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A different Classé

For more than 20 years Classé has been designing and manufacturing extraordinary
audio equipment for enthusiasts who demand nothing less than the very best. Our
engineers have a passion for what they create and it shows: engineering, style, user-
interface, product reliability and performance are all second to none. The new Delta

series is an inspired statement about the art of high performance design. Visit us

at www.classeaudio.com or experience the product range at one of the following

authorised retailers.

Holburn Hi-Fi Ltd
+ 44 (0) 1224 585 713
note@holburnhifi.co.uk

Hi-Fi Experience
+44 (0) 20 7580 3535
sales@hifilondon.co.uk

Sound Academy
+44 (0)1922 493 499
sales@soundacademy.co.uk

Acoustica
+44 (0) 1244 344 227
geoff.coleman@acoustica.co.uk

Robert Taussig
+44 (0) 20 7487 3455
sales@roberttaussig.co.uk

=
Cloney Audio
+353 (0) 1288 9449
sales@cloneyaudio.com
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WELCOME TO HI-FI CHOICE

To ensure you get the best information, opinion and advice, Hi-Fi Choice
employs the most knowledgeable and experienced hi-fi writers in the business...

“Music digs deep into our emotional core like no
other art form. It touches the soul and makes

b grown men weep. Hi-fi is simply a means to a

N,

musical end - it provides the conduit for its
energy and detail, delivers scale and space,

ensures you get closer to the tone and impact of the original
performance. It makes music seem more real and hence achieve
its emotional goal. Quite simply, the music that moves you,
moves you more.” Tim Bowern, Editor

PAUL MESSENGER

A former HFC editor, Paul
has been writing about his
beloved hi-fi hobby for
nearly 30 years. In that
time he has become one of
the world's most respected
sonic scribes and probably
the UK's foremost
loudspeaker reviewer.

DAN GEORGE

Dan is a huge hi-fi nut
whose dream came true
when he became HFC's
reviews editor. Armed with
a bristling contacts book
and a pair of razor-sharp
ears, he ensures that only
the most interesting
products make it into HFC.

ALVIN GOLD

Alvin cut his hi-fi teeth in
retail, and has been writing
about his obsession for
more than 20 years. In that
time he has contributed his
encyclopaedic knowledge to
almost every hi-fi periodical
you can think of (and
several more besides).

RICHARD BLACK
Richard is a professional
musician, an experienced
recording engineer and a
highly knowledgeable hi-fi
analyst to boot. He has a
particular knack for writing
about complicated subjects
in a comprehensible way ~
and he only writes for HFC.

ART DUDLEY

One of the most respected
commentators on the
American hi-fi scene, Art has
written for numerous titles
including Hi-Fi Heretic,
Sounds Like and Listener.
Among other things, he is
currently ‘editor-at-large’ of
US journal Stereophile.

JASON KENNEDY
Jason previously edited
HFC, but can now be found
swanning about the wilds
of Sussex indulging himself
with the very best hi-fi
money can buy. His own
system is simply sensational
(trust us) and his love of
music knows no bounds

JIMMY HUGHES
Jimmy got ‘into’ hi-fi in the
1960s and after ten years
in retail, his first article was
published in 1979. He's an
avid tweaker and his firsts'
include solid-core cables
and, er, hstenmg to your
speakers back to front -
well, you can’t win ‘em all

ALAN SIRCOM

After a stint selling hi-fi,
Alan began his journalistic
career at HFC some 13
years ago. Now a successful
freelancer, you too can
benefit from his extensive
hi-fi knowledge, from purist
two-channel stereo to the
latest multichannel gear.

ESTABLISHED 1975 HIGHLIG NSIDE >>

is your essential guide to
audio excellence in the home, from vinyl
records to the latest digital music
formats. For 30 years, our unique tests
have brought you the most thorough
and reliable hifi journal around. And our
mix of cherry-picked kit, rigorous group
tests and in-depth equipment reviews
continues to ensure that is the
magazine you can trust. Published 13
times a year, it's the smarter hifi read...

e

 Cottoctvorn

This very special edition of Hi-Fi Choice is
rather different from the norm. From p30
onwards, following our regular Audiofile
news and views section, the entire issue is
dedicated to the finest collection of high-end
hi-fi ever assembled on these shores. This
encompasses 45 in-depth product tests with
a combined value of more than £400,000.
Some of these tests (the single-page reviews)
are old favourites revisited, while many
others are reviewed here for the very first
time. Whether you are looking for a superb
source, an amazing amplifier, a lovely
loudspeaker, or are just looking on with

wonder... enjoy the ride!
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FREE MINI-MAG!

Inside your free 2nd-hand hi-fi mini-mag...

2 Guide to 2nd-hand kit — this issue,
Meridian, plus DIY tips

3 Trading Pages

7 Reader Classified

October 2005 [Issue 272

6 EXCLUSIVE B&W DVD

The content of your free A Sound
Experience DVD explained

S PRODUCT NEWS

The juiciest new fruit from the hi-fi
tree — you'll read it here first!

14 HAPPENINGS

Hot stories and the latest, greatest
events from around Planet Hi-Fi

SOURCE COMPONENTS

54  Bluenote Ballagio

54  Bluenote Bellaria

78 Chord One

61  Classé CDP-100

117 Denon DVD-ATXV

86 Koetsu Jade Platinum

32 Krell SACD Standard 5.2

73 Lindemann 820

49 Marantz Premium SA-1151
37 Meridian 808i Signature

97 Meridian G91

66 Muse Model Eleven

89 Naim DVD5

41 T+AGIOR

102 TEAC Esoteric X-01

77 Townshend Rock Anniversary
109 Van den Hul Condor XCM
42  Zanden Model 2000

42 Zanden Model 5000 Signature

AMPLIFIERS
94 Audio Research Reference 3

50 Ayre K-Txe

50 Ayre V-1xe

34 Burmester 011

34  Burmester 911 Mk3

78 Chord Prima

78 Chord Mezzo 50

61 Classé CAP-2100

81 Conrad-Johnson ACT2

81 Conrad-Johnson Premier 350SA

16 DISPATCHES

Opinion that counts from the hi-fi
commentators with clout

22 CHOICE CUTS

New music — rated by our experts for
sound and content

25 CHOICE MAIL

A selection of your letters and emails, as
well as the latest threads from our forum

117 Denon AVC-ATXV

65 Gamut D3

46 Jadis DA88 Signature

110 Krell KAV-280p

110 Krell KAV-2250

53 Lexicon RV-8

49  Marantz Premium PM-11S1
105 T+AVI10

70 Theta Enterprise

LOUDSPEAKERS

121 Anthony Gallo Nucleus Ref Il
90 Audiostatic DCM5

106 Avalon Eidolon Diamond

82 B&W 800D

57 Bosendorfer VC 7

114 Clearlight Audio Private Edition
113 Dali Helicon 400

74 Eclipse TD712z

85 Focal-JMlab Diva Utopia Be

62 MartinLogan Summit

69 Mordaunt-Short Performance 6
50 Revel Ultima Studio

38 Sonus Faber Amati Anniversario
45 Tannoy Yorkminster

93 Triangle Magellan Concerto
101 Waterfall Victoria TWN

98 Wilson Audio MAXX 2

MAINS CONDITIONERS
118 Isotek Iso
118 Isotek Nova

READER SERVICES

Our regular information service, including
where to buy, what's in next month's issue

and a very special subscription offer
122 How to subscribe

138 Dealer Guide

144 Dealer Directory

146 What's in next month's edition
of Hi-Fi Choice

october 2005 | HI-FI CHOICE 5



BaW Bowers &Wilkins

A Sound Experience

All you need to know ahout
your free Bowers & Wilkins DVD*

To celebrate the launch of its new 800 Series flagship speaker range, B&W has produced
a fascinating, feature-length DVD - including over an hour of great music

CHAPTER 1

A beautifully filmed introduction to the 800
Series, set to concert footage of Peter Gabriel
playing In Your Eyes from his recent Growing
Up Live tour. Complete with high-quality
photography of the range-topping 800D
loudspeaker, this stunning introduction = in
both PCM stereo and DTS surround sound —
clearly demonstrates what B&W has long
stood for: a passion for music and sound.

A Sound Experience
1 Listen and You'll See

2 Art of Sound

3 University of Sound
4 Passion for Music
5 Sound Mirrors

6 Music and Sound

7 Credits

ilkins

CHAPTER 2

A short film with commentary about the
making of the new 800 Series. The film
features striking footage of the 800 Series
manufacturing processes, from the magic of
producing diamond tweeter domes to
traditional ‘'wood-bending' techniques
perfected by Scandinavian craftsmanship. The
film is set to the music of Jon Hopkins, from
his beautiful album Contact Note.

www.bw800.com

Driver Science

Dr Peter Fryer
Director of Research

CHAPTER 3

A detailed account of the key technologies
used in the 800 Series, delivered by B&W's
own engineers and filmed at the B&W
Research Institute in Steyning, West Sussex.
The Research Institute ensures that creativity
and scientific research can take place in an
idealised environment. The many journalists
and academics that have visited over its history
have dubbed it the ‘University of Sound".

CHAPTER 4

Some of the world's greatest performers, and
owners of 800 Series speakers, talk about their
passion for music and sound. Included are
interviews with legendary pianist Alfred Brendel
and Cassandra Wilson, described by Time
magazine as “One of America's most important
and jazz vocalists”, alongside Dave Stewart and
Jan Carbarek. Each artist has provided a piece
of music to accompany his or her interview.



B&W Bowers &Wilkins

A Sound Experience

BaW UK Dealers

CHAPTER 5

A one-off piece commissioned by B&W to
achieve a multichannel recording that explores
the creative potential of the format. A
collaboration between pioneering producers —
contemporary soundsmiths Coldcut and classical
composer Michael Price — it was recorded and
mixed in London's Abbey Road Studios using
800 Series speakers throughout. Also included
is an interview with Matt Black from Coldcut.

CHAPTER 6

A selection of multichannel music provided by
some of B&W's many friends in the industry.
These tracks cover a vast array of different
styles, some pushing the boundaries of both
musical and recording technology, and are only
available in their DTS multichannel versions. If
you think DTS is only good for home cinema
surround sound, you'll soon change your tune
after hearing this choice selection.

*Free B&W DVD available in the UK only.

Audiofile
27 Hockerill Street, Bishops Stortford, Hertfordshire CM23 2DH
& 01279 506576 @ info@audiophile.co.uk
Audio T
173-175 London Road, Camberley, Surrey GU15 3JS
@ 01276 685597 # camberley@audio-t.co.uk
Martin Kleiser Ltd
9 London End, Beaconsfield, Buckinghamshire HP9 2HN
€2 01494 681300 @ sales@martin-kleiser.com
Phase 3 Hi-Fi
213-217 Tarring Road, Worthing, Sussex BN11 4HW
2 01903 245577 & sales@phase3hificom

Phase 3 Hi-Fi
37 Bedford Place, Southampton, Hampshire SO15 2DG
= 023 8022 8434 ® phase3hifi@btopenworld.com

The Sound Gallery
65 Castle Street, High Wycombe, Buckinghamshire HP13 6RN
© 01494 531682 € sales@soundagallery.co.uk
Soundcraft Hi-Fi
40 The High Street, Ashford, Kent TN24 8TE
2 01233 624441 # sales@soundcrafthifi.com

Audience
14 Broad Street, Bath, N.E. Somerset BA1 SJL
& 01225 333310 # andrew@audience.org.uk

Audio Excellence
134-136 Crwys Road, Cathays, Cardiff CF24 4NR
2 029 2022 8565 @ cardiff@audio-excellence.co.uk

Billy Vee Sound Systems
248 Lee High Road, Lewisham, London SE13 5PL
© 020 8318 5755 4 sales@billyvee.co.uk
Grahams Hi-Fi
190a New North Road, Islington, London N1 78S
@ 020 7226 5500 @ eng@grahams.co.uk
Hi-Fi Experience
227 Tottenham Court Road, London W1P OHX
2 020 7580 3535 @ sales@hifilondon.co.uk
Infidelity
9 High Street, Hampton Wick, Kingston-upon-Thames KT1 4DA
& 020 8943 3530 4 info@infidelity.co.uk

Oranges & Lemons
61-63 Webbs Road, Battersea, London SW11 6RX
= 020 7924 2040 # shop@oandlhifi.co.uk

Robert Taussig
39 Blandford Street, London W1H 3AE
@ 020 7487 3455 4 sales@roberttaussig.co.uk

Glasgow Audio
135 Great Westem Road, Glasgow G4 9AH
2 0141 332 4707 & info@glasgowaudio.com

Robert Ritchie
102-106 Murray Street, Montrose, Tayside DD10 8JG
2 01674 673765 4 robertritchie2004@hotmail.com

Acoustica
17 Hoole Road, Chester, Cheshire CH2 3NH
€ 01244 344227  geoff.coleman@acoustica.co.uk

Huddersfield Hi-Fi Centre
4 Cross Church Street, Huddersfield, West Yorkshire HD1 2PT
€2 01484 544668 @ hugh@hudds-hifi.freeserve.co.uk
Lintone Audio
7-11 Park Lane, Gateshead, Tyne & Wear NE8 3JW
2 0191 477 4167 & info@lintone.co.uk
The Sound Organisation
2 Gillygate, York, Yorkshire YO31 7EQ
2 01904 627108 @ info@soundorg.co.uk

Leicester Hi-Fi
6 Silver Walk St Martins Square Leicester LE1 SEW
2 0116 253 9753 4 info@leicesterhifi.co.uk
Martins Hi-Fi
85-91 Ber Street, Norwich, Norfolk NR1 3EY
€ 01603 627010 4 sales@martinshifi.com
Music Matters
363 Hagley Road, Edgbaston, Birmingham B17 BDL
@ 0121 429 2811 # sales@musicmatters.co.uk

Sound Ac:
152a High Street, Bloxwich, West Midlands WS3 3JT
2 01922 493499 & sales@soundacademy.co.uk

Cloney Audio
55 Main Street, Blackrock, Co. Dublin
2 00 353 1288 9449 $5 sales@cloneyaudio.com
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nNeiery

WWW.nbien.com

MN><— See You at . ..

Ao Syndicate | /

Classic Walnut

Impedance B ohms

Serial No.

— 5086

) Date : 23rd-25th September 2005

e A Venue : The Renaissance & Park Inn Hotels,
Hi-Fi&Home London, Heathrouw.

i Entertainment Show Room : Syndicate 17

To experience how we can enhance your listening pleasure, visit your nearest dealer.
Details can be found on our website : www.nbien.com or you can email us at info@nbien.com.
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© NEW PRODUCT SPOTLIGHT

ARCAM FMJ C31

PREAMPLIFIER

Arcam says its new C31 stereo preamp is

the best it has ever made and a long and
impressive spec sheet only bolsters the claim. It
boasts an all-new design over its C30
predecessor and omits tone controls, favouring
instead a short signal path for a clean sound
with low distortion. Burr-Brown supplies the
improved volume control and op-amps, both fed
by a huge toroidal power supply. Most of the
design work, from the four-layer PCBs to the
audiophile-grade capacitors, is said to keep noise
and distortion low. There's also a new version of
the Acousteel damped chassis with ‘Stealth Mat'
material to keep electromagnetic currents at bay.

Arcam has specified both balanced and

unbalanced connections at the output stage and
a processor mode for integration with AV
surround receivers. The matching FMJ P1 mono
power amps (pictured) create the potential for
out of this world sound at down to earth pricing.

To find out more see our exclusive, in-depth

review in the November edition of Hi-Fi Choice

| PRODUCT Arcam FVJ C31 i
= . — |

TYPE Stereo preamplifier |

PRICE £1,200 i

KEY FEATURES All new design © Burr-Brown volume

control © Optional phono stage © Processor mode

© Acousteel chassis with ‘Stealth Mat'

CONTACT = 01223 203200 # www.arcam.co.uk

october 2005 [ HI-FI CHOICE 9




b1 shown in Silver (metallic) finish

viviDaudig

c1 shown in Sahara Beige finish

vivipaudio

Dealer enquiries very welcome

* An extremely revealing and
genuinely neutral loudspeaker
with dynamic range, timing
and imaging fo die for.

A true world class loudspeaker
from a brand that knows how
to get results. *

Jason Kennedy, Hi-Fi Choice

home cinema choice hirfi+

Reference Status

k1 shown in Graphite (piano) finish

<

vivibpaudio

Vivid Audio

think outside of the square box

Rowles Music Limited

For more information:

Tel 01903 530005

Mob 07950 274224
ray@rowlesmusic.co.uk
www.vividspeakers.com

Official HI-FI Loudspeaker Supplier To The 10th
Anniversary 2005 MOBO Awards

Gold Star

Product Discovery
Of The Year

Guarantee Annual Award 2004
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© NEW PRODUCT SPOTLIGHT

KEF i09
LOUDSPEAKER

This is our first taster of KEF's all new

Q-Series speaker range. It's called the iQ9
and sits at the top of the fresh eight-model
line-up, offering the potential to deliver
thundering bass levels from the newly-developed
165mm reflex-loaded bass cones. Partnering this
impressive driver complement is the latest,
upgraded version of KEF's respected Uni-Q driver
array, which is said to offer a number of
improvements over previous versions.

The upgrades include titanium-coated cones
and long-throw suspension for better bass. Its
time-aligned Uni-Q array, with the tweeter at the
centre of the bass/mid cone, effectively acts as a
single point source. This gives excellent off-axis
response, so it's not just the sweet spot that sees
all the hi-fi action. The numbers read well too — a
claimed 91db sensitivity and an eight-ohm
impedance make an easy load for even the
weediest of partnering amps.

To find out more see our exclusive, in-depth
review in the November edition of Hi-Fi Choice

PRODUCT KEF iQ9
TYPE Floorstanding loudspeaker
PRICE £800 per pair

KEY FEATURES Three-way bass reflex design © Upgraded
Uni-Q driver array © Twin 165mm bass drivers © Sensitivity
(claimed): 91dB © Impedance (claimed): 8 ohms

CONTACT = 01622 672261 # www.kef.com

october 2005 | HI-FI CHOICE 11
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NEW PRODUCT HIGHLIGHTS

DV-SPSO3E

Onkyo's new entry-level universal disc player can
play SACD, DVD-Audio, MP3/WMA and (of
course) standard CD, plus DVD-Video, VCD, SVCD and
DivX video discs. The player sports cutting-edge chipsets
including 24-bit/192kHz audio and 12-Bit/108Mhz
video DACs. As with all Onkyo DVD players, the video
outputs operate concurrently, allowing users to feed
multiple display devices simultaneously. Expect a review
in the December issue of Hi-Fi Choice.

