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Listening to Electrocompaniet's massive Nemo monoblock power

amplifiers (p10) this month caused me something of a headache.
- Not as a result of any harsh upper midband or screechy treble,

but from trying to fathom out why | liked it despite it being so
2 diametrically opposite in sonic character to what | normally enjoy.
| ‘;‘ %y Basically, my brain was plunged into conceptual confusion!
S Whereas we've measured nearly 600W RMS from
Rotel’s compact Class D RB-1092 power amplifier, the near-Class
A Nemos are huge and imposing monsters — with a razor-sharp
visceral sound to suit. After the initial shock of their stunning detail
and speed subsided, | found myself really enjoying them. Strange, as
| am more used to the softer, sweeter tones of my World Audio
Design K588 valve power amplifier. The two products couldn't be
more different, my reference being considerably cheaper and with
just one thirtieth of the on-paper power!

Although I've always thought it possible to enjoy both solid-state
and vacuum tube powered amplifiers, I'd had a strong preference
for the latter since | first heard a wonderful 300B power amplifier
some fifteen years ago. But the sheer force, grip and effortless
muscle of the Electrocompaniet reminded me quite how good
solid-state can be, in its own particular way... | used to know what |
like, but now I'm not so sure!

Still, I've always been something of a 'pluralist’ with loudspeakers,
finding it less easy to come to definitive positions. On p32 we
test Robson Acoustics Greystokes and KingSound Princess |ls.

Each is designed quite differently (one has a ribbon tweeter, the other an electro-
static panel), yet | found myself appreciating both speakers' distinct presentations.
Although superficially the sound is different, both boxes offer similar ‘connect-
edness’ to the music.

Isn’t it fascinating how hi-fi can use such diverse technologies yet provide equally
high levels of listening pleasure? Even though the subjective experience feels quite
different, it still provides real satisfaction. There’s a lesson to be learned here — we
shouldn’t privilege any type of technology over one another, or make claims about
the intrinsic accuracy of one compared to the other. In the final reckoning, all that
really matters is whether the music moves you.

David Price, editor.

testing

To ensure the upmost accuracy in our product reviews,
Hi-FiWorld has extremely comprehensive in-house test
facilities, and our test equipment - from big names like
Rohde & Schwarz and Hewlett Packard - is amongst the
most advanced in the world.

Loudspeakers are measured using a calibrated Bruel
& Kjaer microphone feeding a Clio-based computer

analyser, using pulsed and gated sinewaves, in a large
room to eliminate the room’s influence. Pickup arm
vibration is measured with a Bruel & Kjaer accelerometer.

No other UK hi-fi magazine has in-house testing, and
none has access to such advanced tests across all types
of equipment. That's why you can depend on Hi-fi World
reviews.

simply the best
extremely capable
worth auditioning
unremarkable
seriously flawed
keenly priced
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news

AN DPA MA-1

———

DPA CA-1

BACK IN BLACK

The return of the Deltec Precision Audio name will surprise many, but the
marque has just resurfaced with two new amplifiers. Said to be taking the design
philosophy from the original Deltec, these are the first in a forthcoming range
of high quality audiophile products, it is said, achieved through “radical design,
engineering excellence and precision manufacturing”. This range starts with the
DPA-CA| Stereo Pre Amplifier and the DPA-MAI| Mono Power Amplifier. The
CAI is a minimalist stereo preamplifier with the signal handling circuitry as
simple and direct as possible. It has six line level inputs for sources, two record
monitor outputs and two play monitor inputs.

The DPA-MAI is a mono power amplifier with 60W RMS into 8 Ohms
and 120W into half that, via a current coupled Class A output stage. At the
heart of both amplifiers is the hybrid voltage amplifier, the DH-OA37.This thick
film hybrid has been designed and developed by Deltec and offers many sonic
advantages over conventional circuitry, they say. The hybrid circuit is physically
much smaller than conventional PCB layout, which allows RF filtering and
decoupling to be closer to active components for "smoother, sweeter sound
quality". Front panels are sculpted by precision machining from a solid billet of
aluminium. The surface part is mirror finished to a very high standard, which is
then hand gloss painted and lacquered to a high lustre. The fabricated envelope
and chassis are accurately laser cut and folded, and finished in a fine anodised
satinwood black.

Prices are £2,300 for the DPA-CAI Stereo Pre Amplifier and £2,200 for the
DPA-MAI Mono Power Amplifier. For more details, call +44 (0)/793 238 085 or
click on www.deltecprecisiongudio.com.

EPOSTULATION

Epos’s latest ELS8 loudspeaker features a 5 1/4 inch woofer
with polypropylene cone and | inch voice coil. It has a
steel chassis and shielded motor system, and the injection
moulded trim ring is blended into the cabinet. The new
speaker is designed to produce lower frequencies than the

The all new Epos metal dome tweeter has a metal mesh
grille and ferrite magnet, and is shielded. The multi element
crossover has been engineered to extract the best possible
performance from both drive units, it's claimed, while the

ELS 3, achieved in part by a bigger cabinet volume, Epos say.

PHOTO COURTESY OF NBCU PHOTOBANK

STUDIO LINE

Prince fans will be interested to learn that he has
chosen a PMC BB5-XBD-A Reference Monitoring
System for his Los Angeles-based Composing
Facility. The artist has released several hundred
songs both under his own name and with other
artists, winning a total of six Grammy Awards

and an Oscar for Best Music and his original song
score for ‘Purple Rain".And now a PMC monitor
system has been installed in his state-of-the-art
Paisley Park recording complex in Minneapolis.
Prince was said to be looking for a system that is
powerful and, above all, had the ability to translate
his music without compromise. He first heard

the system at Jimmy Jam and Terry Lewis’ Flyte

Time Studios in Santa Monica, and subsequently
contacted Maurice Patist, PMC USA's President of
Sales & Marketing, then arrangements were made

to install a system.“We are very pleased with

the new PMC BB5-XBD-A system,” the studio
manager states, "because of three main factors.
Firstly, the BB5 sounds wonderful. Secondly, it
doesn't hype the sound — frequency response is
ultra-flat across the entire frequency spectrum.
And, thirdly, the system produces a full, large sound
— just the way we like to work while tracking

and mixing”. For more information, see www.pmc-
speakers.com,

internally braced cabinet is rear ported with a stylish curved front. A removable
injection moulded curved cloth grille completes the picture. Priced to sell at £250,
the ELS 8 follows on the success of the original ELS 3, the first in a line of lower
cost Epos speakers. It is available in a choice of two finishes, maple or black, and
its vital statistics are 310x180x215mm and 5.67kg per single speaker. For more
information, click on www.epos,co.uk
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NEWS

Leema Agena

HIGH LEEMAS

The new Leema Agena phono stage is designed to “extract hitherto
unheard of levels of information from vinyl records and present

it with transfixing musicality”, the company claims. It sports fully
adjustable inputs, each with two separate 'headshell settings' to allow
precise matching for up to six phono cartridges. In addition to the
single-ended RCA and fully balanced XLR analogue outputs a reference quality
analogue to digital converter feeds USB and S/PDIF digital outputs allowing
broadcast quality archiving to computer hard-drive or other digital media.
User features include mono, mute, high and low frequency filters, and a sleep
mode, which turns off all processing and display circuitry to ensure the very

best fidelity when listening. Vital statistics are 440x | 10x320mm and | I kg, and .
price is £2,995. Leema Altair

Leema Pyxis

The £3,995 Pyxis preamplifier is the first of a new Leema Reference Class of product. Designed
to offer “absolute transparency, resolution and musicality” it also sports a comprehensive and custom-
isable range of inputs including both single-ended and balanced analogue inputs, an optional phono
stage and digital inputs (including USB and S/PDIF) for use with digital sources such as computer
hard drives. Digital outputs are also included for archiving to computer. There's even “non-intrusive,
audiophile adjustment” of bass and treble. Size is 440x | 10x330mm and weight is | Ikg.

The new flagship Altair mono power amplifier is said to bring “a new level of control, transparency,
detail and speed”. The £8,495 beastie can produce peaks of over 2 kilowatts and 100 amps, and is
described as “a technical tour-de-force, establishing new levels of detail, linearity and agility leading to a staggeringly real
musical performance”! The headline power output figure is 550W RMS per channel into 8 ohms. Featuring LIPS {Leema
Intelligent Protocol System), the Aleair can be configured to receive a full level signal from a Leema preamplifier whilst
the preamplifier sets the volume at the input stage of the Altair. Size is 440x390x335mm and it weighs 45kg. For more

information, call +44(0)1938 811900 or click on www.leema-acoustics.com,

SPACE 2009

Moon’s new CD3.3 Disc Player is described as the companion source component for the 3.3 Integrated Amplifier,

and “embodies many of the revolutionary technologies found in the highly acclaimed Moon CD players”, the company
says. It features a digital input for use with a PC, music server or standalone transport, plus optional balanced analogue
outputs, a fully customised CD transport mechanism, a bidirectional RS-232 port, an IR input for external control,

and “luxurious industrial build quality”. It features discrete digital and analogue power supplies using a toroidal power
transformer, ten stages of DC voltage regulation, a proprietary CD drive system with in-house developed hardware

and software, mounted on Moon's M-Quattro gel-based four-point floating suspension. The circuit board features pure
copper tracings and gold plating. Internal upsampling with 24bit/1 41 [MHz processing is used, and BurrBrown PCM|798
24bit/192kHz DACs and 8x oversampling digital filter — all run by a very precise 25PPM digital clocking system. Fully
balanced differential analogue outputs are optional. There's an S/PDIF digital inbut. so the unit can be used as a digital-
to-analogue converter with either a

digital music server or external transport.
Available now, for details see www.simaudio.
com.
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ART OF SOUND

We're big fans of the Accustic Arts range of high end CD players and
DACs, so it's interesting to hear about the company’s new CD transport
- the Drive Il — which is designed to partner the Tube DAC Il in the
company's high end reference series. Able to play CDs, CD-Rs, and CD-
RWs "“in uncompromised quality”, at its core is a CD-Pro2LF mechanism
with a solid diecast metal chassis providing excellent damping, stability
and rigidity, the manufacturer says. This 3-beam laser assembly is fully
decoupled by an elaborate subchassis mounted within a solid aluminium
enclosure. Two large magnetically shielded transformers supply the
voltage feed, and a custom designed filter removes interference from
the incoming mains to ensure consistent performance. The mains filter
may be switched off by means of a rear panel switch, useful if the unit

is already connected to a filtered mains supply. Next to the mains

filter switch is a mains polarity indicator and switch to ensure that the
incoming mains is of the correct polarity. Motor control, laser control,
digital signal processing, display control and display heating all have their
own high performance power supplies.

The chassis is constructed from machined solid aluminium plates
and chrome-plated lathe-turned solid brass. The solidity of the enclosure
is important to make sure that the CD is read by the laser without any
external interference. Airborne vibration is prevented from reaching the
CD compartment by the 1.6 kg, acoustically damped, solid aluminium top
cover, and the interior of the CD compartment is coated with Nextel
to absorb any stray light, while the CD itself is exactly positioned within
the drive by a magnetic clamp. Pure silver cable that connects the CD
module to the digital signal processor for better performance. Measuring
up at |30x482x375mm and weighing in at |8 kg, the new Drive |l costs
£6,150. For more information, call Audio Reference on
+44(0)1252 702705 or click on www.audioreference.co.uk.

WEBWATCH: RADIO PRRADISE

www.radioparadise.co:

One particularly interesting internet radio station we've come across of late is Radio Paradise.

It seems a smallish operation, possibly even family run, but what they do well - besides playing

great classic rock music — is give the listener a real sense of involvement. Their expansive, eclectic
playlist links superbly with Amazon.com, making it very easy to find (and buy) the music they play,
and there are no advertisements or inane D] chit-chat. Essentially then, it’s a great resource for
lovers of its particular flavour of rock music. Even the sound quality is excellent (considering the
genre!), with 128kbps AAC and 192kbps MP3 available.

