while audio is the sole preserve of a
CD player, it's a mere fraction of what's tak-
ing place. It's unrealistic to imagine a DVD

player will sound as
: w ‘pure’ as a compara-
e ¢ ble CD player. On the
whole, less local inter-
ference means better
sound quality, giving
the conventional CD
player the edge

HOW IT'S DONE

If audio plays second fiddle to video in a
DVD player, then this is especially apparent
where the unit includes 5.1 channel Dolby
Digital and dts decoding, requiring a total of
no less than six channels of DACs to feed
the analogue output. Typically, the designer
quite simply does not have the budget to
optimise two, let alone six, analogue
channels in a DVD player. Which is why a
two-channel CD player will often enjoy
better standards of digital and analogue
filtering than a comparably-priced DVD
player. Figure (1) shows how the ‘rippled’
digital images (2), produced in response to
musical signals in the 20Hz-20kHz
audioband (1), are incompletely erased by
the digital filter from a Denon DVD player.
Other, spurious, patterns of interference are
also visible (3).

Figure (2) demonstrates the superior digital
and analogue filtering of the Creek CD53
CD player. This improves not only the audible
dynamic range (4) but also ensures that little
or no ultrasonic ‘rubbish’ (5) escapes to
cause further distortion in the partnering
amplifier. Of course, before DIA conversion,
the digital data, whether audio or video,
must be ‘clocked’ from one part of the player
to another with reference to a fixed, typically
crystal, oscillator of some sort. However,
while the clock frequencies for audio and
video data are different from one another,
it's becoming increasingly common for DVD
players to derive their audio (CD) clock from
the 27MHz MPEG video clock

There are even audio DACs available,
specifically designed for use in DVD players,
that will run off this MPEG clock despite it
bearing no relationship to the 11.3MHz and
16.9MHz references which are normally
used in the majority of CD players. As ever, of
course, there's no such thing as a free lunch
and these solutions often suffer from higher
levels both of uncorrelated, or noise-like,
jitter in addition to data-related jitter than a
comparable, single-clock CD player. All of
which adds more weight to the argument
that CD players offer a ‘purer’ route to
two-channel music reproduction than their
DVD cousins.

©MILLER AUDIO
RESEARCH
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BRITAIN HAS LONG LED THEWORLD
IN HIGH QUALITY, LOW COST SPEAKERS.
PAUL MESSENGERS FLIES THE FLAG.

BRITISH BBIDGET

www.hifichoice.co.uk

ritain’s hi-fi speaker brands are well
known for their consummate mastery
of the budget bookshelf speaker — a
format which has long been popular
here in the UK for a number of pretty
good reasons. They’re refreshingly inexpensive,
and seem well suited to typical small-but-solidly-
built British rooms. Furthermore, the ‘source
first’ philosophy which emerged in the 1970s -
based on the tenet that the speaker can only be as
good as the signalsitis fed - shifted the emphasis
away from speakers and towards source and
amplification components. As a consequence, the

april 2002

credibility of small and inexpensive speakers was
given a significant boost.

Admittedly such speakers have modest bass
weight and loudness capabilities, but they often
perform rather well within those limitations,
aided by their essential simplicity and modest
box dimensions. Down the years, these small
loudspeakers have formed the main commercial
battleground for the leading British brands.

During the 1980s £100/pair was the key price
point for small seven-litre ‘miniatures’, and the
speakers were built in the UK. That price ceiling
was shattered in the early 1990s, so now anything



up to £200/pair is on the cards, while globalis-
ation has meant that the speakers themselves are
now made all round the world, and only
occasionally in Britain. “Product of more than
one country” is very much the scenario today.

The group of six budget bookshelf models
assembled here all range from £120 to £180 per
pair. All have a mid/bass cone drive unit, a
smaller tweeter for high frequencies and a port to
help outin the bass region.

However, it’s in the differences rather than the
similarities, especially in main driver and box size,
that the various models distinguish themselves.

EQUIPMENT USED
Linn LP12 turntable

Naim ARO tonearm

Linn Arkiv B,

Dynavector XV-1 cartridge
Naim CDS II CD player
Magnum Dynalab

MD 102 tuner

Naim NAC52 preamp

Naim NAP500 power amp
Naim NACAS speaker cables
Kudos S100 speaker stands

BUDGET SPEAKERS GROUP TEST

ON TEST

Acoustic Energy

Aegis Evo One

B&W DM303

JPW 201

Mission M71

Tannoy mX1

Wharfedale Diamond 8.2

MUSIC USED

Christy Moore - Live At The Point
Strauss/LSO/Georgiadis - Sangerlust
Tom Waits - Rain Dogs

Wyclef Jean - Carnival

Mari Boine - Eallin

Grateful Dead - Reckoning
Cambridge Singers/Rutter -

There Is Sweet Music

BBC Radios 3 & 4

april 2002 | www.hifichoice.co.uk | HI-FI CHOICE

£179.95
£179.95
£149.00
£129.90
£119.90
£149.95
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GROUP TEST BUDGET SPEAKERS

a

“STEREO IMAGING
IS PARTICULARLY
IMPRESSIVE,
WITH GOOD DEPTH
PERSPECTIVES
AND FINE FOCUS."”

58 | HIFI CHOICE
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ACOUSTIC ENERGY AEGIS EVO ONE

I i ) —
SOUND E9E9E9E9EY | VALUE E3E9E3E9ES | £179.95 | CONTACT 01285654432 www.acoustic-energy.co.uk | G'TEE 1 year

coustic Energy might have built its reputation on the

tiny upmarket AE 1 mini-monitor with its metal

diaphragm main driver, but has in recent years
- turned its attention much more towards the mass
market end of things. Replacing the original £150 Aegis One,
this new £180 Evo version might be one of the more expensive
examples in this particular review group, but it's still very much
a budget loudspeaker in an overall market context. Thanks no
doubt to manufacture in Malaysia, it includes a surprisingly
high level of serious engineering content, and also looks a lot
prettier too, the vinyl woodprint now covering a front panel
with a nicely bevelled edge.

There are elements in common with the original Aegis One,
which was particularly noteworthy for setting a new low price
for a metal cone main driver. But the extra £30 also seems to
have been very well spent here, on upgrading both the
engineering and the presentation of the package. While it's one
of the larger examples, it's also the heaviest model in the test
group at 6.6kg, a testament to the solidity of its build, with a
25mm-thick front panel.

The main driver has a pukka-looking AE metal alloy cone,
matt-silver finished along with the pointy little black metal dust
dome that has become an AE trademark. Furthermore,
uniquely in the test group and this sub-£200 price bracket, said
metal cone main driver now has a classy
cast alloy chassis.

Though one of the larger speakers in the group, (internal
volume around ten litres), it has a small 130mm frame main
driver, with just a 100mm diameter cone. Sourced from a new
Vifa factory in China, the tweeter has a 25mm soft dome and a
metal faceplate. The rear carries twin terminals and a port.