Price £300 Due now

FoCAL'JMLAB = 01494 681515 # www.onkyo.co.uk

ELECTRA 1000 BE
Focal-JMlab has just lowered the price of entry to 0RSA ANn onlon

its stunning, hi-tech beryllium tweeter technology. s, New to the UK this month is
Its new Electra 1000 Be line-up slots in below the ‘ JAS Audio, a high-end
flagship Utopia Be range, but like its more costly cousins loudspeaker manufacturer
all tweeters feature superior beryllium diaphragms. The from China. Two standmount
first phase of the six-strong range includes the 1007 Be models are currently on offer
standmount and the 1027 Be floorstander, both featuring - the Orsa two-way and the
the latest IAL incarnation of Focal's famous tweeter. The Orior three-way - that both
speakers retain the distinctive Focal "W’ sandwich driver employ ribbon tweeters,
and the same OPC crossover filtering, benefiting from a wood veneers and a
new moulded aluminium housing for the tweeter plus a 14-coat piano lacquer finish.
double radius cabinet to minimize internal reflections. A The Orsa is a twin cabinet
subwoofer, centre channel model and rear effects speaker design with a 150mm paper
are expected to follow later this year. bass/mid driver, while the Orior
Price 1007 Be £2,300; 1027 Be £4,000 per pair comes equipped with a 175mm ceramic cone.
Due now @ 0845 6602680 & www.focal-uk.com JAS Audio speakers come with a 30-day money-back
guarantee, courtesy of distributor Shadow.
Price Orsa £1,400; Orior £2,300 per pair Due now
= 01592 744779 = www.shadowdistribution.co.uk

MPA 5150

If you need an American muscle amp, cable
giant Monster's new MPA 5150 five-channel
reference could be just the ticket. At its heart lies
Monster's proprietary current feedback technology
(MMAT), which is said to deliver low distortion at
the highest levels. It also boasts fully
complimentary differential circuits, helping to
lower noise. High-current MOSFETs can be
found at the output, plus the front and rear
channels each have their own transformer and
power supply. Monster rates the amp at 150 watts
per channel into eight ohms continuous, but offers the
product as a special order only.
Price £3,500 Due now
@ 01923 431634 # www.monstercable.com
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CLASSIC 5350SE

Building on the strengths of the 5350SE, Creek's latest stereo amplifier — the Classic 5350SE - sees a
number of improvements over the old model. The new amp is the first in a new line of products from Creek
to be announced in the coming months. It has a smaller preamp circuit board and no tape selector switch, plus
redesigned casework to accommodate the changes. Connections between the preamp and power amp are made
with a semi-hidden push switch on the rear panel, which also provides an output for a subwoofer. Rated at
90 watts per channel, the Classic 5350SE will be given the full Hi-Fi Choice test treatment soon.
Price £850 Due September @ 01442 260146 @ www.creekaudio.com

REVEL CONCERTA

The Concerta line represents the most

affordable Revel range to date. All five
Concerta models — the F12 floorstander, M12
standmount, centre speaker, surrounds and
subwoofers — use proprietary Organic Ceramic
Composite (OCC) material for the drivers,
high-order filter networks and optimised driver
motor structures.
The M12 two-way monitor uses a 162mm woofer
and 25mm tweeter, both formed from the OCC
material, with a proprietary tweeter waveguide for a
seamless integration between woofer and tweeter.
The larger, three-way F12 floorstander uses four
OCC drivers — twin 200mm bass woofers, a 130mm
midrange unit plus a 25mm tweeter — and extends
down to a claimed 33Hz.
Price from £400 to £900 per pair Due now
@ 01423 359054 @ www.revelspeakers.com

U-18000A8.

TU-1800DAB

Denon has added a new DAB radio tuner to its
range of full-width AM/FM radios. The
TU-1800 DAB/FM tuner is Band Il and L-Band
compatible and supports RadioText, plus FM RDS.
There are 200 memory presets with full remote control,
a two-line dot matrix display and back-up memory. An
impressive feature set includes a 24-Bit/192kHz DAC,
three levels of dynamic range control, plus optical and
coaxial outputs. Expect a review soon.
Price £250 Due now
@ 01234 741200 # www.denon.co.uk

ALTO

Arcam has

launched its first
speaker since the Delta 2,
which ceased production
in 1995. The Alto
standmount has been
developed using a range
of Arcam electronics and,
despite being styled to match the Solo CD/receiver, it
will compliment any suitably priced Arcam system.
This compact two-way uses a 100mm mineral-loaded
driver with a 25mm cotton-dome, carbon-loaded
tweeter, housed in a two-part, 20mm thick baffle.
The bi-wirable design has a claimed sensitivity of
85dB with a four-ohm impedance and sings from
60Hz to 20kHz.
Price £400 per pair Due now
= 01223 203 200 # www.arcam.co.uk

0

Q5% e ceeme

E— ’

DENON has two new sub-£500 AV
receivers. The AVR-2106 (£450) is a
7.1channel amp, with all surround sound
processing done at 96kHz. At just £329,
Denon's AVR-1906 offers 115 watts across
seven channels, a Fast Auto Setup feature
plus new high-performance 32-Bit DSP.

@ 01234 741200

ART VINYL provides openable picture frames
to display record sleeve art. The Play and
Display holds both the record and the sleeve.
They are designed to fit both 12" singles and
LP sleeves. Available from October, the
frames are priced at £30.

@& 020 7241 4129

PURE's new Evoke-2XT DAB/ FM portable
has several upgrades over its predecessor,
including redesigned drive units and a line
input for connecting external devices.
Features include improved battery
performance, a white-on-blue display and
a wake up alarm. Expect to pay £150.

@ 01923 260511

ACOUSTIC ENERGY has launched the
world's first Wi-Fi internet radio capable of
accessing over 10,000
stations across the
globe. The radio links
into any Wi-Fi
network with a
broadband
connection to access
an internet radio
gateway that uploads channel
listings. It can even access your PC's audio
content, in MP3, WMA and Real Audio files.
The AE Wi-Fi radio costs £130.

@ 01285 654432

PSS is a UK pro-audio manufacturer, with a
new line in domestic amplifiers. The Mkl
Studio A (£900) and Studio B (£1,300)
models offer 150 and 300 watts
respectively and feature twin power
transformers. The amps are available from
Surrey-based retailer Smart Sound Direct.
= 01883 346647
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Seven-inch single hoom
¢ Annual sales of seven-inch vinyl singles have increased
U'[Q' - by a massive 64% to 1.4million units, thanks to British

bands such as the Libertines, Babyshambles, Kaiser Chiefs and
Franz Ferdinand. The best sales for the format in six years
suggest that vinyl is clearly back in fashion because of the
efforts of record companies behind these indie bands. However,
the best selling seven-inch single last year was a limited edition
reissue of Iron Maiden's Number of the Beast.

BPI Chairman Peter Jamieson said: "Despite the incredible
growth in download sales, there is still a huge demand for the
collectible physical formats. It would be wrong to write-off
physical formats just yet." Not ‘arf, as Alan 'Fluff' Freeman
always used to say!

HAPPENINGS

RICHARD STEVENSON
Job Title: Director

Company: RSPR (hi-fi PR and
marketing consultancy)

What's your most exciting product in
development at the moment?

Acoustic Energy’s Wi-Fi internet radio by miles.
A world first in that it handles MP3, Real and
WMA streaming, accesses 10,000 internet radio
stations subscription-free and is simpler to use
than a spoon.

What's the future of hi-fi?

Server-based media storage and music
downloaded at user-defined quality. As - crac e —
audiophiles, would we pay a premium to ac Ica

download in PCM or even 192kHz/24-bit rather A mysterious hacker, only known by the
than MP3? Of course we would. User-defined !

- m
quality downloading gives music publishing GRS e N deCISIon

houses an additional revenue generating copy the content of DVD-Audio discs onto a PC.
opportunity on every release. It has got to be The code by-passes CPPM (copy protection for Peter Lyngdorf, the Danish hi-fi entrepreneur
the way ahead for hi-fi. pre-recorded media) encryption and allows the who owned NAD and started the speaker
DVD-Audio or SACD - and why? ) creation of WAV filets, when useq with WinDVD brand Dali, has put his name to his latest — and
Neither. | love them bath, but they are also 5, 6 and 7 This is sgwd to work with both stereo last —.venture: Lyngdorf Audm. The company
dead in the water for the mass market. and multichannel discs. The Verance watermark, effectively replaces the Danish arm of the New
Downloading at user-defined quality makes designed to detect illicit DVD-A discs, is not York-based digital amp and room EQ specialist
much more sense for everyone. removed, although some burning software is TacT Audio, that Lyngdorf also started.
What'; a'great e you've heard ) capable of avoiding even this protection.‘ Based in Skivg in Denmark, Lyngdorf Audio is
recently? inte l'yu’d The RIAA'S expected to build product_s of TaFT standards and
Martha Wainwright's eponymous debut album. ! bl oo lawyers forced the above, but at more accessible prices. The first
Fantastic from start to finish, great sound and W|nDVD popular hacker's component with the Lyngdorf brand will be the
¥hie ack 81" tdy Motiey £==Smg A==hole PI website Rarewares all-digital TDA 2200 integrated amp. This will
(THEE Ml B T 4Uste dhar a er 61"-‘""'""' to stop distributing retail for £2,150 and is said to be an equivalent to
el 1\ o crack. The the TacT Millennium Mk3. More components will
site complied, but follow, such as the Foundation series that will offer
countless mirror complete system electronics with room
sites had already equalisation for £2,500.

made it available.

SEPTEMBER - - - -

e Clicks gaining on bricks
Entertainment Show
The Renaissance and Park Inn hotels,

A recent study by the Consumer Electronics Association found that consumer electronics are
Heathrow, London

020 8515 2151 increasingly being purchased online, with five per cent of products being sold this way. In certain
London’s best-established hi-fi show product categories, such as portable audio, the figure rises to ten per cent. The survey of 1,000 US adults
found online buyers had higher customer satisfaction due to convenience,
OCTOBER _ product variety and product availability. Perhaps surprisingly, online stores |5+ =
ARl AU B AR also inspire higher loyalty among their customers, who spend 67 per cent
Renaissance Hotel, Manchester L : . i -
01206 391001 more per year than those who have traditional shopping habits. - 4
Manchester's home cinema expo Poor availability of specific products is also a major issue, driving more ] A
hi-fi enthusiasts to the 30-day money back offers of online retailers. s -
OVENRIEE I - It would seem that retailers such as Sevenoaks, which recently put out an J‘;.
4-6  What Hi-Fi Sound & Vision Show 2005 . : ot
Novotel. London ultimatum to manufacturers to support them or take to the online
020 8267 8378 highway, might have less clout than first hoped. = =

Third year for this new London show
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Dali settles
in the UK

Danish speaker specialist Dali has set

up a UK operation to improve its
penetration into this market. The company,
which was started in 1983, had a UK
presence for some time, but will now be
focusing on improving its sales here
through an office in Hook, Hampshire. Dali
has a wide range of loudspeakers, including
the Helicon 400 reviewed on page 113.

Dali accepts that the UK market is a

tough one and Sales and Marketing
manager Tony Clausen has said, "Being
honest, | have to say that our lack of
success in the UK to date has only been
surpassed by the amateurism of the
approach we have taken". This obviously
being with regard to its marketing efforts
rather than the attention Dali pays to
manufacture. Clausen also commented:
"Historically, we have been very poor at
telling people just how scrupulous we are
about quality control”.

JIMMY’S TWEAKS #35

HANDY HINTS FROM JIMMY HUGHES - HI-FI'S SUPER TWEAKER
Noisy Environments

For the proper enjoyment of music, a
quiet environment is essential. If your
attention is constantly being interrupted
by extraneous noises, it's harder to
concentrate and lose yourself in the
music. Yet, sadly, noise is a part of
modern everyday urban life.

Unless you live alone in a house in the
middle of a empty field, it's likely you'll have noise to put up with — be
it cars whizzing past, neighbours, people in the street, passing trains or
aeroplanes, or other residents in your house. Interestingly, the
annoyance value of noise depends on how clear your hi-fi system
sounds — if it's really good, you should find it easier to concentrate on
the music without outside sounds becoming a distraction.

Acoustic Energy AE1
B&W Nautilus 800/800D
Spendor BC1

Wilson WATT/ Puppy
Quad ELS

Linn isobarik

Rogers LS3/5A
Wharfedale Diamond
Living Voice Air Partner
10 JBL K2 S9800

WoONIOUV A WN=

IN THE STUDIO

ARTISTS RECENTLY ABSENT FROM THE CUT AND THRUST OF
SHOWBIZ HYPE DUE TO FINISHING THEIR LATEST ALBUMS

DEPECHE MODE

Title: Playing The Angel

Release date: October

Depeche Mode follow-up 2001's Exciter
with a set of new songs that includes such
titles as Macrovision, | Want It All, Sinner
Me, Precious, John The Revelator, Suffer Well
and A Pain That | Used To Be. The album
will be followed by a US tour with European
dates in January.

RADIOHEAD

Tilte: thc

Release date: 2006

Radiohead recently began work on the
follow-up to 2003's Hail To The Thief. "It's a
bit like Kid A, when we were going through
a period of change”, says Thom Yorke. "But
that's good.” Song titles include House Of
Cards, Glass Flowers, Reckoner and Arpeggi.

PAUL MCCARTNEY

Title: Chaos And Creation In

The Backyard

Release date: autumn

Macca revealed the title of his follow-up to
2001's Driving Rain just after Live 8. His
first studio album since his 2003 Back In
The World tour, he's on prolific songwriting
form, with two album's worth of material.

MADONNA

Title: Confessions On A Dancefloor
Release date: November

Madonna's tenth studio album finds her

working with long-time collaborator Mirwais
plus Swedish producers Bloodyshy & Avant

on an all dance music set. / Love New York
is being tipped as the likely first single, to
be released this autumn.

FRANZ FERDINAND

Title: Franz Ferdinand

Release date: autumn

Scottish art-rockers Franz Ferdinand plan to
follow their Mercury-winning debut with an
album bearing the same eponymous title
and identical artwork, distinguishable only
by a different colour scheme

ALSO COMING SOON

JAZZ/ CLASSICAL

Jamie Cullum Catching Tales (Sep),
Pharoah Sanders Anthology (Sep),
Mark Murphy Once To Every Heart (Sep),
Andreas Scholl Arias For Senesino (Sep)

SACD/DVD

Eric Clapton Back Home (DualDisc, Sep),
Beethoven Complete Sonatas And
Variations (SACD, Sep), Keaton Simons
Drive Away (DVD-Audio, Aug), Earth,
Wind and Fire That's The Way Of The
World (SACD, Sep)
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Jimmy Hughes

Sound or status?

Why choose high-end hi-fi in the first place?

here's the justification for spending many

thousands of pounds on a hi-fi system?
What's the point — apart from making a select
group of hi-fi dealers, importers and
manufacturers filthy rich? With High End, aren't
we talking Expensive Status Symbols rather than
something that gives real musical pleasure?

Only you can answer that. But for me, having

a high-end system means being able to listen to
a very broad range of music recorded over a vast
time scale — from the pre-LP mono era, through
to stereo and the modern digital age — without
having to worry over-much about differences in
sound quality adversely affecting my enjoyment
of the music. It's more about the music than
aesthetics or ideology, in the Hughes House.
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If you own an average sort of system, but

want to progress to something highendin
stages, choosing the right pathis vital.”

This isn't everyone's idea of what high end is
(or should be). For some, high end is about
creating impressive three-dimensional
soundstaging that conjures up the illusion of
depth, width, and height beyond the
loudspeaker boundaries. For others, it's the
ability to play music loudly and have it sound
rock-solid, with shattering dynamics, plus
extended deep bass and high treble.

A good high-end system can sound absolutely
thrilling. Trouble is, you can easily end up
listening to your hi-fi perform, and not to the
music. Good recordings — those that really put
your equipment through its paces — sound
exciting and enthralling. But less well-recorded
material may disappoint — making the overall
listening experience frustrating. Your hi-fi starts
to dictate which music/recordings you enjoy.
And that's not good.

Many of us build our hi-fi systems piece by
piece. We start with something of middling
standard, then spend the next few years (or the

rest of our lives!) improving and upgrading. If
you own an average sort of system, but want to
progress to something high end in stages,
choosing the right upgrade path is vital. You
must evaluate each change from the standpoint
of as many different types of music and
recording as possible.

So, when you finally get those new expensive
speaker cables (for example), don't just listen to
the effect on your very best recordings. Dig out
material that has always disappointed or never
quite sounded as it should. If your best
recordings sound better than ever, and the
slightly 'iffy’ ones are improved as well, the new
cables really have made a worthwhile difference.
Your enjoyment of the music will be enhanced.

Same goes for a new amplifier or CD player.
Listen to your best discs, but also pull out the
ones that have always given trouble or
disappointed. If every disc you play sounds
better, your new toy is doing the business. But,
suppose the results are mixed, and some



recordings now sound worse — what then? Well,
you have to analyse the nature of the change to
understand what's going on...

Is the sound improved, or simply altered, so
that some things now sound better and others
worse? Ask yourself if the new component is
revealing faults in your source material, or
exaggerating them. A real high-end system with
extended bandwidth, fast transient attack and
massive reserves of power won't always produce
a comfortable, friendly sound. But neither
should it spit, snarl, and scream at you!

is one of the country’s best
known hi-fi experts. His knowledge of tweaking
and his record collection know no bounds

Paul Messenger

Treble twister

The times, they are a-tweeterin’

Tweeters have become something of an
obsession among speaker designers in
recent years. The launch of SACD and DVD-A
provided both an inspiration and an excuse to
extend the high frequency range of upmarket
speakers well beyond the 15-20kHz normally
regarded as the limit of human hearing.

Whether this is necessary or even
advantageous remains entirely debatable. Some
manufacturers are advocates, others are not,
and one can argue that marketing departments
are the main beneficiaries. Whatever the
engineering or aural issues, wide-bandwidth,
hi-tech tweetery is a good story, in an era where
spin is undoubtedly effective.

The current vogue for extended-bandwidth
'super-tweeters' began with Tannoy in the late
1990s, first built into its costly retro-styled
Prestige models, and subsequently as a
‘universal’ accessory that could be placed on top
of existing speakers. This was enough of a
commercial success, especially in Far Eastern
territories, to focus the attention of rivals.

Focal-JMLab made the (entirely valid) point
that adding a super-tweeter was rather
haphazard, because it was virtually impossible
to guarantee good integration between tweeter
and supertweeter at wavelengths of just a
couple of centimetres. Focal instead developed a
tweeter technology that would provide the
required extended bandwidth without the need
for an extra supertweeter.

RETROD

KRELL KPS-2550C
CD PLAYER

I have had close encounters with
excellent CD players over the
years, but this one was truly
something awesome, and fully
justifies the term 'classic’. But the KPS-25sc was
more than just a CD player.

It was a combination CD transport, an A-to-D
and D-to-A converter with four inputs (two
optical and two electrical) and a preamplifier
(one balanced and three single-ended inputs
plus tape), in each case with state-of-the-art
performance. It was no shrinking violet either. It
stood 48.3cm wide, 50cm high and 39.1 cm
deep with the cover open, and had an all up
weight of 20.5kg. Moreover, when fully warmed
to its task, it ran hotter than hell. Fortunately,
though, it just stopped short of actually cooking
the disc that was playing, or frying any fingers
inadvertently left on top.

The player featured a toploading JVC
Professional mechanism, the disc being covered
by a large clamp, and by a heavy acrylic damped
cover. Introduced as the KPS-25s in January
1998, it was extensively customisable though a
menu system that accessed input naming,
volume control operation, display brightness
and various other parameters, even the
operation of the LCD shutter (see later). The
later sc-suffix version of the player, introduced a
year later, included a proprietary CAST
current-mode interface that was fitted alongside
single-ended and balanced mode outputs at
fixed and variable output levels. Some
improvements were also made to the digital
converter section with this version.

‘Theatre Throughout' allowed easy integration
with multichannel external controllers in a home
cinema setup, and multiroom operation was
fully supported. The unit was supplied with a
large and weighty full-feature tabletop remote
and a smaller, simplified handset, both of which
were supplied in the sort of finish Krell does so
well (Krell moved from its classic brushed
gunmetal grey finish to an equally rich shade of
deep black gloss livery around the time the
KPS-25s became the KPS-25sc).

The hot running of the KPS-25sc was one of
several surprises to greet the user. A bigger
surprise, and always a talking point when | have

“It didn’t block impinging
light, itjust dispersed it,
turning the window a
uniform frosted grey.”

had one on tap, was the integral viewing
window in the hinged top cover that was
equipped with an LCD shutter. It didn't block
impinging light, it just dispersed it, turning the
window a uniform frosted grey. Krell claimed
that it protected the CD data, implying that it
enhanced sound quality, but | was never able to
hear anything of the sort, and it appears that it
was essentially for show.

Not that the sound needed much improving. |
was lucky enough to have had access to a
KPS-25sc at various times for a total of several
months, which was used both as a CD player
and as a fully fledged front-end for a number of
high-profile reviews, and in my opinion it
qualifies as arguably the consummate CD
player, as well as being one of the finest
preamplifiers | have used. It always sounded
supremely detailed and articulate, but most of
all, it was alive to the nuances of recorded music
in a way that few other similar units have been
able to match - at least without some impact
on the way that recorded dynamics are
expressed. In its role as a disc player, in
particular, the KPS-25sc was vivid and bold, but
also subtle and organic-sounding. Sadly, it was
done for by JVC's decision to scrap the
mechanism that made it tick, and it was
discontinued at the back end of 2004. Its final
selling price was £25,000. HFC

Alvin Gold
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DISPATCHES

At the end of 2002, Focal launched new
versions of its top-of-the-line Utopias, featuring
tweeters equipped with pure beryllium
diaphragms. Although beryllium has been used
elsewhere, by Yamaha in the 1970s, and
currently by JBL, Focal is particularly proud of
having developed the technology to make
inverted domes just 20-25 microns thick.