KIND OF BLU

Onkyo's first Blu-ray player, the new £399.99 DV-BD606 comes in at a lower price than some rival manufacturers’ first generation designs.
Said to be capable of delivering richly detailed, lifelike video images with a full HD resolution of 1920 x 1080p and a film-like refresh

rate option of 24 pictures per second, it runs the latest HDMI version (1.3a) to support Deep Color (on appropriate discs) and render
images with exceptional colour depth. In addition, the DV-BD606 (which complies with BD-ROM Profile |, version 1.1 ) is BONUSVIEW
compatible. This allows owners to take advantage of the picture-in-picture playback of interactive bonus material, such as video commen-
taries, where available. The player also natively decodes Dolby TrueHD and DTS-HD Master Audio formats, sending them as bitstreams via
its HDMI port straight to the receiver. It can also play CD and MP3 music via its Burr-Brown PCM|1782 192kHz/24bit DAC.The player also
boasts a custom-specified power supply with high quality components. For more details, click on www.onkyo.com,
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u didn't get one of
these in your stocking at
Christmas because of its
size — and if it came down
the chimney then you're
sitting in a pile of rubble

right now. \Weighing 41kg (90Ibs)
each, we struggled to lift these
power amplifiers; perhaps we have
seen and lifted bigger, but not by
much. Humongous power amplifiers
like these usually have a suitably
massive sound, and the Nemos
didn't disappoint - everything about
them is big, | found!

Although going under the official
nomenclature of AW600, they've
been given the 'Nemo' name because
they're designed to drive Nautilus
loudspeakers from B&W. Not that
if you had 2 pair of these in your
front room, you'd be worried about
choice of speaker however, as they'll
drive anything ever made - Heaven

HI-FI WORLD FEBRUARY 2009 /

knows, they'll even get more than
a squeak out of BBC LS3/5as! The
AW 600 moniker gives some idea
of the power these amps deliver:
600 Watts no less. Testing for power
at these levels gets a little sticky
but we found this is about right as
a conservative figure. The output
is heavily protected by a current
sensing circuit to prevent the Nemo
becoming an arc welder if its outputs
are short circuited. There are two
sets of parallel loudspeaker outputs
and one balanced input, for which
Electrocompaniet supply an adaptor
that allows the use of an ordinary
tunbalanced) phono lead.

The power switch is located
in an awkward position on the
rear panel, beneath the |IEC
terminated power lead. Claimed by
Electrocompaniet to be substantially
Class A, the Nemos run warm but
not burning hot like 100% Class A.

Power Points

With its gargantuan Nemo, Electrocompaniet is gunning for the high end monoblock power
amplifier markat. After a life with lower powered valve amps, Noel Keywood is in for a shock!

Switching on brings no noises other
than the clatter of the protection
relays. However, | did in my fiddlings
with various matching components
manage to touch a live signal lead
accidentally and there was a fierce
crack from the loudspeakers with the
power of a lightning bolt!

Not only are the Nemos
monstrously heavy, but they are large
too (514mm wide, 288mm high and
470mm deep). Their quiescent power
consumption is 230 Watts and, being
Class A this changes little with an
applied signal. They need ventilation
of course and could not be shut away
in cupboards. Electrocompaniet don't
say they should be left switched on
but they do specify a two hour warm
up for optimum performance and,
together with the awkwardly placed
power switches this does suggest the
Nemos be left on. They also need a
seventy two hour running in period.



Build quality is good in a
functional rather than lavish way.
The case has black steel sleeves for
protection, with a lot of venting to
give warm air an exit. The front panel
comprises a thick sheet of acrylic,
again black but with gold lettering,
gold holding studs and a natty blue
light the shape of Electrocompaniet's
logo to warn the unit is on. The
styling 'does the job', being suitably
discreet and as unimposing as a
massive lump of electronics in your
listening room can be.

SOUND QUALITY

If you're buying a solid state
monoblock of this size and price,
then you're not going to be the sort
of person who'd otherwise enjoy a
3W single-ended tube amplifier. As
such, you want a big, powerful and
ultra clean sound - without so much
as a flaw from bottom to top - and
that's precisely what the Nemos give.
Their delivery is dry and concise,
with everything kept under an iron
grip and supported by the ability to
deliver seismic power, the sort that
moves buildings.

That they work down to d.c.
didn't surprise me.All-direct-coupled
amplifiers are nothing new and
the ones | have heard in the past
did have a wide open door to a
peculiarly earth shaking sound that
forces its way into the room with
the unstoppable force of a bulldozer.
The massive bass line in Sly and
Robbie's ‘Make 'Em Move' took on

this form of unstoppable force, as if it
could rearrange the room physically.
Our Spendor S8e benchmark
loudspeakers are underdamped and
can sound plummy if not used with
an amplifier possessing grip, but the
Nemos grabbed them - and various
other loudspeakers | used - by the
neck as expected. They kept the
bass cones in perfect control no
matter what | threw at them. My
preferred Angelique Kidjo test disc is
a commercial recording, rather than
a demo disc, with strong energy right
down to 30Hz from the emphasised
walking bass lines and the Nemos
made the subsonic power of a track
like 'Fifa’ frighteningly obvious in a
way | am not acquainted with. They
appear to possess no constraint. Of
course, the simple truth is that with
600 Watts and huge peak current
available, claimed to be |50A, the AW
600s can in truth drive anything...
Across the midband the Nemos
sound detailed and concise. They are

crisp and fresh in presentation, quite
evenly lit, with an ability to push out
a mass of fine detail. With so much
force at their disposal there was a
lively dynamic right across the sound
stage. Even fairly mild pans across

www

it, from The Stranglers 'Ghost Train'
for example, made stage width and
movement across it plainly obvious.
The Nemos strength of delivery was
attention grabbing.

There was of course infinite
quantities of power available, and the
Nemos remained clean at all levels,
no matter where | set the volume
control. Giant power amplifiers like
these know no limits whatever is
asked of them, and the Nemo is
no exception. Another key feature
is this easy display of power whilst
remaining relatively neutral and easy
going in presentation. They are crisp
and clear certainly, but without the
sort of high frequency sharpness that
makes cymbals sizzle for example.

In face, the Nemos were
remarkably even mannered and
balanced in their handling of vocals
and metallic percussion, bringing to
cymbals a pleasantly bright ring from
which tizz was thankfully absent. The
rasp of synthesiser in Goldfrapp's

‘Lovely 2CU" had a fierce strengt!
and the pulsating bass of this track
had conspicuously more power than
usual; it was quite strange that other
amplifiers subjectively lack power
against the Nemos when compre-
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hensive measurement shows that
technically they do not. Yet there you
are: subjectively these monoblocks
make other amplifiers sound wanting
at low frequencies, weak kneed, of

mediocre grip and of no
great resolution either.

Anyone wanting
to drive
serious
loudspeakers
in a large
space
would need
amplifiers as
forceful as these,

although this doesn't
include high sensitivity

Tannoys and such like which
are best not used with high power

amplifiers - for those you must use
valves. The Nemos have far more
power than a valve amplifier and

DAVID SAYS:

If you are rich enough to afford the Electrocompaniet
Nemo monoblocks, then | would suggest you are rich
enough to need them. How so? Simply because they are
too enormous to fit anything except a large room - and a
large room requires large loudspeakers and an amplifier
that can drive them with intent! As such, valve ampli-
fiers cannot apply; rather, you need a really clean and
smooth pair of solid-staters such as these.

Massive power, incredible resolution and a smooth-
ness that starts from subsonic frequencies and goes
all the way up to the province of bat chit-chat - that's
the Nemo. They cast a revealing light on a recording,
showing its every detail, nuance and fault - yet deliver
it to the speakers with unflappable ease. The result is
a fascinating listen - and one that is unknown to most.
Although surely one of the great amplifiers for classic
music - with that glassy clarity and massive transient
thump - | found their handling of jazz funk music most
effective. Alphonse Mouzon's 'By All Means' was deliv-
ered with mind-expanding detail, breathtaking punch
and incredible insight into the playing of arch ivory tin-
kler Herbie Hancock. This is high resolution music in its
purest sense.

Still, the dub stylings of Augustus Pablo in 'King
Tubby Meets Rockers Uptown' was no less of a revela-
tion. Although the Nemos can never match the beguil-
ing, liquid 'lilt' of a top tube amp, they more than make
up for it with a bass performance the like of which
sticks in the memory for weeks after. Consummately
controlled, yet brilliantly articulated, they make your
average PA amplifier sound like a battery powered
headphone stage. Most impressive is the way the
Nemos can deliver enough Watts to light up a street
in such a rhythmically coherent fashion; their speed is
of the essence. At the same time as serving up all that
power on the beat, they lock everything else on the
soundstage into place perfectly.

With superlative power, grip, dynamics and clarity,
solid-state power amplification can't get much better
than this. The only issue facing purchasers is how well
they integrate into their systems - the Nemo's icy clarity
won't flatter poor loudspeakers or suffer bad sources
glady. As such, an audition is mandatory - but don't go
thinking you can get 'em home on the bus if you like
them! DP

brutishly powerful
bass, but they don't
have the same stage
depth nor their
sense of easy flow,
but then neither do
solid-state amplifiers
of any persuasion, no
matter what claims
are made!

With classical,

REVIEW

orchestras took on an extra sense

of scale and the horns in Wagner's
Lohengrin blared a bit louder than
usual, or perhaps | was being a bit
too enthusiastic with the volume
control. Thunderous rolls on the
kettle drum were more seismic than
usual, going down further to better
disturb the underworld | mused,

as the settee quivered.And the
inevitable crash of the cymbals at
climaxes was delivered with searing
power. Generally, from the strings of
the Emerson Trio playing Grieg to the
sonic antics within large scale works
like those from Wagner, the Nemos
deliver with almighty gusto and a raw
insight that is very revealing.

Deeply detailed, evenly balanced
across the audio range with no undue
light, in any one area, and disturbingly
forceful, Electrocompaniet’s Nemo
monoblock power amplifiers are a
solid-state spectacular. If you want
a power house that combines force
with finesse then these are the
amplifiers to choose.You will need
a big pocket of course, bulging arm
mufchs and chunky floor iiis%s to |- 1aw-dropping suh‘somcs
withstand their weight. They'll work : i s'mooth, - delivery
well with just about anything | can (- dioTVitatailgd
think of, but with B&W's Nautilus on
the end of these monsters, I'll wager
you'd end up with oceanic force.

VERDICT 9009 @

| Building shaking power combined
with an even, finessed delivery.

ELECTROCOMPANIET
NEMO £4,450 each
NSS Ltd

@© +44 {0)20 8893 5835
www.electrocompaniet.com

| FOR

| RGAINST
- size and weight
| - awkward power switch

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

The Nemo can swing no less than 80V
on short term peaks our measurements
showed, making it vastly powerful. With

that works substantially in Class A. It
measures very well and should drive any
load. NK

a steady sine wave test it gave 75V, or
700 Watts into 8 Ohms. A current limiting
protection circuit operates to limit power
into low loads and although we got a
few cycles through it at 1,400W in a
burst test before the relay clattered in, it
gives a steady 600 Watts or so. As most
loudspeakers are effectively 4 Ohms it is
then a 600 Watt amplifier able to give a little
more on short term peaks. So the Nemo
has vast headroom, but as such power is
unusable on any sustained basis it is low
level performance that counts.

Distortion was very low across the
audio band our sweep shows, reaching just
0.012% into 4 Ohms at 1 Watt, 10kHz, rising
to 0.05% maximum at high powers. Midband
levels were much lower, down to 0.0015%
at 1 Watt into 8 Ohms and 0.04% just below
full power into 8 Ohms. So no matter how
hard the Nemo was pushed it produced little
distortion, and third harmonic dominated
what was there.

Input is balanced via XLR and sensitivity
unusually low at 2.8V for full output of
700 Watts, so the Nemo will need a high
gain preamplifier, preferably with balanced
outputs. Most preamps can swing 3V
out, but x3 is a common gain figure and
the Nemo needs x9 or more if it is to be
matched to low output sources, like phono
stages.

The Nemo is a hugely powerful amplifier

Power
Noise

Distortion
Sensitivity

veww hi-fiworld.co.uk

Frequency response

700 Watts
d.c. - 54kHz
-122dB
0.012%
2.8V

Damping factor 58
DISTORTION SPECTRUM

Input RMS Freques
YRVAIN
=
Us
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d! 46 4?7 48 d9

FEBRUARY 2009 HI-FI WDRLD




30 DAY

MONEY B 1AL

Hearing is believing. We wan to reatly knov:
what a difference Benchmark will make to your
music, music you thought you knew!

(Call 020 8418 1470 and get a
DACY in your system
Terms & Conchtions apply

Sound that only Angels could hear...

.

“Not just good, but stupefyingly good”
Hi-Fi News July 2008

2
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Until now. Listen, and the Music will Engage You. DAC1 PRE.

