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‘ = of our rival hi-fi magazines!

DESIGN EDITOR & . .

Faiza Chunara Of course, HDCD never really took off in the end - it was

tel: +44 (0) 20 7625 3129 a worthy but marginal ‘bolt on’ to the existing CD specification.

fax: +44 (0) 20 7328 1844
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news .,

NAIM WAV GOODBYE TO CD?

The launch of the new Naim HDX ‘audiophile hard disk
player’ shows the direction the company is taking under
the stewardship of its imaginative leader, Paul Stephenson.
Surely one of the company’s most important products

to date, it reflects the move away from 'physical’ media
such as CD, towards computer music file-based players.
Furthermore, it is surely also Naim's best ever sounding
digital device — being capable of playing 24bit, 96kHz two

-

channel stereo uncompressed music files which sound an y W ga——
order of magnitude better than 16/44 Compact Disc. Whilst / "
the HDX will play any such file, the Naim Label aim to offer .
their entire catalogue in 24/96, either by download from
the company’s website or via USB memory sticks which the
HDX plays via a front panel slot.
Said to offer, "the convenience of a portable MP3 player with
the performance of a high-end CD player”, the HDX rips CDs at full 16/44 bit-for-bit. The company says."a combination
of the right choice of drive, no caching, reading an absolute minimum of twice, and taking into account the C2 error
data gives a ‘secure’ rip - extracting all the music with none of the errors — even on most copy-protected CDs”. The
data is copied to one of the internal 400GB drives, and every night this backs up automatically to the second internal
400GB drive. This arrangement gives around 600 uncompressed CDs, but an external USB or NAS (Network Attached
Storage) drive can also be used. The HDX can also play non-DRM 24bit 88kHz or 96kHz files.
A standalone machine, it doesn’t need external storage devices, sync-ing to a PC or NAS device, and doesn't need

any extra software or control devices to work. However, it can also be connected to a network, play music from shared
drives on a network, look up album data and get cover art. The data is collected primarily from the AMG database,
which delivers rich metadata allowing searching by album and artist - as is usual - but also by composer, conductor and
more. Once a collection on a hard drive(s) grows it becomes more and more essential to have good search tools and
the Naim Extended Music Database excels at this, the company says. The HDX can be controlled by its front panel
touch screen, the supplied remote control or with the addition of a mouse/keyboard. The HDX can also be upgraded
by standard Naim XPS2 or PS555 power supplies. Good news for iTunes users is that it supports AAC, plus cooking
MP3 (VBR and CBR), FLAC (up to 24/96) and WAV (up to 24/96).Vital statistics are 87x432x314mm and 10.8kg. Look
out for a review in Hi-fi World very soon!

LIFE IN THE FAST LANE

"Any high end product licensed by Ferrari must have
an uncompromising approach to quality, breakthrough
technology, and ultimate performance.The Art.Engine
encompasses them all.” Thus speaks G. Zambeletti

of Ferrari SpA, adding that he can't think of,*a more
realistic sounding speaker than this one, save perhaps
a few extremely high end products from Goldmund
and a few others™ This ultra high end loudspeaker
comes in a limited edition of only 1,000 pieces
worldwide, and is Ferrari's entry into the world of
home audio,*and the single most exclusive licensed
product ever to bear the Ferrari name”, no less. A bi-

amplified, stereo audio system with DSP signal management and a digital wireless receiver, there are eight custom DWV
75mm (3") carbon fibre high-performance mid/woofers and one ScanSpeak custom 28mm (1.1") soft dome tweeter
per channel. Four 200W digital are built into the single tower, and the primary signal input is the wireless streaming

of music files or radio via iTunes running on any computer (PC or Mac), and there are also RCA phonos. Art.Engine

is available in four different Ferrari colours. It is painted with actual Ferrari paint and clear coat in Rosso Corsa Red,
Argento Nurburgring, Sitver, Grigio Silverstone Grey, Metallic Nero Black. Price is £12,999. For more information, click
on www.DWVArtEngine.com.
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UNITED STATIONS

Unison Research's new Unico
100 integrated amplifier is
said to be "the result of an
intense period of research at
Unison's HQ near Venice, ltaly
and features a host of unique

technologies that ensure its
status as a true reference quality
product”, no less! A true dual
mono solid-state/valve hybrid

THE FULL TREATMENT

Arcam’s design team for the A38 integrated [pictured above] and P38 power circuit design, it sports 180W
amplifier was given a simple goal,"to develop the best performing stereo amplifiers  per channel (claimed) with fully
the company has ever produced”. New Sanken output devices dramatically improve  balanced operation and "highest
thermal coupling to provide an extremely stable device temperature resulting in quality audiophile components”.
much improved linearity, the company says. while large toroid based power supplies ~ Then there’s the famous wood
deliver 105W of power. Other features include Arcam’s unique 'Mask of Silence’ and  and metal Unison system remote

‘Stealth Mat’ EMC damping, and a SoundDeadSteel damped low-resonance chassis. control. The preamplifier section
Both models are available in black or silver finish for £1,200 and £800 respectively. is a double triode stage that
For more information, click on www.arcam.co.uk or call +44 (0)1223 203 200. utilises the ECCB83 valve, while

the driver stage runs multiple
low power devices as opposed
to the more common use of
fewer, higher power transistors.
There are two 450VA toroidal
transformers. An iron chassis,

WESTERN ELECTRICITY

married with high quality,

ATC's new SIA 2-150 stereo integrated amplifier heads up a
new range of electronics offering exceptional build quality and
accurate musical reproduction, the company says. Featuring

thick machined aluminium and
beautifully machined and tactile
front controls, is used. Price is

a precision machined 12mm (/2 inch) brushed aluminium £2,950; for more information

front plate, its electronic design sports fully discrete “ultra click on www.ukd.co.uk.

low noise preamp circuitry” coupled to a Class A/B |50W

output stage, running Class A up to two-thirds output, via four

MOSFETs per channel fed by a massive power supply. Facilities

include four stereo inputs, tape infout, line output and pre-

out.Vital statistics are 435x135x350mm, and it costs £2,203.

For more information, click on www.atc.co.uk. Look out for a HGUSE ""Slc
review soon! House of Linn presents

‘Celebrating Miles', an

exhibition featuring music and

photography of Miles Davis
“to acknowledge the birthday

of the coolest man in jazz -

(May 26)". His astonkhlng

iegaq of studlo and mmrt

ADVANCING THEIR CAUSE

Advance Acoustic’s MPP-206 preamp and MAA-406 stereo power amplifier [pictured above] “"make for one very special
amplifier and at a pre/power price that is virtually unattainable from any other manufacturer”, the company says. £799
buys you balanced and unbalanced outputs, 12V trigger operation and a dedicated subwoofer output with switchable
crossover and high/low pass filter.All of the usual inputs are fitted, with a phono input which is switchable for MM/MC
cartridge type. The MAA-406 power-amplifier incorporates big toroidal transformers coupled with "very high quality
components throughout”. Power is rated at 220W RMS per channel. For more information, click on

www.koretrade.co.uk.
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. PULSE ON THE WIRE

News comes to us of MonoPulse's
revised Model 82A loudspeaker,

a striking looking design that has
just been improved whilst having
its price lowered to £1,995.
Power handling is upped to 300W
RMS, whilst the cabinet is revised
— with a more angled appearance
and rounded corners.What is
retained are the ferro-fluid cooled
HF units, separately mounted

on the quarter-inch-thick rolled-
steel surrounds, which are then
clamped via high-hysteresis-loss
polymer, to all-bonded cabinets.
The styling changes have also been
made to the £1,495, Model 42A,
the company'’s best selling model.
For more information, see www.
monopulse.co.uk.

TRAVEL STASH

Two new NXT-based portable speakers have been
launched by Targus. Described as a “a stylish set of sleek,
ultra-thin speakers that deliver clear and smooth sound
quality”, they can be attached to laptop computers via
USB or to the supplied battery pack powered by four
AAA batteries. Audio input is via a standard 3.5mm jack,
ensuring the speakers are compatible with iPods, MP3
players, etc., and when not in use, the small lightweight
speakers clip together magnetically for maximum
protection during storage.

EDEN PROJECT

the bass drivers.

All designs make use of ADAM's ART (Advanced Ribbon Technology) tweeters that are basically a
development of the old Heil Air Motion Transformer, and the floorstanders also use a larger design of this

type for the midrange. Prices range from i
to £33,500 for a pair of fully active Tensor
System - thirty drivers and 3,000W of
of £211,500 makes this for the seriously
to p26 for an exclusive first UK review
more information, contact Unity Audio on

www. unityaudio.co.uk

Berlin-based Adam Audio are expanding their horizons. Already well known for their
professional monitor loudspeakers that are used in Abbey Road and the BBC, as well as
by the likes of Giles & George Martin, Danny Elfmann, Chemical Brothers and The Prodigy.
they have introduced three ranges of domestic audio loudspeakers and a rather impressive
flagship, all brought to the UK by Unity Audio. The Home Monitor series [pictured below]
comprising two standmounters, one centre channel and one subwoofer, is a development
of ADAM's active S Line designs and are all passive. Next up the ladder is the Classic
Series [above left] that consists of a standmounter, two floorstanders a centre channel !

and subwoofer. All models are available as passive or active, with the exception

of the subwoofer, which is active only. Finally, at the top of the tree is the Tensor

Series [right], comprising two standmounters, three floorstanders, a centre and sub.

All apart from the sub are available as active or semi-active, with just amplifiers for '

NEWS

SILVER DREAM MACHINE

Launched to celebrate the twenty fifth anniversary of the Kansas-based
company's first commercial product, the CLX is MartinLogan’s first full-
range electrostatic design for six years, and is said to incorporate an
impressive roster of technological innovations to deliver exceptional sound
from a reasonably sized panel. A full-range electrostatic speaker, it sports

a DualForce ESL double diaphragm, triple stator 57" dipole low-frequency
electrostatic transducer, with low-frequency dipole phase stabilisation,
audiophile-grade power cable, precision Vojtko filtering with thick film on
aluminium substrate resistors, air core coils, polypropylene capacitors and
toroidal transformers. It comes in a variety of finishes including: cherry
maple and black maple hardwood; black EcoSound:; black and clear anodized
billet aluminium. For more information, click on

www.absolutesounds.com or call +44(0}1494 681515,

RADIO ACTIVE

Nearly half a million DAB digital radios were sold in the first quarter of 2008
delivering sales growth of 28% year-on-year, according to figures from GfK, the
industry’s marketing service. Cumulative sales of DAB radio sets at the end of March
stood at 6.94 million. In a tough retail quarter on the High Street, 489,000 DAB sets
were sold in January, February and March.This is 7% above the DRDB'’s forecast

for the period, whose acting chief executive Paul Brown said,"DAB came under fire

earlier this year following announcements of withdrawal from the medium by GCap
Media and the loss of several national DAB services. However, consumer, retailer and
manufacturer confidence in DAB remains high as these figures demonstrate”. The 28%
growth year-on-year is a significant improvement on the annual velume growth rate in
2007 (16%), which reflects its incorporation in émerging sectors such as MP3 docking
systems and in-car adapters. For more information, see www.drdb.org.

SPOTTED:

Would you buy

a used Bentley
Continental from
this man? Naim
Audio’s Steve

Sells reclines in
the sumptuous
surroundings of a
‘Naim For Bentley’
hi-fi system-
equipped Crewe car.
Suits you, Steve!

LR T i B

L

£1,000 for a pair of passive HMIs, up
Alphas. The flagship is the Olympus Sound
amplification per channel and a price tag
loaded only! [see p69 - Ed.]. Finally, turn
of the Tensor Gammas. For
+44(0)1440 785843 or click on

-

-
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REVIEW

Physikal

David Price listens and learns from
German Physiks' masterful HRS 120
Carbon loudspeaker...

ere are not many companies who would

ay a £16,800 loudspeaker is their ‘bread and
butter’ entry-level product, but when your
top model runs out at some €240,000 | sup-
pose the HRS 120 could be described thus.
Still, back in the real world where the rest of
us live, this speaker will be most people’s idea of audio
Nirvana. Given that you cai buy two pairs of Quad
2905s and still have change for a world cruise, this gets
no special pleading...

The great thing about the ‘high end’ loudspeaker
market is that, perhaps more so than any other sub-
section of hi-fi, your money invariably buys you a
focused approach to the problematics of playing music.
Whereas you can stick a pair of £129 Wharfedale
Diamond 9.1s on the end of a decent system and
find that they play most types of music in a uniformly
reasonable way, spending one hundred times as much
(or more) often means that the speaker will fly with

one type of music in one type of room and with one
type of system, but sound considerably worse than the
aforementioned budget box with another. The question
then becomes finding the right high end speaker for
you — bespoke like the best Saville Row suit...

As you might expect, the German-Physiks HRS 120
is not your average assemblage of conventional moving
coil drive units in an oblong box. At its price point,
you're into ribbons (Magneplanar), electrostatics (Quad,
Martin Logan), dual concentrics (Tannoys) and omnis
(MBL). The HRS 120, as you might have surmised from
their shape, herald from the latter category. But of
course, they're different inasmuch as they're powered
by what German Physiks describe as their Dicles
Dipole Driver (DDD).

Used on all models right up to the top of the
range Gaudi, this comes in two flavours - titanium
or carbon fibre. The review loudspeakers sport the
latter, which are said to be a better ‘real world’
compromise (the former are easy to disfigure, their
foil being so thin than one touch pushes them out
of shape). The unusually shaped unit, described as a
“bending wave convertor”, runs all the way from 240
to 24,000Hz, obviating the need for a crossover point
in the midband (where the ear is most sensitive) and
maintaining phase coherence right where it's needed.
Its omnidirectional dispersion is a further welcome
benefit, making it work well in many types of listening
room [see DDD THEORY box].

The trick was getting the DDD driver to
work in box with a bass driver. The tall but slim
(320x1145x320mm) cabinet uses heavy panels of MDF
with reinforcements fitted to critical points within

the structure, in an octagonal shape so the individual
panels are smaller and therefore stiffer than they
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would be if a conventional square or
rectangular cross section had been
used. Hawaphon damping material
[pictured overleaf] is applied to the
inside of each panel - a polymer
sheet containing a matrix of small
cells filled with very fine steel shot,
originally developed as an anti-
surveillance measure for use in
military buildings. It is said to add
mass to the panel and reduce the
resonant frequency. Onto this is
added a lining of high density felt.
Finally, at the bottom of the 29.7kg
cabinet, a 250mm moving coil
‘'woofer’ takes care of the last few
octaves.

The HRS 120 is a single wired
design, with handy jumpers at the
back next to the binding posts to
offer a degree of treble trim in four
steps (-2dB, flat, +2dB and +4dB).
This is an excellent, welcome feature,;
providing it doesn’t impede the
signal, | have no problems with level
controls to get a speaker to work
well in a listening room — given that
the latter are so variable. Overall
construction quality is very good —
with fine cabinetry in the customer’s
choice of hand matched, hard wood
veneers. There’s also a carbon fibre
panelled version at a considerable
price premium.

SOUND QUALITY

Despite the fact that the HRS 20 is
an omnidirectional ioudspeaker, and
thus theoretically easler to place, |
must confess to spending more time
than usual moving my review samples
around. In my medlum-to-large
(by UK standards) listening room,
| found they worked best about
3.5m apart, and about 0.75m from
the back waiis, although the stereo
imaging can be improved by moving
them further out into the room
and closer together. Another issue
was that of partnering ancillaries
— with only middling efficiency [see
MEASURED PERFORMANCE]
these won't work with any old 3W
single-ended triode tube amp. | found
Quad |1-40s just about coped, as did
Sugden’s IA4 Class A integrated, but
they really liked the firm underbelly
of NuForce's Reference 9SE 250W
monoblocks, allied to the MF Audio
Silver Passive Preamplifier.

Despite sounding quite poor

at first, the aforementioned fettling
finally pushed these German
Physiks columns into their zone,
whereupon there was a 'night and
day’ transformation, and | suddenly
realised they're very high resolution
transducers with all the spatial
prowess that you'd expect from
something that doesn't fire sound
at you from a very specific angle via
multiple, often tenuously matched
drive units! Put simply they offer a
‘cathedral-like’ listening experience,
throwing images way, way out of the
box (or, ermm, octagonal cylinder)
and apparently dissolving into thin
air. The recorded acoustic that they
unleash is certainly weii lit, but

in my system at least - complete
with some very smooth source
components — never sounded harsh.