BEST BUY
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In-room measurement unequivocally indicates free space
siting here. While the amplifier load is an easy 6+ ohms
throughout, sensitivity is modest at around 86dB/2.83V, and
will sound even less, as the balance is rich and warm through
the lower registers, and decidedly laid-back through the upper
midband. There's a pronounced presence dip centred on
2.2kHz, above which the treble proper is quite strong,
relatively speaking.

SOUND QUALITY
The Evo One sounds quite distinct from the other speakers
assembled here, in part because it's designed to be kept well
clear of walls, but also because it has a much richer, warmer
balance than the budget norm. The result is a big and very solid
sound, with a laid-back balance, low coloration, a wide
dynamic range and an exceptional freedom from boxiness.
Stereo imaging is particularly impressive, with good depth
perspectives and fine focus and coherence, and the top end is
dlean and clear, if arguably a little obvious (especially if used
with low-cost components). However, the heavy bass lines on
Wyclef Jean's Carnival didn't really suit the Evo One that well,
and it seemed altogether happier with delicate acoustic
material than hammering out the block rocking beats.

CONCLUSION

The Aegis Evo One is very different from the other models in
this group test, both in its ingredients and in the way it
performs. The only model intended for free space siting, it
stands comfortably ahead of the pack in stereo imaging
precision and low midband coloration, offering a level of
refinement rare in something so inexpensive.

Standard looks but
feel the quality.



B&W DM303
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orthing-based B&W might be the biggest name

in hi-fi speakers on the planet, but it hasn't got

there by maximising budget bookshelf sales.
— Although the company hasn't entirely ignored
the budget sector, it has never been a major priority. Its last real
contender was the miniature DM302, which was launched
back in 1996, and it has taken until 2001 for B&W to come up
with this DM303 successor.

It's an entirely different design from the 302, more
conventional in some ways perhaps, but also significantly larger
in both box and main driver size, and priced at £ 180 instead of
the £150 of its predecessor. That puts it at the top of our test
group on price, though this is partly justified because it's also
among the larger and heavier models. Interestingly, it's the only
example in our group of speakers by British brands that's
actually built in Britain, at B&W's plant in Bradford, although
the main driver is bought in from a Far Eastern source.

It's a chunky looking little speaker, nearly as wide as it is
deep, largely because that's the obvious way to accommodate
its relatively large diameter main driver. Although the wrap and
back are conventionally finished in vinyl woodprint (maple or
black ash), the front panel is a precision plastic moulding in
charcoal grey, decorated by little dimples that match those in
the rear-panel Flowport, and with nicely radiused edges.

The main driver here has a 160mm moulded plastic frame,
combining good rigidity with little impediment to rearward
radiation, a modest magnet and a flared 120mm woven
fibreglass cone. The tweeter has a 26mm metal diaphragm,
tube-loaded behind the dome, Nautilus fashion. A single pair of
terminals feeds a crossover network using air-cored inductors
and plastic film capacitors.

It's been a long wait for B&W to come
up with another budget speaker sincg
the DM302 - but it's been worth it.

Far-field room measurement confirms B&W's claimed
88dB/2.83V sensitivity, and definitely indicates these speakers
should be mounted fairly close to a wall. The amplifier load is
quite easy, only drifting below six ohms above 7kHz. And
because the port is tuned to a lowish 40Hz, bass extension is
very impressive indeed (-6dB @25Hz in-room). The overall
balance is a little lean, with a smooth but slightly projected
upper midband (300Hz-1kHz), a quite pronounced presence
dip (2.5-5kHz) and a somewhat uneven treble.

SOUND QUALITY

The 303's impressive midband exudes confidence. Despite the
rather ‘shut in’ effect created by its restrained presence band, it
still delivers bags of coherent detail, bringing fine expression to
both singing voices and spoken word.

There's a touch of boxiness here too, and the midband
strength can get a shade wearing when playing the system
loud. | dare say some might prefer a warmer, richer sound, yet it
handled the heavy bass riffing on Wyclef Jean's Camival with
considerable aplomb and a good measure of genuine
authority, and actually generated the highest loudness levels of
all the models in the group.

CONCLUSION

Not the most neutral speaker around, the 303 has a cleverly
contrived balance nonetheless. The bass is weighty yet
impressively dry and free from ‘thump’; the mid is even and
expressive, if a tad projected, while the top is notably —and
probably sensibly — restrained. In all, it's a very tempting recipe
for a budget loudspeaker and clearly deserving of a Best Buy
tag for its accomplished all-round performance.

___ BEST BUY
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“IT HANDLED
HEAVY BASS
WITH APLOMB
AND GENERATED
THE HIGHEST
LOUDNESS
LEVELS IN THE
GROUP.”
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CCL Chesterfield Communications Ltd
1 Bowmere House, Birch Heath Road.
Tarporley, Cheshire

CW6 9UR

Exhibition Organisers Tel: 01829 770884
Fax: 01829 771258 Mobile: 07810 697123
email: roy@chestergroup.fsnet.co.uk.
www.chestergroup.org

Dear Readers.

It's always very nice to give good news. There is so much of the opposite these days isn't
there? London is to get a brand new high quality Hi-Fi show this year - and no you won't
have to wait several months to appreciate it! Less than a couple to be precise.

Conceived, created and commenced entirely in January this year, it’s only through real zest
from the trade that it's been possible to achieve it. The Organisers, who already have a
successful and established event in the North have compressed 12 months work into
three and come up with an ambitious and fresh event. London of course has had it's own
show in the Autumn for some time but future plans for this event have become confused
and it's for this reason that many felt it essential that our calender was assured of a major
show for the Capital.

The venue will be the which many of you will remember
as the birthplace of Hi-fi shows added to which the Renaissance has just undergone a
major and expensive refit. Already backed by four of your favourite magazines 'Hi-Fi
Choice’, '"Home Entertainment’, ‘T3" and ‘Plus sales of stands are well advanced and by the
time you read this advertisment we should have our website fully operational so tune in for
the latest details at www.chestergroup.org. Deliberately capped at 55 exhbitors for this
year (although brands will exceed a 100) our entire focus is to ensure you get value for
money, top quality presentation and a jolly good day out.

We very much look forward to meeting you all at what promises to be a fresh and
thoroughly enjoyable weekend for all those interested in top quality sound and vision.

Thanking you in anticipation.
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JPW 201

SOUND

VALUE E3E3E3

lobalisation has had a considerable impact on the

hi-fi speaker business, and Devon-based JPW —long

a budget price specialist — is the latest brand to go
_ through far-reaching changes.

Some while back driver manufacturer Peerless India (itself
now quite independent of the Danish Peerless) took a
controlling interest in JPW's parent company Audio Group
International, and more recently, with the launch of this very
new range, the actual manufacturing operation was transferred
to India. The main design and engineering resources are still
located in Devon, though UK marketing (and hence the quoted
phone number) is now carried out through an office located
more centrally in Swindon.