Engineers and audiophiles have grown to rely on Benchmark for critical digital audio conversion

for more then 10 years - consistently finding themselves engaged in the music in away that is

rarely achieved with digital converters. And it’s the same story with the award-winning

DAC1 PRE, a mastering-quality, 2-channel 192-kHz 24-bit digitai-to-analog audio Converter,

preamp and headphone amp.

With the AdvancedUSB™ interface utilizing the UltraLock™ clock system to ensure that the
% . performance of the USB input is equal to the performance of the other inputs, (regardless of the

jitter present), and with such a pure, coherent and transparent sound, no wonder it's a HiFi News

Distributed by SCV London: benchmark@scvlondon.co.uk ‘Outstanding Product.

www.scvlondon.co.uk




GROUP TEST

Different
trokes

The three systems featured in this month's system supertest show
that David Price, Paul Rigby and Patrick Cleasby are very different
folks! David Price is your host...

'd venture that most Hi-Fi World readers have already got
fairly tasty systems.As your letters flood in every month,
we can tell that the starting point for most people is fair-
ly high up the audio evolutionary scale; gone are the days
of readers wanting advice on that all-important upgrade
from their Fidelity music centre!

Still, if you weren't where you are already with your hi-fi,
where would you start? That was the challenge | set the team
this month. If we had to rip it up and start again with a system
of modest budget — but not quite from a position of penury
— where would we be?

Whereas a decade or so ago, we'd all be clamouring for
a separate CD player, solid-state amplifier and (the then de
rigeur) floorstanding speakers, now life isn’t as simple.We have a
number of things bubbling under in the background...

First, there’s a vinyl revival in full swing. It's now perfectly
possible to run a ‘sustainable’ vinyl collection — from the
countless new audiophile reissues, the massive amount of
second-hand stuff surfacing on eBay and all those lovely high
street record libraries (sorry, 'charity shops'). As a testament
to this fact, even Hi-Fi World's resident *digiphile’ Patrick Cleasby
can now be found buying copies of the Human League’s ‘Dare’
on vinyl for 50p at his local Sue Ryder. That's where my system
comes in...

Second of course is the valve revival. A decade ago it was a
mere glow in the eye of a few folk wishing the end of the evil
transistor, but now though it's a perfectly normal purchasing
choice available to any hi-fi buyer. Indeed, it’s so run of the mill
that you can even get valve powered iPod docks these days.
This month sees Paul Rigby choosing a tube aspirated all-in-one
‘style system’ touting a massive 3W into horn loaded Klipsch
loudspeakers — now that's something you wouldn’t have been
able to do a decade ago.

Finally, Patrick Cleasby has been prized from his Logitech
Transporter hard disk based set-up, to run a conventional CD
separates system just like he used to when he was sporting
red braces and a Flock of Seagulls haircut back in the eighties.
Exposure provides a superb solid-state silver disc spinner
and integrated amplifier, to drive a pair of powerhouse KEF
floorstanders.

So sit back, relax and enjoy the diverse new world of hi-fi
system building, 2009-style!

SYSTEM SUPERTEST:
p16 REGA P3-24, MARANTZ PM8300, MONITOR AUDIO RADIUS 30HD

p18 SHANLING MC-30, KLIPSCH RB-61
p20 EXPOSURE 3010S CD, EXPOSURE 3010S INTEGRATED, KEF XQ30
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;lf B B hat | love about vinyl
| B0 P is that — assum-
111 ¢ .

& B ing you've got the

,‘ o ‘{3 ':,

N

I right combination of
S components — you

N N get a remark-
ably musical sound for a relatively
small sum of money.And so it is with
this, my weird but wonderful Rega,
Marantz and Monitor Audio combina-
tion...

I've designed this system to
be just as | would like it were |
starting out on the hi-fi path afresh
and wanted to take the vinyl route.
First, Rega’s P3 turntable needs little
introduction to vinylistas. For me it
is one of hi-fi's true classics. In its
latest incarnation it's called the P3-24
and comes with a fancy gloss finished
plinth available in a wide range of
colours, including what | like to call
‘Rega Racing Green’ you see here!

Coming in at £586 (with 15%
VAT, and my review sample also
sports a £107 Elys 2 cartridge), the
P3 is simply a beautifully finished slab
of painted and lacquered phenolic
resin laminates, into which is fitted

D FEBRUARY 2009

David Price has a ball with Rega's latest P3-24 turntable,

Marantz’s new PM8003 amplifier and Monitor Audio’s just
released Radius 90HD loudspeakers...

Green Party

a high quality bearing and a 24 pole
AC synchronous motor (as used in
the company’s more expensive P5
and P9 turntables, plus many more)
with clever control circuitry to
reduce vibration and an outboard
power supply unit that conditions the
electrical supply with a synthesised
low distortion crystal controlled ac
input, plus electronic speed control.

The P3-24’s plinth has one
other important cut-out — the
mounting for the new Rega RB30!
tonearm. This is a modified version
of the very famous RB300, which
has been modified for superior
sonics.An improved vertical bearing
housing has been used, which gives
improved rigidity in the tonearm’s
mounting, reducing the stresses in
the main |3mm bearings, say Rega.
This assembly is topped off with the
improved RB700 bias housing phono
cable.

Second in the chain is the £630
Marantz PM8003 integrated. At its
core is a large bespoke toroidal
transformer, used to drive audiophile-
grade circuitry inside, including the

latest generation of Marantz HDAM
(Hyper Dynamic Amplifier Module)
op-amps. The current feedback
amplifier features symmetrical circuit
topology, a copper-plated chassis and
rear-panel to reduce signal-degrading
electromagnetic interference

and offers the lowest impedance
grounding to every section of the
amp. An additional heavy bottom
plate reduces vibration.

The result is a claimed 70W RMS
per channel into 8 Ohms, which is
just about enough for the partnering
Monitor Audio Radius 30HD
speakers. Usefully for some (but not
for me), the Marantz has simple bass
and treble controls, although | kept
these at arm’s length, preferring to
keep the Source Direct function
switched in. There's also an Amp
Direct mode for operation as power
amplifier only (for bi-amp mode or
extension of A/V-Receiver), and most
importantly here — a good moving
magnet phono stage.

Last but not least are Monitor
Audio’s £350 Radius 90HD
loudspeakers. At 198x125x140mm,




they're not that much taller than a
CD jewel case, so don't be buying
the MAs thinking you're going to

get bass aplenty. Still, they take a
great stab at giving you just enough
to make them enjoyable. The cast
chassis of the |00mm mid-bass unit is
made from glass loaded engineering
polymer, while Monitor Audio’s just-
reworked metal matrix polymer cone
material does the air moving job.The
latest 25mm Gold C-CAM tweeter

is now claimed to extend to 35kHz,
while the crossover uses high grade
metallised Polypropylene capacitors,
high-grade air core and laminated
iron core inductors and specially
developed high grade PCOFC
internal cable.

SOUND QUALITY

This system was designed with one
thing in mind — to give the most
musical sound possible in a small
space - and it largely succeeds.The
Rega P3-24 gives a very precise
sound that’s highly subtle and refined,
and in the context of the full bodied
Marantz PM8003 amplifier and taut,
tight Monitor Audio Radius 90HDs
loudspeakers, it all gels together
perfectly.

The source - especially fitted
with the very detailed but slightly dry
sounding Elys 2 cartridge - is clean
and open but not possessed of much
in the way of tonal warmth. So the
Marantz amplifier adds just the right
amount of warmth. It’s a largely fast,
grippy and propulsive performer, but
still prefers to serve the music with
a dash of cream in your coffee, so
to speak, and the odd sugar lump or
two.

And that's just what the tiny
Monitor Audio Radius 90HDs need.
They are brilliant little boxes, but
crave all the heft they can get in the
bass department, and the Marantz
duly obliges. Indeed, so good at real
loads is the PM8003 that a short
spell driving my huge, closed-box
Yamaha NSI000Ms saw it singing
away with a surprisingly svelte but
musical sound.

With the Rega P3-24 mounted
on a Quadraspire stand, the Marantz
PM8003 running QED 79 strand
speaker cable (very affordable at just
£1.46 per metre), and the Monitor
Audios Blu-tacked rigidly onto either
end of a bookshelf, | was amazed
how nice my record collection
sounded.And it was all the more
poignant considering I'd just been
listening to a £10,000 plus Avid
Acutus/SME V/vdH Frog, via an Icon
Audio PS3 valve phono stage, Sugden
IM4 Class A amplifier and Yamaha
NSI000Ms for a week before setting
this system up. Even after such

illustrious kit, this little system sang
its heart out no less enjoyably...

Of course, you're not going to
get the same sort of ‘Royal Albert
Hall scale’, but still this system
comfortably filled a small-to-medium

sized room and went loud without
either falling apart or annoying

the neighbours (the latter being
something that can't be said for my
reference system). One of my major
reservations with the previous pre-
HD versions of the Monitor Audios
was their propensity to clam up and
compress and higher volumes, but

| feel that the new versions are far
less compromised in this respect.
They're not going to blow the roof
off your house you understand, but
they're happier with power than the
previous ones.

Freez's ‘Caribbean Winter’
showed what a delight the system
could be.A very tightly played slice of
early eighties ‘new jazz', the Monitor
Audios loved it. Stopping and starting
on the small edge of a sixpence, the
music sounded dizzyingly enjoyable.
What modest bass there was
proved incredibly taut and tuneful,
whereas the midband was open,
uncoloured and expansive beyond
all expectations. There's something
very right about having speakers with
treble and mid/bass units a matter of
centimetres away from one another,
in terms of the brilliant phase
coherence it brings. There wasn't a
hint of a box anywhere, or even a
‘point source’ — instead the music
seemed to be coming from the wall
in front of me, as if there was a pair
of stacked Quad electrostatics behind
an acoustically transparent curtain!

| was very impressed with this
system's treatment of vocals — there
was little of the ‘cuppiness’ you get
from most other small speakers.
Instead, | could hear a very clean,
open and even sound that crossed
over with the tweeters beautifully.
And oh those tweeters! Monitor
Audio nave had a lot of experience
with metal domes, and these were
a joy to listen to. True, they do still
broadcast the merest hint of their
construction material, but so do the
best silk domes, and at least the MAs
had speed, grip and insight in spades
— without a hint of harshness. It's safe
to say that | can't remember hearing
a better treble performance from a
pair of £350 loudspeakers.

wwewshi-fiworld.co.uk
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Steely Dan’s ‘Hey Nineteen’
furthered convinced me of the
rightness of the system.The new
Rega P3-24 is subtly different to
the old P3-2000, but in all the right
ways. If there was one respect in

N e R L o .

which the previous model was falling
off the pace, it was speed stability,
but the new ‘24’ incarnation, with
its electronic power supply gives
it some much needed grip in the
bass. It's nowhere up to a Technics
SL1200 in this respect even now, but
it pulls ahead in the midband, which
has more focus and a wider tonal
palette. Whereas the stock SL1200
can sound a bit well let across the
upper mid, the Rega is the model of
decorum, offering a very clean signal
to the Marantz amplifier that's packed
with dynamic inflection and detail.
Speaking of which, the PM8003
proved a truly capable listening
partner. It is less ‘showy’ sounding
than some, but not less enjoyable
(indeed over long periods it is
more so). It showed an expansive
soundstage, real musicality and not
a hint of the mechanical ‘analysis
paralysis’ that can afflict some other
Japanese amplifiers. Indeed | found
myself quite beguiled by this product
— it's very hard to remember you're
sitting in front of a very modest
£600 design with tone controls. The
Marantz lacks out and out punch
compared to some rivals, and even
some detail, but what it does do,
it does brilliantly and throws it all
together in one lovely package. This
made Steely Dan a joy to listen
to — with a powerful, fluid bass
line, striking syncopations and the
ability to convey all of that dreamy,
mesmeric quality the song has in its
entirety.

CONCLUSION

An impressive collection of
components this may be, but what's
more important is the way the
system plays together. As they say,
the system that plays together stays
together, and so it is with this! Itis a
delight to listen to, in a natural and
unselfconsciously musical way. As |'ve
said, it won't flap your flares or step
in when your local metal band’s PA
goes south, but it still goes decently
loud and does so with élan. Even at
modest listening levels, you'll struggle
to hear a more enjoyable and
compact way of making music.