Supertramp’s 'Child of Vision'
showcased the space, pace and
grace of the HRS 120.1t’s a fine CD
transcription of a quite bright, spry
sounding original recording, and
these loudspeakers communicated
precisely this. Most striking was the
seamlessness of the sound: not only
was it vast in scale but utterly even
and all-of-a-piece. Hearing these
omnis shows you how intrusive
multiple drivers of different sizes
firing inght at you can sound — there
was no sense of listening to a
loudspeaker. The tone of the electric
piano was startling — beautifuily clean
and direct, yet lightning-fast and
ringing with harmonics.Vocals were
completely unspoilt by the sound of
little cones heave ho'ing in front of
you — and tonally dry but vibrant all
the same.

Moving higher up, and the
cymbal sound was truly impressive.
Having a penchant for ribbons (i.e.
Apogees) at this price point, with a
strong second-choice preference for
the sublime electrostatic panels of
Martin Logan, | wasn't expecting what
looks like a moving coil driver with a
stretched cone to deliver the goods
in the high frequency department!
Hi-hats were smooth and very
subtly etched; there was no sense of
listening to a large cone trying to'do’
treble, the HRS 120 sounding just as
finessed as almost any small metal
dome tweeter |'ve heard. This great
subtlety and detail up top, allied to
that vast spatiality make for a lovely

REVIEW

Education

listen.

Bass was impressive, although I'd
certainly say it wasn't their strongest
attribute. LFO's 'LFO’ showed that
what low frequencies there were,
were utterly respectable — taut, tight,
tuneful and very well integrated
with the rest of the frequency range
(certainly better than the Martin
Logan Summit with its separate bass
box and active drive). But more than
this, there’s nothing remarkable -
there’s no sense of massive, swingeing
power and subterranean lows you

JULY 2008
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REVIEW

¢‘.° get from B&W's

‘ 801Ds at almost
’ half the price.
‘ Perhaps this is
’ actually a boon
‘ for British rooms (!
found the MLs overpowering
in mine); the iow frequencies
offering a firm, no-nonsense
underpinning to an exceptional
midband and treble.You'd certainly

not notice this as a two-way, so well microphones, fed straight into a two- Invest in an excellent pre-power
integrated are the lows with the rest track open reel. Lou Donaldson’s amplifier combination and a decent,
of the frequency range. ‘Alligator Bogaloo', courtesy of smooth front end — either analogue
My favourite classic Philips vinyl BlueNote records back in 1967, or digital — and these will unlock
pressing of Debussy’s ‘Preludes’ showed why.The sheer size of the the music held on the disc in a
showed the beauuful subtlety of recorded acoustic was astounding, joyfully natural and unfettered way.
these loudspeakers; piano tone was dwarfing even the mighty B&W Superlative spatial projection and
remarkable. Sparkling harmonics 801Ds in my listening room. Massive, a wonderfully fast, even and open
— thanks in no small part to the smooth, even and uncoloured sound all the way up the scale make
great bandwidth of black plastic via a saxophones soared around my them exceptionally enjoyable. There | VERDICT .._... |
decent moving coil cartridge — made listening space, with life-size drums, are other loudspeakers at - or less | Vast soundstaging allied to a lightning-
a dramatic impression, along with churning hi-hats and a decently deep  than - their price that can do some fast, natural sound puts these up with
breathtaking transients. The latter is double bass — the player’s fingers other things better, but | can’t think ‘g::_:eryszi‘c’stez:i:e price - but careful
something | hadn't expected from marching up and down the fretboard of any which are such consummate el = _ —
such a big ‘cone’ (if you can call the with military precision. all rounders — as such, they're a GERMAN PHYSIKS
DDD driver that) — the HRS 120 brilliant appliance of science. HRS 120  (approx.}£16,000
showcasing the pianist’s dazzling CONCLUSION www.german-physiks.com
speed and control.As the keys were This is a very EFEREN . : FOR
hammerfed progressively harder ‘ distinctive pair of' - sublime soundstaging
through 'La Cathedrale Engloute’, so Io.udspeakers: Having - speed, musicality, dynamics
these speakers were able to .convey trle'd e\.'ery high end - delicate tonality
the power of the piece, evoking the design in my house - engineering
cathedral's emergence from the misty  from Quad 989s to
waters... P’.Ieridi:'m DSP7000.s. AGAINST
Once the system had been via Perigee Acoustics . limited bass
properly set-up, these loudspeakers FK-1F and Martin - system & room dependent
shone with almost anything they Logan Summits, |
were fed, but if there was one genre have confess that I've
they loved more than any other it never been completely
was jazz courtesy of a pair of crosse convinced by any of
R ’ pair el crosed t:em.Yes I'vi: Iozed : S W‘lsfl Okims, drigping 40 &
' . ' ~_ minimum of less than 3 Ohms, so they

them all for different 5 are a stiff load and will require m
ARSI = full range type driver, in that they of current from a muscular amplifier.
what they do, they have a rising response towards 20kHz.  Measuredt sansitivity in the listening
do brilliantly. And so Usually, with full range drivers, output  attitude was 82.5dB, which equates to
it is with the German ﬁﬁm&mﬁdﬂl around 86dB for a conventional design,
Physiks HRS 120 — they [l y spectrum, despite designe so amplifiers of 40-50W would be a
are superb in many rts, as the ; y wise idea. AS.

respects, but not all.

The interesting thing

though Is that in their As KA D +20
a result, the technology put into the
inevitable weaker HRS 120s' DDD l i l M

areas, they are less
compromised than
others. For example,
B&W 801Ds give
stunning visceral bass
but are rather tonally
‘grey’, Quads 989s are
lovely spatially but
weak and compressed
at frequency extremes.
These loudspeakers’
least convincing aspect ¥V FHL TS T TR S HRS 120s are

is their bass, but even unlikely to offer the ultimate in low end
this is still good by class 101124

standards — making Electrically the HRS 120s are
them an even more fairly even, with ”mm

enticing purchasing mﬁhmwmm

proposition.
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perfect duo
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CDT100 disc transport / DA100 Signature DAG

Designed by and for music lovers e AES/EBU, COAX, OPT, USB, 12S
Custom-built power supplies ® 192 kHz / 24 bit upsampling
Music-optimized circuitry ® 120 dB Signal : Noise ratio
Top loading CD Mechanism ® Compact form factor

High Quality 12S interface ® Affordably priced

The CDT100 / DA100 Signature combo from April Music is one of audio’s greatest bargains.
You can spend more money, but you can’t buy more music.

“One of the best-kept secrets in high-end audio today . . .”
Doug Schneider - SoundstageAV.com

April Music, Inc.
www.aprilmusic.com
www.hifi500.com
UK distributor
APRI L Select Audio
. Tel: (44)1900 813064
D
77ULSC '

Email : select.audio@tiscali.co.uk



urvivors

Pioneer

egular readers know that

we're all big vinyl fans
here at Hi-Fi World, but
that doesn't stop us being
committed Compact Disc
users too - just like the
vast majority of music enthusiasts.
While LPs are being pressed in ever
greater quantities and digital down-
loads become an increasingly impor-
tant part of the music software mix,
CD is still the staple diet of modern
music lovers.

Today's CD catalogue is vast,
dwarfing that of both new vinyl LPs
and digital downloads. Better still,

a great many titles are now 'mid-
price’ (around £6), costing just one
third of what eighties music buyers
were paying. In short, the little silver
Frisbee is surely the best value way
of getting a wide range of music
today.

Despite competition from everything from
iPods to Blu-ray players, the humble budget
CD player soldiers on - and the breed is
better than ever, finds Adam Smith...

Interestingly, the quality of budget
players is getting ever better, whilst
the higher end designs are now
pushing the limits of the format itself.
Recent developments in upsampling
technology have also trickled down
into the more affordable end of the
market, meaning the good old silver
disc still has life left in it yet...

The CD hardware market is
still pretty buoyant towards the
higher end, but gone are the glory
days of massive sales when machines
bounced off high street hi-fi dealers’
sheives like rubber balls. Competition
from DVD and latterly Blu-Ray,
along with games consoles, mobile
phones and all those other consumer
electronics goodies have meant that
most manufacturers have left the CD
separates market altogether. Those
that remain are enjoying solid sales
- not least because many audiophiles

www hi-fiworld co

are loathe to invest in the new
technology until it has 'shaken down'
in price.

In this test, we try four of the
latest and greatest budget machines,
from Cambridge Audio,Audiolab,
Pioneer and Rotel. Read on to see
which gives the best sound per
pound...

THE CONTENDERS:

Cambridge Audio Azur 640C v2 £250
Audiolab 8000CDE £350
Pioneer PD-D6 £350
Rotel RCD-06 £350

REFERENCE SYSTEM
Anatek A50R amplifier
JBL ES80 loudspeakers

JULY 2008 HIi-FI WORLD
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@ Cambridge Audio

o

CAMBRIDGE AUDIO AZUR 640C v2 £250

hen it comes to

high quality, low

cost hi-fi, one name

generally springs

to most peoples’

minds - Cambridge
Audio. Since being relaunched under
the Audio Partnership umbrella, the
company has gone from strength to
strength and confidently expanded
their product portfolio to encompass

amplifiers, DVD players, A/V receivers,

phono stages and music servers, as
well as a strong range of CD players.
Despite reaching up to the 840C
and down to the 340C, it is the
original 540C and 640C models that
make up Cambridge's main sales.
Both are now upgraded to 'v2' level,
and for the 640C this means two

Wolfson WM8740 24bit/ 192kHz
DACs instead of the previous model's
one, a high-specification toroidal
transformer for low distortion and
upgraded audio filter and regulator
stages, which Cambridge claim "result
in the delivery of a huge dynamic
range and a wonderfully clear, clean
sound”. Cambridge also make their
own servo electronics, which allow
fine-tuning of critical areas, and help
to give impressively swift disc access
and track selection.

Neat and compact, measuring
70x430x310mm (HxWxD) and
weighing in at 4.6kg, the 640C v2
is available in black and silver and
comes with one of Cambridge's
lovely remote handsets which will
also control a matching amplifier. The

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

The 640C v2 has a ruler-flat frequency

response. As CD players go it will

have a balance that tips toward bright,
lacking the gentle filter roll off that is

commonly used to ease CD's bite.
Distortion levels were very low
throughout the 80dB or so available

dynamic range, a -80dB dithered signal

possessing 1.4% distortion (mainly
dither noise), a good resuit. Low

-60dB
-80dB

Separation (1kHz)
Noise (IEC A)
Dynamic range
Qutput

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

us  FREQUENCY/Hz

distortion at -60dB is largely responsible
for the excelient 112dB EIAJ dynamic
range figure; this is as good as it gets
with CD. The 640C v2 is very linear and
will not add any edge to the sound.

Qutput was healthy at 2.3V, noise
low and channel separation wide. There
was a little signal related jitter on low
level signals via the SP/DIF digital
output. Otherwise, much above this
level both signal related and random
jitter were minimal at around 10pS.

The Azur 640C v2 measured well
all round. It is tightly engineered to give
fine results, but it will not have a warm
balance. NK

VERDICT OOOO® £
Finely balanced and crisply detailed
player with real musicality.

CAMBRIDGE AUDIO
AZUR 640C V2
Audio Partnership

56 100 S00 1k 2k

THD 23456789

B3N 6.6032555 7.

Freguene

+44(0)845 900 1230
www.cambridgeaudio.com

FREQUENCY/Hz.

Frequency response (-1dB)
cD

|- strong but smooth top end
| - good imagery
| - build and finish

2Hz - 21.2kHz

(%)
0.0004
0.0005

Distortion
‘ 0dB
AGAINST -6dB

- bass a little bloated
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display is a black on white type but is
easily visible across the room.

SOUND QUALITY

The Cambridge is notable for its
impressively clean and detailed mid
and top end. Measurement shows
that it is not a rolled-off player in
frequency response terms, and this
can be heard in the crispness that

it inserts into music. Fortunately,
this did not translate into harshness,
merely serving to ensure that top
end detail is plentiful and well
ordered. Equally handy was the
soundstage which spread out well in
between the loudspeakers, although
not especially far beyond or behind
them.

Vocals from the likes of Emmylou
Harris were very well rendered,
sitting nicely centre-stage in the
image and well cocooned by the
backing instruments. In terms of
orchestral pieces, each instru-
ment's individual character was
easily teased out by the 640C
v2 and kept performances well
ordered. Given the good old
violin test, the Cambridge came
through unscathed - strings of
this type were undoubtedly
bright and forthright but never
screeched and the 640C v2
proved more than capable of
maintaining composure at all
times.

At the bottom end the
Cambridge soon established
itself as a weighty performer,
attacking bass lines with gusto
and proving more than capable
of running with a fast rhythm.
Where it was less sure of itself
was in detail terms, where
deeper notes tended to be
a little bloated. This did not
make things uncomfortable or
wallowy but did tend to mask
detail - as an example, the notes
from well recorded bass guitars
were solid and tuneful, but each
one rather lacked insight, rather
masking the character of strings.



AUDIOLAB 8000CDE £350

nder the careful tutor-
ship of IAG, Audiolab
continue to carve them-
selves a niche in the
affordable electronics
market, with their range
of two channel equipment, including
amplification and source products.
The 8000CDE is the cheaper
of two CD players in their range,
below the £600 8000CD model.
It is effectively a more affordable
version of the dearer player, lacking
its bigger brother's twin power
supplies (one for digital section, one
for the analogue) and fewer outputs
on the rear. The CDE sports one pair
of analogue outputs, with a digital
output through a phono socket,
whilst the 8000CD adds a second

component, you know what you're
getting and this is no bad thing.

The 8000CDE holds true to
this tradition and has the ‘Audiolab
sound' in spades.What this means
is that it is a smooth and inviting
performer with a fine level of detail
and insight across the midrange and
treble. Vocalists were vivid and clearly
defined within a nicely balanced
soundstage, but those blessed with
more strident vocal chords could
veer in the direction of shoutiness
at times. Equally, orchestral moments
were impressively dynamic and
forthright, but strings could be a little
‘plastic' sounding, being rather charac-
terless, although not screechy in any
way.

Across the treble, the Audiolab

pair of analogue outs and
further BNC and optical digital
outs.

The 8000CDE still makes
use of Audiolab's proprietary
‘Lazy Servo'; where the laser
does not hunt backwards and
forwards in an attempt to locate
dropped data, but simply waits
for the disc to spin round again.
Audiolab claim that this lowers
the noise floor by minimising
unnecessary servo operation,

The 8000CDE is available
in black and silver, measures
74x445x335mm (HxWxD)
and comes with a surprisingly
large remote control handset
that also controls Audiolab
amplifiers. Mention should also
be made of the front panel
controls - these look like simple
touch buttons but actually have
a surprisingly long throw and
rather soggy feel. My fingers
didn't approve!

SOUND QUALITY

One thing that | find with
regards to Audiolab is that
their equipment offers a

very consistent sound, no
matter whether the item is an
amplifier, preamplifier or source

turned in a crisp performance, picking
the minutiae of finer details out well
and giving good feel and impact to
cymbal strikes. It also endowed music
with fine spatiality, locating the image
securely within the loudspeaker
boundaries and also stretching it out
behind in a pleasing manner.

At the bottom end, the 8000CDE
offers a goodly amount of solid bass
action, serving up a healthy dose of
power and depth. Bass lines were
deep and clean with good levels of
detail to stringed bass instruments,
but the Audiolab did tend to falter
somewhat in terms of pace and
rhythm.When the action speeded up,
the 8000CDE seemed to struggle a
little to keep up, compromising the
timing of the music somewhat.

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

The Audiolab has a frequency response
characteristic that extends smoothly up
to 21.5kHz, with no droop or peaking.
It will sound tonally even, but the
often hard sound of CD will not be
ameliorated.

Distortion levels were low over
the player’s entire dynamic range and
a -80dB dithered signal was resolved
correctly. This suggests there will be
little coarseness in the sound.

Unsurprisingly. the EIAJ dynamic
range value was a high 111dB, up
with the best players available.
Output measured 2.4V, above Philips
recommended 2V.

Random jitter from the electrical
SP/DIF output was low at around
10pS over a narrow band. There was
some signal related jitter below 1kHz,
measuring around 30pS. These are low
values and the digital output is a clean
one.
Ultimately the Audiolab 8000CDE
measures well all round, It is a well
engineered player. NK

‘F:roqmcy response (-1dB)
D

2Hz - 21.5kHz

(%)
0.0007
0.0007

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

-60dB
-80dB

Separation (1kHz)
Noise (IEC A)
Dynamic range
Output

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

(VERDICT O OO O® }

Decent sounding, even-handed player
with crisp top end and good bass
weight.