JPW's new 200-series comprises no fewer than eight stereo
pairs as well as a clutch of subwoofers and centre speakers.
This 201 is the middle one among three standmounts, and also
the smallest speaker in this test group by an obvious margin —
even though, at £150 a pair, it's by no means the cheapest.

Small is beautiful in many consumers’ books and the smaller
the enclosure, the better its inherent stiffness. And if the 201
has an enclosure of just six litres or 5o, it balances that out by
using the smallest main driver in the group, a magnetically
shielded, plastic frame device with a tiny 80mm woven glass
fibre cone. The tweeter has a 25mm soft fabric dome and
power is applied through a single pair of cable terminals,
placed just below the rear panel reflex port.

The styling is very neatly executed: an elaborate and shiny
silver moulding covers most of the front baffle, leaving visible
the attractively post-formed box edges, and of course the drive
unit orifices — incidentally introducing significant horn-loading
for the tweeter. The grille treatment is particularly stylish and
original too.

BUDGET SPEAKERS GROUP TEST

£149.00 [CONTACI'O1367 253295 | Website pending = G'TEE 5 years

One wouldn't expect deep bass from something so small,
especially since the port here is tuned to around 63Hz. But
when mounted fairly close to a wall, a pair of 201s will deliver
decent bass output down to around 50Hz on our far-field in-
room measurement, which is respectable enough.

Sensitivity is a modest 86dB/2.83V, alongside an amplifier
load that dips to around 4.5 ohms. The overall in-room
frequency balance holds within quite modest limits across the
audio band as a whole, though it's not particularly smooth,
showing peaks at around 800-900Hz, 4-6kHz and 13kHz.

SOUND QUALITY

The 201 proved a little disappointing on audition, sounding
rather small especially in dynamic terms, a bit ‘shut in" too and
also alittle ‘cuppy” and pinched on speech. There's a certain
lack of sonic freedom, with the sound somewhat constrained,
and the top end is slightly spitty and obvious.

The sound quality isn't unpleasant as such, but it did suffer
somewhat by comparison with its peers in this group test, with
a lack of warmth and weight, and little authority or drive. Not
too surprisingly, maximum loudness with the heavyweight
Wyclef Jean Carnival CD was limited, falling some 10dB short
of the maximum recorded by the best in the test group.

CONCLUSION

Small size and stylish appearance are two key strengths of this
tiny loudspeaker, though ultimately those diminutive
dimensions are also its main sonic limitation. The very small
main driver used here will inevitably limit the attainable sound
level, which might or might not be a problem depending on
your taste and circumstances, but it also seems to affect the
dynamic expression, which is relatively weak.

Rabbit hutch-friendly
dimensions may also be the tiny
201’s main sonic disadvantage.

N
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\

“SOUND
QUALITY ISN'T
UNPLEASANT AS
SUCH, BUT IT
DID SUFFER A
LACK OF
WARMTH AND
WEIGHT, WITH
LITTLE
AUTHORITY OR
DRIVE. "
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GROUP TEST BUDGET SPEAKERS

“THE MID MIGHT
BE A BIT
FORWARD, THE
PRESENCE
SLIGHTLY
RESTRAINED, BUT
THE TREBLE, AS
GOLDILOCKS
MIGHT HAVE PUT
IT, IS ‘JUST
RIGHT'.”
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MISSION M71
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aby brother to the M73 which scored a Best Buy
rating in our recent group tests (HFCissues 215 and
224), Mission’s M71 shares a number of the same
ideas and ingredients, albeit scaled down to a
considerable degree.

There are actually four stereo pairs in the Malaysian-built M-
series: the standmount £130 M71 and £170 M72, plus the
floorstanding £200 M73 and £300 M74. Looked at
dispassionately, and given the need to support the
standmounts properly, it's pretty clear that the M73 is likely to
be the pick of the bunch on sheer value for money grounds,
though this much smaller M71 looks decent enough value in
the context of our test group.

Turning the scales to a respectable 4.7kg, the vinyl ‘beech’
woodprint enclosure is slim but quite deep, giving a total
volume of around nine litres. The M71 follows a longstanding
Mission tradition of placing the bass/mid driver above the
tweeter, and an elegant plastic moulding covers up the driver
mounting hardware and provides fixing holes for the shield-
shaped grille. The front is gently curved, while the rear panel
has twin terminal pairs, plus a generous port tuned to 58Hz,
with optional damping/blocking bungs.

The magnetically shielded main driver here has a 130mm
plastic frame and a 95mm woven glass fibre cone, while the
tweeter has a 25mm soft fabric dome. The crossover network
uses silicon steel inductors and polyester capacitors.

In-room far-field measurements confirm the claimed
88dB/2.83V sensitivity, alongside an impedance minimum of
4.6 ohms. The bass alignment is a little ambiguous, so take
time to experiment, both with positioning and those bungs, to
get best results. Some wall reinforcement s likely to prove
advantageous, especially if the bungs are used, though the

HIFICHOICE A
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unblocked port output was a little too enthusiastic under our
conditions. Elsewhere the frequency balance looks very well
judged indeed, with just a hint of mid forwardness.

SOUND QUALITY

Get the positioning and the consequent bass tuning right here,
and the reward is a speaker which has an impressive knack of
'disappearing’, sonically speaking. No other speakers in this
group are as discreet, or as capable at delivering the stereo
soundstage without in any way drawing attention to the actual
sound sources.

It also has a superbly judged overall balance through the
midband and treble. The mid might be just a little bit forward,
but it doesn't push too far; the presence is just slightly
restrained, which makes sense for any budget speaker.
However, the treble, as Goldilocks might have put it, is “just
right”. The whole is quite transparent, with a good freedom
from boxiness and colorations in general. It could probably do
with a bit more dynamic grip, drive, purpose and expression,
but it's very easy on the ears.

The modest size main driver does have its limitations when
faced with playing very bass-rich material. The Wyclef Jean
Carnival CD is one such example, which can quickly overload
almost any speaker. The M71 didn't fare too badly here, but still
fell several decibels short of the level attained by the models
with larger 6.5-inch main drivers.

CONCLUSION

Afine all-round compromise at a very realistic price, the M71
might not be such obviously good material value as the M73,
but it still makes plenty of sense, especially if physical and sonic
discretion are a major priority.

Looks pretty good for
an “invisible’ speaker.




TANNOY MX1

SOUND £IE3E3 VALUE E3E3E3E3

annoy's mX-series of budget loudspeakers have

done very well in a series of Hi-fi Choice reviews,

the mX2 standmount and the mX3 floorstander

both picking up Best Buy ratings, as did the five-
channel mXAV4 surround sound package (which combined
pairs of mX1s and mX4s with an mXC).

Our experience of the mX1 on that occasion was only as
surround speaker, a role for which it is fundamentally well
suited, save for the fitting of a port through the rear panel,
which makes wall-bracket mounting a little tricky. Tannoy
subsequently forestalled such criticism by introducing an even
smaller, front-ported mXR.