A very rare — and extremely costly — metal,
beryllium has a number of physical benefits over
alternatives like aluminium and titanium. It has
significantly lower density and much higher
stiffness, as well as possessing good
self-damping and transmitting sound at a very
high velocity. As a result, the beryllium tweeter's
frequency response goes up to nearly 40kHz,
significantly higher than that achieved by other
metals. Furthermore, the entry price is coming
down - the new Electra 1000 BE models, with a
newly developed type IAL beryllium tweeter, are
half the price of their Utopia equivalents.

In 2004, B&W got in on the act, again opting
to develop a tweeter with extra high frequency
extension, but this time achieving it through an
even stiffer diaphragm, made from pure
diamond. Diamond is three times stiffer than
beryllium, giving even greater high frequency
extension, but its density is higher and the
diaphragm thicker, so the moving mass is
significantly higher too.

Both these hi-tech tweeters sound very good,
no question — significantly better than their
more prosaic predecessors. But it isn't just the
diaphragms that have changed. Both companies
have also introduced important changes to
other elements of their designs, notably the
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surround/suspension arrangements, but also
the motors and back chambers. All these factors,
as well as the crossover networks that feed the
tweeters, make their own contribution to the
sound improvements. The fancy diaphragms
and extended bandwidth might be important,
but the case is by no means proven.
is a former editor of Hi-Fi
Choice and has been writing about his favourite
hobby for nearly 30 years

i, AT
Art’s great legacy

Fighting ignorance with high-end audio

For years, | detested the label 'high-end
audio’, which is both elitist and poncey,
and stresses the materialistic aspect of our
hobby over everything else. Now I've made an
uneasy peace with it, if only because the high
end of the market really is the only place
where domestic audio lives, having been

chased there a long time ago by the
industrialists and assorted media hacks.

My own first high-end audio purchases, made
in the early 1980s, cost surprisingly little by
today's standards (although | could scarcely
afford them at the time): a Rega Planar 2
turntable, Dynavector DV10x phono cartridge
and a Conrad-Johnson PV3 preamp, the latter
bought as a kit. I'll never forget how those
things enhanced my relationship with music,
and stimulated my drive to keep adding to my
LP collection at a steady pace. (Some 23 years
ago, Leonard Cohen's New Skin for the Old
Ceremony was the first album | played on the
Rega, and | still remember how much texture
and nuance that deck found in those grooves.)

And materialistic though it may be, there's no
denying the sheer pleasure of involving oneself
with very good gear. Restoring and setting up
my first Linn LP12, purchased in rough condition
second-hand, was actually a lot of fun - as was
building my first single-ended triode amp some
years later. And I've cherished the times when
I've been able to buy something that was
hand-crafted by an individual artisan - like my
first really expensive phono cartridge, a Kiseki
Purpleheart Sapphire. What better antidote is
there for the commoditisation that poisoned our
hobby so many years ago?

I've never been the sort who demands 'the
best' of all things, being perfectly content with

“I hope some day my daughter will assume
the stewardship of my record collection.”




Gap Jeans, run-of-the-mill table wine and an
aging entry-level Subaru - yet my hi-fi remains a
luxury. To some, it's an obscene waste of cash;
to me, a Linn LP12 and those frightfully
expensive Lamm amplifiers I've just bought are
heirlooms, and | hope that some day my
daughter will assume the stewardship of my
record collection.

High-end audio’s greatest legacy is that a very
good music system encourages serious listening
- arare thing in an age when people who
might have been music lovers have instead
developed strategies, albeit subconsciously, for
not listening to music, so bombarded are they
on a daily basis by a nearly constant soundtrack.
It isn't our fault that a short attention span is
one of the side effects of having to build those
defence mechanisms. But putting a good music
playback system together with a good music
collection is like having a 24-hour museum or
an art gallery or a library on every block. And
while the stuff ain't cheap, ignorance is, and
always will be, a great deal more expensive.

has written for Hi-Fi Heretic,
Sounds Like and Listener. He lives in the US and
works as Stereophile’s editor-at-large

David Vivian

Addicts united

hat's the greatest bit of kit ever? I'm not

talking about the usual committee
decision suspects, here — yes, we know how great
the Quad ELS was, thanks — but the single item
of hi-fi that sparked the addiction, drew you in
black-hole deep, so deep you'd never escape.

My hunch is that it happened early, in the
formative years. And that it wasn't particularly
pricey, despite it being the one piece of hi-fi that
pulled you into the high-end mind-set. Mine
certainly fitted the profile. Truth is, having
started to review vastly more expensive systems
for magazines, | wasn't that easy to impress and,
given my modest budgetary reach, | couldn't see
things changing dramatically. What | needed
was a miracle.

In the Pioneer A-400 | found one. At first, |
thought it might make a decent stand in for
those days when there was nothing gleaming
and esoteric to play with. What | found,
however, was that | didn't miss the esoteric stuff,
because | almost always reinstated the A-400.

| suppose | liked its strengths so much — its
uncanny transparency and precision, its focus,

CLASSIC ALBUMS

THE BEATLES
ABBEY ROAD

Today, it seems impossible to
grasp the sheer intensity of 1969
for the Beatles. The group began
the year with the bummer that
was Let It Be. It could've been all over, but in
February 1969, McCartney, with his irrepressible
enthusiasm, rang George Martin and suggested
making another record. This seemed like sheer
folly in the circumstances — an accelerated
situation, which saw Allen Klein gain control of
their finances, two Beatles marry, George
Harrison busted for drug possession, the group
lose control of their publishing empire and
Lennon cope with a near-fatal heroin addiction
and a car smash in Scotland.

The sessions began at Trident studios in Soho,
with the group convening in Feb 1969 to record
Lennon's super-heavy | Want You, a song which
drips with the icy coldness of the heroin he was
taking at the time. They postponed the rest of
recording until the summer.

The Beatles converged on EMI's Abbey Road
studio in July and August of 1969 to give it one
last shot. The sniping continued. Lennon nearly
came to blows with Linda McCartney and
George Harrison had a vicious argument with
Yoko Ono over a biscuit! Lennon argued for his
songs to be on one side, the rest on the other.

Harrison came armed with two brilliant songs,
Something (Sinatra considered this one of the
greatest songs ever) and the jaunty Here Comes
The Sun (penned in Eric Clapton’s garden). Paul
had something up his sleeve called the Long
Medley and two ‘fun’ songs titled Oh! Darling (a
spoof doo-wop) and Maxwell’s Silver Hammer (a
ditty about a maniac, which almost drove the
group mad). Even Ringo had Octopus's Garden
(written on holiday in Sardinia), but the shock
was that Lennon felt / Want You was enough
from him... and arrived at Abbey Road seriously
jagged on heroin! Evidence of this is his lack of
contribution to Here Comes The Sun and
Maxwell's Silver Hammer (understandably) and
almost nothing to Oh! Darling.

Yet, once he'd woken up, Lennon would stamp
his presence on the project. It was he (with Paul)
who came up with Side Two's wondrous sequed
track Medley, which saw motifs, melodies and
snatches of lyric repeated and re-phrased in a

“The sniping continued.
George Harrisonhad a
vicious argument with
Yoko Ono over a hiscuit!”

way that made the album one of the first
cyclical rock masterpieces. His rallying Come
Together featured a unison double-tracked
guitar solo of brilliant attack whilst his intense /
Want You (originally the planned ending for the
album) featured a beguiling unison guitar solo
with Harrison and an outstanding white noise
finale built on a Moog synthesizer. His Because
used a wonderful tri-part harmony on guitar,
synth and harpsichord. And to top all that his
fuzz-toned heavy guitar solo at the tail of The
End would predict the rise of heavy metal.
McCartney would equal Lennon's

achievements on his best contributions, namely
the mini-suite You Never Gave Me Your Money
(a rebuke to The Beatles’ messy finances in
which he plays wind chimes and tape loops)
and the beautiful harmonies and segues of Side
Two including Golden Slumbers and Carry That
Weight. With various orchestral and keyboard
arrangements and additions by George Martin
and "the love you make" finale, the record was
finished in style. Abbey Road was released on
26 September 1969 in the UK and 1 Octoberin
the US. An immediate No.1 smash, it would stay
81 weeks on the UK charts and ride the US
listings for 121 weeks, becoming the Beatles'
bestselling US album ever. McCartney was
proved right and the Beatles ended the 1960s
as they had begun, on a high.

Mark Prendergast
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organisation and resolving power - that |
hadn't allowed its noticeable shortcomings to
get to me. Numerous reviewers had mentioned
the hint of glare in the upper midrange, for
example, or the occasionally overblown
sense of spaciousness. But to me it was
fluid, lucid and clear - an exotic,
high-grade sound that locked me firmly
into the high-end groove.

The A-400 didn't get much wrong and
it was almost absurdly good value for
money. But, when you finally needed to
upgrade from that classic little amplifier,
nothing short of the best in high-end would
pass muster. Suddenly, going back to the same
ol mid-1980s Flat Earth system just wasn't
going to satisfy any more. And many of those
who were enthralled by the A-400's magic
have followed suit, especially those who realised
its potential and tried using the Little Pioneer
That Could with some seriously exotic partners,
rather than a £200 player and £100 speakers.

If the A-400 had been a car, it would have
been a Honda NSX for the price of a VW Golf
GTI. Obviously, this wouldn't have been much
good if what you really wanted was a hatchback
with four seats, but then the Pioneer never set
out to be an ‘all-things-to-all-people’ product. It
set out to be the best-sounding amplifier a
talented designer (Kimihiko Sugaro) and a huge
R&D budget could build for not very much
money. For me, with just a few provisos, it
succeeded heroically.

has been wallowing in gorgeous
hi-fi and then describing its virtues and vices in
Hi-Fi Choice since 1990

R

Alan Sircom

Back to two channel

It's official! High-end stereo is back in fashion

he high end has been through a troubled

time recently. In many respects, the problem
has been an intellectual one, with the likes of
home cinema, multiroom and multichannel
audio all seeming to move people away from
thinking about high end.

For several years, it has been almost
impossible to sell a disc player on the basis of
CD replay alone. However, many are now
returning to 'stereo first’ players — either CD
players in their own right or multiformat models
extensively modified to improve stereo CD
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“As Armani found out, there’s more money to
be made from selling 100 pairs of £20
underpants than there is from a £2,000 suit.”

performance specifically. It's interesting to track
the spread of disc players across this and last
year's edition of The Collection, both those
reviewed and those used to review. Suddenly,
with the likes of the Zanden, Towshend and
Audio Research, we are back to good ol' stereo
CD. Of course, the inability of the music labels'
marketing departments to take either DVD-A or
SACD seriously has made it easy to move back
to CD as if nothing happened. This may be a
crying shame — well-handled music (in both
stereo and multichannel) through these
high-resolution sources can be a music lover's
dream - but it is also a commercial reality.

The move back from home cinema is less of a
shame. It's also a slower return to the status
quo, as home cinema is still selling reasonably
well. It's just that those who fell off the
high-end bandwagon a few years ago, to build a
cinema in their homes or squirt audio and video
into every room in the house, have started to
realise there was something missing. And that
something was the sort of musical magic that
only high-end hi-fi can produce. At its peak,
home cinema transports you into the very best
cinema you could envisage, and this will
improve, as HDTV sources — both broadcast and
on the likes of Blu-Ray disc — proliferate in the
latter half of this decade. But, no cinema on the
planet can recreate the passion you get when
you hear music like you are hearing it for the
first time. This is what high end hi-fi is all about.

With a good home cinema system, you tend
to buy new material to play through it, and then
maybe play some old ‘classics' in your collection.
With a good hi-fi, you ransack your existing CD
collection first, then go looking for new releases.
The two sensations are very different.

As for multiroom, there are manufacturers and
dealers who have learned how high-end hi-fi
and multiroom mix: you use the latter to act as
the revenue generator, and the former to build
the prestige end of your market. As Armani
found out, there's more money to be made
selling 100 pairs of £20 underpants than there
is from a single £2,000 suit, but if you want to
really coin in big money, sell both.

Our dalliance with other forms of
entertainment has left its mark, however, and
that mark's a good one. Products function
better, look better and sound better than ever
before. If this is a direct by-product of clawing
back the audio market, what a bonus.

began his journalistic career in
the early 1990s. He has since become one of
the hi-fi and AV industry’s most respected scribes

Producing copy for The Collection was harder
graft for me than usual this year, as the
allocated time window coincided with a move
to new accommodation. One compensation is
that | now have two listening rooms where
previously | had only one. Not only are the




acoustics different to each other, they are both
radically different to what | had been used to.

My previous listening room was a long, narrow
space, with the speakers pointing down its
length and with large openings at the sides and
behind the listening plane. The room had been
measured at various times, to help tune out the
usual low frequency resonances with certain
speakers and subwoofers. This meant | knew
objectively what was already apparent by
observation, which was that the bass was
relatively free of nasty resonances, and that it
was smoothly extended at its lower reaches. But
it was impossible to deal acoustically with the
number of speakers that were invariably on tap.

The new situation is quite different. First,
although neither of the two new rooms is as
large as the previous single room, they're both a
decent size, one rectangular, the other more
nearly square, but quite irregular locally with
major dimensions of about five by nearly six
metres. The second room, which is to be
predominantly a stereo listening room, is the
larger of the two, and is currently uncarpeted. To
simulate the sound of a carpeted room, | had to
improvise by laying down thick velvet curtains
on the floor for some of the listening sessions.

The most obvious difference between old and
how however is not the groundplan, but height.
The rooms are a good meter taller than before,
which makes a very obvious difference. This
appears to be identifiable separately from the
other changes, and imparts a consistent quality
to the two rooms. The extra height means that
the enclosed air volume in each room is greater
than the groundplan suggests, and the larger
room especially sounds airier, partly perhaps
because the speakers are less hemmed in.

In both rooms, | hear a more expansive sound,
and a bolder, harder-hitting quality, a greater
feeling of space and air, even a richer and more
varied tonality. The uncarpeted larger listening
room is clearly too lively and reflective at
present, especially at low frequencies and
through a quite sharply defined patch of the
upper midband, though a carpet is about to be
laid which should help. But the other qualities
appear to be largely unrelated to this the lack of
carpeting, and are consistent in both rooms.

Despite being early days for both listening
rooms, the systems | auditioned for The
Collection sounded interesting and compelling,
and the contrasts between the various
components | was using were larger than | had
expected. All of which is an object lesson,
reinforcing the fact that the listening room is
truly the final link in the chain, on a par with
any of the other elements of the system.

began writing about hi-fi more

than 20 years ago and has since become one of
the UK's most internationally

renowned reviewers

TEGCHNO

TECHNOLOGY EXPLORED

HIGH-END
SPECIFICATIONS

A high-end issue demands a
high-end Techno. Let's start, then,
with the technical definition of
‘high end'. Ah, ahem, er, there isn't
one. Not even a rule of thumb, in fact. There
were once (in the days when the term 'high
fidelity' was newly invented) some guidelines as
to what constituted hi-fi as distinct from mere
gramophones and wireless sets, but they're long
superseded and forgotten. Could we perhaps
create some kind of high-end specification?
The problem is that there's hardly a single
measurement that any two people will agree on
as regards its significance in the great audio
scheme of things. This column has touched
more than once in the past on the subject of
distortion, and how its definition and audibility
are anything but clear cut, so it's only to be
expected that high-end products show no
consistent pattern of distortion. Taking extreme
examples, the basic THD figures of Halcro
amplifiers, at 0.0001% worst case, are more
than 10,000 times better (on the face of it) than
those of most single-ended triode amplifiers.
Frequency response? A bit more hopeful, that
one. Flat within a whisker from at least 20Hz to
20kHz is generally considered a good thing and
the majority of amps and source components
manage it. But loudspeakers can fall lamentably
short of this benchmark and still justifiably
flaunt a high-end banner. (In fact, compared
with most electronics, the superficially appalling
performance of even the best loudspeakers is
almost paradoxical: how can we hear subtle
flaws in electronics though such limited
transducers?) Noise isn't a terribly helpful
statistic either. If it were, LPs would have ceased
to qualify as high-end music carrier years ago.
There will always be folks who tum up their
nose at the whole concept of high-end audio -
are we saying that they have a point?
Emphatically, no. What is clear, however, is that
the most refined and sonically sophisticated
audio equipment cannot be conveniently
summarised by any number or even set of
numbers. Completely walking away from any
kind of scientific consideration is a cop-out,
though, and even the most hand-wavingly
intuitive designers of exotic valve amps will

“The problem is that
there’s hardly a single
measurement that any
two people will agree on.”

spend hours poring over specifications of
individual components for inclusion in their
audio masterpieces. They may well use a
circuit from the 1930s, but they will know
what goes into it.

The true high-end character becomes
apparent in a piece of equipment when myriad
little details have been attended to. What's
rather fascinating is that we have very little idea
what these details actually do in terms of
improving the sound. Take passive electronic
components: in a high-end amplifier, the
designer will take great care selecting types
which not only meet their basic specs but also
offer enhanced sound. There's often a
correlation between better sound and some
particular characteristic of the component - for
instance, bigger metal-film resistors often sound
better than small ones, all else being equal.
Bigger resistors tend to have lower ‘induced
noise’, a figure one might expect to improve
audio measurements, but in most cases the
audio in and out of amplifiers seems to measure
the same independent of the resistors it's met
on the way.

This kind of discovery merely reinforces the
suspicion that we aren't measuring all the right
things. The ear is known to be highly critical,
and matching its discrimination is a tough
assignment. But we're working on it! HFC

Richard Black
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NEIL ARDLEY
Kaleidoscope Of Rainbows
Gull/Pure Pleasure inyl
Music: The late Neil Ardley was one of
the most innovative composers on the
British jazz scene of the 1960s
and 1970s. While his previous
works used conventional
instruments in unconventional
arrangements, this 1976 album
also features synthesisers
alongside a cast of 14 players
including lan Carr on trumpet
and flugelhorn. On its release, this
was compared to Gil Evans/Miles
Davis's Miles Ahead and Tubular Bells
among others and it's easy to hear
why. There is a modal quality that is
reminiscent of Oldfield's classic
combined with highly inventive use of
jazz orchestra. An intriguing album
clearly ahead of it's time, this certainly
warrants a fresh airing. k%
Sound: The original Kaleidoscope was
a single LP only and its 27 minutes a
side meant that the sound inevitably
suffered. Here, the bass is sumptuous
and the midband superb. The
production, though of its time, is
nonetheless first class. * %% JK

LOU REED

Transformer

RCA/Speakers Comer 180g viny
Music: There will be few who have not
heard the evergreen Walk On The Wild
Side or the whole album for that
matter, yet the original RCA
pressings are pretty thin on the
ground and its good to hear a
decent pressing on fresh vinyl.
Transformer literally
transformed Lou Reed's
career, and it's not difficult to
hear why. David Bowie and Mick
Ronson’s production is remarkable,
bringing out Reed's impressive
songwriting skills and couching each
track in a perfect soundscape. The
songs go from the scorching punk
guitar of Vicious to the sweet strings of
Perfect Day, but nothing is ever quite
what it seems with lyrics like these.
Essential. v % %
Sound: This Speaker's Corner pressing
is rich with detail and has oodies of
bass, so much so that VTA tweaking is
in order, but it's also equal to the
quality of music, which is quite an
achievement. % % % JK

These audiophile-quality LPs are available from:
Vivante € 01293 822186 @ www.vivante.co.uk
Speakers Corner www.speakerscormer.de
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DAVID GRAY
Life In Slow Motion
Atlantic/ 14th Floor Recordings

David Gray seemed almost
embarrassed when White Ladder sold
six million copies and 2003's follow-up
New Day At Midnight was a
deliberately self-effacing and low-key
collection. Life In Slow Motion is a much
more determined move away from lo-fi
bedroom programming. With Marius de
Vries (Madonna/U2) assisting in the
production, songs such as Alibi and The
One | Love drip with strings, although
they never topple over into schmaltz
Infectious melodies and melancholic
lyrics are sung in his exceptionally
soulful voice.