AUDIOLAB 8000CDE
IAG UK Ltd.

508 1k 2k Sk 16k 26k

luit L3 Yii
vs  FREQUENCYHz FOR
- fine bass weight

- good imagery
- treble detail

£350

(©) +44(0)1480 447700
www.audiolab.co.uk

AGRINST
- bass timing
- slight midrange hardness

St - feel of front panel buttons!

441 45 46 4?7 48 49
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PIONEER PD-D6 £350

ioneer were one of the
first Japanese manufactur-
ers to jump back into
the high quality separates
market in recent years,
and set the bar high in
terms of build quality and styling
with the PD-Dé CD player and A-
A6 amplifier. The PD-Dé is the only
player here that also offers SACD
playback compatibility, so Pioneer
deserve credit for offering this option
at such a reasonable price.

The PD-D6 also boasts 'AIR
Sound Tuning', the result apparently
being a quick response power supply
circuit, with Pioneer claiming this
means that "music is reproduced as
near to the original as possible”. Also

MEASURED

The Pioneer PD-D6 frequency response
runs flat to 21kHz with Legato switched
out, as our analysis shows. This mode
also eliminates aliasing products using
the usual brick wall filter. Switching

Legato in introduces an unusual filtering

arrangement, where audio rolls down
above 16kHz, but out of band products
appear to produce a pseudo analogue
roll off in response, measurement
showed. This is all a little artificial

but it will change the sound. Linearity
remains good with either system in
operation, distortion levels being low, if
not as low as the Cambridge. Random
jitter was 20pS and signal related

200pS on a -80dB signal, a little higher
than usual.

SACD performance was first rate,
frequency response measuring -1dB at
45kHz and -7.6dB at 100kHz. Distortion

VERDICT OOO® £

Stylish, well built player with impres-
sively musical sound. SACD playback
is a welcome bonus at the price.

levels were low, measuring just 0.05%

fitted is the latest variant of Pioneer's
Legato Link Pro conversion, which
aims to extend frequency response
above 20kHz to give a more natural
sound.

Fit and finish of the PD-Dé
is superb and it is very sleekly
styled. Sadly the remote is a small,
disappointingly lightweight item.
The player comes in a smart
dark grey finish only, measures
100x420x340mm (HxWxD) and tips
the scales at 4.5kg.

SOUND QUALITY

The Pioneer has a few interesting
features that can be experimented
with for optimum sound quality.
Firstly, its 'Pure Direct' mode, which

PERFORMANCE

-60dB
-80dB

Separation (1kHz)
Noise (IEC A)
Dynamic range
Qutput

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

PIONEER PD-D6 £350

B ::m; a -100dB tone was properly
(©)+44(0)1753 789789 The PD-D6 is a good all-rounder
www.pioneer.co,uk under measurement. NK
' FOR uency response
- excellent bass :r;q e 2Hz - 21kHz
- SACD capability

- styling and finish (%)

0.001

AGAINST 0.0013

- slight lack of atmosphere
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shuts off the display and switches off
the digital outputs, definitely adds a
hint of extra focus to proceedings,
plus the Legato Link, which | found
improved soundstage focus across the
centre, although at the expense of a
little crispness. Both settings sound
fine, though - experiment to see
which you prefer.

Other than this, the PD-D6 really
is an impressive player. It kicks out
a deep, confident and tuneful bass
line, with plenty of detail and fine
rhythmical dexterity as the pace of
the music picks up. Further up, the
midrange was nicely revealing and,
particularly with the Legato Link on,
there was fine soundstaging across
the width of the listening area. A
little less expansive was the
front to rear depth, but the
Pioneer nevertheless anchored
everything very nicely within the
loudspeakers.

At the top end, the Pioneer
is a supple performer with fine
levels of treble detail. Slightly
crisper with the Legato Link off,
the measured rolldown with this
on can be heard as a slight drop
in terms of impact from cymbals
and the like. In either setting,
the PD-Dé6 still misses out on a
touch of atmosphere, somewhat
blunting the decay from these
items, but it never sounds dull
or closed-in.

Dropping an SACD into
the tray proved that the PD-D6
keeps its essential character in
this mode, but does add back in
the atmospheric spaciousness
that was rather lacking with
CD replay. Surprisingly, the
differences were not 'night and
day,' however, and | did not
feel that the PD-Dé's SACD
performance was a huge leap
over that of CD.That said, it
is a handy feature to have and
Pioneer are to be applauded for

including it on a player a this
price.



ROTEL RCD-06 £350

otel's budget 06 series has
gained acclaim as a selec-
tion of finely engineered
products at a reasonable
price, offering exceiient
performance. The range
comprises three integrated amplifiers,
a pre/power combo, tuner and the
CD player under review here.

The RCD-06 is a compact unit,
measuring 72x437x342mm (HxWxD)
and weighing 5kg. It is very neatly
styled with a well sized display that is
easy to read from a distance (unlike
the Audiolab's, for example) and has
the basic transport controls arranged
underneath. The matching remote
handset is once again specific to the
player and controls nothing else, but
has a rather nice metal top plate to
set it apart from the herd of
mass-produced nasty plastic
things that come with so many
similar components!

Under the bonnet, the

fluid and natural-sounding player

on test. Most prominent across the
midband, the RCD-06 projected
vocals out from the loudspeakers

in a magnificent way, but without
ever making them sound strident.
Equally, the rest of the instrumen-
tation behind such vocals was tightly
focused, vivid and well laid out across
an image that stretched beyond the
loudspeakers laterally, as well as back
into the distance a good way.

This was aided and abetted by a
sweet and fluid treble, that offered
bags of insight but without hardness
- the player was more 'expensive-
sounding' than would be expected in
this respect, and should successfully
banish the bad memories of anyone
that has suffered at the hands of a

harsh budget design of old. Cymbals
shimmered and decayed off into the
distance in a very convincing manner,
and hi-hats were crisp and speedy
with well defined stop and start to
their action.

Down the bottom end, the Rotel
definitely had the most tuneful bass
of the contenders on test. Detail
retrieval was excellent, picking up on
the innate character of bass strings
and kick drums and the RCD-06
clung to complex rhythms like a
limpet, refusing to let anything like
this unsettle it. In absolute terms
it did not dig quite as deep as the
Pioneer but came pretty close and !
feel the difference would only come
to light on a strict back to back
comparison.

This is the only player of the group

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

-60dB
-80dB

Rotel features a number of high
quality components, including
short signal path routing
through high specification
resistors, a Burr Brown 24 bit
96kHz oversampling DAC and
a high precision, overscanning
disc mechanism.At the rear
are a set of analogue audio
outputs and a digital output via
a phono socket. Also fitted are
a paiir of 3.5mm jack sockets
- one to allow the RCD-06 to
be remotely operated by an
external controller, and one to
allow it to be put in and out of
standby mode by another piece
of equipment.

Our sample did have
a few quirks, in that it was
reluctant to play a track which
was directly selected by the
numeric keypad or the track
skip buttons. However, it was a
rather battered review sample
so | am sure this is not normal!

SOUND QUALITY
Rotel's RCD-06 immediately
announced itself as the most

to judiciously roll down upper treble,
which can clearly be seen from
our convolved impulse analysis of
frequency response. This is not an
uncommon move in order to take the
sting out of many overly bright CDs.
Distortion levels were low, but
noise at -104dB was a little higher
than usual. This adversely affected the
EIAJ dynamic range value, giving the
Rotel one of the lower values within
this group, 109dB against 112dB of the

Output and separation figures were
normal and jitter from the SP/DIF digital
output was reasonably low. Random
jitter measured a low 10pS or so, whilst
signal related jitter was in the order of
40pS at 1kHz from a -20dB sweep and
up to 100pS at low frequencies, good
but not wonderful.

The Rotel measures well, even if
it isn't quite up with the best of this
group. It will have an easier sound
though. NK

mency response (-1dB)

2Hz - 20.6kHz

(%)
0.002
0.0012

Separation (1kHz)
Noise (IEC A)
Dynamic range
Output

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

500 1k 2k
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[VERDICT 00 00O

Highly satisfying player a sense of
sophistication that is unusual at the
price.

ROTEL RCD-06
Rotel UK

© +44(0)1903 221500
www.rotel.com

"FOR
- fine bass pace and detail
- excellent soundstaging
| - natural sonic halance
- top end clarity

AGRINST
- nothing at the price
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The Fusion of Sound and Style

weesien Raysonic CD168 -

Other models: CD128, CD168, CD228,
Integrated Tube Amplifier SE-30MKII, SE-20MKII, SP-100MKII, SP-120MKII,
Preamplifier C200, Monoblock Power Amplifier M100.

Raysonic Inc.

P.O.Box 46565 Toronto,Ontario Canada M1T 3V8 www.raysonicaudio.com




Ithough budget Compact
Disc players don't exactly
set audiophiles’ hearts
racing, they are functional
and utilitarian items that
ou buy to get a job done.
As such, you can excuse them for not
having fancy styling, lavish finishes or
elaborately built disc drawers - the
main criterion is how nice they make
humble 16bit Compact Discs sound.
in the old days, the budget CD
player was not a thing to relish. Think
back to the nineties, and with the
exception of machines iike Marantz's
CD52SE, most £250 machines were
pretty rough and ready sounding

- coarse, tonally grey and generally
very 'digital’. Now, some fifteen years
later, the same money buys you an
altogether more amenable listening
experience - and of course today's
£250 machine is half the cost, in real
terms, of those fifteen years back.
With this in mind, | think the gulf has
narrowed between a £300 CD player
and a £3,000 one - making an even
more convincing case for any of those
tested here.The rate of improvement
of budget silver disc spinners has
been considerably higher than their
high end cousins.

Here then, we have four
contenders that turn in a very
pleasing performance and do not even
disgrace themselves in the company
of more expensive amplification
and loudspeakers. All have sufficient
quality of basic engineering that the
addition of a few mods, or an external
DAC such as our old favourite, the
Russ Andrews DAC-| USB, will not
show up any weaknesses, but rather
let them show off the potential
available from their basic engineering
even better. That said though, they
do approach CD replay in slightly
different manners - thanks to the
way they have been designed, and this
means that it's still possible to pick a
favourite. So without further ado, let’s
do exactly that...

The first player to consider for
me is the Audiolab 8000CDE. As |
mentioned in the review, there is
definitely an Audiolab family sound',
which can be categorised as a

smooth and supple presentation, but
occasionally tipping into midrange
stridency. Sometimes this can stray
too far and, to my ears at least, give
a rather unpleasant overall sonic
signature, but the 8000CDE does not
suffer this and is a pleasing listen as

a result. It has some very impressive
bass power, even if it not the most
rhythmically adept spinner around,
and digs well into the midband of
music to bring out the finer details. It
also has a nicely sized and responsive
remote, which means you need never
touch those weirdly squidgy front
panel buttons!

Next up is the Cambridge Audio
Azur 640C v2 and, once again, the
Cambridge boys blow a raspberry
at other manufacturers by coming
up with a very impressive £350 CD

The PD-D6 is packed with useful
features, like the Pure Direct mode
and the optional Legato Link filtering,
both of which mean that you can
effectively tweak the player's sound
to your taste. In any mode, though,
the PD-Dé6 is a fine player and will
suit a wide variety of systems. Its
only stumbling block is its slightly
constrained atmospherics but, as with
the Cambridge, this is a minor point
and should not dissuade you from
checking it out; it is a very capable
player.

However, the standout spinner
in this test was the Rotel RCD-06.
It really does add an extra dose of
sophistication to the sound compared
to the other players; | feel that if you
played it to a few blindfolded listeners
and asked them to guess how much

"'machines like Rotel's RCD-06 show that

budget Compact Disc spinners are

neither gone nor forgotten...”

player, which just happens to sell for
£250.The 640C v2 holds its head high
in this, more expensive, company and
has Cambridge's typically dynamic,
detailed and musically adept presen-
tation.Add in superb build quality that
would shame many more expensive
items, plus an easily legible display

and that lovely remote handset and
the Cambridge begs to be high on an
audition list. Only the slight 'sogginess’
in the very low bass prevents it from
sweeping all other comers aside, but
it still comes highly recommended.
Think of this as the 2008 equivalent
of that late, great Marantz CD52
Special Edition - a true budget
blockbuster that's more than good
enough to survive several system
upgrades.

Also scoring highly on the value
for money front is the Pioneer PD-
Dé6. Naturally, the SACD functionality
is unusual at this price and works
very well indeed, but Pioneer have
not skimped on the CD replay ability
in order to squeeze this Super Audio
Compact Disc under the bonnet.

www.hi-fiworld k

it cost, there's every chance no one
would 'bid' as low as £350.The RCD-
06 is a fluid and musical performer
that removes the last vestiges

of hardness that can sometimes
afflict budget CD players, to offer a
musically adept and atmospherically
pleasing result.

The condition of our review
sample led me to believe that its track
selection foibles were a one-off and a
result of abuse from less mechanically
sympathetic reviewers than myself, so
the Rotel gets a big thumbs up from
me.Add in the neat styling and the
large, easy to read display, and you
have a worthy winner at the price
point. Life with the Rotel RCD-06 is
never unpleasant, and makes you want
to go out and buy ever more silver
discs - of the good old fashioned
16bit stereo variety. Of course, better
CD spinners are available, but you're
looking at nigh on twice the price
before you get real all round benefits.
Machines like this show that budget
Compact Disc spinners are neither
gone nor forgotten...
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Dirty Digital

Noel Keywood explains some little known reasons why CD suffers from hard, grey sound...

ere are some of the

peculiar problems that

afflict our oldest, origi-

nal digital technology

- Compact Disc. This

isn't a hatchet job of the
poor little silver Frisbee, so much as
an illustration of how the notion of it
being perfect is fantasy.

The two parameters most
commonly quoted to support a
claim for perfection from CD was
a distortion level of 0.001% and a
dynamic range of 96dB.These are
very good figures, ones that seduced
most people back in the 1980s. If
true, CD players like those tested
this month would be perfect and all
we ever needed, but the reality is a
little more complex.

DISTORTION LEVELS

A distortion figure of 0.001% is
impressive and, in fact, today's CD
players are returning 0.0003% on our
test bench. Not bad - and definitely
better than LP, which manages 0.1%
up to 2%.

Unfortunately, figures like these
are almost meaningless unless
considered in more detail, and
the 0.001% for CD is particularly
selective and misleading. Our diagram
shows the [6bit digital code of CD
gives this result at peak music level
only. Below it, distortion increases
progressively. At -80dB it is 10% or
50,a mere ten times higher than LP!
It gets worse below -80dB but luckily,
dither noise linearises the conversion
process at low levels, which is a
problem solved. Low levels on CD
have been cleaned up. But what about
the gap between peak level of 0dB
and low levels of -80dB or so, set by
dither noise? This is where the music
lies.

To make a quick check on the
distortion of a digital system like CD,
a signal at -60dB below full level is
commonly used. In the early days this
gave around 1% distortion, a figure
that wouldn't have sold many players
had Philips ever published it. Bearing
in mind that they were not at all
confident CD would catch on (nor
Sony | imagine) it is hardly surprising
they did not use this figure, as it was
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CD distortion is 0.001% only
at 0dB. At -60dB 1.7% is pos-
sible. Dynamic range is
limited to 85dB or so by

dither noise, applied to reduce
distortion at low levels

no better than LP.

Twenty five years of progress
in digital convertor technology has
reduced CD distortion at -60dB by
five times - from 1% down to 0.2%
or so, as produced by our players
under test this month. Seems quite
good, until another little known
complexity is taken into account.

CD distortion levels are not
only level dependent, they are
also frequency dependent - and
measurement is only made nowadays
at frequencies where CD gives its
best result. That 0.2% result rises
to no less than 1.7%, | found when
making measurements for this article.
| won't explain why here, because
you'll probably decide knitting could
be exciting after all, so an explanation
is in the box-out [see DIGITAL
DISTORTIONS].

The point is that CD has a
complex distortion pattern, one that

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

changes appreciably across the audio
band, with levels reaching well above
Harold Leak's declared 0.1% limit of
acceptability, made back in [945.