This is therefore the first time we've had a chance to try the
£120 mX1 on its own in a group context.And if it's no longer
the smallest of the mXs, it's still a very small speaker by any
standards, enclosing an air volume of just 6.5 litres: only the
JPW takes up less room space in this review group. Like all the
mX speakers, it's actually built for Tannoy in Taiwan using
exclusive drive units built by a Japanese company in Thailand.

Styling is attractively modern and restrained, with a nicely
chamfered edge to the glued 'n ‘screwed front baffle. Our
review samples’ enclosures are finished in the increasingly
ubiquitous ‘maple’ vinyl woodprint (dark oak is also available),
and the drive units are nicely rebated into the front panel. The
most distinguished features are the white cone of the main
driver — a ceramic-skimmed paper diaphragm, 100mm in
diameter — and a silvery-coloured grille cloth.

An apparent lack of bass on first acquaintance was soon
resolved by the discovery that the mX1s had been supplied
with port-blocking foam bungs already fitted — hardly
appropriate for one so small, one would think. Bungs removed,
the in-room traces show a fair bass alignment for close-to-wall

BUDGET SPEAKERS GROUP TEST
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siting, though there's some ambiguity here so experimentation
in situ is advised to get the very best results.

The traces confirm the rated 87dB sensitivity, achieved with
reasonable bass extension and a load which stays above 4.5
ohms throughout. The midband is quite smooth and even and
the treble is a model of restraint —'dull” is one adjective that
readily springs to mind. That said, the transition from mid to
treble is unusually smooth and seamless.

SOUND QUALITY

Afinely drawn, delicate and even midband, with good freedom
from boxiness, are two of the mX1’s core strengths, ensuring
well structured stereo images with both precision and depth.
But the downside is a sound that seemed weak in dynamic
expression, that lacked any serious authority at the bottom
end, and perhaps most significantly seemed short of ‘air’ and
‘sparkle” at the top.

The net result is polite enough but a bit too constrained,
giving the impression that the speaker isn't perhaps trying
quite hard enough. Though invariably well behaved, the sound
is just a bit 'small’, lacking in both scale and drama.

The mX1 performed adequately enough when faced with the
heavyweight bass of Wyclef Jean's Carnival CD, though the
small size of its main driver naturally and inevitably acted as a
constraint on the maximum loudness available.

CONCLUSION

This is a difficult speaker to criticise, yet also one for which we
found it difficult to raise a great deal of enthusiasm. It does
little wrong, remaining unfailingly polite, but ultimately fails to
generate the sort of excitement that makes listening to music
fun. Perhaps the forthcoming mX-M1 will fare better.

Polite, inoffensive, dull -
it’s the Enrique Iglesias of
budget speakers.

“THE RESULT IS
POLITE, BUT A
BIT TOO
CONSTRAINED,
GIVING THE
IMPRESSION
THAT THE
SPEAKER ISN'T
TRYING QUITE
HARD ENOUGH."”
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definitive audio

Living Voice - Lowther - Vitavox - Electrofluidics + Art Audio - Border Patrol
Canary - DNM - Sugden - Wavac - Lyra - Monarchy - Western Electric - EMT
Wadia - Michell - Stax - Tom Evans - Nott'm Analogue - SME - Van den Hul

The way to play vinyl...

LIVING VOICE

Model 10

Model 20/2

o 20
Auditorium Avatar

Hi-Fi Plus
Hi-Fi Plus
Hi-Fi Choice

"The Avatar is a near perfect balance of size, bandwidth,
efficiency and tonal refinement. Its slim lines and small
Jootprint deliver a genuine 94db sensitivity, and excel
when it comes to delivering the scale, vibrance and colour
of the music. Its unobtrusive quality allows it to cut
straight to the heart of a performance, unlocking the music
trapped in the recording, whilst its refinement makes it
equally at home with both basic and surprisingly expensive

Model 30/2

amplification.”
Part exchanged and ex-dem clearance. Sale  New
£ 3 Digital
Series 300 - ’ Sugden Masterclass CD - new - boxed. £1900 £2500
Wadia 860x - ex dem - boxed. £4950 £7950
Analogue
Nottingham Analogue ‘The Foot' - 12" carbon fibre tonearm -
it's new and it's long. £700 £1100
Helius Cyalene - beefcake tonearm, Victoria sponge sound. £500 £1350
Loudspeakers
Living Voice Auditorium - walnut. £900 £1500
Cadence DS - rosewood - give away. £600 £1750
Klipsh LaScala - black - zippy horn. £1750 £3500
Quad ELS63 - untidy bargain. £390 £3000
Series IV F Amplifiers
Border Patrol 300B SE - with new Western Electric valves -
light oak - the best SE available - New - excess stock. £4000 £4500
Art Audio VPS - valve line pre-amp. £600 £1400
Art Audio Diavolo - with 320B valves - chrome + gold -
line integrated - juicy. £3500 £4700
Art Audio Concerto - 40w line integrated - black + chrome. £1500 £2650
Art Audio Concerto - 40w power amp. £1350 £2250
Joule Electra - 2 box phono pre-amp. £800 £2000
Linn Classic - CD, amp, tuner, thing. £500 £1000
Cary ‘2A3' - 7 watt power amp. 1992 £850 -
Cary 5500 - line pre-amp. 1992 £550 -
Unison Mystery One PR+ £950 £1750
Tube Technology MAC - phono pre-amp - fully refurbished
y by manufacturer - including Hovland film and foil capacitors. £900 £1400
Series V : Tube Technology line pre-amp with separate power supply -
&) W fully refurbished by manufacurer - including Hovland film and
foil capacitors and a stepped attenuator. £850 £1450
Audio Innovations S. 500 integrated (+ phono) - 25w Class A £550 -
Audio Innovations S. 700 line integrated - 25w class A £600 -

AMEX VISA MASTERCARD
Ask for details of this superb range: Tel 0115 973 3222 Fax 0115 973 3666

SME LTD - STEYNING - SUSSEX - BN44 3GY - ENGLAND internet: www.definitiveaudio.co.uk email: ;hout@deﬁnitiveaudio.co.uk
tel: +44 (0)1903 814321 - fax: +44 (0)1903 814269

email: sales@sme-ltd.demon.co.uk
or visit our website www.sme.Itd.uk




BUDGET SPEAKERS GROUP TEST

WHARFEDALE DIAMOND 82

SOUND VALUE 5 E3E3E3
harfedale’s Diamond models have roots that go
back some twenty-odd years, but what started
out as a radical little sub-miniature design way
back in the 1980s has since evolved into a

generic term which covers Wharfedale's complete range of

‘budget” models.

There are three Diamond 8s in total, consisting of two
standmounts and a floorstander. All are two-way designs, this
Diamond 8.2 sitting in the middle of the three, combining a
good-size standmount enclosure with a generous 6.5-inch
frame main driver — both of which make its £150 price tag look
modest enough in the context of the group as a whole. It's
comfortably the largest of the six speakers assembled for this
group, with an internal enclosure volume of around 13 litres,
and the second heaviest too at 6kg, so material value for
money looks promising.