FEBRUARY 2009 KI-FI WDRLD

REGA P3-24/ELYS 2
Rega Research
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(©) +44 (D) 1753 680 868
www.marantz.co.uk

MONITOR AUDIO
RADIUS 90

Monitor Audio
(©)+44(0)1268 740580
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he whole is greater than

he sum of its parts, so runs

the saying, and that's what

building a serious music

system is all about. | can-

not emphasise just how
important synchronicity is when buy-
ing any hi-fi component - after all, if
your system fails to work together,
then it just fails full stop as far as I'm
concerned.

This system is an interesting one
— inasmuch as it will have the high
end brigade tut-tutting and budget
buyers looking on with bemusement.
But still it works, and rather well at
that!

The heart and soul of it is the
rather wonderful Shanling MC-30.You
might have seen this before in the
pages of Hi-Fi World, but we loved it
so much we simply had to try it again

Hi-FI WORLO FEBRUARY 2009

with a rather left-field approach to
loudspeaker matching (more of which
later). Of diminutive dimensions
(266x143x385mm), you won't find
a bank of Class D power amplifier
chips under the hood, punching out
the usual 60W or so this type of
product has (i.e.Arcam’s Solo Mini).
Rather, the little Shanling sports a
pair of 6P| tetrode valves 'pushing’
out a miserly 3W in single-ended
mode. Not your average mini system,
then...

Other aspects of the MC-30
are more conventional ~ there’s a
CD player sporting a quality Philips
VAM-1202 laser transport and CD-7
Il servo mechanism, feeding a Burr
Brown PCM-1738 DAC.There's an
analogue tuner with twenty presets
covering both AM and FM, plus MP3
player connection via a stand and

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

A successful system is a
balanced system, and Paul
Rigby finds that the quirky
Shanling MC-30 'Music Center’
and Klipsch RB-61 speakers are
made for each other...

3.5mm port with a cable supplied in
the box. Emphasis needs to be placed
on this point because it can cause
confusion. The included MP3 player
holder does not act as a ‘dock’ as
Shanling want it to work with generic
MP3 players, not just iPods.

Given the Shanling's meagre
handful of Watts, you might be
surprised to see a pair of bookshelf
speakers sitting next to it. After al,
small speakers invariably have low
sensitivity, don't they? In our small
speaker group test last month, many
were hanging around the mid/late
eighties in terms of the number of
decibels per one Watt at one metre.
Well the Klipsch RB-61s claim no
less than 95dB! This makes them — in
theory — ideal to work with the low
powered Shanling.

Available in either a cherry or



black finish, these little beauties

are shelf or stand mountable, and
biwirable. Treble and upper midrange
duties are handled via the bespoke
Tractrix horn — explaining the strato-
spherically high claimed efficiency, and
behind it is a [-inch tweeter made
from titanium and powered by a
ceramic motor structure. A bespoke
Cerametallic cone woofer, made from
a mixture of materials to create a
stiff, responsive driver handles the
lower midrange and bass, supported
by a front-firing bass port to allow
bookshelf mounting. Measuring
391x216x31Imm, the RB-61s weigh a
solid 10kg.

The look of the MC-30 is both
stark and majestic. Full of towering
valves accompanied by futuristic
pillars, its design celebrates both
space and strength. Still, | have
reservations with the ergonomics.
The side-fitting ‘soft’ on/off switch
should in my opinion be positioned
at the front or back of the chassis
instead of the side where it can be
accidentally knocked. Then there's the
built-in joystick, used to control the
CD player and to select the tuner
radio band. After playing with this
with a measure of Homer Simpson-
like glee, | realised how imprecise
it is - it is not there to allow you
to progress to the next level in the
latest PlayStation beat’em-up. It is
supposed to be there to quickly
process audio-based commands.

As for the aesthetics of the
Klipsch speakers, was this a throw-
back to that H.R. Giger-themed
documentary for extra-terrestrial
family planning,‘Alien’? This is a
speaker for boys - tough looking — so
| endeavoured to approach it in my
most obsequious fashion for fear of
receiving a good kicking! Design is
such an emotive area, and | can't say
either were my cup of tea, but still
at least they look different and both
manufacturers have actually made an
effort instead of giving us yet more
generic black boxes.

SOUND QUALITY

Had the Shanling been wired up
to most loudspeakers, | could
comfortably have played it outside
the bedroom window of my next
door neighbour in the middle of
the night without so much as a
grumpy “shut up!” emanating from
his general direction. Mouse squeaks
would sound like volcanic eruptions
compared to the MC-30 at full dilt.
However, the cunning plan to partner
it with a super-efficient pair of
speakers worked a treat — and here
is a system that really gels.

No, it's not going to threaten
the Electrocompaniet Nemos in the

decibel stakes, but actually this lictle
three Watter goes surprisingly, ermm,
loud via the Klipsches. And it doesn’t
just make a noise, it makes a nice one
too. Single ended valve operation is

a very pleasant way of listening to
music, and normally only heard from
much more expensive valve kit, so
it's amazing to get it from such a
modesdy priced little product. For
example, the peak limited, R&B/pop

album by The Sugarbabes’,‘Angels
With Dirty Faces’ features offensive
compression that, with other less
sweet amps, would be screeching like
a barn owl.

Although the Klipsches aren't the
world’s smoothest speakers — they
are horn-loaded after all — the innate
sonic cleanliness of the Shanling was
such that it kept them under control.
True, vocal crescendos were still a
lictle shouty, but remember this isn't
an ideal recording. Indeed, the MC-
30 tamed the damage, allowing me
to hear some excellent separation
of instruments, vocal clarity and an
almost surgical study of various bass
timbres.

Shifting to a superior master and
Carol Kidd's new jazz-vocal album,
‘Dreamsville’ (Linn Records). Singing
‘A Nightingale Sang In Berkeley
Square’, the upper bass and lower-
mids displayed devastating clarity
and a double bass that was organic
in its presentation. Again, upper
midrange notes were ‘well lit' but
this was offset by Kidd's stunningly
atmospheric and sensual vocal sound
- the Klipsches even revealing the
subtle effect of air passing through
her throat.

Moving onto Black Dog’s
‘Parallel’, a seminal early trance
album which sports massive transient
attack, and the MC-30 coped with
ease, removing any rough edges
and increasing the musicality of
the performance. This tendency to
combine the detail of the Klipsch
speakers with the musicality of the
MC-30 extended to the Sinfonia
for Handel's ‘Acis & Galatea’, a new
classical release via Linn Records,
which not only followed the
complexity of the performance but
presented the music as an ensemble
piece as opposed to merely a
collection of detailed instruments.
Most obvious however, was the
real sense that this was a recital in
a large auditorium — there was a
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tremendous sense of air around the
music,

The MC30 sounded super
through its built in CD player, but its
tuner was a little veiled against my
Sony ST-S261 budget reference. Still,
sonically this was of course infinitely
more preferable to DAB! | wasn't
terribly impressed by the sound via
my iPod Classic 80GB, which was
hampered by low gain, although this

is partly the fault of the iPod's own
weedy analogue output stage. But
combined with the poor siting design
(the portable sits in amongst the hot
power supply and valves) and the
lack of remote control, | have to say
it's not an ideal implementation. Still,
the sound reproduction was open
and pleasantly transparent, as you'd
expect from a single-ended valve
amplifier! The difference between
low quality lossy files was obviously
marked against better quality FLAC
and WAV files.

Finally, | couldn’t resist
plugging the Shanling MC-30 into
my reference loudspeakers — a
pair of One-Thing modded Quad
ESLS57 electrostatics. These proved
rather more sensitive that | initially
expected, and | was able to push the
Quads to relatively high volumes
before break-up occurred. The
most revealing characteristic was
a trademark valve warmth oozing
through the Quads. Gone was the
bracing nature of the Klipsches to
be replaced by a more grown-up,
broader, fuller sound. True it did
lose a little insight and was perhaps
not quite as detailed, but did offer
a balanced and lusciously smooth
response. So there’s an idea to
conjure with!

CONCLUSION

Unusual it may be, but for my money
this is one of the most enjoyable ways
of listening to music at the price —
especially if space is at a premium.As a
pair, they are unusually transparent and
revealing, yet enjoyably musical too.
And interestingly, the Shanling MC-30
is not a cul-de-sac that you might think
given its low power — it will also drive
bigger more sensitive floorstanders
further up the Klipsch range, and

even Quad ESL57s which (in One
Thing guise) are one of the best in the
world! As it is, this £1,100 system is a
match made in heaven — and yet you
can take things higher still!

'SHANLING MC-30
KLIPSCH RB-61

4(0)1257 473175
www.realhi-fi.com
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ruposens’

W kay, so David's gone for
| a weird looking green
and black vinyl system
and Paul’s chosen the
maddest mixture of
miniature tube source
and speakers I've seen for a long
time — so now it's time to get down
to business with this serious full size
solid-state separates system. Forget
your fancy turntables or quirky low
power amps, this system needs no
distractions — it's a straight down the
line Compact Disc playing system,
just like your dad used to have!
How quaint, you may say.
After all, many are now having the
realisation that vinyl can't really be
beaten if you want to get as close as
possible to the music [oh my gawd
PC, are you feeling alright? Ed.], and
even worse for CD we’re realising

that this remastering malarkey is
very rarely actually a good thing.
And then there's the fact that even
in audiophile circles systems are
rapidly becoming file-based, so why
would anyone still need a common
or garden Compact Disc spinning
system anymore!

Well, it’s not all doom and gloom.

CD is cheap, accessible and there’s
a massive secondhand market. (If
you don't like these new remasters.
then just buy the original non-
remastered album on Amazon or
eBay for pennies, give the disc a wet
clean and slip it in a new jewel case
to give it that freshly minted look.)
CD may not be perfect, but it is easy
to use and ubiquitous — and as this
system shows you can get mightily
impressive results if you set it up

properly...
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The Exposure 3010S CD
player (£1,200) is the business end
of the system, and features a new
custom-made Exposure-designed
CD transport mechanism, servo unit
and control mechanisms, plus twin
Burr-Brown PCM 1704 mono 24
true multibit DACs, a discrete output
stage and large toroidal power
transformer with separate windings
for CD transport and audio stages. A
high stability crystal clock reference
and dedicated power supply
regulator for the transport and audio
stages ensure very low jitter, says the
company.

Partnering it is the new Exposure
3010S integrated amplifier (£1,000),
which is a crisply styled unit sporting
chunky power supplies, upgraded
internal components and a hefty
110 Watts per channel claimed. A
high capacity custom-made toroidal
power transformer and power
supply capacitors are used, plus
uniquely tuned short signal and
power supply path, bi-wiring compat-
ibility and fast bipolar transistor
output stage for dynamic and vivid
performance. Aluminum is used for
all the casework, and the extruded
front panels are designed to control
resonance and stray electromagnetic
fields.

There is something genuinely
nostalgic about these two Exposure
boxes - their plain black look, simple
display (on the CD player) and easy
remote layout and functionality take
me back a long way. Heck, | didn’t
even have a CD remote for the
first five years of my CD life — and
nowadays the AV products | often
use are mind-numbingly complex by
comparison! Oh for the innocent,
uncomplicated life of the nineteen
eighties audiophile ~ this is how we
used to live.




In fairness to the KEF XQ30
loudspeakers | chose to partner the
Exposure electronics, there's nothing
nineteen eighties about these tall,
slender and elegant boxes. They pair
KEF's latest 130mm bass driver with
the new incarnation of the company’s
Uni-Q ‘point source’ array for the
middle and upper frequencies — a
130mm midrange cone incorporating
an elliptical dome tweeter and new
‘tangerine’ waveguide. There’s an
audiophile grade crossover, running
the bass driver up to 450Hz, and
the midrange unit up to 2.5kHz.
Weight is 14.8kg per box, and their
vital statistics are 860x190x247mm.
There's a choice of beautiful finishes
— including Birdseye Maple, Khaya
Mahogany or Piano Black.

The Exposure machines came in
identical robust cartons, reassuringly
sealed with ‘Made In Britain’
stickers. In both cases, all you get
is the unit, manual, an [EC lead and
identical Exposure HS10| remotes,
which both control both machines.
Similarly the KEF speakers are very
securely packed, with a variety
of feet/isolation options supplied.
Exposure recommend that if you're
not using the coax or optical digital
outputs of the CD player they should
be defeated - for brave souls the
relevant manual provides instructions
on how to open the box and do it
yourself.