In its distortion, 16bit digital
is quite unlike analogue - and it's
something of a horror story. That CD
ever managed to gather a reputation
for good sound quality is a surprise,
given that it measures so badly. The
music business was bitten hard by
the inadequacies of poor digital
(recorders and players) in the early
days and now tries to keep music
levels well above the unacceptably
high distortion floor of CD that
we illustrate here. Nowadays 24bit
recorders are commonly used as
they give a smoother sound, even
when transferred to a |6bit medium.

DIRTY DISTORTION

As if high distortion levels weren't
bad enough, perhaps worse is that
digital distortion on CD has a partic-
ularly nasty sound that the ear can
detect readily. Again, | won't get too
technical, but if - say - someone hits
a drum at the same time as a dicky
bird goes "tweet, tweet” outside, it's
easy to discern one from t'other.
That's because the drum produces
low notes and the dicky bird high
ones that the ear can differentiate
because of the large frequency
difference between them.

It so happens that CD behaves
like this, low sounds producing
'harmonic’ distortion well up the
frequency band, so far separated in
frequency that the ear clearly detects
it (LP doesn't do this).

An aggravating factor is that most
musical information exists below
3kHz and the ear is most sensitive
at 7kHz where digital distortion
lies. What we have here is the most
unfortunate psycho-acoustically
structured music playing system
ever devised, possessing a pattern of
distortion the ear can readily detect.
CD digital does everything wrong, so
it is surprising that we can listen to it
all. And there's worse!

If, when the drum is banged and
the dicky bird goes tweet, the latter
stays in time with the former and
becomes part of the music, it isn't
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A 1kHz tone at -60dB and 1002Hz
produces 1% distortion, this analysis
shows, harmonics extending right across
the audio band up to its limit of 20kHz.
Readily detectable, it sounds unpleasant.
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annoying. Men in white coats say the
bird's tweeting is 'correlated’ to the
drum. If the thing tweets a tune that
is completely different to the beat of
the drum, it becomes both obvious
and annoying; those same men in
white coats say it is 'uncorrelated'.
Digital distortion has a largely
uncorrelated twittering pattern
that the ear detects readily and
finds discordant and irritating.
Again, LP does the opposite,
being relatively benign in
psycho-acoustic terms. It
is because LP is benign and
also produces ten times less
distortion than CD at low
levels (0.1% to 1%) that we 26p
find it aurally acceptable. It's 16p
really no mystery.Any mystery e 40
about why LP sounds good and
CD dodgy is attributable to our
misconceptions about the real

S
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Schwarz UPL audio analyser with a
digital generator, used to gather these
results. The same analyser can also
analyse jitter - another peculiar digital
ill.

JITTER

No one thought that analogue
timing errors would appear in digital,
probably because digital's superiority
seemed beyond dispute here, CD
players being super 'quartz locked'
as it were, from a crystal clock that's
accurate and frequency stable, or so
it was thought.

Jitter in the timing of this clock
first reared its head some time ago in
the music business, where it became
apparent that sound quality was being
badly affected by long signal lines,
poor clocks and poor phase locked
loops. Jitter was identified as the
problem.

Nowadays, jitter is recognised
as a significant digital ill and even
in budget players like those within
our group test this month, it is

FFT (CH1, us
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The jitter spectrum of a good modern
player. Signal related jitter is a low 35pS,

behaviour of CD's digital code (i.e. With @ 1kHz,-30dB tone.

16bit at 44.1kHz sampling rate).
Admittedly, to prove otherwise takes
the use of some fairly sophisticated
test equipment, such as our Rohde &
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suppressed by the use of a good
master clock.Trichord Research
(see www.trichordresearch.com)
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have more information on this. DVD
players run a 27MHz master clock
divided down for different purposes
and suffer higher jitter, they explained.

What does jitter sound like? It
comes in many forms, but generally
adds a mush and degrades bass
impact, likely because it is often worst
at low frequencies, our measurements
show...

DIGITAL FILTERING

To prevent aliasing products, which
can be thought of as a form of
distortion, appearing in the audio
band, CD players have 'brick wall’
filters that cut off audio sharply at
21kHz. It's long been speculated
that the phase characteristics
of these filters may affect sound
quality, but hard evidence has been
difficult to come by. Now, however,
manufacturers are starting to
experiment with less drastic filtering.
Generally, our experience is that this
appreciably opens up the sound stage,
moving its apparent limits outward
in all directions, banishing the
usual letterbox shaped spread
between the loudspeakers.
However, distortion levels also
increase and music can sound
tonally grey. Pioneer's Legato
Link system is a little different.
It doesn't increase distortion
levels, but uses out-of-band
noise to simulate audio in an
effort to fool the ear.

CD digital code emanates
from the 1970s and has some

100k

gruesome limitations. They are

lessened considerably by the

use of higher sampling rates

and bit depths, something we
will hopefully enjoy soon when
24bit/96kHz digital becomes more
common.
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AKTIMATE MINI £399

Two years ago, there were precious
few iPod speaker systems on the
market. Indeed, one of the best was
Apple’s own Karl Heinz Fink-designed
iPod Hi-Fi, which did what most
people would want such a device to
do - sound good, make a big noise
and not take up too much room.

In the intervening period of time
though, we've been swamped with
the darned things; from TK Maxx to
Currys Digital, you can’t go anywhere
without seeing some form of active
amplified speaker system for the
pesky little ‘Pod...

How then should we greet the
Aktimate Mini? First impressions
aren't good — there’s nothing actually
wrong with this pair of piano gloss
lacquered boxes, complete with a
rather ungainly iPod port on one of
them, but frankly it's no oil painting.
Worse still (for its sake), it's not
a B&W Zeppelin, which the iPod
cognoscenti at this magazine at least,
agree to be the current state of the

art. Along with Quad ESL57 and
Michell GyroDec, the Zeppelin is
about as great an exemplar of form
and function in perfect harmony as
you'll find — it looks great, it sounds
great, it's beautifully designed; what
more is there?!

Well, that's precisely the question
the Aktimate has to answer, and it
doesn’t answer it with its dazzling
good looks. No, for me, the

interesting thing about this little
active speaker system is its DNA
— effectively it's a Creek.Which is
to say that the internal amplifier
circuitry was designed by Creek
Audio, and the drive units were
licensed from Epos (now Creek’s
loudspeaker brand). That means,
despite its plain Jane looks, this is one
exceptionally well bred iPod speaker
system. It's not a Zeppelin, but in
certain respects it's better - which is
really saying something!

What you get is a pair of
300x 185x2 10mm two-way active
loudspeakers, fully magnetically
shielded. The mid/bass unit is a
I30mm moulded polypropylene cone,
and the tweeter a 25mm metal dome
with neodymium magnet. Inside is a
National Semiconductors LM4766
Overture amp on a chip, pushing
out 2x40W in Class AB, via a Burr-
Brown PGA231 | digitally controlled
analogue volume control, fed by a
120W toroidal power transformer.

The ‘master’ speaker has RCA phono
inputs for an auxiliary source, and a
single speaker cable running to the
slave speaker. The dock has a full set
of adaptors for every iPod.There's a
single volume control on the master
speaker, with a push-to-standby
function. A basic remote control is
bundled, and there’s a rear USB input
(for charging MP3 players only), plus
an additional 3.5mm minijack input.

SOUNDBITES

Finally, there's a video output for
connection to a monitor.

The system sounds superb, but

so it should — at this price it's
one of the most expensive
iPod speaker systems on
the market. The choice of
polypropylene mid/bass
drive units works really
well, investing what is quite
a tonally dry source (i.e.
an iPod) with real richness.
Blondie's *Hanging on the
Telephone’ showed it to be
a walk on the warm side
of iPod speaker systems
{the B&W is the reverse;
quite dry tonally), investing
everything with a full-bodied
bloom that proved a joy to
listen to. There's no obvious
disparity with the metal
dome tweeters (not always
a famously synergistic match
with Polyprop cones, it must
be said); the former are crisp
and smooth (with just that touch
of zing, as per all metal domes), and
invest a degree of speed to the soft
but fulsome bass.

Kate Bush’s ‘Moving' showed
how good an iPod speaker could
sound; even running at 320kbps,
the Aktimate Mini made her voice
rich, taking the emphasis off its icy
coolness unlike other less euphonic
rivals, But when the band kicked
in, with that sumptuous bass guitar
sound, those massive, thundering
pan rolls and shimmering hi-hats,
this system wasn't in the least bit
perturbed. Even at high volumes,
it held everything together with
consummate skill, proving itself able
to go impressively loud without
losing the plot. Indeed, my only note
of caution is about placement of the
boxes - because the bass is so full,
you have to be careful to keep the
speakers off the floor and not too
near corners, lest they get just a little
too overpowering.

The overall effect however is
superb; exceptionally musically inviting,
they reward extended listening like
no other iPod speaker. They lack the
‘military precision’ of the big B&W
balloon, but make up for it with their
big hearted, emotionally convincing
nature - and there’s no shortage
of power either.Your average iPod
user would be gobsmacked by the
combination of clarity, detail and
finesse the Aktimate Minis offer — and
even hardened audiophiles will love
them. No oil painting then, but a
joyous performer all the same.

Contact - Aktimate
+44(0)7949 910455
www.redboxav.com.,
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Ithough your grandma will
associate it with the nine-

teen thirties jazz dance
craze, jitter has a less
benign connotation for
1s audiophiles, as it’s the
word used to describe digital time
domain distortion. Put simply, digital
audio circuitry, running in ‘real time'
(i.e. playing music "on the fly’) needs
to know exactly when to (and when
not to) look for audio data coming
from an optical transport. It then
needs to read it at exactly the right

JuLy 2008
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time before it can properly perform
the various number crunching duties
required to turn it into an analogue
waveform., If the timing drifts ever so
slightly out. then things get ‘smeared’
like a photograph taken at too slow a
shutter speed...

Whilst the recent craze in
digital audio has been upsampling
- ramping the sampling frequency
up to 96 or even 192kHz — where
it produces few artefacts anywhere
near the audio band, clever tricks
like this mean nothing if the digital

Primaluna’s new
Prologue Eight is
one of the first
CD players to
reach the market
with a valve
driven clocking
circuit. David
Price watches
and learns...

data itself isn’t running through the
circuitry with metronomic precision
- correct timing is an absolutely
fundamental start point for accurate
sound. The trouble is, not all digital
clocks are created equal — some are
like Swiss trains, others like those
that randomly roll into the stations
in this great country. How so? Well,
wherever there’s a chance to save
money, manufacturers will invariably
take it...

Although measurable by
sophisticated electronic equipment,



the most accurate gauge of the
phenomenon is the human ear, which
hears jitter as tonal hardness and
general lack of clarity. And because it's
so fundamental, you can't really make
up for it later on in the digital signal
processing chain, by ramping down
the treble response for example.

Just like a speed-unstable analogue
turntable, no amount of fancy
ancillaries further down the chain can
reign the problem back in.

What's needed is the best
possible clock — and here we see
a number of manufacturers now
actively attempting this in their
designs. Primaluna’s ProLogue
Eight is the first production CD
player to come fitted with the
‘SuperTubeClock’, which uses a
low-noise mini-triode vacuum
tube. Neville Roberts tried AH!s
aftermarket version of this very
design in the September 2007 issue of
Hi-Fi World, and was most impressed.
Itis claimed to provide “vastly
superior resolution, detail retrieval,
improved clarity, increased definition
from top to bottom™ no less, and for
once we found the manufacturer’s
claims matched our findings [see
MEASURED PERFORMANCE], with
this machine turning in the lowest
jitter we have ever measured.

That'’s not the only tube in the
player. because the ProLogue Eight
sports more glass bottles than the
perfume counter at your local House
of Fraser. In addition to the single
clock valve, there's a dual mono
zero-feedback analogue output stage
using one |2AX7 and one 12AU7 per
channel, plus a vacuum tube rectified
power supply incorporating eleven
separate power supply regulation
circuits. Custom designed isolation
transformers separate the analogue
and digital devices for decreased
signal degradation and improved
sonics, say PrimaLuna, and there's
also a decent sprinkling of high
quality resistors and polypropylene
coupling capacitors fitted as standard.
In-between the specially clocked
transport and the tube output stage
lies the latest Burr Brown PCM|1792
DAC with SRC4192 upsampling
circuit.

The machine wins no prizes for
good looks or slick operation — the
ProLogue Eight is merely purposefully
styled, with the large complement of
valves on top making it look strangely
similar to a tube preamplifier. The
thick, slab-like aluminium front panel
confers a sense of quality, as does
the not inconsiderable weight, but
the disc drawer is a generic plasticky
affair, its feel remarkably similar to the
cheaper Eastern Electric MiniMax CD.
Round the back there’s a single pair

REVIEW

of RCA analogue outputs, plus one
coaxial and one optical digital output.
A nice, substantial metal remote
control unit is supplied.

SOUND QUALITY

A highly distinctive sounding design,
put against my class reference Astin
Trew AT3500 (a £1,100 player that
easily competes with most £1,500
machines), the Primaluna turned in
a dramatically different performance.
Whilst the former delights with a
vast, expansive soundstage and a
bombastic, exuberant musicality

— where everything seems a little
larger than life — the latter follows
an altogether different track.

The PrimaLuna seems obviously
less coloured than my reference,
erring closer to the likes of Rega’s

soundstage but doesn't exactly place
instruments within it with millimetric
precision. The ProLogue Eight is quite
different; its soundstage isn't quite
as huge (I've heard nothing at this
price that is), but inside it things are
rendered with breathtaking accuracy
— both tonally and rhythmically. It's
like you've just given your auto-focus
camera’s shutter release button first
pressure, and it's suddenly snapped
everything into exact focus.

Kate Bush's ‘Moving' showed
this in no uncertain terms. The song
is a beautiful late period analogue
recording (1977,Abbey Road), and
sounds warm and beguiling through
the AT3500, but switching to the
ProLogue Eight showed it to be more
than just a romantic, sumptuous,
sepia-tinged epic. Instead, the

‘Instead of the usual digital facsimile, the

song sounded earthy and organic..."

solid-state Saturn in its natural,
unembellished tonality. Indeed, it's
actually quite spry by comparison to
the Astin Trew — with a very crisp and
well lit treble.

Fun Lovin' Criminals’‘Up on
the Hill', a rich, fulsome slice of
classic pop/rap made for fascinating
comparisons.You can hear the fact
that the Primaluna has a slightly
rising treble; it's not forward but is
certainly atmospheric. Interestingly
though, unlike some CD players
even with ruler-flat response curves,
there’s no spitch — no sense of
sibilance that suggests a 'peaky’
design. At the other end of the scale,
bass is obviously lighter than the AT,
again the Primaluna lacking anything
in the way of euphony down low, but
it isn't weak kneed in any sense, as
we shall see later...

Obvious differences already then,
but the midband is where the real
action is. The Astin Trew could be
criticised for being a little rich and
loose here — it throws out a vast

et OV

PrimaLuna locked down the recorded
acoustic, letting me hear the four
walls of her vocal booth, the exact
location of each instrument and the
sound of fingers against bass guitar
strings. More startling however was
the way the song timed; it snapped
the musicians’ rhythms together,
letting me hear how they were
‘playing off’ one another.The space
between the notes became far more
marked, the song sounding more
broody and evocative.

Kate's vocals were carried
differently too — the AT made them
a little warm and mushy; very nice
to listen to and suitably seductive.
Tonally the ProLogue Eight gave them
a chilly clarity, without erring towards
hardness in the least, but more
marked was the way the two players
carried her phrasing. The Astin Trew
sounded out of time all of a sudden,
making Kate appear to be reading
from the lyric sheet. The Primaluna,
however, snapped her back into the
soul of the song, carrying her delicate
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tones perfectly syncopated with the
band. Suddenly the song had great
emotional purchase, and | could 'feel’
as well as hear the performance. This
is precisely the sort of thing good,
high end vinyl does for me, and | have
to say | was surprised to be getting
the same sensation from a sixteen
hundred quid CD spinner.

The strains of Dave Brubeck’s
"Time Out’, a classic slice of breezy,
modern jazz if there ever was one,
proved another fascinating proving
ground for the Primaluna. With ‘Take
Five', the player set up a capacious
soundstage inside which dizzying
amounts of detail could be heard
— from the breathing of the brass
players to the shaking of the double
bass. Tonally smooth yet obviously
well lit, this machine didn't try to
artificially enhance this late fifties
recording one jot, but rather tried
to recreate as much of it as it could.
Again, the interplay between the
musicians was masterful, this new CD
player capturing every last dynamic
accent. Switching to my reference
machine, and | got a larger than life
sound, inside which things were less
precise. Bass was fuller but softer,
while dynamics seemed to go louder
but somehow still have less impact.