The box wrap and back are in the usual rather anonymous
and innocuous vinyl woodprint, while the front panel has a
painted champagne finish, a slightly curved profile, and a
central groove that runs top to bottom.

Port-loaded in the front panel, the main driver here has a
pressed steel frame, a modest magnet, and a yellow 125mm
diameter Kevlar cone. The tweeter has a 28mm soft fabric
dome, and the rear panel carries twin terminal pairs,
permitting bi-wiring.

The multi-lingual instruction leaflet includes a section on
‘room positioning’ — which might have been a good idea, were
it not riddled with contradictions. One sentence talks about
leaving a gap of 0.7-1m behind the speakers, while the next
talks of shelf-mounting and wall-brackets. Our in-room
measurements, meanwhile, strongly suggest the Diamond 8.2
in close-to-wall siting. Indeed, the traces show a serious (c8dB)
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loss of output below 100Hz when free-space sited, an
alignment which is beautifully filled in when close to the wall.

Sensitivity is a modest 86dB/2.83V over the broad midband,
yet the load is a faitly demanding four ohms through the low
frequency region. The frequency balance is a little unusual: it
holds within good limits across the band, though the extreme
top and bottom are rolled off, the central midband is a ittle too
restrained (250Hz-1kHz), while the presence (1.5-3kHz) is
relatively strong.

SOUND QUALITY
A bit of a mixed bag, the 8.2 might be a little crude and middly
but it's also dynamically quite expressive and engaging, with
good basic communication skills that make speech notably
clear and intelligible. But the top end lacks air, the midband
could be smoother and the whole thing can sound a little too
forced and strong, especially when pumping up the volume.
That said, the main driver comes into its own when dealing
with the heavy bass modulations on Wyclef Jean's Carnival.
While it wasn't quite the loudest, it still hung in well, showing
the advantage of this good-size driver, while also avoiding any
unwelcome ‘thumpy’ tendencies. There is some midband
hollowness and boxiness here, but on balance colorations
seem pretty well controlled.

CONCLUSION

To describe the Diamond 8.2 as cheap'n'cheerful would be to
sellit short, though both adjectives seem highly appropriate
here. It isn't the smoothest or the most discreet loudspeaker
around, sonically or aesthetically, but it is a good basic
communicator with a lively openness that's very persuasive in
the light of its modest price tag.

Both kinds of budget speaker in
one package - cheap and cheerful.

“THE 8.2 IS
EXPRESSIVE AND
ENGAGING, WITH
GOOD BASIC
COMMUNICATION
SKILLS THAT
MAKE SPEECH
CLEAR AND
INTELLIGIBLE.”
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CONCLUSIONS

his sub-£200/pair loudspeaker
group test encompasses many of
the least expensive alternatives
facing today’s speaker buyer.

. Inevitably the most competitive
sector of the marketplace, these models
effectively define a ‘lowest common
denominator’ standard of performance,
below which it would be foolish to stray.

Just where the defining line for genuine
hi-fi speakers should be drawn remains a
perennial topic of debate. Almost by
definition, all those tested here represent
good value for money, but with obvious
limitations by absolute standards.

It’s probably no coincidence that our
two Best Buys are also the two most
expensive models in the group: both the
B&W DM303 and the Acoustic Energy
Aegis Evo One cost £180/pair. And
although they sound conspicuously
different from each other in numerous
ways, both show significant advantages
over the less expensive competition.

Dropping below this price point
undoubtedly introduces more
engineering and hence sonic
compromises. Nevertheless, both the
£130 Mission M71 and the £150
Wharfedale Diamond 8.2 have ample
merit for Recommendation. Once again,
the differences between these speakers
tend to be greater than their similarities.

Bass alignment is especially important

BUDGET SPEAKERS

in small loudspeakers, as close-to-wall
placement significantly boosts the mid-
bass octave (50-100Hz) compared to free-
space siting. Although the latter will
normally give a smoother midband with
superior imaging, because small
loudspeakers tend to suffer from bass
limitations, some designers choose an
alignment that takes advantage of close-
to-wall bass reinforcement.

PAUL MESSENGER PONDERS “GREAT’ BRITAIN

Of our half dozen, the Acoustic Energy is
clearly destined for free-space siting, well
clear of walls. The B&W, JPW and
Wharfedale will all benefit significantly
from the mid-bass reinforcement
provided by a nearby wall. The Mission
and Tannoy are altogether more
ambivalent and difficult to pin down:
experimentation in situ seems the best
advice here.

“IT'S NO COINCIDENCE THAT OUR TWO BEST BUYS
ARE THE MOST EXPENSIVE MODELS IN THE GROUP.”

BUDGET SPEAKERS AT A GLANCE

MAKE ACOUSTIC ENERGY B&W JPW MISSION TANNOY WHARFEDALE
MODEL AEGIS EVO ONE DM303 201 M71 MX1 DIAMOND 8.2
PRICE £179.95 | £179.95 | £149.00 | £129.90 1 £119.90 | £149.95
SOUND
VALUE k|
CONCLUSIONS ‘ An unusually classy and ‘ Chunky looking and lively l Looks very sharp with shiny ; Neat looking and very Smooth and very well Sonically a bit crude and
| sophisticated performer | sounding, with deep | silver front and clever grille, | discreet sounding at a ‘ behaved but a bit dull in yer face, but neat
\ for the price; laid-back ‘ bass, a fine midband and ‘ butsoundis a bitsmalland | very nice price; experi- | and unexciting; makes a styling and plenty of
} sound and good looks too. | a restrained top end. | midband coloured. | ment for best placement. \ good surround speaker. | speaker for your money.
GUARANTEE 1 YEAR 5 YEARS 5 YEARS 2 YEARS 5 YEARS 1YEAR
SIZE (WXHXD, CMS) 19X36X24 CMS 20X33X23CMS 15.5X26X24 CMS 17X29X28 CMS 16.5X30X22CMS 21X36.5X25 CMS
SENSITIVITY (1M, 2.83V) | 86DB 88DB 86DB 88DB 87DB 86DB
IMPEDANCE (MIN OHMS) 6 OHMS 4 OHMS 4.5 OHMS 4.6 OHMS 4.5 OHMS 4 OHMS
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STEREO AMPS

AN AMPLIFIER ISTHE BEATING HEART THAT DRIVES YOUR HI-FI SYSTEM. JASON
KENNEDY GUIDES YOU THROUGH THE INSAND OUTS OF CHOOSING THE RIGHT
AMP AND TAKES A FRESH LOOK AT SOME OF OUR FAVOURITE MODELS.

mplifiers: love ’em or hate ’em, we’ve
all gotta have one. In many respects
the amplifier is the heart of a
system, the part that drives the
music along and allows us to control
the way it sounds. To amplify is to increase in
volume or size, thus the primary purpose of
an amp is to increase low level signals to a
point where they are powerful enough to pro-
duce sound when fed to a pair of speakers.
And put simply the more powerful the
amplifier the louder you can play your music

without distortion, speakers permitting.