One of the joys of the return
to a network-free, non-surround,
non-AV system is the ease of getting
the system set up. In no time at
all, with the aid of a pair of Chord
interconnects and some Black
Rhodium speaker cable, | was up and
running. Noel recommended that
the KEFs would function best firing
straight down the room, and so it
proved, with an attempt at toeing-in
delivering no perceivable imaging
benefit. Initially | tried the speakers
close to the wall, but the bass felt
very much stymied, and | did my
testing with the ‘speakers standing an
impractical, female-offending couple
of feet from the wall. This gave a
much more free-sounding bass, but in
the real world a compromise might
have to be reached...

SOUND QUALITY

Well, what | wanted was a very
lively and upfront sound - almost
exclusively for use with the singer/
songwriter, rock and electronic
music that | love. Accordingly, the
urge to kick off with the exemplary
rock of the new Kings of Leon was
impossible to resist, even if their
diametric opposite - late-period
Leonard Cohen - was obliged to
follow! The system served up all

the gusto the modern compressed
recording could allow. | established

a reference listening volume of
roughly 25% of the dial or around
‘nine o’clock’, but | found the system
rewarded me edging the knob round

"'ve olde CD was

GROUP TEST

frustration that the 3010S CD player
doesn’t do HDCD. It strikes me that
if you're going to extend the lifetime
of optical disc-based media, then it
must be worth trying to include the
HDCD decoding which enables the

~

allowed 10 spat

this old skool separates system.

a bit further, whereupon Leonard
Cohen’s ‘Ten New Songs’ was a joy.
Those tinkly-bonk synths with the
impressively rendered guttural growl
of the maestro resulted in a very
smooth, satisfying listen.

This system suits detailed
recordings, ones that benefit from
close analysis, as the Exposure pairing
excelled with Eurythmics’ (non-
remastered) ‘Touch Dance’, which
had my foot tapping enthusiastically,
particularly on the instrumental
‘Second Side’. The fantastic sound of
Dean Garcia’s WAL bass funkiness
on the dubby ‘The First Cut’ was a
delight to listen to - a bass player’s
bass player, done full justice to by this
truly big boned musical system.

Another eighties excursion
proved how very well suited to
this type of electronic material this
system is. Never the album of choice
with Heaven |7, but key tracks
‘Sunset Now’ and ‘This Is Mine’ from
‘How Men Are’ (unfortunately the
remastered version) were almost
as enjoyable as the Eurythmics had
been, with compelling rhythm and a
confident if a little strident tonality.
The same traits were evident on
the Propellerheads’ ‘OHMSS’ from
‘Shaken And Stirred’, with the live
horns sounding out well but getting
a little bright thanks to the XQ30s’
upfront nature. On the other hand,
the punishing dynamic bassline was
rendered with ferocity and precision,
particularly on the ‘Spybreak-ish’
outro. Once again, an enjoyable listen!

Neil Young's ever improving
analogue-to-digital set up is the
reason he is one of the only people
whose remasters are actually an
improvement on previous digital
transfers, and his Greatest Hits is
testament to how good a great
analogue recording should sound
in CD, HDCD and 24/96 (on the
accompanying DVD-V). On the
3010S ‘Down By The River’ sounded
like a quality recording and transfer,
crisp and open and detailed with
great reserves of dynamic power.
The electronics, | feel, have a really
musical gait to them which digs
deep into the recording and lets the
flavour flood out.

However, | couidn’t help feeling
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collector to get the best out of the
(admittedly small in volume) cream of
the format.

All the same, even ye olde CD
was allowed to sparkle on this
old skool separates system, and
fortunately there were no major
sound glitch niggles. The 3010S CD
player is a well designed product,
as | found out due to me having a
girlfriend whose CDs are, shall we
say, less than optimal in condition
(well, actually I've never seen anything
like it - cracks on the inside, cracks
on the outside - another reason
mine are going into storage!). | was
afforded the opportunity to do
some error correction testing, a
moderately scuffed ‘The Miseducation
of Lauren Hill’ being played back
without noticeable impediment and
fine fidelity.

CONCLUSION

Whereas DP went for a high quality,
lowish price vinyl system and PR a
quirky miniature tube thing, my third
way was — as far as I'm concerned

— the best way. This is a big, thumping,
blustering separates system just

as they used to be. No valves, no
hard drives, Wi-Fi or iPods — just ye
olde Compact Disc kicked out by

a chunky integrated amplifier and
seriously sized floorstanders. As such,
| loved its ease of use, directness

and overall musicality. Flare-flapping
bass, a detailed and well lit midband
and crisp, spry treble were all on
offer — although in fairness the wick
really did need turning up to get
things cooking, as the KEFs don’t
sound particularly engaging at lower
volumes.

This said, | can’t help wondering
where mainstream systems like this
can go next. | loved the immediacy of
popping a little disc into a tray and
sitting back and relaxing without so
much as a multiple button press, but
| did find myself thinking about its
lack of hi res and the hassle of not
having 3,000 CDs at the touch of a
button via a hard disk music server.
But if you're convinced that the
CD format still has legs, and/or use
pre-remastered discs then this very
musical system may be the solution
for you.
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ne of the fascinating
things about our hobby
is watching fashions
change. Just ten years
ago, I'd wager that if
three hi-fi reviewers
were asked to assemble systems,
you'd get three variations on pre-
cisely the same theme — that of a
separate CD player as a source,a
beefy integrated amplifier and a pair
of large loudspeakers. In 2009 how-
ever, things are becoming altogether
more eclectic, quirky and locked into
people’s individual lifestyles.

These three systems aren't
three of a kind — they're three quite
different kinds. In my case, | chose
a vinyl based system because that
reflects how | listen to most (but not
all) of my music. That in itself might
be seen as scandalous to some, or
quaint and eccentric to others, but
to me it's as natural as opening my
mouth when chocolate travels in its
general direction!

My chosen source, the Rega
Planar 3 turntable, is an iconic
product as far as I'm concerned.

I've owned several over the years,
and for me it is the minimum one
should invest in a vinyl playing source.
This is to say that, in my experience,
spending anything less buys you a
turntable that simply has too many
downsides to make the experience of
listening to LP records an unalloyed
musical event. No disrespect to
lesser Regas, Pro-jects, Duals, et al.,
but for me the P3 is just about ‘man
enough’ for the job.

Whereas the previous P3-2000
incarnation was a fine machine, this
new P3-24 variant provides superior
speed stability. The previous one
sounded just a little too soft and
indistinct (albeit nicely smooth), but
I'm happy to note that now the latest
P3 offers a serious improvement in
bass grip. And that Rega tonearm
- now in RB30| guise - remains
a masterstroke. | know it has its
detractors, but for the price the level
of detail and insight is breathtaking.

Still, the RB30I has a slightly dry
tonality, and is less musically beguiling
than some arms — and so | feel the
Marantz PMB003 is a fine match, This
is a rich, warmish sounding amplifier
and has a lovely lilting quality. It’s
not the world’s most detailed, but
this isn't what's needed here. | was
impressed by the way this mid-price
Marantz doesn’t draw attention to
itself; its sins are those of omission
rather than adding its own character
to the music. And what character it
does have is wholly welcome in this
context, as its fulsome musical sound
is ideal for the Monitor Audio Radius
90HD:s.

Of course, these are billed as
rear speakers, or satellites in a sub/
sat system — but with a super source
like the Rega and a big hearted, warm
natured amplifier with a decent
amount of Watts like the Marantz,
you can just about get away without
adding an extra bass box. Indeed, Biu-
tack them to your bookshelf or even
window ledge and ram them up close
to the rear wall, and they will sing.
Suitably set up, they throw images
into the room as confidently as
Quad ESL57s and have a wonderfully
clean, incisive yet musical nature.The
result is a system that gets on with
the job of playing LP records in an
uncomplicated and direct style.

That's also a good way of
describing Paul Rigby's Shanling/
Klipsch system.With an enormous
CD collection, the important thing
for him was for the system to cut to
the musical chase, so to speak. With
a meagre 3W on tap, the Shanling
MC-30 isn't going to be your average
Motorhead fan's first choice, but
this isn't the whole story. It isn't
Watts per channel that determine
how strongly your speakers flap
their cones, but the sensitivity. For
example,a |00V integrated driving
an old pair of Linn Kans with a
low 83dB sensitivity will sound
little louder than the 3W Shanling
tickling the Klipsch RB-6|s, with
their ninety plus dB sensitivity. And
s0 it transpires that in real life Paul’s
system isn't actually underpowered
for his purposes - indeed, it is like the
mouse that roared.

Better still, the single-ended valve
powered Shanling amplifier section
is so sweet that things stay musically
enjoyable at all times, The essence of
this system is the way you can take
almost any recording, and it still finds
the simple rhythms within — there’s
a wonderfully matter of fact way it
plays CDs of all generations and lets
the flavour of the recording come
shining through.

Patrick Cleasby's Exposure/KEF
system is the most conventional here,
and a marked contrast to the others.
It's a simple unreconstructed CD-
based separates affair with punchy
transistor amplification that relies
on muscle to get the job done.The
Exposure CD player is an impressive
product with a liquid sound that is
a perfect front end for the excellent
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CONCLUSION

Exposure 3010S integrated.This is
another standout separate at the
price, with real power and grip — but
Exposure’s characteristically crisp

but sweet tonality smoothes out the
lively KEF loudspeakers. Ever since
the eighties, people have been coming
to Exposure amplification to give a
great mix of transistor wallop and
tube subtlety, and the latest range still
does the job.

I'd have reservations running the
KEF XQ30 speakers with anything
less smooth than the Exposures;
these are very clean, dry and slightly
analytical boxes that need a gently
warm and smooth amplifier to drive
them. Even the brightly lit Sugden

A2l S3 would | think, push them
into forwardness. Properly matched
however, you get a coweringly
expansive, tight and punchy sound
which is great for
stadium pop, large
scale choral music and
pounding techno alike.
These speakers like

to rock and this was
reflected in Patrick’s
findings — precisely

the opposite to the
ultra high sensitivity
Klipsches, they thrive
at high volumes but
aren't the most lively at
low levels. Deploy the
KEFs in a large room,
give the Exposure amp
some juice and you
have a commanding
system.

So there you have
it - three very different
ways of spending
money, from three
very different folk. All
have their respective
strengths and
weaknesses, and the art
of system building (and
therefore great sound)
is simply learning how
to assess a product and
harness its character for
the good of the other
components it's to be
used with. This done,
you can get an almighty
bang for your buck,
and - more importantly
- just the right sort of
bang to suit your tastes.
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Noel Keywood finds Dali's new Lektor 6
loudspeaker a delightful listening
companion...

'ere are a dizzying number
of variations on the same
basic theme in loudspeakers
and this alone favours mod-
els that stand out because
they are irnovative. Dali’s
new Lektor 6s do not sit in this cate-
gory. They appear pretty conventional
but have a very broad range of ability
that comes from a balanced and well
developed package. Making the most
of the compact floorstanding loud-
speaker, | came away very impressed.
Refined yet exciting too, they trod
a fine line between the two, not so
refined as to be lifeless nor dynami-
cally bloated for added excitement.
Conspicuously capaole, the Lektor 6s
will do well in any showroom shoot
out | suspect - and | believe our mea-
surements suggest why...

Standing 929mm high, 207mm
wide and 285mm deep the Lektors
look pretty conventional and come
weighing a liftable 14.2kgs, making
them relatively easy to move around.
They have a removable black grille,
beneath which sits a pair of pressed
wood fibre bass/midrange units,
the lower one handling bass only,
the next up bass and midrange.
Above these units sits a 28mm cloth
dome tweeter. Like most modern
loudspeakers the Lektors are ported,
so are a bass reflex design. Spikes are
supp'ied for the base.The cabinets
are made from Medium Density
Fibreboard, or MDF, and are covered
with a convincing artificial veneer.
Single gold plated terminals are fitted
that accept bare wire or 4mm. Priced
at £684 the Lektor 6s sit in a group
of quality fioorstanders from the likes
of KEF and B&W so they face quite
serious competition, especially from
Q Acoustics with their impressive
105Gi.