Although there are some
intimate moments between Gray and
his piano, de Vries's expansive
production makes him sound like
anything but an introspective
troubadour. NW

KRONOS QUARTET/ ASHA BHOSLE
You've Stolen My Heart: Songs From RD

Burman'’s Bollywood
Nonesuch

The Kronos Quartet have negotiated the
problematic field of world music/classical
crossover with albums based on musical themes
from Africa, Romania and Mexico. Now they've
ventured into the wild world of Bollywood

/

JAH WOBBLE
Mu
Trojan

As rhythmic as tomorrow's
dance-floor hits but with an intensely
evocative atmosphere, Mu is both a
poignant and refreshing CD. The
opener, Viking Funeral, is a dubby
Waterloo Sunset, the energetic
Universal Dub a relentless slice of world
music ambience with touches of both
Miles Davis and Weather Report, while
the tumbling, powerful Sansara seems
to concern the endless circle of mistakes
that people make over and over ("All
that glitters tends to be cold"). With its
breezy defiance and superb sub-sonics,
this is a mesmerising album from the
veteran East End bass ace

Wobble and co-producer Mark
Lusardi have spent decades working on
deep, deep bass and crystal clear
melodies — and it's experience you can
hear. PS

soundtracks, with a disc that reworks some of the best-loved tunes of RD
Burman, the most talented Indian film composer of them all. The venture is
topped by some thrilling vocals from Asha Bhosle, a huge Bollywood star in her
own right who also happens to be Burman's widow. But even in the hands of
such super-serious musos, there's still a playfulness and a panache that's

irresistible.

Clever arrangements by the string quartet are overdubbed with tablas,
Chinese lutes and much else besides while Bhosle's voice has a sparkling |
sweetness that belies the fact she's now in her sixties. NW

VARIOUS ARTISTS
Motown Disco
Motown

When most people think of
Motown they tend to remember the
classic 'sound of young America’
typified by the Supremes and the
Temptations, or the latterday groove
exemplified by Stevie Wonder and
Marvin Gaye. But somewhere along the
way in the mid to late 1970s, Motown
made some cracking dancefloor cuts.
They may not have had the sales of
Chic or Earth Wind & Fire, let alone the
Bee Gees, but there are enough gems
gathered here to kick-start any latterday
Studio 54 and keep it pumping for a
month.

Music designed to be listened
to with the benefit of designer drugs
rarely stands up to audiophile analysis,
but there's enough wit and wonder
amidst the often innovative production
to reward attentive listening. DO

RICHARD STRAUSS
Rosenkavalier Waltzes, Burleske,
Capriccio Sextet
Herbert Blomstedt (cond),
Gewandhausorchester Leipzig,
Jean-Yves Thibaudet
Decca 475 6550
This collection comprises two

suites of waltzes from Rosenkavalier,
the Burleske for piano and orchestra
and the exquisite Capriccio Sextet
scored for two violins, two violas and
two cellos. The waltzes are disposable,
but the Burleske shows early signs of
Strauss's greatness. The real gem is the
Capriccio Sextet, which anticipates
Strauss's Metamorphosen.

ind: A top class recording made in
the Leipzig Gewandhaus, this recording
is hard to fault. The sound has superb
articulation, clarity and density, and is
an easy match for the superb
musicianship. AG
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THIS MONTH'S CLASSIC HI-FI TEST DISC "Bnmful of feeling and understated power."

TERRY CALLIER The New Folk Sound Of Terry Callier Prestige/Fantasy

Terry Callier was quietly whiling away his days as a
computer operator when DJs Russ Dewbury and Gilles
Peterson discovered the music he made for Cadet, brought
him over to the UK and relaunched his career some 25 years
later. This first recording from 1965 consists of traditional
songs performed on acoustic guitar and bass with Callier's
voice providing depth and colour. His voice is never
forthright but this does not stop it being brimful of feeling

LAURA VEIRS
Year Of Meteors

Nonesuch

depressed to enjoy.

Tucker Martine's production is warm and analogue-sounding, but with
plenty of room for each nuance of the loose but well-nigh perfect arrangements.
It's close to being an audiophile recording, but with better music. * * % * DO

Past albums from the Pacific North
West's favourite bedsit troubadour have tended
to be sparse affairs, largely realised on acoustic
guitar with the band added almost as an
afterthought to complement Veir's winningly
straightforward vocals. Her latest sees her write
and arrange songs with a full band in mind from the off and the result is as
rewarding and emotionally charged an album as you're likely to hear all year.
She clearly has a gift for a melody and you'll be humming the refrains from
Galaxies and Secret Someones for weeks. The arrangements are sparky too, with
harp, viola, organ and electronic effects teasing out the subtleties in Veirs'
descriptions of sun, sea and Seattle boho life. Americana you don't have to be

SEPHARDIC ROMANCES
Traditional Jewish Music from Spain
Thomas Wimmer, Director

Naxos Early Music 8.553617

This eclectic collection of songs
and short instrumental pieces from the
Sephardic community of early Spain,
which was established in the fifth
century BC, and ended with the
Inquisition in the 12th century AD. The
music is folksy and redolent of other
Jewish traditions. A mezzo-soprano and
six instrumentalists are involved here,
playing various combinations of
pochette, gadulka, arpa doppia, hurdy
gurdy, fiddles, recorders, bamboo-flute,
kavel and percussion. # %

Only a limited amount about
the provenance of much of this music is
known, but a little more information
would have been helpful to context.
Excellent performances though, and a
clean, vivid recording. AG

JON HASSELL™

JET'&

JON HASSELL
Maarifa Street (Magic Realism 2)
Label Bleu

Maarifa means 'knowledge’ or
‘wisdom'’ in Arabic. For years, Jon
Hassell has played the avant-garde card
with spectacular results. Here he weaves
together three concerts from Milan,
Montreal and Paris, with a fourth
performance in two LA studios. As a
trumpeter, he has picked up where
Miles Davis left off. Yes, there's the
locked grooves of On The Corner but
plenty of ethnic chanting, oud,
mellifluous bass riffs and that rising,
pitch-shifted trumpet which was first
inspired by Indian chant. In a word:
mesmerising. J # ko

At times liquid, at times
ferocious, this album is layer upon layer
of sonic surprise. You'll be playing this
again and again just to satisfy your
amazement. * # % *x MP

and understated power. An album that has appeal beyond
the 'scene’, it warrants comparison with earlier blues artists
as well as those in the current folk vanguard.

Recently re-released on vinyl this is a surprisingly
good-sounding recording for its time. The bass gives away
its vintage somewhat but the voice and guitar have
presence and subtlety that would not be out of place on
contemporary albums. JK

JOHN HIATT
Master Of Disaster

New West Records

In contrast to Hiatt's last album, 2003's Beneath
This Gruff Exterior, his latest outing on SACD is more
introspective and relaxed. This selection of love songs,
ballads and tongue in cheek numbers roll along very
easily yet maintain more than enough character to keep
you listening. When My Love Crosses Over is a beauty, a
poignant tale of love lost and found, its carefully honed
tune underpinning a song that seems entirely genuine. This selection of love
songs, ballads and tongue in cheek numbers rolls along very easily yet
maintains more than enough character to keep you listening. The ballad Cold
River has a rolling feel as the song tells of flight and escape.

Recorded using Sony's 24-track DSD Sonoma workstation by Jim
Dickinson this has a luxury analogue feel to it thanks to his long experience
with digital recording. Quite warm with good bass and plenty of detail but no
obvious reverb, this should make most systems sound classy. JK

VAUGHAN WILLIAMS

A Sea Symphony

Paul Daniel (cond), Bournemouth Symphony Chorus &
Orchestra, Joan Rodgers (soprano), Christopher
Maltman (baritone)

Naxos 6.110016

Quintessentially English, the Sea Symphony is
redolent of the sea in its various moods, and is built
around sea shanties, giving the work a structure quite
unlike previous symphonic form which had been mainly
wedded to the German/Austrian model. The Bournemouth Symphony Chorus
are committed, and of the soloists the soprano, Joan Rodgers, is particularly
exhilarating. Generally, the vocal performances are superior to those of the
Robert Spano/Atlanta Symphony version on Telarc, which is the BSO's main
modern competitor. * # % s &

One obvious attraction of this recording is that it is a multichannel
SACD at a bargain price, but the sound quality disappoints. It all sounds too
close and rather thick in texture. There is some peculiar balancing too - the
baritone, for example, is far too up-close. # * AG

FLEETWOOD MAC
Live At The BBC

Silverline

Not the multi-platinum line-up of Rumours, this is
the band led by Peter Green, legendary English blues
guitarist and mentally delicate recluse. Of these 36 tracks
recorded for the Beeb in 1969/70, there is a broad mix
of Fleetwood Mac hits (Albatross, Oh Well), blues covers
(Need Your Love So Bad, Preachin’ Blues) and even a few
jokey rock 'n" rollers (Talahassie Lassie) to remind us that
although the Mac certainly had the chops, they were a long way from the
reverential seriousness of John Mayall's Bluesbreakers, which incidentally
spawned two of their members.
Sound: This was originally recorded for what would still have been a largely
mono radio audience, but there's clarity and an earthy mix that does the
blues-based material no harm at all. The DVD-Audio surround mix opens things
out a bit but adds little to the feel. Overall, it feels like an odd addition to the
DVD-Audio pantheon, although it's a fine adjunct to those who already have
Rumours on DVD-A. * % * DO
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THE NEW SILVER RS LOUDSPEAKERS

The matching C-CAM® drivers of the new Silver RS loudspeaker systems
are made from a material originally developed by the aerospace industry
for jet-engine blades. They operate with piston-like accuracy over a

greater frequency range than ordinary drivers and they don’t distort.

This means you’ll enjoy more accurate sound, wider bandwidth and

precise imaging from multi-channel music and film recordings.

What’s more, the slender, matching RS designs, expertly rendered in a
choice of five real-wood veneers, will blend smoothly with any interior

and look as good as they sound.

For details of your nearest Monitor Audio dealer visit our website at:

www.monitoraudio.co.uk

T. +44(0)1268 740580 E. info@monitoraudio.co.uk
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LETTER OF
THE MONTH

SOUND OF THE SUBURBS
You don't hear much about the
UK sound any more. Time was
when Japanese gear was tuned
for UK ears, but I've noticed an
increasing amount of both
European and Japanese kit
getting favourable reviews in
Hi-Fi Choice without reference to
any tuning. Is this German,
French and Italian gear really as
good as the best Brit-fi? I'd be
amazed if it was. Equally, I've not
seen much stuff from Linn and
Naim recently — what have they
been up to while you've been
inundated with foreign gear?
Shane Wood via email

HFC Be amazed - there is good
hifi designed and built outside
of the UK. But, the days of ‘UK
tuning' are long gone - we
aren't that important in the
global market. This doesn't

mean the end of 'Brit-fi'
though: Linn, Naim and the like
continue to make great hifi,
and we still review lots of it.

noiceMail

The pick of this month's best letters

Write to: Hi-Fi Choice, Future Publishing Ltd, 99 Baker Street, London
W1U 6FP. Or email your letters to dan.george@futurenet.co.uk

BACKWARDS SOUND
My CD player failed to read a
perfectly normal disc recently. |
cleaned the CD and the lens but
still no joy. | rang the store where |
got the player ex-demo and they
were really helpful and arranged to
have a courier pick it up from my
house the next day. Then, | put my
old Rotel RCD-1072 into my system
as replacement and couldn't believe
the difference. Some CDs just
sounded flat and lifeless. This really
took me by surprise, particularly as |
always felt there was less difference
between CD players than other
components. No discredit to Rotel
at all, but maybe those who say that
you need to spend twice as much to
get a real difference are right -
£600 against £1,500 in this case.
Barry K via email

HFC You really value your equipment when it goes
off to service and you're forced to use a courtesy
player or an old relic from the loft. It's often easier
to hear differences in hifi when taking this sort of
backwards step, than when auditioning a potential
upgrade. There's a hidden bonus: it'll be a real
treat to get your player back in action, too!

REVIEW ROTA
| have been reading various hi-fi magazines for a
while and have never understood why some products
simply do not get the attention that others do. Hi-Fi
Choice has reviewed and consistently rated the
Tannoy DC1 very highly, but has never to my
knowledge had the Quad 11L in its pages. Another
magazine devoted a tiny review to the DC1, giving
them four stars, while the Quad 11L has appeared
favourably numerous times in its pages.

Ash via email

HFC We endeavour to source the finest and most
relevant equipment for our readers across a broad
spread of price points and product types. Sadly,
many items we would love to test are unavailable
to us, as some brands refuse to supply and others
seem intimidated by our comprehensive test
program. Some manufacturers will avoid giving
out products if they have scored well in another
publication, not wanting to jeopardise a good
result. Of course, as hifi has its subjective side, it
is possible for publications to disagree on the

Above: Tannoy DC1 loudspeakers

“Hi-Fi Choice has
consistently rated the
Tannoy DC1 very highly,
but has never had the
Quad 11Linits pages.”

same product. However, our unique combination of
extensive listening and scientific lab reports is
unrivalled in the magazine business.

FIGHTING TALK

I think I've reached the end of my hi-fi road. To my
perhaps untutored ears, what I've now got makes a
joyful noise and | don't see any point in investing any
further money. Looking back on a hi-fi journey that
started in 1972, | thought to myself, what myths
have | come across?

1. "Turntables sound better than CD players.’
Records have clicks and pops and CDs don't.
Otherwise, they are not one whit different. | haven't
heard a difference between CD players and
turntables, but I'm sure that it happens. But tuntables
sounding superior? Not in my experience.
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Readers’ letters

A Beautiful System of Primare electronics and Revel loudspeakers

2. 'Stands make a difference to the sound.’ This is
what started me down the road to scepticism. | am
convinced that any good, solid support is as good as
any specialised hi-fi stand. Of course, if you prefer the
cosmetics, go for it.

3. 'Cables make a difference to the sound.’ | used to
hear a difference because | wanted to. Before you've
connected your elephant's trunk-sized cable to your
amp, have a look at what kind of wire is on the other
side of the connection — odds are it'll be a skinny runt
of a thing. If you're a believer, perhaps you should
re-do the inside of the amp too.

Still Tones HFC online forum

Sadly, we couldn't fit all of the ‘myths’ in, but
we hope we have included the most controversial
ones. What do you think? Do you agree with our
friend on our website forum, or is this just sour
grapes and sabre rattling? We'd love to hear from
you, please write to us at the address above.

I've noticed that a number of your Beautiful Systems
include speakers that cost much more than the cost
of the amplification and front end. Is this indicating a
move away from the old adage of spending the
largest proportion of a budget on the front end? In
my humble opinion, many of these systems would
seem both musically and financially unbalanced as |
still believe in the ‘rubbish in, rubbish out’ principle.
Dean Marshall via email

Most of our systems are created in liaison

withdealers and manufacturers who painstakingly
put beautifully balanced systems together for us.
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The ‘rubbish in, rubbish out’ principle is certainly
one school of thought, although one that
originated in the days when LP was king - it seems
slightly less significant in these digital times.
Others put speakers first and some favour an even
split of the hi-fi budget. We're increasingly
warming to the speaker first principle as they
undoubtedly are the most influential link in the
high-end chain these days.

| keep reading references to the Red Book in relation
to CD. What is this Red Book exactly?
Craig via email

Back in 1980, Sony and Philips, the creators
of CD technology, agreed the definitions of
Compact Disc. Called the Red Book, the standard
described the technical specifications of the new
format - a 16-bit/44.1kHz coded data system
arranged in tracks and blocks on a standardised
optical disc. The name derives from legend that
the book, which formed the basis for all later CD
technologies, was bound with red covers.

SUBS HOTLINE

0870 ?::g?:: when you subscribe to HI'HCHBICE

SUBSCRIPTION OFFERS
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ONLINE
FORUM

A few choice comments
plucked from our online
forum. Join in the fun at
www.hifichoice.co.uk

I've just ordered some brand
new speakers — Revel F32
Performa floorstanders —
without ever listening to them
or seeing them in the flesh.
They should be here in a week
or so, | hope they'll sound fine,
fingers crossed..!
Boseman
...I hope you like them Boseman.
Do they have a money back
guarantee? Some dealers offer a
30-day return period.

Umberto Vanni

| wondered what your view is

on the quality of older amps
and preamps (perhaps Quad or
Leak)versus modern gear? If
you were buying today, would
you even consider old stuff..?
Wingless Garuda

... would have a listen to some
older amps before you buy new.
| use a Leak ST20 valve amp
with a passive preamp. My front
end is a Linn LP12 turntable
with a Marantz CD17. The LP12
beats the CD player hands
down. To my ears, the older
stuff sounds better. Have a
listen and see what suits you.

Swithers
| replaced my Pioneer DV-565
with Pioneer DV-868 - the top
model. It has 24-bit/ 192kHz
upsampling for stereo outputs
and four filters which mainly
affect mainly frequencies
outside the audible range.
The differences on paper may
just be the chips but boy can
you hear it.

iBug
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Marantz introduces the TT-15S1 to enhance its hi-fi series
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Creating a new reference

No one factor can deliver perfect sound. All parameters must be considered if new technologies
are to move us closer to that ultimate goal. Our Beryllium tweeter is a clear example. It is
not just this material's exceptional rigidity, nor its super light weight form that changes our
perception of what sound quality means. It's these elements in combination with Beryllium's AL
natural inherent damping factor that simply set a new reference for what can be achieved. the spirit of sound

Fecal-JMlab UK - Jesson Heuse - Tower Street - Coventry CV1 1JN - Tel, 0845 660 26 8
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sued, creating a series much loved
mp#Fed by those with a penchant for the
of music reproduction. But in publishing
ain unchanged for long — while Hi-Fi Choice
0 evolve through the 1990s, The Collection did

Lt the concept was quietly dropped in 1993.

d so this high-end special lay dormant, until woken

rom its slumber in 2004. Whispers of a comeback had
grown to a clamour, and last year our wishes came true.
This, then, is the second annual edition in a new era for The
Collection, and we're proud to relight this torch for hi-fi's
highest performers once more.

Nestling within the next 90 pages, you'll find no fewer
than 45 in-depth reviews of some of the finest hi-fi
components on the market today, conducted by the most
experienced set of reviewers ever assembled. Some of these
components — those featured on single pages — are recent
Hi-Fi Choice favourites, revisited here especially for The
Collection. Others are reviewed for the first time, including
many UK and world exclusive tests of new products from
famous high-end marques like Sonus Faber, Audio Research

and Krell. It all adds up to a drool-worthy selection of
state-of-the-art products from many of the world's top hi-fi
designers, each one constructed in deliberate pursuit of the
ultimate in sound reproduction.

So why now is The Collection reborn? Because as we sit on
the cusp of something radically new, the doyens of
hi-fi's high-end are facing their greatest ever challenge. The
way home entertainment programming is delivered, stored
and played back is changing, and the concept of the ‘media
server' will come to affect us all. And yet, there will always
be those who demand the highest levels of performance.
The high-end hi-fi community is responding by producing
the most amazing range of dedicated components yet seen.

The results are fascinating. Vinyl and valves remain in
strong demand, with decades of refinement culminating
in exquisite form and function. Then, there are the digital
dream machines, each engineered to make the most of the
format(s) it plays, from CD-only players to high-performance,
multichannel audio/video tours de force.

Excellence has never come cheap. Like the finest watches
or motor cars, these finely tuned, supremely engineered
examples of audio art simply ooze desirability. It's always
great to dream, but if these top-end exhibits seem too
far out of reach, take solace — many manufacturers also
produce more‘affordable models, often featuring
‘trickle-down’ technologies derived from these flagship
components. You'll find such products nestling within the
pages of every other issue of Hi-Fi Choice...

As for us, there's only one problem with doing a special
issue like The Collection — giving all the fabulous hi-fi back
when we've finished.

Tim Bowern Editor
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Krell SACD Standard 5.2

Krell has updated its SACD player — does this latest model set a new Standard?

PRICE: £4,244 CONTACT: Absolute Sounds, 58 Durham Road, London SW20 OTW % 020 8971 3909 ## www.krellonline.com

he Krell SACD Standard is discontinued...
T long live the Krell SACD Standard! The

new Standard 5.2 is identical to its
earlier namesake except for three things. First,
it sports an updated version of the previous
Philips disc mechanism, which has now been
discontinued. Second, there is a new front
panel display, which has larger and more
widely spaced characters. Finally, the filter
buffering has been improved at the analogue
output stage for enhanced sound performance.