Amps come in two basic parts: the preampli-
fier and power amplifier. The former accepts
inputs from various sourcessuch as a CD
player or turntable and allows you to select
between them, and sometimes also adjust
balance and tone. The preamp also contains
the volume control or potentiometer, a
component that has a significant bearing on
eventual sound quality. The power amp takes
the output from the preamp and amplifies it
to a leve] that will drive loudspeakers.

TYPES OF AMPLIFIER

Amplifiers come in two basic forms: integrated and
preamp/power amp combinations. Integrated simply
means that both pre and power sections are in one
box, and it's this type that makes up the majority of
sub-£1,000 designs. But there are definite
advantages to separating the relatively low level,
delicate signals in the preamp from the radiations of
a power amp, therefore most of the more ambitious
designs come in two or more cases.

There are various reasons for using more than two
boxes, the most common being the separation of the
two power amplification channels (left and right) into
individual units called monoblocks. This approach
removes any potential for the left and right signals to
affect one another and improves stereo solidity or
imaging as a result. The other respect in which amps
are broken down is the separation of the power sup-
ply from the signal handling parts, for much the same
reason as preamps are separated from power amps.

A variation on the pre/power theme that has been
growing in popularity is the combination of an inte-
grated amp with a separate power amp. This is called
bi-amplification and it involves driving the two halves
of a loudspeaker with two different power amps -
the one inside the integrated amp powering the
mid/bass cone(s) and the standalone power amp
driving the tweeter (usually the best arrangement).
This approach allows you to upgrade your system
without having to change your existing amplifier and
although it doesn't actually increase the power on

— .
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tap it does reduce distortion, and ifboth amps have
identical characteristics you get a marked increase in
sound quality. That 'if' is pretty crucial though and ill-
matched pairings won't do you any favours.

Amplifiers typically use one of two basic technolo-
gies: transistors or valves. Transistors are by far the
most popular because of their myriad practical and
technical advantages, but their predecessors — valves
or ‘tubes’ — live on due to aspects of sound quality
that transistors struggle to replicate. In broad terms
transistor-based amps are a lot more powerful, much
quieter and last considerably longer than valves. In
sonic terms they are phase linear, which translates
into better imaging and more solid bass, they have a
flat response across a wide bandwidth and their
relatively high power means that the better ones can
drive the most difficult of loudspeakers. But valve
amps have greater transparency in the midband and
are more sensitive to dynamics: level variations
between notes. They are usually also cited as having
far greater timbral accuracy — instruments and voices
sound more real. On paper, valve amps could be con-
sidered a disaster — power can often be measured in
single figures and harmonic distortion is excessive by
the standards of transistor amps. But, partnered with
high sensitivity speakers they make a very convincing
sonic case for themselves and should not be ruled
out by those seeking sonic enlightenment. :

HOW TO CHOOSE

The sonic differences between amps tend to be dif-
ferent to those you find with source components or
speakers. To a large extent you can listen through the
tonal variations of speakers —you get used to the
balance and are able to filter it out. The same is not
true for the characteristics of amps, so it is important
to know what to listen for when selecting one.

M Timing is the ability to present the attack and
decay of each note precisely, and amps that are
strong in this respect have a snap and coherence that
is highly appealing with rhythmically strong music.

M Dynamics is a general term for the ability to
portray variations in level between individual notes
and is slightly different to dynamicrange, which
indicates the difference between the loudest and
softestnotes a component can produce. Dynamically
strong amps tend to have more life and energy.

B Stereo imaging is how solid or three
dimensional an instrument or voice sounds. The point
of having two speakers rather than one is that they
make it possible to recreate the soundstage of the
original recording, thus amps that have strong
imaging skills can create a sonic space that appears
to extend the boundaries of the room.

B Transparency is perhaps the most obvious
difference between amps. One will present more
subtlety than another, but the drawback with using
this as your main criterion is that a forward or ‘bright’
sounding amplifier will emphasise detail over the
other factors mentioned. You might feel you're



hearing everything, but the edge of your seat factor
will eventually wear you out.

When auditioning, try not to go for the most
immediate and exciting amp you hear but listen for
at the sort of volume you use at home, ideally with
the same speakers. You may find that a less obvious
amp is more rewarding overall.

SYSTEM MATCHING

The fundamental of amp/speaker interfacing is
power rating and speaker sensitivity. You can drive
a high sensitivity speaker with a 10 watt valve
amp but it takes a 200 watt behemoth to get the
best out of speakers which present a difficult load.
As a rule you can't have too much power and
today's amplifiers are often extremely powerful,
even the affordable ones.
The other consideration is balance. Some
speakers are laid-back while others
- are a bit forward. Try to pick
', 4 anamp that complements
’ your speakers — ideally both
®  should be neutral but that's
{ pretty rare so a degree of
-~ compensation should be used to
achieve an even result.

MAKING THE MOST
OF YOUR AMP

If you really want to get the best possible
performance from an amplifier there are a few
factors you'll have to bear in mind.
@ Support. Place your amp on a
dedicated equipment support or
platform, preferably one that will isolate it
from vibrations created by the speakers. Avoid
placing components on top of an amp —they need
plenty of ventilation. If you have to stack components
put the amp at the top.

@ Connections. Use the best

interconnect and speaker cables you can

afford. Speaker cables can significantly
affect the way an amp and speaker interact (see the
Directory for recommendations).

@ Warm up. All audio electronics perform

6 better when they are warmed up and this
o is particularly true of amplifiers. If you

can't leave it on all the time try to switch on at least
15 minutes before listening.

CONCLUSION

Amplifiers are marvellous things — we'd be in
big trouble without them. Fortunately most of

them are pretty good and so long as you
follow our advice on specific models you
can’t go wrong. Over the following pages we
have selected a dozen of our favourite exam-
ples from recent tests and presented them in
bite-size form so that you can form a shortlist
to audition. They are all excellent amplifiers
and the simple advice would to buy the most
expensive one you can afford. But that would
take the fun out of it, so go listen to them and
find out why that seventies maxim “all
amplifiers sound the same” just ain't so.
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BUYER'S BIBLE STEREO AMPLIFIERS

NAD C370
£449.95 Integrated amp E3EIEIEIES

The C370is NAD's biggest C Series integrated. It's a tremendously powerful
beast, pumping out a continuous 185 watts a side and capable of driving just
about any loudspeaker you care to throw it at. Features include seven line
inputs, two tape circuits and an MM phono stage plus remote control and
defeatable tone adjustment.

This grunt means that it has great attack and soundstaging with a real ‘out
of the box’ feel. In other respects it can be a little larger than life and is not
the most sophisticated-sounding amp around, but there’s no denying its
effortlessness. It could perhaps be more colourful; tonally there is a degree of
smoothing but detail is there aplenty. At this price you'll be hard pressed to
find a better combination of grunt and finesse. Like the man said, “too much
power is an oxymoron — surely you can never have too much?”.