SOUND QUALITY

What distinguished these
loudspeakers is what they lacked.
Today's metal cones have a charac-
teristic signature, light and spry that's
for certain, but a little too shiny to

be truly described as
neutral. Dali's fibre
cone drivers had
just about no distin-
guishing tonal colour
at all. There wasn't
the smallest zing that
comes from metallic
cones, yet nor were
Dali's tinged by the
warmth and softness
- sometimes woolliness
- that's common to
fibrous cones. The
Dali drivers totally
lack such colour and
were sparklingly clear
across the midband.
They also sounded
nicely balanced tonally:
| noticed that male
voice in Mussorgsky's
'Boris Godunov' was
convincingly full bodied,
yet crisply defined at
the same time.The
backing choir was well
lit and | could pick out
individual voices, but
not at the expense of
an easy smoothness
thar made the Lektors
a satisfying listen. | was
intrigued by the balance
between a strongly
lit presentation with
plenty of treble, yet
reasonably free from
shanpness at the same
time. Sometimes, with
instruments like close
miked cymbals in the
Zutons 'Valerie' there
was some obvious
added zest and the
Lektors don't need a
bright sounding amplifier, yet they
were relaxing with most material.
There was real bite to the strings
of Steve Earle's chiming guitar at
the start of 'Copperhead Road', but
rich detailing too. That the Lektors
have an unusually smooth lower
midband made itself known herz as a

REVIEW

tor-ble!

deliciously natural, full bodied delivery
of Earle's vocals, making others seem
a bit contorted by comparison. Quite
how Dali have managed to get such a
smooth coverage where others seem
to run into difficuity I'm uncertain,
but it was audible as a convincing
sense of evenness. The crispness

and underlying clarity of the Lektors
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Master &
Commander?

REVIEW

Noel Keywood tries Philips' expensive SRU8015 Universal remote control...

f you have remote controls
sitting in ranks across your
lounge coffee table, this smart
universal unit from Philips
might be an answer to a prayer.
It was for me, not only because
it clears the table but because it has
a great high resolution screen | could
read easily in low light.

My love of remote controls sits
but one rung above that for mobile
phones, and Philips don't make this
the easiest one to set up - although
it is a delight to use. It has onboard
seemingly endless menus of manufac-
turers remote control codes, but
it cannot be set to match specific
models as there are just too many. So
for an Onkyo TX-NR906 receiver in
for review, | had to choose 'Receiver’
then search under Onkyo for its
code, found by running a scan. What
you then get is a generalised code
set, to which special functions like
Pure Audio must be added.

This is quite a tedious process,
with menus to wind through using a
rotating ring and names to be typed
in, mobile phone-style from the
keypad. Long menus can be accessed
at the start only, not at the end to
work backwards, but Philips add the
ability to enter the initial letter, like
's' for Sony to get you to the right
area without a lot of tedious winding.
Lack of a "cancel' function meant that

| Sataline

the handbook was little help and |
never did fathom why the usual 'OK'
function for entering a command is a
key with a "Tick"!

If you have lost a remote control
or bought an item without one then
the SRU8B015 should contain at least
a good set of basic functions from
its built-in store of codes used by all
manufacturers worldwide.

In contrast to the compli-
cation of setup, actually using the
SRUBO |5 was easy - if not obvious
at first glance. A small button at
top right marked 'Home/Setup' is
the starting point. This opens up a
menu of devices on the clear, bright,
screen, like 'TV','DVD', 'Receiver'.
Select a device and then its roster
of 'Functions' (‘on', 'off, 'play’, etc.)
by pressing a 'More' button and you
are off. Okay, it's a bit lengthier than
using the dedicated remote, but only
if you can understand the latter.

Complex remotes like those
for an AV receiver are littered with
buttons to directly access never used
functions, lettering such as black on
a grey background is difficult to read
in any light let alone low light, and
illumination - if it exists - is weak. All
these hurdles to easy usage the SRU
8015 overcomes so it can be faster,
not slower, than a manufacturer's
dedicated remote control. There
are few direct access buttons on

VERDICT @0 0@
Well built and easy to use universal
[reﬂote control, but a chore to set up. |

PHILIPS SRUB015 £99.99

a menu branch accidentally entered el RS S
could not be exited, which was PHILIPS
frustrating. Confusingly, a 'Back Exit’

the Philips, just ‘'volume', play’ and
suchlike, which keeps its face clear
and simple. Because it puts most

button didn't perform this function!
More surprising was lack of a
Blusay player 'Device' category. For
a Samsung BD-P1500 Blu-ray player
| loaded DVD controls for Samsung
and re-named the DVD device as
Blu-ray. Although this worked, the
control set did not match the player
well and there was no 'Power On'
or 'Off in the 'More' (controls)
menu, so | could not use them in a
Macro (called 'Activity' by Philips).
The way around this was to add

| —

and name a 'Function’ by reading

the output of the Samsung remote
into the Philips, in this case 'Power
On' and 'Off'. It was tedious but at
least do-able and the ability to type
in a custom description made fater
use easy. So the SRUBOIS is a little
shaky in places; some omissions are
surprising and procedures to cover
them laborious. The formal logic of

'Functions' onto the illuminated
screen, they are easy to find and
select in bright or dim light.

Nicely made and weighty in the
hand, well illuminated, easily legible
and straightforward to use, Philips
SRU 8015 Universal remote control
is worth its £99.99 asking price. Set
up can be a tedious process if you
own many complicated gadgets and
want to access all their functions,
but once set up this remote was
simplicity itself to use.

Phillips

FOR
- easy to use

AGRINST
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(© +44 (0)800 3316016
www.philips.co.uk

- clear illuminated display
- all codes onboard

- tedious setup
- no Blu-ray category
- no Cancel button
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Plane Speak

Noel Keywood auditions two unusual loudspeakers using planar drivers - a ribbon on
Robson Acoustics' Greystoke and an electrostatic panel on Kingsound's Princess IL...

aving lived with Quad's
ELS63 electrostatic loud-
speaker and Heybrook's
Sextet with its Tonigen
ribbon tweeter | learnt
to appreciate the unique
strengths of both loudspeakers. So
| couldn't pass up an opportunity
to pit a ribbon against an electro-
static once again by running two very
unusual loudspeakers alongside each
other:a Robson Acoustics Greystoke
Opulus (yes, really!) fitted with a
ribbon tweeter and a Kingsound
Princess Il, fitted with an electrostatic
tweeter. Both are standmounters,
but not budget designs by any means;
the lavishly crafted Greystoke costs

HI-FI WORLD FEBRUARY 2009

£1,600 and the Princess Il £1,500
Would they bring back some of the
glories of my audio past | wondered?
Such delights have been swamped
by a sea of metal cone and dome
equipped boxes that crowd today's
marketplace - and our listening
rooms!

KINGSOUND PRINCESS Il

I'm going to start my comparison by
looking at a strange to almost bizarre
idea totally new to me and therefore
an unknown quantity - the electro-
static panel tweeter of Kingsound's
Princess H loudspeaker. When my
eyes alighted on this little bax of
tricks at September’s Hi-Fi Show at

the Park Inn, Heathrow | knew | had
to take a closer look. Never have |
seen an electrostatic panel built into
a box loudspeaker like this. Is that
barmy, | wondered, a complicated
Oriental contrivance as sensible as
a motorised rickshaw? Or is it just
that | have become accustomed to
picturing electrostatics as Quads

- big, open panels that are the very
antithesis of small box loudspeakers.
I make the distinction 'Oriental’
because the Kingsounds hail from
Kings Audio of Hong Kong (www.
kingsaudio.com.hk) and if you look at
their loudspeaker range - especially
the extraordinary Emperor that
looks like a Ming Dynasty room



divider - you'll see some fascinatingly
different designs.

Most challenging to electro-
static orthodoxy however is the
Princess Il reviewed here, complete
with side exhaust ports that remind
me of tropical window slats. These
allow rear sound from the panel to
escape, as it were. Saund doesn't
flow like water so the analogy isn't
an especially appropriate one, but
whatever. If they sound good, who's
worried about the odd technical
peculiarity or two!

Also within the box, in the
lower half that forms a ported reflex
enclosure, lies a small 6in bass unit
that works up to 800Hz before
handing over to the Martin Logan
style single-sided (not push-pull as
per Quad) electrostatic panel. For
those unfamiliar with the electro-
static transducer, picture it as a super
lightweight piece of Clingfilm, driven
by invisible electrostatic forces.The
extremely low mass of this film
allows it to follow the musical signal
faithfully, giving a pure sound free
from distortion and colouration. In
practice electrostatics can sound
perceptibly clean and pure, but it
is difficult to make them perfect.
The Princess Il panel is interesting
in that it works from a low 800Hz
upward which should perceptibly
alter handling of violins in particular,
which invariably fall victim to phase
and amplitude anomalies that beset
most loudspeakers with their higher
3kHz crossover point. However, |
must point out here that flat panels
have their own unique problems and
that these panels were directional,
much like Martin Logan panels. All
the same, providing they are listened
to on-axis the sound balance remains
pretty consistent.

The cabinet is a compact 207mm
wide, 260mm deep and 40Imm
high, and weighs in at 7.8kgs, making
it an easy lift. The Princess |l is a
standmounter, as it's a bit large for
most shelves, although it will fit a
12in deep shelf. Quality of finish is
good, although the artificial veneer
isn't especially alluring, nor the black

grille cloth against it a fetching match.

Technophiles will better like the
bright blue LED at rear that lights
when power is connected.

Yes, this loudspeaker needs
power to polarise the electrostatic
panels, and like Martin Logans each
loudspeaker comes with a small wall
wart supply that sends a safe 12V to
the cabinet. Also on the rear panel
lies a +2dB treble lift switch and, of
course, input terminals, in this case
a single pair that prevents use of bi-
wiring.

No arcane start up rituals are

necessary, and your house doesn't
need the right Feng Shui. Placement
isn't apparently an issue, partly
because rear radiation sees fixed
acoustic conditions imposed by the
cabinet. The side slats output quite
a lot of the rearward sound our
measurement microphone showed,
and the idea is that when bounced
off a rear wall this will increase the
sense of spaciousness, making the
Princess |l sound more like an open
electrostatic panel than a closed
box. With an internal rear cabinet
wall there to reflect sound back to
the panel and out toward listeners
though, this will only be partially
successful. The Princess Il isn't a high
power loudspeaker, being quoted as
needing 60-120 Watts.

ROBSON GREYSTOKE

Hailing from Britain's Lake District, in
the northern county of Northumbria
that, | am told, is somewhere near
Iceland but is more solvent, Robson
Acoustics hand craft loudspeakers
using traditional materials that better
blend into expensively furnished
modern homes than the bland,
cheap looking artificial veneers on
many loudspeakers. So our review
samples came with deeply patterned
and fissured Oak end pieces and a
hide wrapped cabinet that will, I'm
sure, appeal to a great many proud
homeowners unhappy with bland
alternatives.

The Greystoke is a weighty
(18kgs) but compact design featuring
a ribbon tweeter, another interesting
way of generating clean treble. The
electrical signal is passed through a
light metallic ribbon immersed in a
strong magnetic field. The ribbon is
very light, if not as light as a piece
of Clingfilm, nor quite as sonically
neutral. It is however much lighter
than a dome tweeter and more
evenly driven too. Ribbons measure
superbly well and are known for
their clean, incisive sound. If you want
conspicuously fast, detailed treble a
ribbon is the drive unit to go for.

Ribbons usually reach down to
4kHz or so, making them difficult
to partner. The ribbon in this
loudspeaker works from 3.5kHz
upward, our measurements suggest,
the bass/midrange unit struggling to
reach up so high.This is the same
problem suffered by the Sextet,
whose crossover between plastic
cone and metal ribbon was rather
obvious. Robson have better managed
this difficult transition by using similar
materials to avoid an obvious change
of character and by using a small,
modern, dish shaped magnesium alloy
cone better able to reach up high.

The bass unit is port loaded,
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making this a reflex design. With a
cabinet 340mm high, 180mm wide
and 280mm deep, carrying a rear
port and a single pair of chunky gold
plated terminals, the Greystoke is
compact and will fit a shelf if need
be, although it is meant for stands.
Bass output isn't prodigious and a
somewhat over damped response is
most suited to near wall placement
in small to medium sized rooms
where room gain will make a contri-
bution to low end weight.

What you have here then is a
high quality two way that, like the
Kingsound Princess Il, will give quite
a different rendition to the everyday
two-ways we all know so well.

But how different do both
loudspeakers sound and - more
crucially - does different mean better
with either of them?