You may have read that SACD is yesterday's
news. But while this may make for great
headlines, it simply isn't true. There are
uncertainties concerning SACD's future that
will be resolved one way or another, probably
within the next 12 months. But unlike
DVD-Audio, SACD as a format has already
reached critical mass. If they stopped making
the discs tomorrow, a substantial demand for
players would continue for years to come, from
classically-oriented hi-fi buffs in particular.
More interestingly, no-one has told the
equipment manufacturers. The last year has
seen an unprecedented number of ambitious
new players, some in a ‘new' category — stereo
CD/SACD - which appear to have been
developed to address a demand for high
performance, purist players that exists in the
Far East - Japan in particular. The Krell SACD
Standard is multichannel, but it is aimed
squarely at the same audiophile market.

The basic construction of the SACD Standard
was covered in our earlier review of the
original version. Its feature set broadly parallels
the much more costly and more elaborately
engineered TEAC Esoteric X-01, which is
reviewed on p102 of this issue. It plays stereo
CD or SACD through single-ended or balanced
outputs from a differential discrete output
stage. The other channels are in single-ended
form only from slightly simpler electrical
clockwork, though processing internally in the
Krell is DSD using hybrid Burr-Brown digital
chippery, and all channels use Krell's current
mode circuit topology. Internal processing is in
balanced mode for the entire circuit path, and
Krell recommends using the balanced outputs
to take advantage of the common mode
rejection available this way. Note that neither
the Krell nor the TEAC offer digital outputs
from SACD, though as usual both provide
a digital output in optical or electrical form
from CD. One important feature of the Krell is
the provision of two CD mode and four SACD
mode output filters, which have broadly the
same characteristics as their predecessors,
despite the fine tuning that has taken place.

Construction of the player is not quite in
TEAC Esoteric class. The Krell is based on a
standard OEM Philips engine, where Teac
uses something altogether more exotic and
impressive. Construction also mirrors the price
differential, but it's a close run thing, thanks
to Krell's customarily superb non-ferrous
‘Arkitek’ construction (described in the Krell
KAV-280P/KAV2250 review on p110) and
‘Krellcoat’ silver or black finishes. In common
with the Esoteric, the player is compatible
with SACD, CD, CD-R and CD-RW discs, but
Krell explicitly warns about CDs with Copy
Guard which are not compatible, and which
do not comply with Red Book standards — in
otherwords, they are not strictly CDs at all.

Nevertheless, tiptoeing between the
landmines that any such comparison is bound
to throw up, the new SACD Standard seems
to be close to the original in spirit, though
perceptibly cleaner, more transparent and
agile. The same attributes fell out of the
listening as were noted previously when we
exhumed the original review text. The Standard
is a superb engine for CD and SACD replay,
one that slightly underplays the muscle and
authority of a recording and instead majors on
transparency, litheness and articulation. It has
a slicker, more fine-grain quality than most,
especially with SACD, which leaves the X-01
(twice the price, remember) sounding more
muscular and architectural in its responses.

“SACD outstrips CD, with a sound that is
more complex, smoother and more organic.”

(Readers should note that the CD side of
DualDiscs can be objected to on the same
grounds.) An IR input, 12-volt triggers and
an RS232 interface provide the support
necessary for custom installation.
Operationally, the Krell is disadvantaged
by a remote control that is not quite as
ergonomic as some, though it makes up
for it by looking really, really cute, and by a
front panel layout which uses a surprising
number of poorly differentiated controls. In
the longer term, it is hamstrung to an extent
by extended finger-twiddling times before the
disc starts playing (about 23 seconds, which
is two to three times as long as the Esoteric,
depending on disc type).

SOUND QUALITY

We auditioned the SACD Standard 5.2
though a Krell pre/power amp (alternating
with a pair of Theta Enterprise monoblocks),
with both Revel Ultima Studio and
MartinLogan Summit speakers, and in the
main the findings are not too different to the
comments made of the original version of
the player. It could of course be that the new
model is incomparably better than the old,
though gut feeling suggests they're closer
than that, but as is the way when held up
against more costly alternatives like the
Esoteric, the comparison tends to highlight
mainly what is wrong with the less ambitions
model. The reality, of course, is that very
many fewer people will be able to afford

the Esoteric even if they want to, so the
comparison is not altogether valid.

With SACD sources the SACD Standard
clearly outstrips CD, with a sound that is more
complex, smoother and more organic, and
less grainy and mechanical, though on the
whole CD replay by the Krell avoids falling
into the normal traps. Each format (to the
extent it allows) is exquisitely refined and
detailed when played on the Krell, both in
the way it permits individual instruments to
be followed even though dense, complex
mixes, and also in its ability to convey subtle
expressive changes in the way music is
performed. This is the kind of cue that is often
lost in the woodwork when well-recorded
discs are played on lesser machines.

With the Krell you can, as already noted,
roll your own sound by invoking one of the
various filters, each of which stays in force
once selected until overridden with a new
selection. For our money, Filter 1 was preferred
on balance with both disc types. It sounded
more open, airy and also consistent between
recordings. But this is largely a matter of
personal preference as different aspects of
overall performance are traded against each
other. In practice it may also partly depend on
the partnering amplifier, some of which will
not be happy with the ultra-wideband signal
available from SACD with this filter.

The bottom line is that this is an excellent
audio disc player, though at the price it
should be. It resoundingly makes the case
for SACD, and shows that this format,
which involves no video element, need not
compromise CD replay. HFC

Alvin Gold
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Burmester 011 and 91

PREAMPLIFIER AND POWER AMPLIFIER

3

Burmester's "Top Line' range includes this fabulously finished stereo pre/power amp combo

PRICE: 011: £9,495; 911 Mk3: £13,195 €O

ACT: Standesign Ltd, Unit D7, Heritage Business Park, Heritage Way, Gosport PO12 4BG %' 02392 501888

www.burmester.de

erman craftsmanship doesn't come

cheap. The Burmester 011 preamp

costs £9,495, while its partnering 911
Mk3 power amp is an even pricier £13,195.
Such hefty prices take some justification,
especially since the 911 Mk3 looks virtually
the same as the 032 integrated amp that we
reviewed back in HFC 252. That similarity
is superficial, however, as only the casework
is shared: 032 is part of the Basic Line,
whereas the 011 and 911 Mk3 come from
the Top Line range, with superior ingredients,
tighter tolerances (electronic components
are matched right down to the individual
transistor, resistor and capacitor level) and
even more power.

Certain key elements are found throughout
Burmester's ranges of electronics. Beautiful
chrome-plated fascias are the most visible,
and while the small engraved legends are not
that easy to read, the look gives a timeless
air of quality. The potentially upgradable
modular circuitry is DC-coupled throughout,
avoiding capacitors in the signal path, and
its balanced too, with extensive use of XLR
connectors for signal inputs and outputs.

From the front, the 011 preamp looks
simple enough, with just a handful of toggle
switches, a modest display section and two
large chrome plated knobs. Appearances
are deceptive, however, as a surprising
number of extra features are hidden from
immediate view, and one can only applaud
the intelligent way the ergonomics have been

organised to combine simplicity and flexibility.

Hands-on operation is intuitive and
straightforward — one knob selects the input,
the other the volume - though in practice,
these major functions will normally be
accessed via the remote handset. The five
toggle switches are hands-on-only controls.
Power on/off, mono/stereo and source/
monitor (for recording) are standard enough.
More unusual is an ability to change the
moving coil phono cartridge input between
33/45rpm vinyl (RIAA) and 78rpm shellac
equalisation standards. The final switch,
labelled surround/preamp, effectively
disables the preamp functions allowing
the stereo system to be used as part of a
multichannel system, under full control of an
external processor.

The back panel is rather more daunting, as
it's chock full of input and output sockets,
mostly of the rather bulky three-pin XLR
balanced variety. Strongly biased towards
balanced operation, there are eight pairs
of XLRs, seven of them inputs, including a

pair surprisingly devoted to the vinyl input,
which seems rather obsessive. Phono-to-XLR
adapters are available, but making the extra
connection at microscopically small moving
coil cartridge levels would seem better
avoided. Four pairs of phono sockets are
fitted, two pairs each for inputs and outputs,
and there's also a headphone socket, with
optional muting.

Tucked away within its tiny electronic heart
is an additional 'configuration’ menu, which
incorporates a whole variety of other handy
functions. Key examples include the ability to
preset the sensitivities of each input across
a usefully wide range, so that each source
delivers roughly the same loudness for the
same volume control setting. And, although
the vinyl/78 phono input doesn't suit MM
type cartridges, a choice of eight different
impedance loadings for MC types is available.

Crucially, the 61-step electronic volume
control, backed by the digital display,
was particularly nice to use, hands-on or
by remote control, though the omission
of any sort of balance adjustment seems
a regrettable (though not uncommon)

The power supply has a 750VA transformer
with 130,000uF capacitance, and is capable
of 40A continuous current via eight matched
power transistors per channel. In normal
stereo operation, power output is 250 watts
per channel into eight ohms and 350 watts
into four ohms, with a damping factor better
than 3,000.

SOUND QUALITY

Creamy, smooth and exceedingly delicious
seems the best way to summarise the sound
of this amplifier combination. There's a great
feeling of confidence with this pairing,
helped by its almost inexhaustible reserves of
headroom. It's possible to run out of power,
but only by creating silly sound pressure
levels, sufficient to threaten the architectural
integrity of the listening room and risk the
possibility of neighbours applying for ASBOs
against you. While exploring the power
envelope was intriguing in itself, it merely
served to confirm the more than ample
power that the 911 Mk3 could deliver when
asked, and the very fine consistency of the
sound at all listening levels.

“It’s possible to run out of power, but only
by creating silly sound pressure levels...”

oversight. Furthermore, the all-metal system
remote handset is a little too bulky and heavy
for easy one-hand operation. It looks great
and works fine, but the labelling is quite
difficult to read.

If the preamp is cunningly complex,
the power amp is utterly simple and
straightforward. With the trademark chrome
restricted to a modest central control panel
and a top strip, this massive 37kg lump has
a touch of brutality in the way most of the
outside edges are devoted to sharp-edged
heatsinking. Heavy duty gardening gloves are
mandatory during installation.

Front controls are limited to a button that
switches on from standby, with appropriate
LED status indicators, though this can also
be accomplished remotely via an umbilical
connector to the preamp. The rear has two
pairs of massive socket/binder speaker
terminals, two balanced XLR inputs, the
remote input sockets, and an hefty IEC
mains input. Adaptors are supplied for
phono inputs, and the power amp may also
be configured for bi-amping or bridged
mono operation.

The Bluenote Ballagio turntable (reviewed
on p54 of this issue) provided a handy means
of checking the 011's MC phono stage, which
is clearly a top quality affair, demonstrating
notably low background noise and great
delicacy, as well as fine consistency with the
sonic character found with the line stages.

There's very little in the way of ‘character’
here, and certainly nothing that could be
called ‘coloration’. The bass end in particular
shows great poise and agility — which might
well have something to do with the fact that
Dieter Burmester plays a mean electric bass
qguitar. At the same time, the voice band and
presence region is a little more obvious than
the slightly reticent extreme top end.

Imaging is as good as it gets, and the best
thing about this pairing is just how relaxed
it is in getting its musical messages across. It
didn't start out that way — initial power-up
brought a tinge of disappointment. But, given
a day or three to settle down, things got
much more interesting, and by the end of a
week a serious love affair looked imminent.
Then it was time to bid adieu. Shame!

Paul Messenger
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PROVOnance

THE YEAR

Provo. Utah’s hi-fi artisans, the speaker builders of Wilson Audio, have
now been at the top of the high-end tree for three decades. Recent
recognition of their achievements tells us that complacency has yet to
aflfect David A. Wilson’s enthusiasm. As if’ challenged by rave reviews
and countless awards, David has launched a new flagship to supplant
the legendary WAMNDMI — surely the longest-running, true high-end
speaker design ol all time. The Alexandria has alrcady been
acknowledged as the greatest cost-no-object speaker available today.
Its sister speakers in the WATCH range achieve the ultimate in home

theawre sound playback.

As the Alexandria paves the way for new and exciting advances in
music reproduction. so. oo, does the Wilson WATT Puppy System 7
remain the benchmark for consumers who desire compact speakers
that demonstrate zero compromise. It is with great pleasure we note

that the WATT Puppy. closing in on 20 years ol production, was

awarded the honour of High End Product of the Year 2003 by Hi-Fi

News. Now that’s what we call provenance.

absolutesounds Itd.

58 Durham Road, London SW20 OTW  T: +44 (0)20 89 71 39 09 F: +44 (0)20 88 79 79 62
www.absolutesounds.com  info@absolutesounds.com
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Meridian

Meridian applies two decades of hi-tech know-how to possibly the finest one-box CD player yet

£8,250 Meridian Audio, Latham Road, Huntingdon, Cambridgeshire PE29 6YE

eridian was first off the block with an audiophile CD

player, the MCD, back in 1984. The company has kept its

technological edge and these days offers highly advanced
DVD solutions and digital loudspeakers among its products, so we
were slightly surprised to see a brand new CD-only player. But as
Meridian's chairman and chief designer Bob Stuart explained to us in
HFC 263, the 808i's exclusion of the video and associated circuitry
required in a CD/DVD player allows performance to be taken just
that shade further, recognising at the same time that the questing
music lover will find relatively little material on any hi-res format.

So here we have one of the world's top integrated CD players. A
little odd, though, to find so many sockets on the back, and many of
them are inputs. Yes, this gorgeous and aspirational device is also a
digital preamplifier, with analogue and digital inputs and outputs,
volume control, source selection - and, of course, a high-grade
analogue-to-digital converter to digitise analogue inputs prior to
digital processing.

Construction is first-rate, the substantial case including several
circuit boards which carry the various input, output and processing
modules, plus a computer-type DVD-ROM drive which gives excellent
data recovery from marginal discs and seems to load discs faster than
many of its breed. Importantly for a machine of this class, it's really
nice to use too, especially the remote control which is a million miles
from the little ‘use-and-lose’ things supplied with far too much
high-end audio... this one has 'Pride Of Ownership' practically oozing
out of its buttons.

SOUND QUALITY
You would expect that the basics are well taken care of at this level,
and they are. But it's in the little details that sheep are sorted from
goats; or at any rate, that's undeniably true from a technical point of
view. Subjectively, though, this player makes its greatest impression as
an integrated whole. It just doesn't sound like an ‘ordinary’ CD player.
Completely vindicating its manufacturer's faith in high technology, it
produces a sound whose overriding characteristic is musicality.

Most hi-fi terminology has its baggage, and 'musicality’ is no
exception, so we'll explain. Crucially, it sometimes carries implications
of added euphonic colorations or distortions. That's in no way the

01480 445678 www.meridian-audio.com E

case here — the sound is pure, unsullied and crystal-clear (both to the
ear and pretty much to the resolution of our testing instruments).
Probably for that very reason, the listener is drawn into the musical
sound-world in a most convincing way. It seems extraordinary that a
'mere’ CD player can make such a difference, especially when players

' DYNEH &'

elivering unf

at a tenth the price come mighty close on the technical front, but
aside from a handful of significantly more expensive and notably
exotic multi-box CD players, we've not heard a more natural and

inviting presentation from the original silver disc.

We took particular delight in the 808i's tendency to understatement,
at least compared with other players: it never forces the sound at you,
never exaggerates minor climaxes within the music. By contrast, when
the going gets really tough it blossoms, delivering rock-steady images,
unhindered dynamics and unfailingly natural instrumental timbres. It
has no trouble at all with one of the greatest bugbears, quiet basslines,
maintaining consistent tune, timing and level where others flounder
or become woolly. It retrieves details you never dreamed existed from
familiar recordings, and does all this with such calm assurance that it
never draws attention to itself, merely flattering the music. If you like,
it is to music as Jeeves was to Bertie Wooster: just as something is
about to be demanded, one finds it has already been done.

It's pretty hard to criticise this player. Even its value for money
seems perfectly reasonable when one considers the magnitude of its
improvement in all areas — bass, treble, detail, imaging, tonal purity —
over the run of the mill. And then there's its second (but hardly
secondary) function as preamplifier, a task it fulfils no less admirably.
Its size is imposing but not unmanageable. It is, in short, a prime
example of hi-fi to aspire to.

Richard Black

See HFC 263 (February 2005) for our original review of this product
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Sonus Faher Amati Anniversario

Pay Homage to the floorstanding loudspeaker that just got the mother of all makeovers

PRICE: £13,500 per pair (violin red), £14,200 per pair (graphite) CONTACT: Absolute Sounds, 58 Durham Road, London SW20 ODE % 020 8971 3909 ## www.sonusfaber.com

ew Sonus Faber Homage speakers don't

come along very often. There are only

three models, the latest being 2003's
Stradivari (there haven't been many new violin
makers worth pay homage to in the last half
millennium). They don't need upgrading often,
either; the Amati Anniversario is the first
revised design in a dozen years of Homages.

What's changed? The Amati is still midway
through the Homage series — bigger than
the Guarneri, smaller than the Stradivari. The
original Amati had a time-aligned front baffle;
the Anniversario tilts the whole speaker back.
Unless you are dumb enough to use this as
the world's most expensive plant-pot stand,
the back tilt is an all-round improvement.

The stunning lute-shaped cabinet back has
remained, but the rear ports are now two
large lozenge-shaped slots instead of three
little ports. Physically, the 27cm wide, 56cm
deep and 117cm tall speaker weighs in at a
healthy 57kg, but this is not too dissimilar
from the size and weight of its predecessor.

Beneath the beautiful exterior is a very
clever, extraordinarily solid design. The
enclosure is a multilayer affair, featuring
constrained-mode damping and formed using
hand-selected layers of the finest chunks of
real tree. These are graded and oriented for
carefully optimised resonance control. Then,
sub-structural ribs are strategically placed for
a near-absolute vibration-free cabinet.

But perhaps the biggest change is to the
drive units. The 25mm ring radiator tweeter,
with dual toroidal wave-guide, the 150mm
midrange unit with its 'eddy current free'
CCAW/Kapton voice coil and the pair of
220mm aluminium/magnesium alloy cone
bass drivers are remarkably similar to the
driver complement in the range-topping
Stradivari Homage.

This driver line-up demands a fine crossover
network, and Sonus Faber doesn't disappoint.
This one is designed with phase and
amplitude response uppermost, which is
extremely useful with so many drive units in
the signal path. The multi-slope design crosses
over at 350Hz and 4kHz and is designed to
keep the speaker amp-chummy. With claimed
sensitivity of 92dB and a nominal impedance
of four-ohms, the Amati Anniversario is said
to perform well with any decent amplifier
from 30-300 watts. We listened to the Amatis
hooked up to the lovely Jadis DA88 Signature
amplifier (reviewed on p46), with an Audio
Research CD3 MKl as the source. This is a
fitting level of equipment for a speaker of the
Amati's calibre.

Sonus Faber is keen to draw your attention
to the attractive and innovative string grille,
as proudly displayed in our picture. This is an
effective way of hiding speaker drive units
without relying on a sonically deleterious
lump of wood with a bit of cloth wrapped
around it. Instead, battens are affixed to the
top and bottom of the front baffle and the
thin ropes of material stretched between
them don't get in the way of the music.

These are remarkably house-friendly speakers,
save for the dents that big spikes and almost
nine stone of speaker will put in the average
shag pile. The rear ports necessitate some
breathing space between speaker and rear
wall, but these don't need to be in a barn of
a room — under a metre from side and rear
walls, with a slight toe-in is sufficient.

SOUND QUALITY

There are people who won't like the sound of
the Sonus Faber Amati Anniversario, just as
apparently there are straight men who don't
fancy Angelina Jolie. These individuals should
be pitied, or maybe hunted for sport.

Why so strong a reaction? Because these
speakers put the joy back into music so
profoundly and so effortlessly, anyone not
liking these speakers must simply have had
their fun button pulled off years ago. Joy...
that's a word that rarely appears on the
pages of a hi-fi magazine, yet that's the most
prevalent feeling that strikes you when you
listen to the Amati Anniversario.

the composer put into the music, whether
that's one guy strumming a guitar and
wondering where his life went or a full
orchestra attempting to parse Rachmaninov's
philosophical heaviosity.

Of course, such musical insight is only
possible with a speaker that delivers the
audiophile goods, and the Amati Anniversario
does that in spade-loads. It's possessed of
one of the most open sounds around, with a
soundstage to match. It presents more of a
wall of sound, instead of a walk-in soundstage,
but this seems to be perfectly in line with
the musical integrity of the Amati. It also has
an extraordinarily deep and fast bass — play
something adrenalin-filled like Count Basie
and the speed of the speaker is exhilarating,
leaving you exhausted and nursing a groin
strain from too much toe-tapping.