Blondie's ‘Atomic’ ended up being
a three minute-long commercial
for the PrimaLuna, the ProLogue
Eight locking on to singer Debbie
Harry’s voice and conveying it with
astonishing clarity and naturalness.
Instead of the usual digital facsimile
that comes with anything except the
most expensive silver disc spinners, it
sounded so earthy and organic — as if
she was in the room with me. True, it
lacked the body that the AT was able
to muster, but the expressiveness was
enthralling. The clarity with which
the PrimaLluna carried the rest of the
mix was also breathtaking, making an
inspiring job of the interplay between

the snare drum and the hi-hat cymbal.

The result was that all-clusive live feel
to the song that I'm used to when
playing my vinyl version of ‘Eat to the
Beat'.

A Deutsche Grammophon
recording of Vivaldi’s ‘Four Seasons’
(Karajan, Berlin Philharmonic)

showcased the eerie clarity of
this CD player, which served up

CLOCK THIS!

a precise yet musically convincing
rendition. Unlike other, so-called
"analytical’ machines, the ProLogue
Eight doesn't suffer from a cerebral
sound (‘analysis paralysis') that
rewards only with detail. Indeed it
is dazzlingly detailed, throwing out
every last squeak of an orchestra
chair from the back of the hall, but
never does this become a trade-off
with its unerring musicality. Things
bound along with a joyous, carefree
nature that unipivot tonearm-using
analogue addicts will instantly
recognise. Indeed, the similarities are
marked...

The only real downside of the
PrimaLuna is its ever-so-slightly
curtailed dynamics — although in no
way flat or undynamic sounding, it
didn't quite have the final one-tenth
of visceral impact on crescendos in
classical music. Its deliciously natural
and lucid midband more than makes
up for the rival Astin
Trew’s fraction more
‘shove’ however — that

REFERENCE SYSTEM

startling clarity at lower
tevels makes it just as

lively sounding on most
recordings, if not more.

CONCLUSION

A fascinating new
entry to the £1,500
silver disc spinner
market, the Primaluna
ProlLogue Eight brings
vanishingly low jitter
to the game, and its
associated clarity and
rhythmic ease The

CD playars with valve output stages
usually distort a little (0.3% or so) at
peak output of 0dB, only the Edgar CD-
1 did not. The ProLogue Eight distorts
quite heavily, producing 1.45% at 0dB,
albeit of valve distortion, meaning
primarily second harmonic, with higher
harmonics of descending amplitude,
All the same, as 0.45% exists at -6dB,
~musical peaks at least will distort and
‘this may add some just perceivable
thickening or muddle to the sound.
The degree of subjective impact will
depend upon music level on any CD
played. Recordings compressed upward
toward 0dB to increase loudness
will be distorted in any case; those
not so compressed will generally be
little affected by the ProLogue Eight's
distortion | suspect, so distortion may
not be obvious, but only listening tests
can judge subjective impact.

At low music levels distortion was
much the same as that of any other
player and the good, but unexceptional
EIAJ dynamic range valuoc of 109dB
reflects this.

Frequency response has a small
tilt upward at high frequencies, our
convolved impulse analysis shows.
The player is unlikely to sound dull as
a result. As valves deliver treble more
deftly than transistors, this may not be
a negative.

Intriguing was an exceptionally low
jitter spectrum, presumably dué to the
valve based clock used in this player.

I have nover measured narrow band
jittar levels down to 5pS hefore, The
ProLogue Eight performs exceptionally
well in this area and a pure sound free
from @ ‘grey’ tonality should resuit.

The Primaluna ProLogue Eight has
obvious measurable weaknesses, but
it has great strengths too. Its basic

way it recreates the
phrasing of a piece of
music is breathtaking
considering its price

— very few machines

at any market position
can compete in this
particular respect.

It's not as warm and
beguiling a machine

as you'd expect
considering its hefty
tube complement (if
you want this, the Astin
Trew is class of the
field), but that's not to
say its only party trick
1s stark detailing. Rather,
this is one of the most
liquid sounding digital
disc players I've heard,
in the way the different
elements of the mix
seem to live and
breathe by themselves.
An essential audition

— don’t be late!

yeyvaehi-fiwortd.co.uk
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Primaluna’s SuperTubeClock
replaces the solid state oscil-
lator normally found in a CD
 player’s digital clocking device
with a Russian military triode
specifically designed to produce
an ultre-clean sine wave. This is
then shaped into a square wave
with excellent speed, accuracy
and jitter properties. Specifically,
the parasitic noise in the 10Hz
to 100kHz region is claimed to
be much lower than of any of
the comparative designs and this
noise is considered to be the
determining factor for the audibil-
ity of jitter. The absence of this
should result in a reduced sense
of the ‘digital’ sound of a CD.

VERDICT 000 0O

Exceptionally natural sounding CD
player, thanks to novel engineering
and rugged build.

PRIMALUNA
PROLOGUE EIGHT
Pistol Music Ltd.
(© +44(0) 208 971 3909
www.pistoimusic.co,uk
'FOR

- arrestingly natural timing
' - dizzying amounts of detail
- organic musicality

£1,590

AGAINST
- prosaic styling

Astin Trew AT3500 CD player
Yamaha A-S2000 integrated amplifier
Monitor Audio PL100 loudspeakers

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

measured performance is good and its
strengths may outweigh weaknesses, |
suspect. NK

Frequency response (-1dB)
cD 5Hz - 21.75kHz

Distortion
0dB

(%)
1.45
-6dB 0.45
-60dB 0.24
-80dB 18

102dB
-104dB
109dB
2.1V

Separation (1kHz)
Noise (IEC A)
Dynamic range
Output

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

DISTORTION

THD 23456789 Input RMS
Ont
o2
1.030
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Penny Black

Noel Keywood tries a bargain-priced, mail order DVD universal player, the Oppo DV-980H...

ere's an amazingly inex-
pensive DVD player
that plays SACDs and
CDs, in addition to DVD
Video and DVD-Audio
discs too! The Oppo
DV-980H has a specification as long

as your arm, and works very well
despite its £156 (Euro 198) price tag.

Oppo are a Swedish company
that major on internet mail order
(see www.opposhop.com).When
| asked for a review sample it
arrived the next day, very neatly
packed and with good documen-
tation, which inspired confidence.
Whilst the Handbook starts with
"Innehallsforteckning’, comprehensible
English is at the back!

What you get is a DVD player
right up on the front line. It has an
HDMI 1.2a digital output (1.3 isn't
needed as DVD does not officially
carry Blu-ray formats), a full set (7.1)
of analogue outputs and optical and
electrical S/PDIF digital outputs. So
for audio purposes connection can
be made to a stereo amplifier (via an
analogue Mixed stereo output), or to
a surround-sound receiver with a 7.1
input set. Height is 49mm and weight
just 2.3kgs.

Being a European product,
there’s a Scart socket for connection
to a TV, plus HDMI (preferable).

Also provided for this purpose are
Component and S-Video outputs,
plus Composite. So the DV-980H will
connect to just about anything, old
or new, using almost every signal/
cable format ever devised. Not bad
considering the price.,,
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THE AUDIO

Does it work properly? There's a
difference between handling a format
and doing it justice. Both DVD-

A and SACD have huge dynamic
range (better than 100dB) and wide
bandwidth (up to 100kHz). Budget
products often fail to support this,
submerging low level signals beneath
noise, whilst bandwidth is squandered
by poor digital processing.
Measurement showed the Oppo's
on-board analogue audio outputs give
proper CD quality and both SACD
and DVD-A are measurably better,

as they are meant to be, although
neither quite match the performance
of expensive audiophile players.
Perhaps this is to be expected at the
price. It's still a decent result.

Via an S/PDIF digital link, either
optical or electrical, our digital
analyser showed fine results, CD
delivering full bandwidth and low
distortion, although jitter on this
link was higher than the budget CD
players tested in this issue.

Through the HDMI digital link,
via a Marantz SR8002 receiver
(which decodes DSD), SACD replay
was close to ideal and DVD-A little
worse than ideal, measurement
showed. | suspect the Marantz
receiver set the limits here, not the
Oppo player. A point to watch is that
the DV-980H's HDMI video quality
must be set to high-def. (720/1080i/p)
for audio to work properly. Curiously,
set to 480/576, audio suffers peak
overload, measurement showed. For
those lacking DSD decoding in their
receiver, player output can be set

dremmk

to PCM, with some degradation of
sound quality. Unusually, loudspeaker
time delay compensation (for
position) can be set in this player

- good news for those using the 7.1
analogue outputs.

In a nutshell then, the DV-980H
delivers CD, SACD and DVD-A in
very respectable, if not quite perfect
quality. As always it's best to use its
HDMI output into a good, modern
receiver. Set up is confused by
blanked menu options unless there is
no disc in the player, or the drawer is
open.

THE VIDEO

The player outputs standard
definition video or can be set to
de-interlace and upscale to high
definition format (720p, 1080i/p) to
suit today's hi-def TVs. Our Burosch
PAL DVD test discs showed superb
upscaling, better than a Samsung
BD-P1400, especially when handling
progressive content, as well as de-
interlacing up to progressive for a
progressive display. Edge definition
was excellent and there was no
motion judder. Grass, trees and
flowers were highly detailed, as were
faces. Panned shots held well, due to
excellent motion adaptive deinter-
lacing. Picture quality was quite a
shock considering price! A lot of
adjustment is available too.

SOUND QUALITY

Via the analogue outputs CD quality
from onboard D/A conversion
showed some slight vagueness and
a hint of muddle, plus central stage



dominance. The Oppo offers good
CD quality, if not audiophile results.
Digital connection via S/PDIF and
HDMI yielded a more evenly spread
sound stage, provided by the Marantz

SR8002's digital convertors of course.

There was a little messiness in the
digital sound, likely due to jitter
[see MEASURED PERFORMANCE].
Comparison to a low jitter Samsung
BD-P1400 revealed slight loss of low
level detail from the DV-980H, drums
lacking visceral impact with
the Eagles 'Last Good Time in
Town' for example, and there
was a lack of digital tidiness.

I enjoyed DVD-As like
Toy Matinee, and Santana's
'Supernatural', which displayed
that slightly stark but vivid
presentation typical of the
format.Via analogue or HDMI
outputs, all the separation of
instruments and vocals was
there, if not quite the full
cleanliness nor again the bass
impact that is possible with
expensive audiophile players.

The star was SACD
sound quality, which sounded
good via analogue connection
but superb via HDMI, when
set to DSD digital (which, |
found, mutes SACD via the
analogue outputs).All the
smooth sophistication of
SACD was there, with that
great sense of atmosphere
only LP can otherwise convey.
Yolanda Kondonassis playing
'Malagueria’, from 'Andalucia,
Suite Espagnole', had me in
awe - both at her performance
and the way 1t was conveyed
by the DV-980H through
the Marantz SR8002 DSD
convertors. Plucked harp
strings were harmonically rich
yet excitingly forceful, the
gathering pace of the piece
underlined by the effortless

D PLATER O e

timing of good DSD digital. The blare
of a saxophone from Vivino Brothers
was captured in full dynamic measure,
and drums had the sort of resonant
power not quite managed by DVD-A
from this player. SACD quality was
about the best | have ever heard,
which is saying something from a
£156 player.

CONCLUSION
This is a complex DVD player that

PR

offers a staggering amount of ability
at an extraordinarily low price. Sound
quality of CD, DVD-A and SACD via
the onboard convertors and analogue
outputs was good. Connected to

a modern receiver via HDMI the
player sounded even better, especially
with SACD where it was superb.
Something of a must for penny-
pinching audiophiles with DVD-A

and SACD collections, this is a super
online bargain.

THD 23456789
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VERDICT @@

Massive ability and a good all round
performance,ﬂperb with SACD

DV-980H  £156 |
 Oppo Digital “
(0 +46 21 188718 |

FOR

- superb SACD quality

- fine DVD-A and CD

- excellent video quality

AGAINST

- digital jitter
- set up difficulties
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Rock!
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VOLUME aux

David Price plugs his Apple iPod into the Krell Interface Dock, with surprising resuits...

B ust in case you've been away
for the past five years, Apple
has sold over one hundred
and twenty million iPod
portables around the world,

" and counting. The polycar-
bonate peril (okay, the latest ones
are made of aluminium) has radically
transformed the way people listen to
music, the closest parallel being that
of Compact Cassette a couple of
generations ago.

However, iPods and audiophiles
are not exactly synonymous with
one another — and until recently the
former hasn’t even appeared on the
latter's radar. Something big happened
late last year though - Apple
introduced the iPod Classic, with
either 80GB or [60GB of storage
starting from £159.This meant it was
possible to store Apple Lossless or
even PCM, making the iPod a 'full fat’
| 6bit, 44.1kHz digital source for the
first time.

The arrival of Arcam’s rDock
(£130) took the humble Pod into
the hi-fi world for the first time
— you could buy Apple's own version
for twenty quid, but the Arcam
sounded so much better. Suddenly
we began to think of it as a serious
music source. And now, please be
upstanding for Krell's KID (Krell
Interface Dock), which takes the
rDock principle to an altogether
higher level - along with its price!

To be brutally frank, you probably
don't need this bit of kit. In the same
way that cassette aficionados didn't
need a Nakamichi Dragon, the KID
is the sort of thing you buy yourself
for your birthday — or better still, get

someone else to! Whilst the Arcam
makes a fine fist of getting the signal
out of Apple’s universal connector,
bypassing the iPod’s nasty headphone
amp, the Krell goes further...

It's said to be the first product
to utilize the fully differential output
of the iPod’s internal Wolfson DAC,
opto-isolating it (so no electrical
noise passes from the iPod to the
KID) and porting it out in its native
balanced mode before running it
through the Krell's own 255-step
custom-taper volume control. The
KID then squeezes every last pip
out of the iPod’s DAC, bypassing the
latter’s analogue output stage (which
is its real weak point), and adds a
preamplifier with digitally controlled
analogue bass and treble controls.
Balanced differential Class A circuitry
is maintained throughout the signal
path and fed to the balanced (XLR)
and single-ended (RCA phono)
outputs.

The unit is nicely compact
(330x70x277mm), but don't get the
idea that you're buying a box half
filled with air — looking inside the
KID, it's pretty much full-to-brimming
with passive componentry, and it
weighs more than many CD players
at 4.5kg. It's beautifully built (and so
it should be at this price!), with a
fine brushed aluminium fascia finish
featuring three blue LED displays for
bass, treble and output level. There
are corresponding up/down buttons
beneath, and a 3.5mm minijack
input. Round the back are chunky
RCA phono outputs, XLR balanced
outputs and composite and S-Video
outs.

WAL

SOUND QUALITY
Slotting in my 80GB iPod
Classic running Apple Lossless
(uncompressed, bit-for-bit 16/44), |
pressed the two output level buttons
together to lock the KID into 'direct’
mode, so it becomes a fixed output
source component. Obviously the
iPod's own DAC isn't exactly in the
dCS Elgar class, but without ruination
from its poor analogue output stage,
it's amazing how good the Apple can
sound...

Even through a pair of
£17,000 German Physiks HRS 120
loudspeakers, | got a surprisingly
spacious and smooth performance,

with iimpressive rhythmic snap

and strong, full bodied dynamics.
Kraftwerk’s 'Tour De France Etape

I" was beautifully mellifluous, the

KID capturing those warm analogue
synthesiser samples and chunky kick
drum with aplomb. | was amazed at
the space inside the mix, each strand
of percussion being readily discernable.
Bass stopped at started with precision,
hi-hats flickered hypnotically and that
famous vocoded lead vocal sounded
almost tangible - a brilliant result.

CONCLUSION

In terms of absolute value, the Krell
KID is debatable, but if the best iPod
dock/preamp is what you want, then
you've just found it. A truly lovely bit

RDICT OOOO®
Superbly engineered, state of the art

iPod dock with jaw-dropping sonics
- but it will cost you!