SOUND QUALITY
| had difficulty getting the best from

the Greystokes, yet from the off
they sounded very amenable and
of quite a different tonal pallor
and general demeanour to most
loudspeakers. With our capable
Anatek AS0R transistor amplifier, to
us a benchmark design able to handle
most loudspeakers with equanimity,
the Greystokes had a pleasantly light
air about them, and were obviously
fast and concise at higher frequencies,
giving tambourine in Steve Earle's
‘Esmeralda’s Hollywood' the ability
to penetrate the room with alarming
incision. This was classic ribbon
behaviour. Treble as clean as a
whistle, delivered with force that was
penetrative.Violin sounded more
convincing in its constitution and
tonality than most rivals, firm, full
bodied yet with
no hint of
harshness
or screech.
The
Greystokes
pushed
Nigel
Kennedy
out at me,
but in the
smoothest,
most
svelte
manner
I've heard
since using
electro-
statics.
They
sounded
all of a piece,
focused and fleet
of foot too. Indeed,
the Greystokes were
brighter lit than electrostatics,
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but totally free from the hard and
somewhat unnatural tonality today's
metal dome tweeters impose on
violin, and free from the contorted
presentation caused by phase and
amplitude problems at crossover
between bass and treble unit. Nigel
Kennedy suddenly became an easy
and gratifying listen, his violin having
a gentle and sweet tonal pallor quite
unlike that | am used to from today's
loudspeakers. There was some small
sense of a softening of the sound,
where the bow glided across a string
perhaps just a bit too silkily, but this
was to change.

Running through my usual
torture tracks chosen to fully stress
a loudspeaker | became aware that
the Greystoke was more 'nice' than
exciting. Vocals were projected well,
metallic percussion tinkled beautifully
but at lower frequencies there was
progressive lessening of the dynamic
push, typically behind drums and bass
guitar. So whilst the striding bass line
behind Angelique Kidjo's "The Sound
of the Drums' was discernible it
lacked real push.

This is to be expected from
a small loudspeaker | thought to
myself, but | was at the same time
concerned that our Anatek AS0R
could be wound to full volume
and still seemingly lacked puff. So |

switched on our resident
lcon Audio MB845
tube monoblocks
and with these
the picture
change
signifi-
cantly. The
Greystokes
jumped
into life,
taking
on an
altogether
more lively
nature.
Where
before
they had
sounded
restrained
and a lictle
soft, now
they had
real insight
and zest. Suddenly,
Sinead O'Connor's voice had a
sharply etched outline and material
presence that hung in front of me as
she sang 'Foggy Dew' in her eerily
piercing nasal tones, backed by flute
and pipe of the Chieftains.

Similarly, Kennedy's violin became
an altogether livelier instrument,
taking many steps forward on the
stage it seemed. The Greystokes

deliver music with a steady, focused
intensity that had me held in
fascination. That have the spry gait
of all metal coned loudspeakers,
without their blemishes. Of similar
sonic character, the drivers integrate
well to give a cohesive sound free
from distracting port noises or
treble sizzle. Here's a loudspeaker
that doesn't make you wonder
whether you're listening to violin or
bowed steel string guitar; violin had
a pleasingly organic woodiness that |
enjoyed - and it was a violin, not an
instrument found on a Metallica tour
bus.

If you can listen to these little
marvels, hooked up to an amplifier
able to drive them - and | would
nominate a powerful valve amplifier
like the MB845s or Quad ll-eightys -
then it's an education to do so.They
successfully challenge the field, with a
lovely tonal pallor that seems natural
to the ear, whilst at the same time
being fast, incisive and deeply detailed,
and free from sonic stridency. | was
drawn into listening to the finest
drawings of breath, gentle tinkle
of cymbals and bells all intensely
described before me. It was superb
to hear.

As measurement suggested the
Greystokes don't go really low, yet
at the same time with the MB845s
at least they had acceptably vigorous
bass lines. Listening in, Editor David
Price immediately said they'd be
perfect as a super high quality
monitor for smaller rooms. Low
frequencies would be brought up by
room gain, without boom occurring.

Switching over to the Kingsounds
brought a large change.With
enthusiastic bass and, at times,
searing highs, the Princess lls brought
emphasis to both ends of the audio
spectrum and rather than sounding
calm, svelte and composed like
the Robsons, were less of a piece.
However, the electrostatic panel was
at times utterly superb and distin-
guished these loudspeakers. | was
aware from the off that there's a
lot of high treble, bringing a searing
quality to the strings of Nils Lofgren's
guitar in 'Keith Don't Go', but their
sheer vibrancy and the exquisite
decay of each note told me that
this was an electrostatic working
its magic. Reverberation faded
out into the hall behind Mercedes
Sosa's voice as he chanted 'Misa
Criolla', the choir hovering behind
in a heavenly acoustic. The slow,
solemn beat of a drum was strong
and timed with precision. It was
lovely to hear, drawing me right into
the performance, making it not just
enjoyable, but exciting.

The supreme clarity of an
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electrostatic and its ability to work
right down to the lowest levels, so
you can “"hear a pin drop" as | am
won't to explain it, was apparent too
as Sinead O'Connor’s voice falls to a
murmur at the end of 'Foggy Dew'.
Where I've had to resort to reading
the lyrics of this song on the internet
when listening via conventional
loudspeakers, through the Princess lls
| could catch the words as O'Connor
trills and warbles through this lament,
through to the last dying phrase.

I've had to hold my breath before
with material like this, but only when
listening to every last little nuance
being conveyed by an electrostatic:
first from Quad, recently Martin
Logan and now I'm delighted to say,
from Kingsound. This is a loudspeaker
that literally takes your breath away,
if not for the usual meanings of the
expression. At times it had me on

the edge of the seat, not daring to
breathe.

Strong treble from the panel
was also responsible for crystal clear
imaging, tiny details in Dadawa's
'Canton Story' springing from the
loudspeakers at far left and right,
giving the sound stage a firm width.

Bewitching with a lot of Rock
and much Classical, there were
times when the Princess lIs displayed
limitations. Massed strings in The
Planets 'Mars Bringer of War' had
an overly bright shimmer to them,
making their presence a little
too obvious within the rest of
the orchestra. Choral works like
Beethoven's 'Missa Solemnis’ were
characterised by some edginess that
the smoother Greystokes avoided.

It wasn't overly annoying but at the
same time the Princess lls were a
trifle edgy with strings and choirs.
They lack the smoothness of Quads,
but then these are single sided panels
like the Martin Logans, not more
linear push-pulls like the Quads.

Spinning Angelique Kidjo's 'The
Sound of the Drums' showed the
Princess lls have surprisingly strong
but supple bass, able to convey the
walking bass lines and thunderous
drums, as well as searing percussion.
As you'd expect from the small
cabinet size, deep bass is limited in
level, but it was there all the same
| found; the Princess lIs had much
the same tidy bottom end behaviour
as Usher's §-520s and should
suit medium sized rooms well. In
small rooms their treble might be
overpowering, even when switched
to Flat, as | ran them.

| was surprised to find that
imaging and tonal balance changed
little as | moved my head both
sideways, up and down, when
listening four metres away, contrary



to the large changes seen by our

measuring microphone close up (Im).

So although flat electrostatic panels
are known to suffer phase cancel-
lation effects that result in a ragged
forward response, the Princess lls
sounded quite even in use.

CONCLUSION

Although | wanted to capture
the essence of two very unusual
loudspeakers in this review rather
than run a shoot out between them,
there was one area where they
seemed, diametrically opposed. The
Princess |ls worked best at lower
listening levels; push them and the
electrostatic panels harden up and
get a little confused | found. By way
of contrast the Greystokes enjoyed
going loud, so smooth and composed
were they. However, no small
loudspeaker can be pushed too hard
without bass distortion (doubling)
becoming apparent as stodginess
and muddle. Ultimately, neither
loudspeaker is meant to shake the
foundations of a large room.

| realise from what | have said
that Robson's Greystokes would

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

PRINCESS Ii
The bass unit and electrostatic
panel of the Princess |l meet at
800Hz and the need to match
perceived energy levels results in
what is a peak in the midrange,
much like that of Martin Logan
loudspeakers. The electrostatic
panel works relatively smoothly
across a very wide frequency
range, from B00Hz up to 20kHz,
eliminating the usual crossover
phase problems suffered by
conventional loudspeakers. Like
any flat panel the KingSound
electrostatic panel is directional,
high frequency output falling off
to either side, or above and below
the loudspeaker. This limits the
listening position a little. Side vents
emit the entire frequency range
and this will bounce off walls to
widen to enhance the sense of
spaciousness. There are a few
narrow band response effects at
4kHz, but otherwise the electro-
static panel offers smooth output
over its operating range, and
especially at high frequencies, so
treble quality should be excellent.
Increasing treble by switching to
+2dB raises output right across
the electrostatic panel's entire
operating range by a small amount.
The bass unit runs smoothly
down to 65Hz and the port, tuned
to 50Hz has fairly broad output
to provide support lower down.
Our impedance trace shows the

seemingly suit Classical music played
at high level whilst the Kingsound's
Princess lls best suit Rock played

at low levels, a decidedly contrary
result. This is only partly the case.
The Greystokes were lovely with all
forms of music and it is quite obvious
that they have been honed over a
long period to produce a polished
sound that is nothing other than
pure class.You will not hear anything
like them elsewhere | believe, at any
price, they are sufficiently unique.

Kingsound's Princess lIs are less
svelte, that's for sure, but their small
electrostatic panels were at times
sonically breathtaking. Imperfect
perhaps, but also extraordinary at
the price | feel. | would be tempted
to re-wire the rear switch to give
-2dB treble cut rather than lifc - that
would tweak them nicely! As they
stand they have an edge to them, but
it isn't intolerable.

Both designs featured here are
highly refreshing alternatives to
more conventional stand mounters,
especially when they carry high
price tags that are sometimes
difficult to justify. Both the Robson

electrostatic panel has a high
characteristic impedance of around
10 Ohms, so KingSound have
used an 8 Ohm bass unit with it,
resulting in a high overall measured
impedance of 8 Ohms. Impedance
falls above 10kHz, but there is so
little energy here most amplifiers
should cope. A drawback is low
sensitivity of 83dB from one watt
of input (2.84V), meaning quite a lot
of power is needed to go loud, at
least 40 Watts,

The Princess Il is well
developed, delivering a honed all
round measured performance. NK

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

Green - driver output
Red - port output

IMPEDANCE
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Acoustics Greystokes and the
KingSound Princess lls are fine small
loudspeakers that justify their prices,
| believe. Amongst today's metal
domed hoards they were a breath
of fresh air sonically, although both
were difficult and demanding loads
that need a good amplifier Keep this
in mind and either one could be just

the tonic your system needs.

VERDICT OOO@ £

Insightful electrostatic panel with
decent bass, but still a bright
speaker.

KINGSOUND
PRINCESS Il
Icon Audio
© +44 (0)116 2440593
www.iconaudio.co.uk

FOR

- deeply insightful
- sharp imaging

- supple bass

£1,500

AGAINST
- strong treble
- limited volume
| - need mains power

VERDICT 000 0O

Interesting loudspeaker with a svelte,
fast and detailed sound that's ideal for
smaller rooms.

ROBSON
GREYSTOKE

£1,600

Robson Acoustics
@ +44 (0) 1768 484000
www.robsonacoustics.co.uk

| FOR
- fresh tonality
- superb treble
- elegant cabinet finish

AGAINST
- difficult to drive
- limited bass
. - need amplifier power

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

ROBSON GREYSTOKE

The ribbon tweeter of the
Greystoke runs smoothly from
4kHz up to 18kHz our frequency
response shows. There's a dip
between it and the bass/midrange
unit, which is a little peaky around
2kHz hefore its output rolls down
above 3kHz. Third-octave analysis
suggested it will have little impact.

There may well be a little extra
vocal projection from the broad lift
around 1.6kHz though; the Robson
will not sound distant across the
midband. Analysis of spectral
decay (waterfall) shows the peaks
are not associated with energy
storage, decay looking relatively
clean and even with time.

The bass unit covers the
lower midrange nicely, suggesting
instruments and vocals will have
a good sense of body, the rise in
output down to 150Hz ensuring
there will be quite a strong
sense of warmth to the lower
midrange, especially as decay at
this frequency is slow in the time
domain.

Lower frequencies fall away
steadily, as it to be expected
from such a small cabinet and the
Robson is best used on stands
close to a rear wall. Port output
peaks at 40Hz and provides some
support for forward radiation, but
the Robson does not go down low,
reaching 60Hz or so within a small
to medium sized room.