But there are many speakers that can deliver
a good soundstage and tight, deep bass. The
Amati Anniversario has something more, an
almost intangible element. Maybe it's a secret
harmonic to all sound, like that which
differentiates an okay violin from one made
by — you guessed it = Andrea Amati.

It is said of the Homage series that the
speakers only suit classical music. If this is the
case, are Led Zeppelin, the White Stripes and
Eminem 'classical”? It's not that the Amati
Anniversario is only good for classical music,
it's just that it's so good at doing the classical
thing that people tend to assume it can't
possibly be as adept at playing jazz or rock.

“Anyone not liking these speakers must have
had their fun button pulled off years ago.”

Whatever you play through the Amati
Anniversario, it leaves you hungry for more.
The first disc comes and goes, filling you
with wonder and the sheer thrill of listening
to entertaining music once again. Then,
you find yourself criss-crossing through your
collection, and the collections of others, to
find the perfect contrast to the first disc, and
so the process goes on. You might have to
forcibly eject yourself from the listening room,
because you don't just turn off or walk away
from this kind of sound.

The scale of the music is immense. Not in
that Wilson-esque big sound, or the sort of
hyper-analytical monitor speaker presentation.
No, we are talking about the scale of the
music itself, not just the sound. You get
to feel the passion that the musicians and

Yet, if you're that way inclined, this speaker
rocks out like it was born wearing denim (as
opposed to gorgeous real wood)

We played our pair of Amatis with all sorts
of music at all sorts of volume levels, from
whisper-quiet to upset-parts-of-your-anatomy
loud. It wasn't just that nothing phased the
speaker; it kept coming back for more and
put a Cheshire Cat smile on any listener's
face while doing so. You name it, the Amati
Anniversario made it sound wonderful.

This is what most people get into hi-fi for.
Few speakers are named after top-quality
musical instruments and that's how it should
be, because those few have become musical
instruments in their own right. It's simply a
joy to sit in front of these speakers. HFC

Alan Sircom
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TRUST YOUR SENSES

PURE INSTINCTS. PURE SOUND. NO DIRTY DIAPERS...

“Imaging is superbly spacious and “out of the box”, with precise
HHFICHOI focus and good depth layering.”

“...Helicon 400 is unquestionably one of the most neutral speakers
we've encountered...”

“The Helicon 400 is downright competent, | simply left them in the
listening room doing their thing, and they left me wondering whether
there was any good reason to opt for something more costly and exotic.”

Paul Messenger | Hi-Fi Choice | March 05

“No compromises has been made in the technical or aesthetic aspects.”

“This DALI speaker is brimming with talent and seduction.”

“A new candidate in the world of top-of-the-range speakers at competitive prices.”
Robert Lacramp & Jean Hiraga | Revue Du Son & Home Cinema | '04

IN ADMIRATION OF MUSIC

www.dali.dk




T+AG10R

e Cotvocsier, TURNTABLE

This impressive one-stop shop for vinyl replay includes a built-in phono stage

‘ PRICE: £2,750 (including tonarm and cartridge) CONTACT: Transparent Distribution, Coxmoor Road, Sutton-in-Ashfield, Nottinghamshire, NG17 5AA % 01623 517000 # www.taelektroakustik.de

hen T+A decided to reinvent the wheel, it went back to

basics. The company decided against a purist turntable,

reasoning that their target market was more likely to be
attracted to a simple solution in which the arm and cartridge are
supplied and fitted, and the player is more or less ready to play
from the box. The purist turntable market is also saturated with
deeply exotic designs and those manufacturers with decades of vinyl
heritage, so making a more plug-and-play device is a fundamentally
sassy piece of marketing and a clever design exercise to boot.

Set-up in the case of the G10R is largely a matter of dropping a
bearing ball and oil into the main bearing housing, assembling the
two-part metal and acrylic platter (a simple push fit) and dropping
it into place while threading the belt around the motor spindle. The
bearing, meanwhile, is a very close fit and takes a satisfyingly long
time to drop to its final level. The deck’s suspension is well damped
and is preadjusted for the supplied arm.

In fact, the turntable part of the G10R is technically available on
its own, but this doesn't appear in the UK price list. Instead, most are
supplied as reviewed here, with a Rega RB300 arm, mildly customised
for its role and prefitted with a Benz-Micro C-05 high-output MC
cartridge. A more costly option involves the SME M2-9 arm and the
low-output Benz C-05 cartridge, but this package commands a hefty
price premium. In both cases, an MM/MC phono stage - the
PH-G1OMC - is fitted internally to supply gain and RIAA equalisation
and is preadjusted as received, though loading values can be altered.
The phono stage is physically located adjacent to the arm base, which
is much closer to ideal than it would be in the amplifier, at the end of
a long interconnect lead. This also means that any line level amplifier
can be used, without the complication of an outboard phono stage.
Other options available (but not examined by Hi-Fi Choice) include a
brass centre weight and an acrylic cover.

It all starts with the basic pedestrian aspects of the
G10R's performance, without which the subtleties
would not be apparent. These basic properties
are functions of the turntable itself,
in so far as if the deck itself is
suspect, no amount of
gift-wrapping with
a good arm
and cartridge
can save the
sound. So, in no
particular order,
stereo imagery is
stable, and pitch
integrity is such that
there is no apparent
drift in speed, either of the
low-rate type that can give a rather seasick effect
with sustained piano notes and similar (or an effect akin to
some of the more infamous pop divas before their inability to pitch
a note is ‘fixed" in the studio) or the high-rate flutter residuals that
generally manifest as a graininess or harshness. In fairess though,
this kind of problem is unusual in half-decent turntables.

The Rega arm is a known quantity — a stable performer with no
vices and a taut, tidy performance at the frequency extremes, and the

Benz-Micro cartridge is equally impressive, and largely free of obvious
character. The only technical shortcoming encountered was some high
and mid-frequency noise, possibly due to imperfect motor screening,
but the problem was minor.

The G10R has a bold, outgoing musculature, and brings an
unusually physical sense of strength to the sound. The bass is most
impressive, with a light, open touch and a palpable tunefulness in
place of the heavy-handed drone of some quite expensive and

“It has an outgoing musculature,
and brings an unusually physical
strength to the sound.”

apparently more elaborately-engineered disc spinners. At the high
frequency end, the performance remains clean and tidy, with the
moderate resolution expected of a cartridge whose stylus profile is not
as sharp as some, but gives a quiet output free of groove noise (and is
kind to impulsive effects due to groove debris)

Overall, this is an excellent design, which is visually and musically
in keeping with other T+A V-series components. Its particular
advantages are easy set-up and use. There are other record playing
components that are slightly more exacting still and arguably can
be fine-tuned to even better ultimate effect, but the combination
of fuss-free usability, style and musical euphony make a highly
compelling case in its favour. HFC

Alvin Gold
See HFC 261 (December 2004) for our original review of this product
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Landen

lodel 2000
and Model 5000

CD TRANSPORT AND DAC

dignature

Who needs multichannel music? Just buy a £31,500 CD player and discover your discs anew!

Model 2000: £19,000; Model 5000 Signature: £12,500

Audiofreaks, 15 Link Way, Ham, Richmond, Surrey, TW10 7QT

020 8948 4153

www.zandenaudio.com

ven the heady wine of The Collection
E seems a bit wan in comparison to a

£31,500 CD player. This Zanden quartet
of Japanese-built boxes (representing CD
transport, DAC and a power supply for each)
might seem considerably more expensive than
any other CD player, ever. But, when you factor
in a decade and a half of inflation, this isn't
so far removed from the cost of big Wadia and
Mark Levinson players of the early 1990s.

The £19,000 Model 2000 CD transport and
£12,500 Model 5000 Signature DAC are the
first products of the Zanden range to make it
to British shores; there are also three phono
stages, a line preamp, four power amps and
another (cheaper) DAC in the wings. But, if the
first two products reflect the performance of
the others, we have a lot of quality to come.

Finished in brushed champagne gold, with
15mm thick acrylic and 15mm or 25mm thick
aluminium throughout, the exterior look is
appealing and luxurious in the extreme.
Internally, the levels of damping, noise
absorption and isolation are virtually without
equal. The transport is a top-loader with
absolutely no automation; you lift the cookie-
jar lid, stick the disc in the silo, place the
magnetic puck on the disc and replace the lid.
This takes some juggling to get the workflow
right at first — you often feel you need
another hand to cope with lid, puck and CD
at once — but it soon becomes second nature.
After a few seconds, the disc is read and then
the front panel controls, the remote handset
and the blue LED display make this transport
as user friendly as any mid-price player.

Don't expect any fancy features like CD-Text,
of course — these are all sacrificed to deliver
a digital datastream with absolute accuracy.
Zanden deploys the most accurate digital
clock in audio and features the all too
infrequently used 125 digital connection to
produce the sort of jitter-free, phase-noise-free
and timing-accurate performance we could
have only dreamed about a few years ago.

Keeping the digital signal as pure as
possible means separating the power
supply from the transport itself. Normally,
'separating’ means putting the power supply
in a little copper sub-chassis, but Zanden
goes for overkill and places the PSU in a box
about the size of a small monoblock power
amp. This can make a significant difference,
although sadly precious few manufacturers
make two-box transports these days.

The two-box approach, separating the power
supply from the audio electronics, extends to
the Model 5000 Signature DAC, too. Based
on the standard Model 5000 MkIV, and -
like the transport — a Philips derived design,
this 16-bit/44.1kHz DAC is one of the most
simple and straightforward you'll find these
days. But this is deliberate: Zariden believes
the Philips TDA-1541A Double Crown DAC
chip to be the best there is, and the rest

The combo is exceptionally natural
sounding. It's not just the level of detail, the
warmth and the beautiful soundstaging; it
manages to have that organic entertainment
factor that usually only happens when a
high-end turntable is involved. However, the
Zanden combination is not particularly
viriyl-sounding and it certainly doesn't try to
emulate the sound of LP — it's very definitely a
CD player, just one of the best money can buy.

“This is one of those CD replay systems that
change the way we look at the medium.”

is purely down to Zanden's approach to
digital audio. No oversampling, no negative
feedback, no up-sampling and no brick-wall
filter - Zanden makes its own digital filter to
aid its minimalist approach. It also makes the
DAC's zero negative feedback valve line
output stage too, sporting a single 6922
double triode tube. The power supply is just
as comprehensively specified, also sporting
valves in place of diode rectification, with
two 6CA4 and one 6X4 valves in the big,
well-made box.

There's something almost quaint about the
Zanden. Four boxes, top ioading, valves...
how very mid-1990s. In fact, it's not that the
Zanden is dated in approach, it's more that
we've Just dumbed down and are no longer
ready to countenance a four-box CD player.

Shame on us. This is one of those CD replay
systems that change the way we look at the
medium. When you get to the high end of CD
replay, you generally lose that bright digital
sheen found in cheaper CD and especially
DVD players. By the time you reach
Wadia/Mark Levinson/Audio Research
CD player levels, you expect the player
performance to be extremely natural
sounding, but the jump from the five grand
mark to the twenty grand mark must mean
diminishing returns kick in?

If anything, the jump from these excellent
players to the Zanden is arguably greater than
the jump from a £500 to a £5,000 player. Of
course, you need to have a system in place
that can open the window wide enough to
justify a £30,000+ CD player, but in this
context, the player truly shines.

Everything that's played through the Zanden
combination sounds utterly beautiful. Perhaps
the rough edge of hard rock may be slightly
smoothed, but even the electronic snap of
Kraftwerk's music was delivered with effortless
dynamics and scale. Play anything live or
unamplified and you seem to have a direct
connection to the music, but it's not a sense of
veils being lifted or anything as trite as that.
What you get is a feeling of living, breathing
musicians making real music with as much
accuracy and integrity as you'll find anywhere,
short of hiring the musicians themselves
to play in your living room. This might be
cheaper in the short term — after all, hiring the
LSO and a good concert hall for a night may
cost less than the asking price of the Zanden.

The sound doesn't present itself forward of
the speakers, but has near-infinite depth and
width. This creates an almost perfect ‘third
seat of the concert hall' effect. You are drawn
into the music subtly, but irrevocably; things
make more sense than ever before and you
settle down for a night's music. Every night.

This sounds like SACD or DVD-Audio should.
With these newer formats, you get the extra
resolution, the extra detail... but you often lose
the realism and neutrality. Of course, anyone
exposed to Zanden-standard CD replay who
doesn't have thirty or so spare big ones
burning a hole in their pocket will spend the
rest of their days listening to their music with
a tinge of recherche du temps perdu. Once
you've heard just how good CD can sound
with the Zanden, all else is gaslight. You might
even trade in your LP collection, turntable and
phono stage, because you may not need them
any more.

Alan Sircom
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a solid foundation

A transparent musical source is the foundation of a fine audio system. Recent advances
in analog and digital technology are allowing music lovers to get so much more from
their favourite records, compact discs and high resolution digital formats.

At Symmetry we are proud to announce the availability of these fine new components.
Allowing you to experience the music you love and experience it as never before.

C-5xe Universal Player

Introducing a giant leap forward in digital
playback technology-the Ayre C-5xe universal
stereo (U2) player. The first of it's kind, this no
video, no-compromise design plays all existing

optical disc formats. The C-5xe is for those of us
who value the enjoyment of music above all else.

X-01 SACD/CD Player

The Esoteric X-01 establishes a new benchmark for
digital replay, from it's propriety and exclusive
VRDS-NEO mechanism fo it's high precision 24 bit,
dual monaural digital decoding system. The X-01 is
the ultimate source for the finest high end systems.

Titan i Moving Coil Cartridge

The Lyra Titan i is an improved version of the widely
acclaimed Lyra Titan. More than just a refitment the new
Titan i is equipped with a different suspension and damping
system. Tracking ability has been substantially improved,
bass performance is lifted to new levels of refinement and
speed, low level resolution and dynamics has gained a
marked improvement. Finally the Titan i has been voiced by
master craftsman Yoshinori Mishima, who builds and
painstakingly adjusts each and every cartridge by hand.
For the finest playback of your favourite records.

symmetry

Ayre Acoustics, Cello, Esoteric, t: 01727 865488
Grand Prix Audio, lyra, Mark Levinson, Stax, e: info@symmetry-systems.co.uk

Stereovox, Sumiko, System Audio & Thiel w: www.symmetry-systems.co.uk




LOUDSPEAKER

Tannoy Yorlkkminster

Retro styling and technology can still have a place in our modern world

[ PRICE: £9,000 per pair CONTACT: Tannoy, Rosehall Industrial Estate, Coatbridge, Scotland ML5 4TF % 01236 420199 www.tannoy.com

ifty years ago, plenty of speakers looked a lot like this, but in

today's world Tannoy's Yorkminster looks as odd as a vintage

Bentley on the M25. Speakers have undergone dramatic
changes down the years, for a number of reasons both logical and
fashion-led. But the laws of acoustics haven't altered one iota, and
hi-fi has repeatedly shown an all too regular tendency to discard the
old and embrace new technologies with excessive enthusiasm.

Most of Tannoy's retro-classic speakers are shipped to customers in
the Far East, where there seems a greater awareness of some of the
virtues that modern speakers lack. Perhaps it's time that the British
hi-fi enthusiast learned to appreciate some of the classic virtues of
historic speaker technologies, which have been all too hastily swept
aside in the name of progress and/or fashion.

“These speakers are nothing
less than magical when they're
playing really quietly.”

The Yorkminster is the largest in the three-strong Prestige range, all
closely related in style and content. It has a large and costly 300mm
alnico-magnet dual-concentric driver in a large and costly 200-litre
enclosure. Alnico (an aluminium/nickel/cobalt alloy) is a vastly
more expensive magnetic material than the usual ferrite, but some
enthusiasts have always claimed it sounds better than ferrite, even if
the reasons remain obscure.

The solitary dual concentric drive unit that Tannoy uses here is really

two-in-one, firing a horn-loaded tweeter through the centre of
the main cone. The latter is paper pulp around 250mm

in diameter, terminated by a pleated fabric surround and
mounted on a massive cast chassis.

The huge port-loaded enclosure stands just over a metre
tall, is 62cm wide and 45cm deep. Small rooms need not
apply! It's built from relatively lightweight 18mm birch
plywood, stiffened by complex bracing, and has classic
1950s styling cues, with high-class teak veneer and
mouldings, and a mottled brown/cream grille. Presets
provide five options each for treble energy and roll-off,
and the terminal block has five socket/binders ~ two for
each driver, allowing bi-wiring or bi-amping, plus an extra
earth terminal for the driver chassis.

The drive unit might have its roots in the 1940s, but the
crossover network uses the latest top-quality components,
and that undoubtedly makes a major contribution towards
a quite delicious sound quality, which has a midband
delicacy that's wonderfully natural and communicative.

SOUND QUALITY

The Yorkminster has a superbly wide bandwidth with
ample — perhaps a little too ample — bass weight, and a
very well judged top end, but it's the midband that really
stands out. Operatic material usually finds me reaching for
the remote handset, but these speakers even found me enjoying

the singing, simply because they make voices sound that much more
believable, realistic and engaging.

It's not so much that they'll play loudly — which they certainly will,
with massive available headroom. It's more that these speakers are
nothing less than magical when they're playing really quietly. Fine
details like the subtle texture of orchestral strings remain clear and
distinct, even close to inaudibility. They're particularly well suited to
valve amps, the high sensitivity helping less powerful single-ended
designs, while the superb midband delicacy is ideally suited to the
acknowledged strengths of thermionic amplification.

The basic laws of acoustics mean that this speaker's large main
driver cone and horn-loaded tweeter give a more directional sound
than conventional speakers. As a result you hear more of the recording
but less of your listening room, and the stereo imaging is unusually
precise. This is a matter of taste, rather than right or wrong, but does
play an important part in the total experience.

The Yorkminster won't suit everyone, and is by no means beyond
criticism. The sheer bulk of a pair of these speakers, not to mention the
massive low bass, ensures it's a box only suited to large rooms. That
large wooden enclosure unquestionably adds a fair helping of box
coloration, and the tonal balance does slightly emphasise the upper
midband. But those are minor criticisms, and the Yorkminster's best
trick is simply the way it drags you into — and cuddles you up with
- whatever kind of music you choose to play.

Paul Messenger
See HFC 255 (July 2004) for our original review of this product
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Jadis DA88 Signature

e Cotvonsirr, INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER

The French have a knack when it comes to romance. And they look stylish, too!

PRICE: £6,999 CONTACT: Absolute Sounds, 58 Durham Road, London SW20 ODE & 020 8971 3909

www.jadis-electronics.com

he Jadis DA88 Signature. It's an

integrated valve amp costing a healthy

seven grand, but if you have the cash
and appreciate being seduced when you
listen to music, it's also your next purchase.

Clichés like 'beauty is in the eye of the
beholder' abound, but this thing really is
a beaut. The polished finish with heavy,
hand-made transformers sets this amp apart
from all others, and even though it sports
seemingly retro devices like toggle switches
and should be used with a valve cage, it still
manages to look more like some objet d'art
instead of a slab of audio electronics.

The back features the homespun
transformers Jadis is so rightly famous for.
There are three: a large power transformer on
the left and two output transformers centre
and right. This accounts for much of the
back-breakingly heavy 40kg mass. It also
accounts for the extremely wide bandwidth
for a valve design, with the amp claimed to be
capable of delivering sound from 10Hz-29kHz.

Essentially, the DA88 Signature is a power
amp with a passive preamp built in. Even
so, the tube complement is quite vast. It
uses five double triode tubes (three ECC82
and two ECC83) in the input and regulation
stages, plus two pairs of KT88s per side for
the output stage. Thirteen valves is not an
unlucky number, though, at least as far as
the sound quality goes. With eight KT88s in
push-pull mode, the amp delivers 60 watts in
Class A for speakers with from one to
16-ohm impedances. This is measured at
two per cent distortion, but this is common
with valve amps and the distortion is usually
benign odd harmonic distortion instead of the
abrasive-sounding first and third harmonics.