© +44(0)20 8971 3909

of kit, the wonders it works on the FOR

- amazing sound from iPods
- superb engineering
- design, build, finish

signal coming out of your humble
Apple digital music portable are such
that you might even start convincing
yourself that it was, after all, an

RGAINST
- not cheap!

essential purchase — just like your
Nakamichi!
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ow, we're a happy bunch
here at Hi-Fi World and
there's nothing we like
more than a good party.
At the faintest excuse,
we're more than happy
to stick on a silly hat and start gorg-
ing ourselves on sausage rolls and
cheese and pineapple on sticks...
Consequently, with not one, but two
birthdays to celebrate this month,
we're all in danger of developing an
allergy to jelly and an intolerance to
party poppers. Of course, this party-
ing has all been in a good cause as
two very well known names in the
loudspeaker industry are reaching
‘'major goal' ages, namely DALI and
Mordaunt Short.
It was twenty five years
ago in Denmark that Danish
Audiophile Loudspeaker Industries
were born and they have carved
themselves a solid niche in the
world loudspeaker market. With
a wide range of products from
the small and affordable up to the
rather impressive Megaline flagships,
DALI have built up a loyal following
and adopted a number of key
technologies, such as their use of
what they call their "Hybrid Tweeter
Module" which mates a soft dome

Birthday
BOYS

Adam Smith dons his party hat and joins in the
birthday celebrations, courtesy of Mordaunt
Short and Dali's limited edition loudspeakers...

tweeter to a ribbon in order to
"deliver the full spectrum of high
frequency sound across a wider
listening area”. Their headquarters at
Nerager in Denmark occupies nearly
200,000 square feet and includes
everything necessary for loudspeaker
production, including extensive R&D
facilities, a cabinet assembly shop and
full paint spraying abilities.

One of the most popular
loudspeaker families from DALI is
the Helicon range, now in Mk2 guise.
For their quarter-century, DALI have
selected the smaller floorstander
from the range, the Helicon 400Mk?2,
as most suitable candidate for a little
tinkering and this has become the
Helicon 400LE 25th.This uses the
same driver line up as the standard
400Mk2, namely a pair of 6.5in
(170mm) wood fibre coned bass
drivers, and the aforementioned
Hybrid Tweeter Module, which
comprises a 25mm soft dome unit,
and a [0x55mm ribbon.

Internally however, the 400LE
25ths benefit from updated, audio-
grade, crossover components that
are taken from DALI's flagship
Euphonia range. Finally, a rather swish
coat of gloss piano black paint and
a golden logo badge complete the
transformation, so that you know
you have something special each time
you glance at your new loudspeakers.
You will realise it when you buy them
however, as all these transformations
do not come cheap, hiking the price
from £3,799 for the standard items,
to £5,299 for the LEs. Five hundred
pairs will be made.

Over this side of the North Sea,
Mordaunt Short have been around
a for a few more years, and recently
celebrated their fortieth. It was in
1967 that Norman Mordaunt and
Rodney Short first put their heads
together to come up with a range
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of loudspeakers, so strictly speaking,
MS are actually forty one, but |

am reliably informed that work on
the Performance 6LE did indeed
commence last year! Those original
ranges eventually included models
like the Carnival and Pageant, plus
the 700 series of the 1970s that used
the Decca ribbon tweeter.

Bought by Audio Partnership
in 1999, MS's fortunes have gone
from strength to strength recently,
with names like Declaration, Avant
Premiere and Genie becoming firmly
ensconced in the high quality budget
arena. However, in 2004 the MS team
pulled out all the stops to release
the Performance Series, including
the floorstanding Performance 6
flagship, and it is this model that MS
have chosen to tweak for their Ruby
anniversary.

Like the DALIs, the outside
of the loudspeaker has received a
coat of 'Midnight Black' gloss paint.
Driver lineup is still the same, namely
a pair of 6.5" (170mm) Aluminium
CPC bass drivers, a 4" (100mm)
CPC midrange and a 1" (25mm)
aluminium dome tweeter featuring
Mordaunt Short's 'Aspirated Tweeter
Technology' (ATT).

Under the bonnet, Head of
Acoustics Graeme Foy has fettled
further, upgrading crossover
components to include Clarity
Caps, changing internal wiring and
coming up with a new crossover
PCB layout that incorporates a
few subtle circuit tweaks. More
important are the changes to the
cabinet. As part of the necessity to
meet ROHS compliance, changes
were made to the material used to
form the cabinet and the result was
found to be denser but still with
excellent damping properties. As a
result, the design team were able to
rework the internal strengthening



braces, trimming material here and
there, and gaining an extra half a
litre of internal cabinet volume. As
Tesco keep reminding us - every
little helps... The resulting LE edition
commands a relatively modest £500
price premium over the £3,500 of
the standard model and MS is antici-
pating making two hundred and fifty
pairs.

SOUND QUALITY

Setting up the DALIs first, | was
rewarded with an impressively bold
and dynamic sound. Most notable was
the top end - the Hybrid Tweeter
Module really does work well,
conferring the best aspects of both

a good soft dome and a ribbon onto
the sound. Ribbons can work on their
own, with good lateral dispersion, but
do tend to be curtailed in vertical
imagery terms - get everything right
in the listening position and, more
often than not, everything will go dull
when you stand up. This was not the
case with the DALIs however, as they
were impressively consistent over a
wide range of vertical and horizontal
angle. DALI do not recommend
toeing-in the loudspeakers at all

but | found that there is room for
experimentation here. Positioned
firing straight ahead, the central
image of vocalists was vivid, although
backing instruments tended to lack
focus. Toeing-in the speakers to face
me, as we usually do, those backing
instruments improved greatly, but the
central image became a little diffuse.
Consequently | settled on a halfway
position which worked well - the
DALIs arc nicely tweakable in this
respect.

The 400LE 25ths' top end was
very sweet and crisp, with exccllent
insight into all instruments, adding a
lovely shimmer to cymbals without
making them harsh. As a result,
finer details in recordings were well
revealed and the Helicon 400LEs
made sure that nothing was allowed
to go unnoticed. Fortunately this
was not accompanied by the sort of
forthright hardness that can afflict
similarly detailed designs. The dip in
output around |-4kHz actually aids
this, as it reins in the region in which
the ear is most sensitive and makes
sure that the overall balance never
becomes strident. The only other
effect of this was that | did feel that
the image was hung back behind the
loudspeakers somewhat, rather than
being projected right out into the
1oom. It did stretch back a good way
however, and so is definitely not a
bad point, more a character trait.

At the low end, the Helicon
400LE 25ths were most assured.
Bass lines were deep, solid and

tuneful with excellent pace and
timing. Low end detail was also highly
commendable, perhaps not right

up with the very best in terms of
revealing the ultimate in filigree detail
of stringed bass instruments, but

still fine nonetheless, and the sort of
thing you would really only pick up
on in an arduous A/B demo.All in all,
fed with a wide range of music, The
DALIs never failed to impress.

Switching over to the Mordaunt
Shorts brought about an interesting
contrast. Aithough it is not my
intention to directly pit the two
designs against each other. | could
not help but notice how the DALIs,
with their response that drops off a
little towards the middle, compared
to the Mordaunt Shorts, which lift a
little in output towards (kHz.

What this means is that the
Performance 6LEs excel in vocal
reproduction and instrument detail,
| could almost feel the hairs on my
neck tickling as Tori Amos crooned
'Pretty Good Year', sitting absolutely
right in front of me with her piano
to the right.When the backing cello
came in later in the track, it was
clearly over to the right and the bow
on the strings had a delightful muted
rasp as it formed each note. Spinning
Charlie Haden's new CD on the
Naim label, 'The Private Collection',
the atmosphere of the live venues
in which the albums were recorded
was palpable - the Performance 6LEs
really put you right into the action.

As | mentioned with the
B&W CMT7s last month, the idea
of metal dome tweeters all being
hard and clangy has long gone and
once more the Mordaunt Shorts
prove this perfectly. Their more
budget loudspeakers like the Avant
range definitely err towards being
brighter (but still not nasty), but the
Performance 6LEs arc as supple as
they come. The Aspirated Tweeter
Technology adds air and depth to
the top end but the dome itsclf
is a smooth and fluid performer,
imparting insight into performances
without adding any artificial sheen.

Helping this along nicely is the
well balanced midrange driver that
avoids any metallic colouration and
digs right into the heart of the music
played. Instruments were lifelike,
vocalists excellently emotive and
the integration between this unit
and the tweeter was impeccable.

In fact, integration’ sums up the
Performance 6LEs - across the
frequency range they have an even-
handedness that is missing from many
designs.

This also extends down to the
bass, which is superbly tight and
tuneful and blessed with commodious
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amounts of detail; bass strings were
vivid and notes started and stopped
with precision. For me though, the
low end is still the only slight area of
weakness for the Performance 6LEs
in that they still do not dig especially
deep. As an example, the very
deepest bass notes from Newton
Faulkner’s "Teardrop' were only just
audible and, although as mentioned,
the quality of the bass is beyond
reproach, a little more quantity
would not go amiss.

CONCLUSION

As mentioned earlier, it was not

my intention to compare these
loudspeakers. They are both very
fine designs and are excellent ways
of showcasing the strengths of each
company, in a very enticing, limited
edition, package. Both sound a little
different and the end results are a
both highly satisfying, but in different
ways.

In the case of the DALIs, this
means a crisp, punchy presentation,
with good levels of top end insight
and bottom end impact, brought
together by a smooth and spacious
midrange. The Helicon 400LE 25ths
are eminently tweakable in terms of
position to find the sound you like

JULY 2008
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When you see the F80, you'll smile. When you hear it, you'll want one.
The F80's design is bold and unique - its sculptured curves and deep
gloss lacquered finish immediately tell you that this is something

different and special.

Meridian Audio have collaborated with Ferrari to develop a
range of products that would reflect the unique qualities of
both companies. Ferrari has a world-leading reputation

in the field of materials and composites technology,
whilst Meridian's expertise in digital audio

innovationis second-to-none. This partnership
has resulted inthe Meridian FB0: a compelling
blend of intelligence, ingenuity and integrity.

Look, listen, and we're sure you'll agree.
'4 4 y

Peter Tyson and Newcastle Hifi are proud to welcome the Meridian F80 into our exclusive portfolio.

OTHROYI STUART

MERIDIAN

Available at www.petertyson.co.uk

EXTENSIVE EX DEM & USED LIST ALWAYS AVAILABLE PLEASE PHONE WITH YOUR REQUIREMENTS.

Latest /Illll\
ARCAM | mumm |

Solo Mini
Just arrived. This fantastic new product from Arcam
An evolution of the Solo range. Combing CD,
DAB Tuner in an even more compact stylish
box. This wonderful product also comes complete
with an [Pod interface

Please call instore to hear this superb system.

VARIOUS SPEAKER PACKS
AVAILABLE AT SPECIAL PRICES
PLEASE CALL OR SEE OUR WEBSITE
FOR DETAILS

Latest Award winning
- Onkyo Receivers

Award winning AV products on permanent
demonstration.

Including TX-SR506E,606 and 876.

T

L ——

Y e TS

® . - LI O ]
“TVARIOUS SPEAKER PACKS _
AVAILABLE AT SPECIAL PRICES
PLEASE CALL OR SEE OUR WEBSITE
FOR DETAILS
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PDP-LX608D £4899 oz Sduwo R )T
PDP-LX508D 299
PDP-428XD £1399 Award winning brands stocked
PDP-4280AU 99 Linn, Arcam, Marantz, B&O, Bose

Price includes free delivery
in the UK.
Please call for details.

Chord Electronics, InFocus, JVC,
Monitor Audio, Mordaunt Short,
Pioneer, REL, Roksan, Sim2, Tannoy,
Teac, Tivoli, Velodyne, Yamaha.
Plus many more.

Source

Linn CDL2 CD Player
Unidisk 1.1 Universal Player
Unidisk 2.1 Universal Player
Unidisk SC

Karnk CD Player

Numerik DA Converter
Control

Kisto AV Processol

Kinos AV Processor

Kairn Pre Amphiier

Playback

Klimax Solo Power Amplifier

Khimax Solo Power Amplifiers

Chakra 5100 Power Amiplitien
akez 2100 Prvime Aneplifian

2250 Power Amplifier

LK 140 Power Amphier

I.LKBS Power Ampiifier

Komri Loudspeakers

Linn Keltik Loudspeakers

Artikulat 350A Loudspeoskers

Artikulat 350P Loudspecakers

Artikulat 345 Subwoofer

Artikulat 340A Loudspeaker

Artikulat 320A Loudspeakers

Akurate 242 Loudspeakers

Akurate 212 Loudspeakers

Akurate 221 Subwoofer

£6000
£4500
£2500
£2250
£350
E£400

£5000
£3750
£400

£4950
£4000
#1900
1000
£900
£400
£400
£14000
£1800
£1%000
£8000
£2600
£6000
£9000
£4000
£2500
£1400

Used
Ex Dem
Used
Ex Dem
Used
Used

Ex Dem
Ex Dem
Used

Ex Dem
Used
Ex Demn
Ev Dam
Used
Used
Used
sed
Used
Ex Dem
Ex Dem
Ex Dem
Ex Dem
Ex Dem
Ex Dem
Ex Dem
Ex Dem

Colours available
Silver

Black & Silver

Black & Sliver
Black & Sitver

Black

Black
Black
Black

Silver

Silver

Black @ Siver

Riartk

Siiver

Black

Black

Maple

Rosenut (Immaculate)
High gloss Black & Churiy
Rosenut

High gloss Cherry
High gloss Cherry
High gloss Cherry
Rosenut

Maple

Maple & Black

Various Linn Knekt multiroom Ex Dem and used Products available.

Please call for details.

Used Sim2 C3X
3 chip DLP | \
projector for sale o
normal RRP £12000
Available at £7000

)

’

Peter

Tyson

6 Abbey Street, Carlisle, Cumbria. CA3 8TX
Telephone 01228 546756
www.petertyson.co.uk

Email sales@petertyson.co.uk

Open Monday-Saturday 9am-5.30pm

newcastle

hifi

Telephone 0191 2857179.

www.newcastlehifi.co.uk
Email mark@newcastlehifi.co.uk
Open Monday-Saturday 10am-5.30pm

153 Kenton Road, Gosforth, Newcastle. NE3 4NQ

Now showing, the fantastic new
C3X 1080 DLP 3 Chip Projector.




and will make a fine partner
for many systems. Really, my
only reservation is that the
Limited Edition version does
carry a fair price premium
of £1,500 and their resulting
£5,299 cost is actually £100
more than the standard

top of the range Helicon
800MIc2s!

In the case of Mordaunt
Short, the 'LE' ypgrades
have only added to the
already fine Performance
6 loudspeakers to result
in a charmingly enjoyable
and beautifully integrated
loudspeaker. A little more
bass would have been
nice, but the impressive
levels of low end detail

and accuracy mean that the
Performance 6 LEs never
sound lightweight. Pair with
a punchy sounding amplifier
and source and they will
never fail to impress.

So happy birthday
to DALI and Mordaunt
Short, and thank you for
your anniversary specials -
listening to them, | had a ball.

JULY 2008
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- overall integration
- vocal insight

- low end detail

- styling and finish

AGAINST
- slight bass shyness

VERDICT 00 00O

FOR

- treble detail

- capacious soundstaging
- bass weight and pace

- finish

AGAINST
- price hike over standard
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When one of Japan's finest brands meets Britain’'s latest affordable

audiophile sensation, you just know it's going to be — ermm — polite
but fun. And so it was when Yamaha's lovely new A-52000 met
Leema’s charming Pulse integrated, reports David Price...

J can still remember a brilliant
bit of journalism in the news
section of the Flat Response
magazine, some twenty two
years ago. There were two
pictures, one of a generic
Japanese integrated and the other
was a British ‘black box". They'd cost-
ed every part of each and the verdict
was — shall we say — not completely
complimentary about the former.
The gist of the article was that the
Japanese manufacturer (I think it was
Sony, but can't be sure) had spent
rather a lot more on the price of the
casework, knobs and switchgear, and
rather less on the componentry...

In truth, that didn't surprise

me — because in the mid eighties,
your average ‘cottage industry’ Brit
integrated had so few features it
would have been impossible for the
Japanese not to have spent more...

| now find myself pitting a mass
market Japanese jobbie against — shall
we say — a ‘niche’ English design.
Things have changed though, as we
shall see... Firstly, that famous ‘Made
in Japan' moniker is nowhere to be
found on the Yamaha. Such has been

JULy 2008 -

the ascent of the Yen, and the cost
of living in the land of the Rising
Sun, that the company now produce
their more ‘affordable’ kit in Malaysia.
Second, aside from its country of
origin, Leema has little to do with
eighties British cottage industry
practices — as anyone who's seen any
of their products will know. No, they
don't fall to bits, catch fire or look
like they've been designed by a man
who can't tell his face from the back
of his head...