Lenbrook UK @& 01908 319360

HIFICHDICE
gazine

Stereo Integrated Amplifier C 370

BEST BUY
HI-FICHDICE
magazine

e
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Arcam DiIVA A75 Plus
£449.90 Integrated amp KIEEE0

When originally launched, the A75 didn't hit the mark in the same
way as the more upmarket A85 and it has subsequently been
upgraded to Plus status, a process which seems to have imbued it
with more of the appeal associated with Arcam amps. The Plus
process involved only minor internal reworking but has given the A75
an extra 10 watts, bringing output up to 60 watts per channel.

This is a well-equipped integrated with defeatable tone controls,
five line (including optional MM phono) inputs and a tape loop that
doubles as an AV processor link. A full system remote is included.

The original A75 had a rather technicolor quality that lacked
realism but the A75 Plus is much more integrated with sharp and
powerful detail and a more tuneful bass. It is particularly sensitive to
subtle nuances, works hard to bring out the excitement of the music
and has good clarity and precision. Let's hear it for another great amp
from Arcam.

Arcam e 01223 203200

~ BESTBUY — Denon PVMIA-255UK

s Integrated amp ¥ ¥ ¥ * ¥
HI-FICHOICE = y | : )
magazine = Denon has a reputation for making great budget amps and the PMA-255UK

is one of the reasons why. It's straightforward enough with its tone controls
and headphone output but it packs more punch than you'd expect for the
money, delivering a good 50 watts per channel across the board with up to

ROTEL.  STERED INTEGRATED AMPUFIER RAS71MKE 250 watts for dynamic peaks. It also incorporates some decent components
inside such as ELNA audiophile capacitors and short signal paths.

In use the Denon has a consistent, capable and solid character which does
cowen ey SPEAKER s — Y favours for its bass performance and gives real weight to the music. It's
v i T, N - slightly sharp and has a preference for bass and treble over the midrange but
' ; T w there's no shortage of articulation. Combine this with a mid-strong speaker
and you'll have a starter set-up guaranteed to keep you up at night.

Denon'e 01234 741200
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STEREO AMPLIFIERS

Creek 5350SE

£799.00 Integrated amp EIEIEET

The 5350SE marked a great improvement on the styling front for Creek, its
thick alloy fascia and silver finish looking very plush by the standards of earlier
models. Controls include listen and record selectors and switching for two
sets of speaker outputs, the amp can also be operated remotely. Power is
rated at 85 watts a side but under dynamic, real-world conditions it'll
deliver110 watts per channel, so don't let its size fool you.

The 5350SE deals very nicely with high frequencies but less swiftly with the
lower ones. Treble is clean and clear and imbues the music with good detail
saince g, and harmonic structure; bass on the other hand is a little slow. But the amp
can produce considerable depth and range with an almost liquid quality that
will lift the complete system. If you prefer acoustic to electric music and don't
need a powerhouse this is a very worthwhile alternative to the big names.
Creek = 02083614133

Speakers Phones

5350 SE integrated Amplifier Zpccral Eilitivn Dt s e o e

Sugden A21A

£999.00 (line-only)

Integrated amp

The A21 is by any definition of the word a classic. First

introduced in 1968, it continues to spread the Class A word

for Sugden today and with just as much enthusiasm as

ever. Producing 25 watts at the best of times, in many ways

it could be compared to a valve amp — it certainly produces

as much heat. It's available as a six input line-only design

or with MM/MC phono support and is a compact, basic

and highly entertaining box of tricks. ARESSS MONO.
It has a glorious midband with superb articulation and a

physical presence that you usually have to pay much more Vi . ‘

for. Its texturing and harmonic complexity is engrossing, so

much so that you think you are hearing live music. Much

like a valve amp it looks a bit weak on the test bench and : PURE CLASS A AMPLIFIER
system matching will be more crucial than usual, but get it

right and you've got a musical marvel for under a grand.
Sugden @ 01924 406016

Rotel RA-971 Mkl

Integrated amp ¥ ¥ ¥ ¥ ¥

[t may look like just about every other Rotel integrated but there are 38 component
changes over the Mkl and surely black is the new silver by now? Features are
plentiful: defeatable tone controls, separate listen and record selectors for six line
DENON seccson o comroranesates awrunen PYA-255UK inputs including two tape loops, headphone socket and preamp out sockets for
those wishing to add a separate power amp in future. Power is readily available as
well —a full 100 watts a side with no difficulty, and do so across a broad 100kHz
bandwidth for the benefit of high definition sources like SACD and DVD-Audio.
On audition it produced a controlled and lucid sound with life and vigour. Piano
(@) seems particularly well served by its crisp, clear and dynamic balance. The power
reserves give it a sublime indifference to the speaker load and window rattling
levels can be achieved with ease. All in all it amounts to superb value for money.
Rotel = 01908 317707

PHONES
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The UK’s

premier
A/V dealer

Founder Member

Intelligent Homes
in the Making
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Musical Images, Covent G
AV destination. For a pick of

~ demonstration in luxurious lounges and wath expertlse to mati:h don’t buy
until you've experienced Musical Images’ award-winning service.

For the best in town. Experience the difference at Musical Images, Covent Garden.

YOTTENHAM
COURT ROAD

STREET

18 Monmouth Street,
Covent Garden, London WC2H 9H
Tel: 020 7497 1346

UTH

MORNO!

Home Cinema Choice

Award Winner 2001 |
“Best Multiroom Install” |
BECKENHAM BRANCH

I
> EDGWARE BRANCH HOUNSLOW BRANCH
126 High Street, 173 Station Road, Edgware, 45 High Street, Hounslow,
Beckenham, Kent BR3 1ED Middlesex HA8 7JX Middlesex TW3 1RH
Tel: 020 8663 3777 Tel: 020 8952 5535

Tel: 020 8569 5802 ¢ 'C‘ )
MUSIC L IMAGES IS AN AUTHORISED MAIN DEALER FOR OVER 100 LEADING MANUFACJURERS

E&OE. PLEASE CALL YOUR LOCAL BRANCH FOR OPENING TIME DETAILS. E-mail: sales@musical-images.co.uk

Alternatively,
visit our other
branches:




STEREO AMPLIFIERS BUYER'S BIBLE

A22 INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER ©
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PHONO/A D UNE VCR  PROCESSOR

Arcam FMJ-A22

£999.90 Integrated amp

The FMJ range represents the pinnacle of Arcam's achievements and its most A much more refined and capable animal than its Alpha 10 predecessor, the
desirable metalwork to date. The A22 is a 100 watts per channel amp with A22 has a relaxed yet open and realistic sound which while not quite as vivid
extraordinary flexibility for an integrated, most apparent in its ability to accept as some is stable and consistent. Dynamically it's a little polite but there's
modules that allow it to become the centre of multi-room and home cinema plenty of expression and no shortage of power. A good-looking amp that
systems. As it comes, this is a five line input design that's devoid of tone controls offers future proofing and real listenability.

and features an infinitely spinnable volume control and a headphone output. Arcam@ 01223 203200

Electrocompaniet
EC 4.7/AW-120DMB oo

£1,099.00/£2,349.00 Pre and power amp

A well-established Norwegian brand, Electrocompaniet

e distinguishes its products with Perspex fascias and large cabinets —
in this case only the width of the fascias remains the same for both

S units. Neither amp features a conventional knob, instead there are

oA cryptically labelled push buttons and a pleasingly simple remote

. g, M handset. It has six line-only inputs including a balanced XLR affair,
and the outputs to the power amp are also balanced. The AW-

120DMB power amp is rated at 120 watts per channel.