The manual is an important read, because
a set of jumpers are used on the transformers
to connect the right output taps to match the
impedance of the speakers used. Strangely,
however, it describes the settings for
two-to-eight-ohm speakers and for speakers
up to eight ohms (the identical images
confirm the tautology). Fortunately, this is
the right setting for most speakers, but if
your chosen transducers have an impedance
outside of this range, you should contact
Jadis to find the correct jumper positions. The
manual also explains that the amp inverts
absolute phase, so put the red wire where the
black should go and vice versa.

The price puts this amplifier very much into
two-box pre/power territory, with really
high-class combinations from valve and
solid-state manufacturers (including a couple

from Jadis itself) as distinct competition. In
fact, the Jadis is almost in a class of its own
in terms of integrated amplification. But, if
you fall under its spell, the need for two
boxes simply falls away...

SOUND QUALITY

The Jadis name is built on fantasy. You listen
to Jadis, you live the fantasy. And the DA88
is the best exponent of that fantasy world
you can imagine. You can play absolutely
anything through it and it sounds completely
fantastic. Rose tinted? You betcha. Warm and
sugar-coated? Absolutely. And you'll love it
for that. Of all the amps on the market, this
is the only one where you could line up the
absolute worst discs you (or your friends) have
and still get a sound that brings out the best
in the disc. Never mind the primo recordings,
or the audiophile pressings, this is the amp
that makes even compilation discs sound fine.
It's truly uncanny.

So, what is it about the performance that
makes the Jadis DA88 so damn special? Well,
the sound is so harmonically rich, it brings out
the musician and the dancer in all of us. There
is no passive interaction with music — this
amp gets past the normal hi-fi perspectives
and simply plays music with passion.

such things today, but back in the 1950s and
1960s, hi-fi as status symbol briefly became
as seductive as serving cocktails. If we mine
this politically incorrect seam a bit, this must
be the ultimate make-out amp: it looks rich
and fabulous, sounds delicious and gets

you hot and sweaty. In other words, buy this
amplifier and get laid more. Yes, it's that good
(and that kind of) an amplifier — you don't
own it, you have a love affair with it.

Okay, back to Planet Hi-Fi. This is a deeply
insightful amp on a musical level, even if it
doesn't aim for neutrality. You get the sense
of musical occasion, of the passion behind
the music. It's extremely detailed, beautifully
articulate and comes with a deceptively deep,
powerful bass and the most sumptuous, clean
and extended treble this side of reality.

But it's the midband that really marks out
the DA88 Signature for greatness — it's so
open and natural-sounding that you wonder
what you were doing with all that lesser hi-fi in
the past. Female voice is a particularly tough
call for the midband of even the best amps yet
it's with female vocals that the DA88 Signature
makes its strongest case. Play KT Tunstall
through this in demonstration and you'll have
to either buy the amp or burn the disc. Here,
her voice takes on nuances entirely missing on

“The sound is so harmonically rich, it brings
out the musician and dancer in all of us.”

Don't expect strict neutrality, however — it
doesn't do that at all. Instead, you begin
to question whether neutrality is really that
important afterall. That legendary 'cuckoo
clock’ speech about the Swiss from The
Third Man springs to mind. Who needs
accuracy, it's so boring! In most cases, this
would be audiophile heresy, but not when a
Jadis is in the dock.

Coming from the country that ended the
divine right of kings in such a dramatic
manner, the DA88 Signature sums up
baroque majesty, in sound as well as looks.
The soundstage isn't just large and
open-sounding, it's positively seductive. It
doesn't just turn your home into a concert
hall; close your eyes and it transforms the
room into a Renaissance chapel, complete
with frescos by Michelangelo.

It's also got this passionate articulation
going on, that turns even the most base
crooner into Sam Cooke and Al Green all
rolled into one. It's deeply un-PC to discuss

other amps and suddenly the lyrics become all
the more poignant. Even decade-old complaint
rock from Alanis Morissette becomes all the
more impassioned and even more angry, yet
takes on a fragile beauty that almost makes
Jagged Little Pill acceptable to males.

One could ask whether these nuances are a
function of the disc or the amplifier, but not
if you have listened to the DA88 Signature.
Its brainwashing is instant and instantly
successful — the answer to this ‘recording or
playback’ question is ‘who cares?’

It seems valve amplifiers are the finest
expressions of the national hi-fi zeitgeist you
can muster. Italian valve amps look beautiful
and sound rich. American amps are big and
sound it. British valve amps are either elegantly
understated or have that kitchen table ‘chic".
And the French have that self-assured romantic
charm. Right now, the French are winning the
valve war, and the Jadis DA88 Signature is
their weapon of mass delight. HFC

Alan Sircom
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Stereo rules.

We wrote ‘em.

: Mendlan began W|th ana!ogue ster ;
and we introduced the first digital p ocessor —
so we're equally at home with both technologies.

Audition this analogue stereo system from our award-winning

G Series range, for example. GO8 upsampling CD player,

G02 balanced analogue preamp, and G56 stereo power amp. e S;UART
Put them together with loudspeakers of your choice, and M ERIDIA N
you'll be listening to one of the hottest systems around. Or choose

a digital system featuring our unique DSP loudspeakers. Riasidian Audio|Linter;

Latham Road
Huntingdon

Today, Meridian’s CD players are more popular, and sound better, Si’i't‘gg‘l’(?ﬁ;m;"ag 6YE
than ever. Listen to the acclaimed G Series and you'll hear why. For
more details, visit our web site or call to find your nearest dealer. T: +44 (0)1480 445678

F: +44 (0)1480 445686

Superb stereo from Meridian. Are you listening? www.meridian-audio.com




Marantz S

-11S1 ani

CD/SACD PLAYER AND INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER

1181

Hot from Marantz's Premium range come this excellent two-channel SACD player and matching amp

PRICE: SA-11S1: £2,000; PM-11S1: £2,500 CONTACT: Marantz UK, Kingsbridge House, Padbury Oaks, 575-583 Bath Road, Longford, Middlesex UB7 OEH % 01753 680868 www.marantz.com l

Premium series: PM-1151, a technically innovative and superbly
built integrated stereo amplifier with purist appeal, and the
SA-11S1, a stereo SACD player, one of an increasing number that
have been introduced in the recent past. This is an innovative product
with some unusual features, but most of all it is a high-grade player
in both primary roles, CD and SACD, without any of the subtle but
inevitable degradation you may have come to expect in a multichannel
component, and especially such multichannel AV components as a
DVD-Audio player. Which is not to say that SACD necessarily sounds
better than DVD-Audio, but a stereo SACD player with no video
subsection stands a better chance of reaching Nirvana, all things being
equal — and this is the way it appears to pan out in practice.

“The amplifier is not massively
powerful, but it consistently
punches above its weight.”

T hese are two of the latest products to join Marantz's prestige

The amplifier delivers 100 watts per channel into eight ohms
(200 watts/four-ohms) and is said to be largely impervious to the
nature of the load — and that includes the latest SA1 version of
Marantz's discrete HDAM buffer amplifier between stages. HDAMs
are also employed each side of the volume control, itself a high-tech
multiturn design based on a Wolfson resistive ladder, which works in
imperceptible 0.5dB steps. Other highlights include a choke-regulated
power supply and a mechanically and electrically quiet ‘'super ring’
transformer. The amplifier has five standard inputs plus a single
balanced input, that can be fed from the corresponding output on the
SAT11 SACD player. Pre-out and main-in sockets are available too, which
can be patched in with additional SA-11S1 amplifiers for bi-amp or

even full 5.1/7.1-channel operation. The SA-11S1 is an equally
impressive design, with a total of six output filters, three each for CD
and SACD, that can be chosen to taste, and a DC filter. The two units
make extensive use of non-magnetic metalwork and copper screening.
The structures are well damped, and the displays and the player's
digital outputs can be turned off.

There was a time when big, high-end amplifiers from the Far East
had little credibility over here, in the main because they simply
sounded like bigger and badder versions of the mainstream hardware
at the time, but didn't even have the excuse of being cheap. Or
because they were clearly outperformed by less costly counterparts
that were simpler, more transparent and lacked only muscle. The two
Marantz components here have nothing in common with this kind of
equipment, and this is what most divides the historical approach of
the big names to the high end from the modern approach exemplified
by the SA-11S1 and the PM-11S1. Put another way, these are palpably
products that have been informed and developed by people with ears,
and who care about the mechanics of sound reproduction. These are
truly musical boxes that compete with the euphemistically named high
end in everything but price, which is where the big names have an
obvious advantage over the smaller producers that have traditionally
dominated the sector.

SOUND QUALITY

This is a smooth and sweetly detailed combination. The amplifier is
not massively powerful, but it punches well above its weight, and
consistently so, irrespective (within reason) of the nature of the load.
But what it is chiefly notable for is its expressiveness and transparency,
and here we are talking about the combination, as each component
makes its own powerful contribution. Neither is left in the shade by
the other, but in the case of the disc player, compact disc is ciearly
outperformed by SACD using the CD layer of a range of hybrid discs
as a control. Typically with modern recordings of classical material,
where the starting point
is a well engineered
recording, SACD sounds

more organic, more
progressive and, as one
would expect, more
detailed and transparent.
CD can hit most of the
right spots, and the
SA-11S1 is a good enough
CD player to show much of
what it can achieve when
placed in the right hands.
The sound is detailed and
open, but compared to
SACD it just doesn't have
the same resolution. It's
more deliberate, less subtle
and less expressive — and
the SA-11S1 is more than
good enough to resolve
the differences.
Alvin Gold
See HFC 265 (April 2005) for our
original review of this product
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Revel

e Zosvevsie, LOUDSPEAKER

A true Californian heavyweight with meticulous manners and serious dynamic punch

PRICE: £8,500 per pair (£9,500 with gloss finish) C®MTACT: CSE, Unit 9, Centre Park Holdings, The Airfield, Tockwith, York YOS5 8QF %2 01423 359054 #* www.revelspeakers.com

he Ultima Studio is the second largest

speaker from Revel, the prestige

speaker-making arm of the Harman
group. Weighing about 70kg each, the Studio
is an impressive floorstander built into an
enclosure measuring 32x111x49cm. Some of
the intersecting curves suggest the original
Ford Focus, aesthetically one of the cleanest
ever mass production cars, and set up and
ready to go they look absolutely stunning,
a comment that a number of visitors made
unprompted during the too-short test period.

Frequency response within a tight +/-1.5dB
window is 31Hz-20kHz, and with -10dB
coming in at 22Hz, this is a speaker that will
rattle the floorboards given the chance. It is
not necessarily the easiest speaker to drive,
with a nominal six-ohm impedance and a
minimum of three ohms, but moderate phase
angles mean that it shouldn't (and didn't)
cause problems with high-quality amps.

The Ultima Studio is intended to showcase
all the technologies that have been so
painstakingly developed by Revel, and uses
drive units which Revel makes, or in the case
of the tweeters, commissions from ScanSpeak
in Denmark. Bass is delivered by two 200mm
dished mica-loaded copolymer cone drivers
with large voice coils to maximise power
handling coupled to a 130mm inverted
dome midrange of similar construction,
and an aluminium alloy dome tweeter. A
second textile dome tweeter for ambience
reinforcement is fitted at the back. The
crossover operates at 220Hz and 2.2kHz, with
24d8B slopes to minimise overlap and the level
of each tweeter can be adjusted. The speaker
is available in a range of finishes and the
side cheeks can be swapped around, with a
number of contrasting finishes available.

Revel is one of the most punctilious and
exacting loudspeaker brands out there. In
the past, and from other brands, this kind
of attitude has led to a succession of bland,
sterile loudspeakers as new designs were
produced by the numbers. That was clearly
the danger with Revel, but as we discovered
when we visited the Northridge, California
headquarters, Revel has managed to avoid
this trap, perhaps because the company is
run by engineers with oil running through
their veins, and not by marketing oiks. There
is a palpable enthusiasm for the minutiae of
magnetic circuit design, cone materials and
frequency selective spatial distribution curves.
Their approach to speaker design is set by
Kevin Voecks, one-time chief engineer at
Mirage (API) and Snell Acoustics, along with

Floyd Toole, who established the technical
parameters for the brand, and in fact for all
the loudspeaker production under the Harman
umbrella. He is also responsible for the blind
panel listening facility, the best in the industry,
which uses a large group of trained listeners,
who must demonstrate their listening prowess
before being accepted onto the programme.
Their job is to establish a ranking order of
criteria when judging loudspeakers, and also
fair comparisons with key competitors. | have
reservations about some of the elements of
this programme, but there is no gainsaying
the meticulous nature of what they do, or that
they achieve impressive results.

SOUNB QUALITY

The Ultima Studio turned out to be the
second loudspeaker to be used in my new
listening room, which has a respectable
floorplan with an unusually tall ceiling, and
at the moment a fairly lively acoustic (it's
furnished, but not yet carpeted). Speaker
sensitivity (87dB) is on the lowish side for
such a large brute, but more to the point
the balance of the speaker invites it to be
pushed hard. There are plenty of examples

neticulou:
e

down th

of music that show the soft, feminine side

of the Studio - Jennifer Warnes on SACD

for example — but this is a loudspeaker that
really likes to rumble. It did great things with
Radiohead and Capercaillie, and it really
comes into its own with broad symphonic
works, where its natural analysis and its
devastatingly deep, solid bass and image
scale come into play.

Don't take this to mean that the Revel
Studio is all about power and depth, or
anything so crude. It strikes us, in fact, as very
similar in all-round achievement to the F32,
which is a more conventionally proportioned,
and more affordable floorstander. Allow us to
remind you how we concluded that review in
HFC 265: "It is not necessarily a loudspeaker
that you will warm to immediately, but over
an extended period you will probably find
that it has an undeniable musical verity
and as such does not favour certain types
of music. It speaks in an unglamourised,
unvarnished manner, (which) makes it a
superb tool for exploring a valued musical
collection”. These words could have been

written about the Studio too, which is larger,
goes deeper and does it louder, but which
at its core is the same kind of animal — a
meticulously constructed, straight down the
middle design with added balls.

There's nothing contrived about the tonal
balance, and although the treble did
sometimes sound a little hard or forward in
the test listening room, this is partly a
consequence of how this room sounds in its
present state. In any case, it's readily
amenable to adjustment with some tweaking
of the controls on the backplate.

Talking of which... there is also the question
of the ambience tweeter, which will need to
be adjusted according to personal taste,
speaker orientation and the local geometry of
the listening room - the distance to the back
and side walls, for example. We found this
adjustment to be a godsend as it helps to
firm up the image, and to produce an
ambient soundfield that works in concert with
the listening room. It also helps to ensure that
the speakers sound more consistent when
heard from the sides, and that the shape
of the soundfield is more, well, realistic and
better focused. It is possible to overcook this

y constructed, straight
middie design wit

added halls.”

setting, but when right, the Studio gives a
great impression of depth, and of the sound
being divorced from the woodwork.

Most of all, this is a spectacularly fine
loudspeaker, one of the true heavyweights in
every sense. Okay, so the tweeter doesn't
have quite the transparency of the
Focal-JMlab beryllium dome or of the B&W
diamond equivalent, and although something
in the Studio’s stance and weight suggests a
parallel to the B&W 801D, this is a smaller
(and less expensive) speaker. But it's still
a real roomful, and one that is capable of
cruising at high SPLs with not a hint of
stress or strain, along with a neutrality and
supreme dynamic punch that will keep just
about anyone enthralled. HFC

Alvin Gold

For high-end surround sound, try this: Revel Ultima
Studio (L/R); Revel Ultima Voice (centre channel);
Revel Ultima Embrace (rear L/R); Revel Ultima Sub
30 (subwoofer).

M PRICE: £22,850
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Character
Reference

Introducing the new Reference Series 250 System
and Reference 300 Mk. . Following the stunning
success of the original award winning Reference
Series, TEAC is proud to announce these brand
new products. Both feature DAB tuner, beautiful
silver finish and offer high quality hi-fi performance
in a micro/mini sized package. Ease of use comes

naturally with a full function remote control.

The new Reference Series -
the new reference point for

all mini systems.

For an audition at your nearest retailer
contact TEAC on 0845 130 2511

or at info@teac.co.uk

Reference 300 Series Mk. |l

Reference 300 System TEAC

The Award Winner A & www.teac.co.uk
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Lexicon V-

MULTICHANNEL RECEIVER

A meticulous take on multichannel receiver design aimed squarely at the sonic purist

| PRICE: £5,000 CONTACT: CSE, Unit 9, Centre Park Holdings, The Airfield, Tockwith, York YO26 7QF

01423 359054

www.lexicon.com

[l multichannel amplifiers represent the synthesis of a series

of compromises. In this case, what you don't get are some of

the more fashionable, state-of-the-art digital widgets such as
HDMI and i.Link/IEEE1394, but on the other hand this is an amplifier
that majors on very high quality, mainly analogue interfaces, and one
whose analogue signal processing is much closer to the audiophile
mainstream than most.

Basic nuts and bolts first though. The RV-8 is a 7.1 channel receiver,
which means an FM/MW radio tuner is included (in contrast to the
UK, tuners are normally included on high-end AV amplifiers from the
US). The amplifier is rated at 140 watts per channel, which unusually
remains the case even with all channels operating together.

The RV-8 is more button-heavy than most, but this doesn't translate
into operational complication. The front panel is divided into three
sections: main zone, zone 1 and zone 2, with various options on tap
to drive the extra zones with video or without, and at variable or fixed
levels. (The latter is applicable with local power amplification in the
relevant zone). A good-quality dot matrix display keeps the user in touch

“Internally, it is striking how
much like a high-guality purist
amplifier the Lexicon is.”

with what's going on and in addition, the RV-8 is extensively equipped
with remote control, trigger socketry and an AMX/ Crestron-compatible
RS232 port. Whilst many other amplifiers are similarly equipped,
Lexicon is better recognised in this area than most, and the way the
company's equipment communicates with third party controllers and
the like is almost certain to be more trouble-free than many.

It is striking how much like a high-quality purist amplifier the Lexicon
is internally, with its logical circuit layout and massively endowed
power supply. But the RV-8 has other aces up its sleeve, including the
ability to fine tune most areas of performance and system set-up to
match the exact requirements of the system, and perhaps above all,

the inclusion of Lexicon's Logic 7 surround mode. In the early days,
Logic 7 was a simple (but nonetheless effective) matrix extension of
5.1 channel processing which often gives a much more developed and
enveloping surround mix. Now it is a more complex process, which is
much more flexible in the way it is applied to different types of source
material, and of course it is up against much stiffer competition from
record/replay codecs like DTS Neo:6 and Dolby Pro Logic [Ix.

Logic 7 (which, like Dolby Pro Logic llx, is a 7.1 channel codec) is
replay only and is therefore to a certain extent open to the criticism
of being arbitrary in its effect. But for much of the time it retains
its edge, and a more solid and believable sound with sources that
pan to the sides, while maintaining a high level of consistency with
the central dialogue channel. In the end it is a matter of personal
preference, but you do have the choice. Note, however, that although
our original RX-8 test sample lacked DPL llx, this is no longer the case.

Less open to interpretation is the audio quality of the Lexicon, which
by AV amplifier standards may not always be quite as concise and
holographic in its imagery as the best, but which is more solid, open
and spacious than most (and this includes most of the current market
leaders). It is all the difference between good, exciting stuff and the
kind of rock solid sound with integrity that is the special reserve of
high-end audio. In terms of Dolby and DTS steering, the Lexicon is as

good as any, though no better — it doesn't set standards except for
the inclusion of the proprietary Logic 7 system, which is found only on
Lexicon and Harman Kardon products (they're part of the same group).
However, in absolute sound quality, the Lexicon punches well above
its weight. It is more fluid and progressive in its responses than most,
and never sounds fazed by film sound tracks, no matter how misjudged
or excessive the engineering. It is also more powerful than other
comparably rated mainstream equipment — not necessarily in absolute
attainable volume levels, but in its consistency and punch at the
higher levels within its compass. But most of all, if there's an integrated
multichannel receiver that's built for audiophiles, this is it. HFC

Alvin Gold

See HFC 267 (June 2005) for our original review of this product
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Bluenote Eallagio an

TURNTABLE AND ARM

ellaria

Italian craftsmanship has sculpted this gorgeous vinyl replay system in titanium, brass and acrylic

PRICE: Ballagio: £3,995; Bellaria: £995 CONTACT: The Pleasure Home, 24 Kings Chase, Bushey, Hertfordshire WD23 4PZ %2 020 8420 4333 #: www.bluenote.it J

here's only limited room for creatively
Tstyled hi-fi electronics, and history

suggests a conservative approach is
most likely to be commercially successful.
Quite the reverse is true of vinyl turntables,
where innovative styling and mixtures of
materials seem more popular than the sober
and restrained.