LEEMA PULSE

Not to put too fine a point on it, this
is a cost-cut version of Leema’s highly
acclaiimed Tucana amplifier. Costing
£1,195 it's less than half that of the
latter, but is actually very similar,

save for a few added features and a
slightly less muscular power supply.
No, that doesn't mean a Naim Nait
(One)-style 13W RMS per channel,
because Leema claim 80W [see
MEASURED PERFORMANCE] into
8 Ohms, or nearly twice that into
4.The case is a thoroughly conven-
tional size (435x90x375mm) — no
half-midi boxes here — and weighs a

v gt

hefty 12kg. The review unit looked
neat in its black finish (big respect
to the eighties!) but, true to its
ancestral tradition, there are some
crude looking screws either side of
the amp, and the silver fascia version
(to my eyes) looks uneasy with a
black painted casing. In every other
respect the Pulse is very well built
and finished, and the knobs, fascia
styling and electronic switching all
work superbly.

There's a battery of RCA phono
inputs on the back panel, including
separate MM and MC cartridge
inputs, a LIPS-configurable A/V input
and a front panel mounted MP3
player input.There's also a record
output, full remote control and
— unlike the old skool of Brit black
boxes - full short circuit protection.

YAMAHA RA-52000

Spookily retro in style, this warps
me straight back to the seventies.
Indeed, by the eighties, when the
likes of Yamaha's AX-300 ruled

the Japanese budget roost, they'd
dispensed with the chunky wooden
side panels (found on this amp) and



given it an ‘any colour you like as
long as it's black’ paintjob! The A-
$2000 is a beautiful looking bit of
kit then, but doesn't quite have the
silky feel of previous Japanese-made
Yamahas. What it lacks here, it more
than makes up for in weight — a back
breaking 22.7kg. It’s also bigger than
a crate load of classic Naim Naits— at
435x137x465mm you might say it is
needlessly large. Perhaps this explains
its claimed 120W RMS into 8 Ohms
[see MEASURED PERFORMANCE]
and 190W into 4!

Yamaha say this integrated
uses “an entirely new floating and
balanced power amp that, by using
power transistors with the same
polarity that are not complementary,
achieves complete symmetry of
operation at the output stage and
permits full balanced transmission
(amplification) from the input jack
to just before the speaker jack™.
The A-52000 uses parallel operation
of three digital volume integrated
circuits for each channel to ensure
best sound quality during both tone
control and default operation, says
Yamaha. Four large capacity power
supplies are fitted, plus fully discrete
headphone and phono amps, the

latter with a dedicated MC head amp.

SOUND QUALITY

Don't worry, I'm not going to try and
ascribe national characteristics to
each integrated amplifier — but listen
to one against the other and you're
left in no doubt that they're very
different. | kicked off the listening
with Madonna’s ‘Frozen’, a wonderful
William Orbit produced song

that’s almost exclusively electronic.
That means lots of grumbling sub
bass, squelchy analogue synths

and a hard kick drum sound that
you can imagine emanating from a
Technics SL1200 in some trendy club
somewhere...

The Yamaha loved this track — the
way it handled the kick drum showed
that its designer drinks the japanese
equivalent of Irn Bru (Pocari Sweat?).
It was gut churningly dynamic even
through the tiny reference Spendor
SAls | was using — it made them
sound like Linn Isobariks sat too
close to the wall. Most impressive
was the way it didn’t seem in any
way flustered when the sub bass
kicked in; it had a nonchalant sort
of 'bring it on’ attitude, seemingly

desperate for me to crank up the
loud pedal even more so it could
show its tremendous power, super
stiff power supply and general barrel-
chestedness.

Moving to the Leema, and things
were altogether more demure. |
found myself turning up the volume
slightly, not just because it wasn't
putting out anywhere near as much
bass, but because it was less fatiguing
and | found myself wanting to
Ylisten in to the soundstage’, rather
than sit back being pulverised by it.
This amplifier is definitely tonally
smoother than the Yamaha; not in a
bland way; rather it sounds like it has
lower distortion. Despite a lighter
bass, it is generally slightly richer
and warmer, lacking the Yamaha's
steely upper mid. The result is that it
impresses less, and satisfies more.

How so? Well, moving to Primal
Scream’s ‘Gentle Tuesday’ showed
the differences no less starkly. This

'( € 5
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REVIEW

is a mid eighties indie song, awash
with Byrds-style twelve string guitars
and cymbals, and the Leema made

it an altogether more intuitive

event. Singer Bobby Gillespie's fey
vocals sounded creamier through
the Leema, whereas the Yamaha
again imbued them with a touch of
steel. The guitars sounded sweeter,
yet more engaging via the Leema,
whereas through the Yamaha they
had a powerful, raucous rock sound.
Bass guitar was gut-thumping through

the japanese amp, whereas it was a
little lighter yet somehow more fluid
via the Brit. The overall effect was
a smoother, more inviting wash of
sound via the Pulse, whereas the A-
$2000 deconstructed the track then
fired it back at me.

At this point, I'd normally
be tempted to characterise the
Yamaha as a more "hi-fi sounding
design”, but there was one technical
point where it fell way behind the
Leema - soundstaging. The Leema
consistently turned in a far wider
and more capacious recorded
acoustic; Kraftwerk’s "Tour de France
Soundtracks’ made the A-52000 seem
rather narrow from left to right and
closed in by comparison to its rival.
This isn’t any particular failing of the
Yam; rather it's because the Leema
is superb in this respect. It is truly a
capacious performer, pushing out big,
wide images into the room. By way
of revenge though, the accuracy with

mmmmmmu—um
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PROFESSIONAL AUDIO

The ADAM ART Tweeter
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e ADAM's unique folded ribbon dia- .
TG phragm moves air four times faster e
El‘:ll:ﬁ«llm- than any driver in any other loud- e

6 ;IIII;;II:“!;: @/ speaker, resulting in incredible clarity, S m—
« v breathtaking detail and imaging like e

_@’ you've never heard before.
5

TENSOR Series

Highes! End

A complete new design approach with
numerous innovations:

» new X-ART high frequency drivers with ex- tended frequency
response up to 50 kHz and improved efficiency
* new X-ART midrange drivers with improved efficiency

e D » new generation of HexaCone®-woofers
gADAM 11 * Parametrical Bass EQ
. 8 + double side walls and top with sand filling for excessive

cabinet damping
* all drive units mounted on ultrastiff aluminum honeycomb

plates for better Impulse Coupling (IC)
* Available semi-active or fully active

ADAM professional monitors are at home at
some of the most prestigious studios around
| the globe:

Abbey Road Studios, Sir George Martin & Gilles Martin
(Beatles 'Love'), The Prodigy, Kevin Killen, The Chemical
Brothers, Dani Elfman, Dave Pensado, Philipp Nedel, etc...

A UM L Tl Tel: 01440 785843 | Fax: 01440 785845
. sales@unityaudio.co.uk | www.unityaudio.co.uk



MEASURED PERFORMANCE

YAMAHA A-S2000

The Yamaha A-S2000 produced 98 Watts
into 8 Ohms and 170 Watts into 4 Ohms
under test. It has plenty enough power to
drive the most insensitive loudspeakers to
high volume in large rooms. With a high
damping factor of 64 bass should always
sound controlled and there's likely to be a
good feeling of punch.

Some crossover distortion was
measurable in the output, and our analysis
shows odd order harmonics, with third
dominant. Yamaha amplifiers are usually
notable for their silkiness however, a house
sound as it were, so the effect isn't likely to
be anything other than subtie. Results were
identical via the Balanced inputs.

Similarly, both unbalanced and balanced
inputs were equally sensitive, needing a
very low 150mV for the amp to achieve full
output. Noise levels were almost the same
through balanced and balanced, the latter
showing a 2dB advantage.

The phono inputs (MM and MC) were
accurately equalised, but both MM and
MC had some treble Jift (+0.3dB at 10kHz)
just enough to add some forwardness and
analysis to the sound. MC sensitivity was
extremely high at 0.15mV, and equivalent
input noise (e.i.n.) very low, so it looks like
a state-of-the-art super low noise front end
has been used. No warp filter exists, but
subsonic gain (i.e. below 20Hz) has been
rolled down so as not to emphasise warps

in the 5Hz region.
This is a neatly engineered amplifier
that measures well all round. NK

Power 98 Watts
CD/tuner/aux.
Frequency response
Separation

Noise

Distortion
Sensitivity

4Hz - 72kHz
LLT

-99dB
0.02%
150mV

Disc (MM/MC)
Frequency response
Separation

Noise (e.i.n.)
Distortion
Sensitivity

Overload

15Hz - 57kHz
68dB
0.11uV/0.05uV
0.02%
2.4/0.15mV
45/3mV

DISTORTION - YAMAHA

THD 23456769 Input RS equency
(H1
(e

™ CH1

7
.68
.07
0.06
.65
.04
.03
0.02
0.01
[}

LEEMA PULSE
The Leema Pulse produces 84 Watts into 8
Ohms, rising to 132 Watts into 4 Ohms so,
in spite of its compact size and low weight,
plenty of power is available and the Leema
will go very loud through any loudspeaker.
Distortion remained low at all powers

and frequencies, third harmonic being
dominant and contributing most to a 0.012%
figure recorded at 10kHz, 1 Watt output
into 4 Ohms. This is a relatively low amount
and there are no high order harmonics that
the ear can easily detect. Third harmonic
sharpens the sound a little and it can often
be detected as intrinsic character more than
overt effect, but not at this low level.

A high damping factor of 50 means
the amplifier will sound well controlled
at low frequencies, being able to tame
loudspeakers with light acoustic damping.
Input sensitivity is low at 400mV so some
external phono stages may not match, but
as an MC/MM stage is onboard this matters
little.

There are separate MM and MC
input sockets. Both inputs are accurately
equalised right across the audio band, with
no warp filter to reduce low frequency warp
signals. MC sensitivity was high at 0.18mV
so the Pulse has enough gain for very low
output Moving Coils. Noise levels were
about average as good designs go, low
enough for hiss not to be audible.

The Pulse measures well in all
areas. It should give fine results from a
small package, from both CD and pickup
cartridges. NK
Power 84 Watts
CD/tuner/aux.
Frequency response
Separation
Noise
Distortion
Sensifivity

5Hz - 40kHz
78dB

-88dB
0.01%
400mV

Dise (MM/MC)

Frequency response (MM&MC) 9Hz - 70kHz
Separation 78dB
Noise (e.i.n.) 0.4uV / 0.07uV
Distortion 0.002%
Sensitivity 3.3/0.18mV
Overload 170/9.6mV

DISTORTION - LEEMA
THD 23456789
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REVIEW

which it placed the instruments
within the stage was no match for
the Yamaha, which virtually nailed
each one to a fixed point in space!

CONCLUSION

Ultimately, | came away a little
confused. Actually, | loved both
amps, but it would be the Leema

| took home. It doesn’t have the
breathtaking punch and the general
‘swagger’ of the Yamaha, but it
makes music an altogether more
emotional affair. It has a lovely
warmish tonality, a super wide and
deep soundstage and a generally
highly inviting demeanour ~ you
just want to turn the volume up
and listen more. The Yamaha, by
contrast, is what you put on if
you want to be impressed, rather
than moved. If only the two were
a litle more like one another,
both would be as near as dammit
the best mid-price integrateds |
could possibly conceive.As they
are, think of it like this: on the

left we have the Sugden A2la S2
with its dizzying clarity, wonderful
musicality and very limited power,
and on the right we have the
Yamaha A-52000 with mighty bass
and tree felling dynamics, plus a
slight tonal coldness. In the middle
is the Leema Pulse, which is tonally
warm, expansive and engaging to
a tee. For me, this means it offers
a some of the best of both worlds
~ a typical British fudge you might
say but, like our tiny island, it's a
charming compromise!

REFERENCE SYSTEM
Marantz CD63KI DP CD player

Sugden IM4 integrated amplifier
Spendor SA1 loudspeakers

VERDICT OOO®O® £

Archetypal Japanese battleship
integrated with massive power and

VERDICT @000

Highly musical all rounder with a
plethora of useful real-world facilities.

build to match.

|- massive power

- detail retrieval

LEEMA PULSE
Leema Acoustics
© +44 (0)1635 291 357
www.leema-acoustics.com

YAMAHA A-52000 £1,400 £1,195

Yamaha Electropics UK Ltd.

(© +44(0)1923 233166
www.yamaha-uk.com

'FOR FOR

- musical insight

- smooth, creamy tonality
- capacious soundstage

- fluid bass

- dynamic swagger
- styling, build, finish

AGRINST
- casework detailing

AGAINST
- slight upper mid hardness-
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A masterful cable that will cause a stir.

'MIT Music Interface Technologies®

the absolute sound

2007 Golden Ear
Wward Winner

MIT Oracle MA loudspeaker cable:

“Instrumental images within the
soundstage were presented
with more air and space around
them...Had | not heard the Oracle MA,
Magnum MA would be my reference.”

Robert Harley—The Absolute Sound

Nudiobilit
Mot

P.0. Box 988, Cheltenham, Glos., GL50 9FJ
www.audiobility.co.uk
Telephone: 0870 777 2991

AWARD WINNING RINGMAT PRODUCTS

Ringmat is the world’s leading supplier of products that are truly designed

to improve sound and picture quality in hi-fi and home cinema systems.

All Ringmat products are of unique design and tackle distortion problems
in a manner that is quite different from all other attempts.
We do not just create products if satisfactory solutions are already available.

RINGMAT and RINGMAT
SUPPORT SYSTEM

Use this modular
system on every flat
turntable platter

ity
PROPUCT

YEAR

STATMAT CDi BLUE

Use a Statmat for playing
all CDs and DVDs, other
than with multi-disc players

W HI-F1?
SOUND AND VISION

Statmat CDi Blue
Ultimate Guide to Home Cinema 2004

VIVACITY AR ANTI-
RESONANCE PLATFORMS
Use VIVACITY AR
Platforms under all
equipment to free the

sound, and pictures, from °

resonance and vibration
based distortion

RINGMAT MAINS LEADS,
INTERCONNECT, TONEARM
and SPEAKER CABLES

Use Ringmat cables for

RINGMAT FEET, DOMES
AND SPIKE STOPPERS

Use these Ringmat
products for the most

effective means of
isolating your hi-fi and
home cinema equipment

RINGMAT DEVELOPMENTS PO BOX 200 BRENTWOOD ESSEX CM15 9FB
++44(0) 1277 200 210 WWW.RINGMAT.COM
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the cleanest transfer
of signals, from power
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BOSE QUIETCOMFORT 3 £350

For years, the noise ¢ancelling
headphone market was serviced by a
number of anonymous designs with
only a tenuous link to the world

of real hi-fi. Then came Sennheiser,
whose PXC-250 gave the travelling
public the chance to hear something
that more closely resembled the
signal being fed into it, and the breed
seemed to take off. Still, the term
‘noise cancelling’ remained something
of a misnomer, as noise is reduced
rather than cancelled out completely,

and, even then,

only at certain

. frequencies.
B Worse still,
the music
also gets
interfered
with
—aconven-

tional

passive

'phone will

always be better.
The trick then is to
make the least intrusive, most

usable design, best suited to life on

the road (or train or plane) and, like
Sennheiser, Bose have now risen to
the challenge.

Whereas most such designs
come with fiddly, heavy inline battery
boxes, often suspended by lanyards
you're supposed to wear around
your neck, the QuietComfort 3
has everything built in, including a
rechargeable battery giving about
twenty hours of playing time. It's
small too — Sennheiser’s PXC450
rival is considerably bigger and

SOUNDBITES

heavier. By comparison, the Bose’s
lightweight (159g) headset is both

big enough to fit over the ear snugly
and small enough to walk around
with. This, along with the soft padding
and superb build, makes it one of

the most comfortable over-ear
headphones around — the leather
trimmed earpads offering a relaxing,
gentle and sweat-free fit. They seal
out noise surprisingly well, but power
the phones up and the din falls away
further still, cutting out whirs and
hums as well the best of the Bose's
rivals. Sound is surprisingly bouncy
and musical, yet with real finesse.
Even up against the super sounding
PXC450, the QC3 does more than
hold its own, lacking a little fine detail
but proving a more engaging listen.
Beautifully built, easy to use and
really impressive to hear, these are
one of the very best noise cancelling
headphones on sale — but you pay for
itt DP

Contact: Bose
0800 085 9021
www.bose.co.uk

soundbites

AUDIO TECHNICA
ATH-AN(C3 £69.95

Technology is changing in the so-
called ‘noise cancelling’ headphone
arena, and this pair of in-ear types
shows how. The manufacturer
claims that, unlike most noise-
cancelling headphones, these utilise
‘feed-forward’ technology (from
Wolfson) rather than the ‘traditional
feedback’ approach. Wolfson, who
also make the DACs for Linn and
Arcam amongst others, says that
their ‘feed-forward' technology has
the microphone fitted outside the
earpiece which enables only the
ambient noise to be altered and not
the audio, for better sound quality.
This stands in contrast to ‘feedback’
designs which influence both audio
and noise with microphones inside
the earpiece.