This pre/power pairing makes quite a delightful sounding
amplifier with a highly neutral balance and no shortage of delicacy.
While not quite as transparent in the midband as some valve
competition it shows fine consistency and time coherence across a
wide bandwidth. Dynamics might have more vigour and the bass
could be more assertive but on the whole this pairing’s sound is
simply outstanding.

Castle Acoustics & 01756 795333

DUAL

BEST

wmmmmeassss  HHICICE 4

Arcam A85/P85

Integrated + power amp ¥ ¥ ¥ ¥ W e
In critical terms, the A85 has been the most successful integrated
amp in the DiVA range and it was designed from the start to operate
with various plug-in modules and ancillaries such as the P85 power
amplifier. Both amps produce identical 105 watt per channel out-
puts so using them to drive the treble and mid/bass sections of a bi-
amped speaker will not result in a tonal imbalance.

On test this combo fared considerably better with B&W DM602 S3
speakers than it did with the much more costly Tannoy Dimension
TD12s used for the blind listening, the latter producing complaints
about a lack of dynamics but praise for the smoothness of treble and
attractive level of detail. With the B&Ws however, there was punch,
verve and fine articulation of detail. These speakers also served to
reveal the benefits of adding the P85 power amp to a solo A85, the
system producing greater instrumental separation and stronger,
more three-dimensional imaging. Proof that bi-amping really works.
Arcam @ 01223 203200

P8BS POWER AMPLIFIER
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Do you want to choose your hifi in a
comfortable and relaxing environment . . ?

Do you want friendly and helpful advice
(and a cup of tea) . . ?

Do you want to buy your system
based on what you hear (and not what
somebody tells you) . . ?

. or Addlestone, Aldershot, Ashford (Middx), Ashstead, Bagshot, Basingstoke, Bracknell, Camberley,
Chertsey, Crowthorne, Cranleigh, Dorking, Epsom, Esher, Farnborough, Farnham, Fleet, Frimley,
Godalming, Hartley Wintney, Haslemere, Hook, Horsham, Kingston, Liphook, Leatherhead, Molesey
(East & West), New Malden, Odiham, Petersfield, Reading, Reigate, Redhill, Richmond, Shepperton,
Virginia Water, Walton-on-Thames, West Byfleet, Weybridge, Windsor, Woking, Wokingham, Yateley?

Nobody else in these areas stocks all the following major brands: Acoustic Energy, Arcam, B&W, Castle, Cyrus, Denon,
Epos, Harman Kardon, Infinity, KEF (Reference), Linn Products (including records), Marantz, Meridian, Mission,
NAD, Nakamichi, Pioneer, Primare, PROAC, QED (Systemline), Quad, Rega, Revox, Rotel, Tag McLaren, Target,
T.D.L., Yamaha (including Home Cinema Systemsh& Top Tape.

Visit us first and you won’t need to go anywhere else, we have superb demonstration rooms where vou
can decide in comfort, and we will deliver and install free of charge (and part exchange is possible).

Complete service — We are the only outlet in the area to offer the complete service. As well as stocking
selected items from the above manufacturers we are able to service and/or repair on the premises all the
above brands (and others also).

PJ HIFI

NEW LINN
CD PLAYERS
CD12 and IKEMI
on Permanent
demonstration

We are at

3 BRIDGE STREET, GUILDFORD

(by the traffic lights - adjacent to Yates Wine Lodge)
01483 504801 - 01483 304756

Access * Visa * Switch « American Express ¢ Diners Club « Open Monday — Saturday 9am-6pm (later by appointment)




STEREO AMPLIFIERS BUYER'S BIBLE

| A30.1 INTEGRATED AMPUAIER

STANDSY

® OMRATE

PRIMARE

A30.2 TWO-CHANNEL AMPUIFER

Primare A30.7/A30.2

£1,499.99/£1,199.99 Integrated + power amp

Swedish audio electronics specialist Primare uses extensive surface-mount
technology in its base model integrated and matching power amp. Both units
are superbly built and produce a steady 120 watts per channel, but the lack
of a balanced input on the A30.2 to match the output on the A30.1 would
suggest that this is not an entirely natural pairing. But their performance is

Croft Vltall SC/Series 5C

Valve pre and power amp & & & % &

Croft is a valve specia]ist with a distinctive approach to casework design, but
if you like retro chic you'll hard pressed to find better — at least not from a
genuine hi-fi hermit with a penchant for twin volume pots! This pre/power
combo is competitively priced by valve standards and incorporates three line
inputs alongside a MM phono stage but without the luxury of remote
control. Power is rated at 30 watts a side which will require reasonably
efficient speakers but is quite sufficient for most situations.

This Croft pairing is a marked change to the Rothwell in this group, offering
an immediate and astonishingly tangible sound that brings voices to life with
eerie realism. It's fundamentally mid-strong, but combine it with most
speakers and you'll get an even response with tremendous transparency. The
vinyl input is pretty special too. All-in-all, an idiosyncratic pairing that's worth
close attention... if you can handle the ergonomics!

Croft® 01746 769156

very enjoyable if not entirely consistent. There's plenty of grip and control and
a strong sense of image focus but also slight congestion and muffling. With
easier speaker loads there's an improved sense of gravitas and there’s no
doubtthis combination has real benefits to offer the genuine music lover.
Primare @ 01423 359054

Rothwell Indus/Rubicon

£499.00/£949.00 Valve pre and power amp EIEIEIEE

One of many small British electronics companies, Rothwell is distinguished
by the fact that it builds both valve and transistor amplifiers. In this instance
it's the Indus passive preamp combined with the Rubicon valve power amp,
the latter using eight EL84 tubes to produce ten watts per side — not a lot of
power but sufficient for reasonably sensitive speakers.

The Indus has six line inputs and uses discrete resistors instead of
conventional potentiometers for volume control, hence the ‘coarse” and
fine" knobs on its fascia.

Initially this seems to be a rather laid-back combo but listen a little longer
and you'll appreciate that its accuracy and neutrality allows a lot of fine
detail to come through. It's extremely honest and transparent in a low-key
way and will keep you entertained even at quiet playback levels. If you want
to hear what's really going on give these discreet devices a spin.
Rothwell @ 01204 654614
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