And when you think of style, you think
of Italy - the two are virtually synonymous,
especially in the industrial age. Florence-based
Bluenote was founded twenty years ago as an
organisation that brought together engineers,
musicians and audiophiles. After some years
operating primarily as an importer, it started
building its own equipment, and now has a
considerable range of components that cover
the whole hi-fi chain.

Turntables take pride of place, and the
gorgeous looking Ballagio with its partnering
Bellaria tonearm, is the top vinyl-spinning
combination in Bluenote's Villa range. A
key engineering technique found in both is
the use of mass-damping, where two similar
masses are mechanically coupled in order to
damp any vibrations in either, as found in the
platter, the counterweight and the arm tube.

The Ballagio is a very substantial piece of kit,
based around three very thick slabs of acrylic.
The lower transparent one is conventionally
square, 15mm thick, and forms the plinth and
the mounting for a large motor. It's supported
by three handsome, adjustable pointed feet,
and these continue upwards as 8mm titanium
rods, from which the subchassis is suspended
via springs. This offers some decoupling from
environmental vibrations, but the springs are
quite stiff so there's no isolation at subsonic
frequencies to protect from footfall shock.

This subchassis is constructed from two
20mm-thick black acrylic platforms, linked
and separated by four heavy brass cylinders
and irreqularly shaped to avoid standing wave
resonances. The upper platform houses a
substantial bearing system for the
mass-loaded platter. This double platter
design is 40mm thick, made from a solid
black polymer called Sustarin, the two sections
separated by 1mm Teflon discs, and the
whole driven by a peripheral belt. Meanwhile,
16 gold-plated weights attached to the
underside edge increase the rotational inertia
(and dramatically enhance the visual appeal).
Other interesting mechanical features include
a flower-shaped drive pulley, the diameter of
which can be adjusted to make fine-speed
adjustment, and a 'split spindle’ arrangement
that firmly clamps the platter in place.

Arguably even prettier and more desirable
than the turntable, Bellaria is Bluenote's
Reference unipivot tonearm, made from
titanium tubing and gold-plated bronze. The
semi-conical Bell-Tower bearing housing, as
well as the low-set multiple counterweight
arrangement are both designed to place the
centre of gravity well below the unipivot itself
in the interests of stability.

The tonearm features an integral rest,
hydraulic lift/lower and bias compensation,
all beautifully finished in gold-plated brass,
along with simple adjustment for azimuth
and VTA (vertical tracking angle). The main
arm tube is fabricated in several sections of
titanium tube, swaging together 6mm and
1mm-thick sections. Effective mass (inertia at
the headshell) is a fairly high 19g, and
high-quality shielded cables are used both
inside (hyper-Litz silvered OFC) and out

without a lift/lower device, while the fitted
lift/lower proved unpredictable in operation,
tending to stick in the ‘up’ position (possibly
a sample problem). Furthermore, insufficient
platform friction found the arm drifting
outwards (due to the bias compensation) when
cueing. The bias system is also rather fiddly
to fit and adjust. Carelessly pushing the arm
into its rest clip can unseat the unipivot, which
is easily rectified, but | was surprised to find
some horizontal play in this bearing, which |
gather is deliberate (if perhaps controversial)
All told, the Bellaria has something of the
1960s Ferrari about it, requiring the owner
to form a love/hate relationship with his
unquestionably beautiful piece of machinery.
Although the expected variations between
the cartridges were audible enough, the
underlying character of this record player came
through strongly. Dynamic range is notably

“There is great beauty here, hoth as
exquisite physical objects, yet alsoin
the sound they can create.”

(silver/Teflon). A large, transparent acrylic
cover (optional for £195) keeps dust off
the whole ensemble, and is intended to be
completely removed while a disc is played.
The arm was fitted with a Bluenote
Boboli high-output moving-coil cartridge.
Though this seems a decent enough
component — it has an alloy body, a
low-ish compliance (8cu) and high-ish mass
(12g) - using a £495 high-output MC
cartridge with a £4,995 turntable seems a
bit of a mismatch, so alternative low-output
cartridges, including a Van den Hul Condor
and a Linn Arkiv B, were also used.

SOUND QUALITY

The turntable side of this player seemed to
work very well, with silent action and plenty
of torque. A minor inconvenience was an
occasional tendency for the belt to slip out
of the groove in the middle of the platter,
but it was easily guided back into place. The
polymer platter is used without a mat, and a
quite slippery surface supports the disc, so a
heavy puck is placed over the centre spindle
to hold the disc down securely.

If Ballagio was simple enough, Bellaria
proved decidedly temperamental to set up
and use. The finger-lift at the headshell is too
short and poorly shaped to use the player

wide, and there was no evidence of rumble or
wow. Sonically, it leads with the voice band,
which has beautiful presence and the sort of
sweet and delicate top end that puts CD to
shame. Spinning Joni Mitchell's classic album
Blue, one was immediately aware of the
youthfulness of her voice in this relatively early
recording - fascinating to track the way her
voice changed over the subsequent thirty years.

While presence detail comes very much
under the spotlight here, lower frequencies
were rather less well served. It's not so much
that there was any lack of actual weight, as a
spin of the Chemical Brothers showed well
enough, but there was also some sense of
detachment. Joni's voice sounded sweet but a
little thin, and textures seemed diluted,
with some thickening but not quite enough
richness and crispness through the lower
midband. There was even one instance where
a very heavy bass modulation (on Lambchop's
Is @ Woman) caused mistracking, which may
have been due to that play in the unipivot.

The turntable leads the tonearm in both
performance and ergonomics, but there's
also great beauty here, both as exquisite
physical objects, yet also in the sound they
can create, especially towards the upper end
of the audio band.

Paul Messenger
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audiolab

audiolab
8000 series

The original 8000 series from Audiolab

started something of a revolution in value The new 8000 series offers a
and performance. When they disappeared

from the market, the hi-fi world lost a definitive and genuine hi-ﬁdelity

well-loved and reliable friend.

performance from a no-nonsense
Now, the new 8000 series marks a strong : .
return to the original brand values and approach to engineering
philosophy, These famous products have
been re-engineered to create a complete
two channel range, including the famous
8000S, 8000Q, 8000M and 8000P models
as well as an all new CD player.

7.1 channel pre and power amplifiers have
been added to create a series of building
blocks capable of meeting your system
needs now and for the future.

audiolab

s Soveriegn Court, Ermine Business Park,
Audition them now and find out ﬁummgdon, Cambs, PE29 6XU
www.audiolab.co.uk

Tel: +44 (0)1480 447700
Fax: +44 (0)1480 431767

just what you’ve been missing.




LOUDSPEAKER

Bosendorfer V'C 7

A radical approach to loudspeaker design from the legendary piano maker

CE: £4,745 per pair CONYACT: Audusa, 4 Arundel Road, Kingston Upon Thames KT1 3RZ %2 020 8241 9826 < www.bosendorfer.com f

osendorfer is one of the world's great piano makers, with a Finding the right position to deliver a smooth balance proved elusive.

history that goes back 175 years. It still makes its legendary Best results in our room were obtained with the speakers set a little

pianos, for an enormous list of famous musicians, but has wider apart than usual, angled directly towards the main listening seat.
recently added loudspeakers to its product portfolio. However, these Even so, there was still significant excess around 50Hz, and also some
are in no way mere branded 'me too' products, built to cash in on rather uneven excess in the lower midband. Despite the twin tweeters,
prestigious name. Rather, they're notably unconventional, thoroughly treble output is restrained. Sensitivity is a pretty generous 90dB, but

this is a four-ohm load, so its current demands will be on the heavy
side — puny amps beware!

Its reproduction

|

B - Y

usic was miracul

Given that the design approach deliberately uses resonators, midband
coloration is inevitable. However, coloration isn't the only important
original, and sufficiently different to prove quite controversial. In a thing, and the ear/brain can be quite accommodating of colcration,
world of homogenised products, they make a refreshing change. just as it adjusts to the character of diffe:. .t rooms.

The speakers are actually 7 S Yes, the VC 7 suffers from significant
manufactured in the same Austrian 3 lower-mid coloration that no amount of
factory that builds the pianos, and tinkering with positioning and angling
their most unusual feature borrows seemed able to remove. And while this
directly from the way pianos work. is a handicap, especially with speech,
Most speakers are specifically with some other material, it's hugely
designed to avoid the resonances entertaining and involving, bringing a
that are fundamental to the way degree of sheer realism to classical music
musical instruments operate, but that's utterly captivating.
the VC 7 embraces such resonances. If coloration is one difficult area, stereo
According to the corporate literature, imaging is another. Presumably because of
“the core of the Acoustic Active the unusual disposition of the drive units,
Principle is to view the loudspeaker and the relatively high ratio of reflected-to-
cabinet as a vibrating, resonant body, direct sound that results, precise positional
allowing the creation of a information isn't really available. But much
three-dimensional, transparent, the same is true in a concert hall. Precision
true-to-life sound"”. imaging might help analyse the content

Not only is the enclosure of a recording, but it doesn't improve the
undamped, it's equipped with realism of the musical experience. And
two ‘acoustic sound boards’, each it's the ability to make you believe you're
132x16¢cm, excited by the reflex hearing real instruments in a real acoustic
ports that are set into the sides. The that makes this speaker so remarkable.
justification is that 'real’ (acoustic) Indeed, any speaker that finds yours truly
instruments don't ‘pump air' with small enjoying full scale operatic material has
speaker diaphragms; instruments like got to have a whole lot going for it. And
cellos, basses, pianos and so on work its reproduction of piano music was, as you
by generating microscopic movement might expect, little short of miraculous.
in large panels. The VC 7 is therefore a speaker of

This VC 7 is the largest of three stereo contrasts, representing an unusual set of
models, with a starting price of £4,745 compromises with important upsides and
per pair, but that can double if the very downsides. It's not an ‘accurate’ speaker in
prettiest veneers are specified. It's a tall the monitoring meaning of the word, but it is
(1.35m), deep speaker, but also very slim, an intensely musical one. And it's one which
and a proper plinth ensures good overall classical/acoustic music listeners are likely to
stability. This is a simple two-way design, find seductive in the extreme.
though it actually uses six drive units. The
front panel just features a pair of tweeters,
apparently identical devices with 25mm
soft doped fabric dome diaphragms.

On each side of the cabinet are two
small bass/mid drivers with cast frames,
relatively stiff surrounds and paper cones.
Signal is fed via single pair of terminals low down
at the rear.

_\-—

Paul Messenger
See HFC 265 (April 2005) for our original
review of this product

For high-end surround sound, try this: Bosendorfer VC 7
(front L/R), Bosendorfer CENTER H (centre channel),
Bosendorfer WALL H (rear L/R)

£7,780
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Ayre

PREAMPLIFIER AND POWER AMPLIFIER

A classic pre/power pairing from Colorado, revised once more. Was Darwin right about evolution?

PRICE: K-1xe: £4,995 (£5,995 inc. phono stage); V-1xe: £6,495 CONTACT: Symmetry, 17 Holywell Hill, St. Albans, Herts AL1 1DT % 01727 865488 % www.ayre.com J

harles Hansen started Ayre back in

1993 with the V-3 power amplifier. The

heavyweight V-1 power amplifier and
K-1 preamp were the next two components
Ayre developed, and in the decade or so since
there have only been two revisions to these
designs. The original V-1 and K-1 remained
essentially unchanged until 2002, when the
two models received a major refit and became
the K-1x and V-1x. Now, the whole Ayre range
is being changed once more, in what's called
the Evolution upgrade (hence the ‘e’ in the new
'xe' suffix). Fortunately for current Ayre owners,
all the Evolution upgrades are retrofittable.

Both these amps feature fully balanced
operation with zero feedback and, even today,
are the only Ayre components to incorporate
inductor-input power supply filtering, or choke
regulation as we call it in the UK. Ayre also
pays a lot of attention to mains quality and
these third-generation Evolution variants use
power line conditioning to help stop radio
frequency interference entering the system.

The K-1xe preamplifier is a substantial
product with an outboard power supply and a
stepped attenuator for volume control. A hefty
motor in incorporated specifically for turning
this when the remote is used — when it kicks
in, the clunk can be heard across the room.
This is because there are two attenuators
inside the box, one for each channel, both
featuring solid silver contacts and driven by an
array of belts and tensioners that would make
Harley Davidson owners jealous.

This preamp takes the dual-mono discipline
to its ultimate conclusion. Everything inside
this preamp is mirrored; even the back panel
inputs, of which there are three single ended
and three balanced, are an inverted reflection
of one another. Like all Ayre components its
design is fully balanced, with even the
single-ended inputs being converted to
balanced operation, which is unusual... but not
as wild as the fact that the (optional) phono
stage only has a balanced XLR connection!
This is a state of affairs that's at odds with the
majority of tonearm leads on the market, but
Ayre's solution is to provide tonearm cables for
arms with detachable leads (such as the SME
we use as a reference). This cable uses Cardas
wiring and costs around £700.

The optional phono stage is both very classy
and extremely flexible. You can change both
gain and loading by inserting your choice
from the various supplied resistors, or just
about any small scale resistor, into the screw
terminals. This means you can match any
cartridge's requirements precisely; it's the only

preamp we've come across that allows you to
do this and the price premium it adds to the
line version makes this phono stage a bargain.

The K-Txe is a fabulously built preamp with
the highest quality internal components.

The solid aluminium remote will not change
input for you but does offer separate standby
switches for preamp and power amp. There's
even an 'illuminate’ button for the remote
itself, so you press the right button during
those dark room listening sessions.

The V-1xe, meanwhile, is the heaviest power
amp that this reviewer has had the 'pleasure’
of evaluating, its 43kg making it a genuine
two-man lift. Still, you don't generate 200
watts per channel into eight ohms (that will
double power perfectly into a four-ohm load)
with analogue amplification any other way.

It incorporates five transformers — one
split-winding mains unit and two more to form
the choke regulation for each channel. These
feed 32 output transistors per channel, which
operate in Class A for the first 20 or so watts
and thus keep the big heatsinks pretty cosy.

SOUND QUALITY

These are extremely fine and entertaining
amplifiers with an impressive balance of
power and resolve. They do everything well:
power, tonal colouring and transparency are
all in the top league, and separation of detail
is absolutely top flight. These amps will drag
more clarity out of your loudspeakers and
more detail out of your source components
than you thought either were capable of.

like bells and cymbals with all their shine

and body, but without any extra shimmer.
Fortunately, that shimmer often sounds like
detail, but when something that doesn't
distort high frequencies comes along you

hear it straight away. Instruments and voices
alike reveal a lot more of their character and

it becomes remarkably easy to differentiate
between like instruments, even in dense mixes.

The sense of resolve is also enhanced by the
quality of microdynamics the amps expose —
the small differences in volume between one
note and the next. Through the Ayre, this is
extremely well preserved right across the band
so that everything you play delivers more of its
character, more of the tone and intonation of
the musicians and their instruments.

This contributes to a strong sense of imaging,
both in the solidity of sounds and the scale and
perspective brought to the whole orchestra or
band. The soundstage varies quite dramatically
with recordings, up close and immediate with
one album and far and wide with another.
Orchestral pieces seem to benefit quite
considerably from this, with instruments given
enough space to breath in and enough tonal
depth to reveal the breadth of their potential.
Better still, we finally get to hear the quality of
the drum recording on Metallica's eponymous
'black album’ - the cavernous sound that is
normally submerged in the 'thickener effect
added to the third guitar line on Sad But True.

There is plenty of power on tap here, as
you would expect. Some records revel in the
ability to deliver fulsome yet articulate bass,

“To he frank, | want one and | want it had.
Better start huying lottery tickets, then!”

This is particularly obvious when using a
turntable, where the phono stage and arm
cable compare more than favourably with
outboard stages of some repute. One favourite
album, John Fahey's Let Go, has always
intrigued, because it is not clear whether there
are one or two guitars playing on the title
track. With the Ayre combination, not only is
it abundantly clear that there are indeed two
qguitars, but that one starts before the other
and has a completely different sound. This
represents a staggering leap in transparency,
which would appear to be down to the quality
of high frequencies that both Ayres deliver.

High frequencies are the hardest thing for
a transistor amplifier to do well. It's not easy
for solid-state amps to reproduce instruments

but you never get the impression that this

is muscularity for its own sake, because the
character of the bass is as varied as your
speakers will deliver. It's also nimble, which
is very gratifying in a big amp; our reference
Gamut D200 power amp (also a 200 watter)
is nowhere near as fine or rich as the V-1xe,
which also has more dynamic kick as well.

We hooked up the K-1xe to ATC's SCM150A
active speakers for a session and were
astounded by the insight that the preamp
brought to the party. Its ability to separate out
instruments and to portray their sound is the
best we've encountered. To be frank, | want
one and | want it bad. Better start buying
lottery tickets, then!

Jason Kennedy
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SHEES Hi-Fi World

The New Classics: Upholding an award-winning tradition

Attention to detail wins hands down. Purpose-built by hand, the new Classics from Exposure have been garnering rave
reviews from hi-fi magazines far and wide; with our new Pre- and Power Amplifiers receiving the coveted Product of the Year
2003-2004 accolade by Hi-Fi Choice magazine. Adding yet again to the growing list of award-winning equipment already
in Exposure’s stable. And reaffirming our reputation as engineers of some of the world’s finest hi-fi.
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* Hong Kong * Indonesia * Ireland « Italy  Israel » Korea ¢ Latvia ¢ Lithuania « Malaysia * Moldova * Netherlands » New Zealand high fidelity engineering
+ Northern Ireland « Norway « Philippines * Poland « Portugal « Russia * Singapore « Slovakia * South Africa « Spain « Sweden
« Switzerland ¢+ Taiwan * Thailand ¢ Turkey * Ukraine « USA
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e CotZiesie G PLAYER AND INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER

Classe CDP-100 and CAP-2100

Early models in the extensive Delta range display plenty of radical thinking

[ PRICE: CDP-10 « 0
PRICE: CDP-100: £2,950; CAP-2100: £3,950 CONTACT: B&W Loudspeakers, Dale Road, Worthing, West Sussex BN11 2BH % 01903 221500 www.classeaudio.com E

company became part of the B&W group. The CDP-100 is just

a CD player in much the same way that a Jaeger LeCoultre
is just a watch, and the CAP-2100 is just an integrated amplifier...
well, perhaps not just. The Delta range is uniquely endowed with a
user interface designed to attract those who feel alienated by the
hair shirt stuff that dominates the high end. Without clamping down
on versatility, operation is simplified by using a text and graphics
user interface based on a TFT touch screen display. Each Delta series
component (apart from the power amps) has a scree that displays
a number of nested menus showing the basic user features at one
extreme, and set-up and diagnostic screens when you drill down
through the menus. The result is simple, elegant and user friendly, and
the system is responsive — and fully updatable.

“When it hits its stride, it can
be almost unhearahly radiant in
the way it paints tonal colours.”

One other reviewer who examined the CD player (for a different
magazine) complained volubly about the length of time it took to
initiate play once the button has been pressed, but we can report that
this problem has been resolved. Most of all, though, he simply didn't
like the touch screen-centred user interface.

True, it may not do much for a typical hard-boiled audiophile, but
it's just this kind of clean sheet thinking that will help Classé appeal
to those who aspire to audiophile performance while avoiding the
agricultural interface designs of other equipment — which is precisely
what the Delta series was designed to address. The two components
provide a rich palette of features — you can normalise input levels
and balance settings, adjust lighting intensity and timeouts, and

T he new Classé Delta range is finally being rolled out after the

¢DP-100

where fitted, adjust phono loading parameters from the display. The
only issues we have with Classé's implementation is that the player
mechanism doesn't support CD Text, and a greyscale display might
have looked a little classier than the blue one chosen from the full
colour palette available.

From the earliest days, Classé has been all about valve standards
of sound quality with the reliability that silicon brings to the party.
Differential mode, 24-bit Burr-Brown PCM1768 D-to-A converters, an
HDCD decoder and a sophisticated power supply are used in the CD
player, and the conservatively rated, DC-coupled, 100-watts-per-channel
amp operates in balanced mode internally (it has a ba