The ANC3s come beautifully
built in white or black, with tougher
and more flexible than usual cable
connections, an airline adapter,
extension lead and small, medium and
large earplugs. They also come with
a sturdy carry case for protection.

In operation they use
discreet ergonomics
and design with the
lapel-attachable
control box housing
a single AAA battery
for about fifty hours
noise-cancelling,
mute switch and
on/off switch. The
company claims a
frequency response of |5-
22kHz and up to 20dB of noise
reduction.

Compared to Sennheiser’s
excellent conventional in-ear CX-
300 headphones, which cost £40,
the Audio-Technica ATH-ANC3s
had superior midrange and bass
when reproducing vocals, horns
and orchestrations. The higher
frequencies were well controlled
and informative, even in dynamic
crescendos. They have a punchy,
vibrant musicality, full of resolution
and depth, so are superb for
sound quality. Their active noise-
cancelling is also very good indeed,
and effectively quietened down the

WYy ey

irritating hiss and mechanical rumble
of a train journey and incessant fan
noise of a laptop PC close by. And

as such, after a long journey, you
really notice the difference good
noise-cancellation makes, especially
when it's so discreetly done. Sturdily
built and with excellent protective
casework, this is one of the best
sounding in-ear designs available. CV

Contact: Audio-Technica
+44 (0)1235 511166
www.atheadphones.com
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FEATURE

Steve Green explains how the
brave new world of media
streaming is going to work...

Management

he last couple of years have
seen Internet streaming
take off in a big way, with
the phenomenal rise of
YouTube, and the equally
impressive start the BBC
iPlayer has made. However, some
experts think the popularity of cur-
rent online video applications are
just part of a small wave that will
grow into a 'video tsunami’, which
will cause an’exaflood’ of Internet
traffic — so-named because the global
Internet is predicted to carry over
100 exabytes (an exabyte is one bil-
lion billion bytes) of traffic annually
by 2011.This amounts to a four-fold
increase in traffic compared to today!

Internet router manufacturer,
Cisco Systems, calls the current
crop of video applications 'Internet
video-to-PC’, which it says are part
of the first of three waves of video
to hit the Internet, with the next
wave being Internet video-to-TV, and
the third wave, which Cisco doesn’t
expect to take hold until 2015, will
consist of interactive video communi-
cations, which is similar to the
concept of the videophone.

The first two waves of video that
we'll see between now and 201 |
will generate large volumes of traffic
for different reasons: the first wave
is characterised by a high number
of people using the applications,
whereas the number of users will
be far smaller for the second wave,
but it will consist of people watching
live and on-demand TV on IPTV
platforms, which is characterised by
the enormous amount of data that
HDTYV and SDTYV streams consume.

LIVE STREAMS

With such a huge volume of video
traffic predicted within the next
few years, new technologies will
need to be adopted to avoid the
Internet grinding to a halt. One is
called multicast, which is a highly
bandwidth-efficient distribution
technology for carrying live TV
and radio streams.The way live

HI-FI WORLD JULY 2008

streams are sent over the Internet
at the moment, using unicast, is
that each user receivers his or her
own individual stream, so if there
are 1,000 users the broadcaster
needs to send 1,000 streams. With
multicast, only one stream of each
channel needs to be carried on any
Internet link, so multicast eliminates
all of the duplicated streams, which
saves the broadcasters and the ISPs
huge amounts of bandwidth, and this
allows the broadcasters to use higher
bit rate levels to improve the quality.

Multicast is a key technology
for enabling IPTV providers to carry
live TV channels,
and due to the
predicted growth
of TV on the
Internet, all but
one of the biggest
UK broadband
providers are
either gearing
up to provide IPTV services to
their customers, or they're already
providing it, and it now looks likely
that all ISPs that will be providing
IPTV will support multicast once BT
has rolled out its new 21CN (21st
Century Network) nationally by
2010.

As well as live TV channels,
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multicast also allows radio streams
to use higher bit rate levels than
the broadcasters have been using

up to now for their existing radio
streams, which use unicast, and the
BBC's national stations and some of
the bigger commercial radio stations
are currently using formats such as
128kbps AAC and 192kbps WMA on
the BBC’s multicast trial, and these
formats provide audio quality that is
as high or higher than DAB+ is ever
likely to, let alone DAB.

ON-DEMAND STREAMS

One of the main features that differ-
entiates the Internet (and cable) from
the other broadcast platforms is its
ability to deliver on-demand content,
which includes both video-on-

www.hi-fiworld.6o.uk

demand streams on IPTV platforms
as well as the applications from the
first wave of online video, such as
the BBC iPlayer and YouTube; so
on-demand content is expected to
account for a large proportion of all
the video traffic generated over the
next few years.

Unfortunately, multicast only
saves bandwidth for live streams, so
a different solution to the bandwidth
problem needs to be used for on-
demand streams, and since the BBC
has come under a lot of fire from the
ISPs due to the amount of bandwidth
the iPlayer is expected to generate
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the iPlayer's route from the Beeb to your computer.

over the coming years, the BBC has
been investigating the idea of using

a content delivery network (CDN),
which would ease the bandwidth
burden for the [SPs — and ultimately
it would stop our monthly broadband
bills from escalating.

To help explain why using a
CDN would improve the situation,
the figure above shows the typical
route that an iPlayer stream takes as
it crosses the Internet from the BBC
to a user's computer. The bandwidth
costs problem is mainly caused by
the fact that a lot of ISP traffic travels
over BT's network, and for complex
reasons that | won't go into, Ofcom
makes BT charge the other ISPs high
prices for the bandwidth that crosses
its network.

The CDN the BBC is considering
using would consist of around 200
*caches’ (each consisting of a few
hard disk drives) being installed in
BT's telephone exchanges, and each
cache would store copies of the BBC
iPlayer TV and radio programme
files, which the cache would deliver
to users on request. The advantage



of doing this is that the iPlayer
streams wouldn't need to travel over
the ISPs’ or BT's networks, so it
would drastically reduce or possibly
even completely eliminate the ISPs’
bandwidth costs due to iPlayer traffic.
Installing caches inside the
telephone exchanges would also
avoid the bandwidth bottlenecks
further upstream, so effectively
the only limitation on the stream
bit rates levels would be users’
broadband connection speeds. So if
the BBC does install a CDN, it could
potentially provide the iPlayer TV
streams at HD-quality, and it would
be easy to provide the Listen Again
radio streams at high quality too.

RADIO STREAMS AT BETTER
QUALITY

Unfortunately, multicast isn't quite
ready yet, and the CDN is still only

a proposal at this stage, so we won't
see the quality improvements they
could offer for a while at best. But

in the meantime there has been a
promising development regarding the
BBC's existing radio streams, because
James Cridland, who's in charge

of the Internet side of BBC Radio,
wrote on a BBC blog recently that
the live and on-demand radio streams
will start using "new audio formats”
in july and May respectively, which
should mean that they will start
using AAC or AAC+, in which case
the Internet radio streams should
overtake DAB in terms ot quality

- and about time too, because the
BBC has had the opportunity of using
AAC and AAC+ for its Internet radio
streams for over four years now!

NEXT-GENERATION
BROADBAND

The vast majority of people’s
broadband connections are already
fast enough to receive SDTV
channels and radio, but the current
"up to 8Mbps” ADSL broadband
connections can’t handle even the
lowest resolution HDTV format
(720p). The next step forward for
broadband will be to ADSL2+,
which provides “up to 24Mbps”
connection speeds, and BT is enabling
its exchanges to support ADSL2+
when it switches exchanges over

to its new 21 CN network, so it's
likely that most UK broadband users
will migrate to using ADSL2+ at
some point between now and 2010.
However, as with all flavours of DSL
technology, connection speed is
dependent on the length of copper
wire that connects a user’s home to
the local telephone exchange - the
shorter the better — so even though
the headline speed of 24Mbps sounds
like it will provide a large increase

in speed over ADSL, one analyst

has estimated that just a third of
UK broadband subscribei's have an
ADSL2+ connection fast enough for
HDTYV at 8Mbps.

The ideal solution would be for
the UK to follow countries such as
Japan, South Korea and Hong Kong,
which are currently migrating en
masse to |00Mbps fibre-to-the-home
(FTTH) connections - fibre-optic
cable can handle bandwidths in the
Gbps range, though, so it’s not limited
to 100Mbps. But BT thinks FTTH
is too expensive to roll out in the
UK, and BT’s chairman mentioned
last year that they were looking into
using VDSL2 instead.VDSL2 would
almost certainly be combined with
fibre-to-the-cabinet (FTTC), which
consists of fibre-optic cable being laid
from the telephone exchanges to the
roadside telecoms cabinets.

The reason for doing this is
to reduce the all-important length
of the copper wire that travels
to people’s homes, which limits
people’s connection speeds, and the
combination of using VDSL2 with
FTTC should allow the vast majority
of people to have a connection speed
of 50-100 Mbps — although when BT
is going to start rolling this out is
anyone's guess...

Although 50-100Mbps would
be fast enough for the vast majority
of people, there’s a very promising
technology that's currently being
researched called Dynamic Spectrum
Management (DSM) which can be
combined with DSL technologies
to provide connection speeds of
500Mbps for people who live within
400 metres of their telephone
exchange. So if this new technology
were combined with BT rolling out
fibre-to-the-cabinet, the UK probably
wouldn't need to use FTTH at all, or
at least not for a very long time.

MOBILE BROADBAND

After years of it being promised,
broadband download speeds on 3G
mobile networks have finally arrived
over the last year or so due to the
adoption of HSDPA (High-Speed
Downlink Packet Access), and the
mobile networks are now offering
download speeds of between 1.8
-7.2Mbps. The launch of mobile
broadband has also allowed the
mobile operators to provide much
higher download allowances than
previously, which makes it feasible
to access broadcast content on
mobiles and laptops with a USB
dongle, whereas previously the
download allowances were so low
and so expensive that they effectively
ruled this out.As a result of HSDPA
being used, Cisco Systems predicts
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that mobile Internet traffic will be
the fastest growing type of traffic
between now and 201 1.

As a sign of where things
are heading in this area, the BBC
recently made the iPlayer TV streams
available to Apple iPhone users,
and the BBC is currently looking at
making the iPlayer available on other
smartphones as well.

Another area that is likely to take
off over the next few years is people
listening to Internet radio streams
on their mobiles, especially once the
BBC's Listen Again radio programmes
have been incorporated into the
iPlayer later this year, and some of
GCap Media’s biggest radio stations
are now available on the iPhone as
well. And not to be outdone by the
new kid on the block, Nokia released
a free software application just
before Christmas that allows owners
of Nokia N-Series and (unofficially)
E-Series phones to access Internet
radio stations via Wi-Fi or 3G, and
there are a number of other free
and paid-for Internet radio software
applications available on the Internet
that can be installed on smartphones
that are using the Symbian operating
system.

There are a couple of issues with
listening to Internet radio on mobile
phones at the moment though, such
as that the battery life isn't very
long when streaming, although that
shouldn’t be an insurmountable
problem for live streams, and it could
be solved completely for on-demand
content if the broadcasters allowed
the file to be downloaded.

It's even possible to listen to
Internet radio in the 2008 Ford
Fiesta by tuning into an Internet
radio station on a mobile phone,
and streaming the audio to the car’s
entertainment system via Bluetooth.
That's hardly the most elegant of
solutions ever devised, but now that
mobile broadband is affordable, surely
it's only a matter of time before car
entertainment systems start featuring
mobile broadband connections’

Anthony Rose, the man in charge
of the BBC iPlayer said recently,

“in ten years it would be surprising
if television wasn't all over the
Internet”. It’s looking like it won't
take anywhere near as long as that...
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Gamma Rais

ve crossover between the
rofessional audio market
and the domestic hi-fi
arena can sometimes be an
uncomfortable one. The pri-
orities in each situation are
quite different and what works for
one can be a disaster for the other.
Professional monitoring loudspeakers
are designed to reveal exactly what's
in a recording, warts and all. Any bad
aspects need to be obvious so that
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Adam Smith welcomes his namesake to

the UK and takes a listen to their fully
active Tensor Gamma floorstanders...

suitable corrections can be made,

but in the home such a loudspeaker
will usually be unbearable to listen to
after a while, especially with some of
the poor recordings doing the rounds
these days...

However, some manufacturers
have made a great success of bridging
the two markets. The likes of Tannoy,
JBL and Dynaudio all make highly
respected professional monitoring
loudspeakers alongside their

domestic products and very often
technologies intermix between the
two lines. However, the most recent
name to attempt to make the leap of
faith is Germany's ADAM Audio.
Founded in 1999,ADAM
Professional Audio has built itself an
enviable reputation for professional
loudspeakers, and these are used
extensively in the likes of Abbey
Road Studios, and by 20th Century
Fox Digital and the BBC, as well as



by music producers such as George
Martin and Alex Callier. They have
decided the time is right to now
attack the home market with several
ranges of loudspeakers distributed in
the UK by Unity Audio.

At the top of these ranges,
but below the mighty OSS flagship,
are the Tensor series, amusingly
described by ADAM as "Highest
End", above the "Higher End" Classic
Series. From the top down, the
Tensor range comprises the Alpha,
Beta and Gamma floorstanders, the
Delta and Epsilon standmounters, the
'Center’ centre channel and SW393
subwoofer.

Throughout the range are two
ADAM trademarks, namely their use
of PWM switching amplifiers in the
active portions of the loudspeakers,
in this case, B&O's ICEpower
modules [the same Class D chips
used to aspirate Rotel's massively
powerful RA-1092 power amp - Ed.],
and the use of what the company
calls 'ART' tweeters; this stands for
'Accelerating Ribbon Technology'
and is basically a development of the
Air Motion Transformer drive unit
designed by Dr. Oskar Heil in 1973.
More details can be seen about this
in my Loudspeaker History feature
(Hi-Fi World April 2008, p30), but
briefly, the membrane consists of a
folded diaphragm that moves in and
out like an accordion in response
to the input signal. ADAM claim that
this offers a much better interface
between the driver and the air than
a conventional dome tweeter, paying
huge dividends in terms of clarity and
transient response.

More unusually, ADAM also use
this type of driver for the midrange,
called X-ART (eXtended ART) on
the Delta, Gamma, Beta and Alpha
Models. This covers the 600Hz-
3.2kHz frequency range and should
offer a much better sonic integration
across the treble and midrange than
if a conventional unit was used.

In the Gammas, the driver
lineup consists of one ART tweeter,
measuring approximately 30x35mm
and with a diaphragm weighing in
at 0.15g and one X-ART midrange
(50x75mm, 0.72g). Below this are two
9in (220mm) Hexacone bass drivers
- one facing forward and acting as a
bass/midrange unit, and one at the
rear covering bass only.

As with the other models in
the Tensor range, the Gammas are
available in semi-active and fully
active versions. The former accepts
normal speaker-level inputs and
uses this to drive the midrange and
tweeter, along with feeding a pair
of 250W amplifiers, one for each
bass driver. These retail for £10,000,

saving £2,500 over the fully active
versions reviewed here.The fully
actives add another pair of 250W
amplifier modules for the tweeter
and midrange and accept input
through an XLR socket - Unity can
supply suitable XLR to phono cables
if required.

Alongside the inputs on the rear
panel are a number of adjustments,
namely one for adjusting the
tweeter's top end roll off, one to
adjust its level, a similar one for the
midrange level and an input gain
control, variable from -10dB to
+10dB to allow compatibility with
a wide range of preamplifiers.A
parametric equaliser is fitted, and this
is basically the same as the Notch
Filter that Mordaunt Short have been
fitting to their active subwoofers
for a number of years, but it allows
boost as well as cut [see MEASURED
PERFORMANCE for more details].
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