FEBRUARY 2009 HI-FI WORLO

Sensitivity was low at 82dB
from one nominal watt (2.8V)
not helped by an unusually high
measured impedance of 12 Ohms;
a high DCR (7 Ohm) bass unit has
been used. High power amplifiers
of 60 Watts or more are best
suited.

This is an unusual loudspeaker,
but one that is quite well
engineered. It will likely have an
entertaining balance and insightful
presentation. NK

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

Green - driver output
Red - port output

IMPEDANCE
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On the road and in the studio, Jools depends on his

Yamaha piano for its clarity and purity of tone. @ YAMAHA

At home, he enjoys the same standards of audio excellence

thanks to Yamaha's total dedication to the listening experience.
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Special Brew

David Price gets a taste of Naim Audio's brand new Nait XS integrated amplifier...

eople want affordable or
ultra high end hi-fi.It's a
split between those who
are affected by the credit
crunch and those who
are not. Worried mortals
in the mid-market are being careful
with their cash right now and buy-
ing budget. With this in mind, Naim's
entry level Nait range is expanding.
The SuperNait has been a great suc-
cess, and the 5i remains very popular.
However, there's been a gaping hole
between the £750
price point of the ‘S
and the £2,500 of
the SuperNait — and
so here'’s where
the new Nait XS at
£1,250 fits in.

Fair enough,
but what is the XS exactly? Lest
we forget the Nait 5i is a stripped-
down, ‘less is more’ design that’s not
upgradeable, and the SuperNait is
about as close as Naim come to an
all-singing, all dancing do-it-all hi-fi
product. What then of the new XS?
Well | am happy to say it falls on the
51 side of the fence here; whereas
the SuperNait has serious onboard
DACs (as well as all its other tricks),
the Nait XS is — ostensibly — the
SuperNait minus its digital bits, in a
smaller 5i style box with a slightly
less beefy power supply. In essence
then, you're getting much of the
SuperNait, without the fripperies (at
least if you're not a digiphile), for half
the money.

It's a high quality, stripped

Yy " Y| ~N

down, back to basics two channel
analogue amplifier at an affordable
price — in Naim terms at least. A
clever selling proposition, and all the
better because you can attach one
of Naim's external power supplies
and get recognisable performance
improvements. This fits the Naim
upgrading hierarchy very well, but
does it deliver the sonic goods!

Down to the engineering nitty
gritty, and it’s easiest to conceive
of the XS as a SuperNait in the

- V) T L™ ™ 2N 2™

(

series 55 smaller aluminium chassis
and sleeve with zinc die-cast front
panel. Inside is a larger-than-the-5i
transformer, rated ac 380VA with five
separate windings, giving 60W RMS
per channel. The preamp section is
flexible, with six inputs, the facility

to add FlatCap, HiCap or SuperCap
power supplies, a switchable AV
bypass, a stereo full bandwidth sub
out (effectively then it’s a preamplifier
output), programmable Auto Input
Switching (AIS) and a front panel
3.5mm auxiliary input.

As such, it looks closer to the
SuperNait than the 5i under the
hood, with very careful attention
given to component layout and
topography, along with vibration
isolation. For example, the mains

wwwehisfiworld.co.uk

input socket is mounted in a ‘floppy’
way so that it doesn't directly send
ground-borne vibration from the
mains cable into the chassis — a
clever touch. The two layer circuit
board is optimised for size, and
combines surface mount technology
with thru-hole components. It too is
decoupled, allowed to ‘flap around’
(for the want of a better term) so
as not to carry the vibration from
the case into it. Carefully hand
aligned individual wiring runs to the

17

|

ALPs Blue volume control, again

to reduce microphony. The tape
monitor loop has been removed,
and the preamplifier is said to be
the same as the SuperNait, but with
its gain altered to improve sonic
performance in this application.
Adding a separate power supply
improves performance by powering
the preamp stage exclusively from
the external power supply. The
power amp uses the output devices
of the NAP 200 power amplifier with
a circuit based on the NAIT 5i high
efficiency amp.

SOUND QUALITY

If the Nait 5i is a relatively light
and tight sounding product and
the SuperNait is altogether richer
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Chord Epic
speaker cable

2mm diameter silver-plated oxygen free
copper conductors

Twisted pair configuration

- Silicone internal jacket

High frequency effective dual foil and
braid shielding system

Vibration damping translucent PVC
outer jacket

perfect

Chord Anthem 2

- Silver-plated multi strand signal conductor
- Silver-plated combined shielding system
Internal and external Teflon insulation
Ultra low mass silver-plated non compression RCA/phono plugs
Isolated signal return path
Single material signal path
Also available fitted with DIN and XLR plugs

partners

For more information, please
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+44 (0)1980 625700
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tonally and if anything a little softer
and more rounded (albeit with huge
scale and punch), where then is the
XS pegged? Well, just as its price is
closer to the 5/, so the XS's sound
lies closer to that of the 5i in its
character, if not in its level.

Kicking off with Augustus Pablo’s
‘King Tubby Meets Rockers Uptown’,
a classic slice of early nineteen

good fun.This amplifier’s superb
bass pushed the track along with an
unerring sense of urgency:; it gave the
sense that the song was really going
somewhere.

Moving to Mary J. Blige’s

REVIEW

generic Naim sound. The rival Sugden
A21 S2 is a tad more insightful and
transparent across the mid and
treble, if less obviously powerful

and propulsive. Leema’s Stream is a
sweeter and more euphonic product,

‘Children of the Ghetto’, and | was
beguiled by the Nait XS's presen-
tation of her superlative soul vocals.
There wasn't so much as a hint of

easier to listen to late at night it
doesn't reach out and grab your
attention in the way the XS does.
Musical Fidelity's new Al is just about

seventies dub music, and the Nait
XS proved quite a performer.As
ever, the defining characteristic of
Naim amplifiers for me is the space
between the notes — or how well
the amp is able to stop playing one
note before the next one starts.
The new XS is no different to its
family relations in this department,
showing fleet footedness and great
control. The result was a beautifully
timed rendition of the music, causing
profuse tapping of the feet.

Despite its smaller casework. in
the bass department the new Naim
sounds very close to the larger
SuperNait. it is considerably stronger
and more animated than the 5j,
giving a visceral thump to the song’s
distinctive bass guitar playing, allied
to a heroic kick to the bass drum.
This new amp may still not be quite
the most ‘bass heavy’ in its class, but
it is surely the most expressive in
the low frequency department.As
far as | could discern, the SuperNait
has a slightly more fulsome bottom
end, but it is only marginally so — for
my money | found the XS there or
thereabouts in this respect.

The upshot is that the XS
has a very taut, tight but punchy
underpinning to its midband. Whereas
the SuperNait is a teensy bit opaque
(by £2,500 class standards) in this
area, the XS gives about as incisive
a midband | can think of at £1,250
(Sugden A2}a S2 notwithstanding).
This means a huge amount of detail,
with very confident, ‘architectural’
soundstaging. ABC's ‘Lexicon of Love’
is an old favourite of mine, and ‘Date
Stamp’ delighted with the dizzying
amount of information the XS threw
out, along with the remarkably
tidy way it kept all the numerous
strands of this complex Trevor Horn
production together. Not only did it
sound ordered and impressive in a
hi-fi sense however, but also riotously

hardness, the new Nait if anything
giving quite a dark and velvety
tonality to proceedings, yet capturing
Blige's every vocal inflection. Of
particular note was her phrasing;
it was there in all its glory. It is
interesting that my listening notes
show | first remarked on the texture
of her voice and not the phrasing;
Naims of ten years ago would
have done the latter brilliantly
but the former only perfunc-
torily. It's fascinating to see that
the new Naims are able to
give (almost) the best of both
worlds — no small feat.
| also loved the
Nait XS's treble;
the crispness of hi-
hat cymbals is pure
pleasure. Whereas
the Nait 5i is good
at the price, it's just
a litde muffled and
electronic sounding in
absolute terms.This
new amplifier however,
is a clear step forward
in this respect. The
stick work on Lou
Donaldson's *Alligator
Bogaloo’ was a joy; this
1967 BlueNote jazz
recording was captured
in all its glory, with all
the air and space that
the original crossed-
pair of microphones
imparted — and once
again, there was not a
trace of brightness.

CONCLUSION

| can think of few
downsides to this
amplifier; as a package
it is superb and so any
objections are more
down to whether

you actually like the

the creamiest sounding thing you can
buy at the price, but lacks ‘gumption’
compared to the new Nait. My advice
is as ever — go and listen.What |

can say is that | loved it, and for me
it's the most complete and capable
‘affordable’ Naim amplifier I've come
across - making it ideal for these
troubled economic times.

REFERENCE SYSTEM
Avid Acutus/SME V/vdH Frog turntable
Icon Audio PS3 phono stage

Sugden IM4 integrated amplifier
Yamaha NS1000M loudspeakers

Like a few amplifiers we have tested Power
recently the XS produced an especially
stable distortion pattern that held
steady at all levels and frequencies

- very unusual and difficult to achieve,
Our analysis shows steadily declining
harmonic level with rising frequency
and this held stable at all frequencies,
as the distortion sweep shows. The XS
all but mimicked a valve amplifier in
this respect, but that is not to say it
will sound the same as sound quality
differences are not attributable to
distortion alone. Together with a
rigidly imposed bandwidth limit of
20kHz (-1dB) the XS will sound smooth
and should be an easy listen, lacking
the uncorrelated distortion ‘tune’ many
amps play.

Damping factor was typical of a
Naim amplifier - at 15 low, if not very
low, so bass will likely be ‘obvious’.

Power output measured 60 Watts
into 8 Ohms and 90W into 4 Ohms,
the latter being close to what will be
delivered as most loudspeakers have 4
Ohm bass units. It's plenty enough for s
most situations. g

The XS measured very well. It 0.04
will likely have a smooth sound, with 0.9
ohvious bass in the Naim style, and .5
ameliorate today's bright sounding g
loudspeakers. NK

tl 00
0.07
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VERDICT 000 0@

Super affordable integrated amplifier,
with power, subtlety and sophisti-
cation in equal measure. Build, finish

and upgradeability seal the deal.

Frequency response
Separation

Distortion

Sensitivity

Damping factor
DISTORTION SWEEP
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NAIM NAIT XS £1,250
Naim Audio Ltd

(© +44 (0) 1722 426600
www.naimaudio.com

FOR

- unerringly musical sound
- convincing dynamics

- subtlety, detailing

- upgradeability

AGAINST

- nothing at the price

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

60 Watts

5Hz-20kHz
82dB
-92dB
0.018%
120mV

DISTORTION SPECTRUM
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REVIEW

MODEL 34MXL
MAGNETIC INTERSTAGE

VACUUM TUBE DIGITAL AUDIO PROCESSOR

Serious Logi

Andrew Harrison's head calculates that Audio Logic's Model 34MXL digital-to-analogue
convertor is a very decent digital device, but can it win his heart?

== ﬁf& ie;f‘hen assembling the
f,q ‘: | best sounding D/A
"H‘ “ 1 j converter for a digi-
] tal front end, there
are two principal
schools of thought
about how to achieve the best per-
formance.

In simple terms, one seeks the
most linear reconstruction of the
digital audio bitstream, meaning
that we must do our very best to
maximise the actual digital conversion
stage. This may involve finding novel
techniques where necessary to
ensure that the music’s not mangled
while it's still being manipulated in
the digital realm. It often entails
using custom digital signal processing
rather than off-the-shelf silicon.

The other school of thought
says that our current converters are
doing just fine thanks, and it’s how
we apply them and then treat the
raw analogue coming out the end of
tried-and-tested converter chips that
makes all the difference...

In the first school reside the
digital pathfinders; companies like
dCS, Chord Electronics, Meridian,
MSB Technology and EMM Labs,
while in the second lie the analogue
experts like Audio Note, Bryston,
Zanden and just about any CD player
or DAC maker that uses a valve
output stage. Audio Logic Co.is a
small-scale audiophile manufacturer
based in Westport, Connecticut, and
one who falls squarely into the latter
camp.

Audio Logic Co is one of the less
well-known companies in the rarefied
world of speciality hi-fi, with no web
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presence or any marketing behind
it. It seems to be more a word-of-
mouth placed company, debated
on forums but rarely reviewed. The
information we have is limited to
an eleven-page manual and a close
examination of the product itself.

So here we have the Audio Logic
Co. Model 34MXL, a stereo DAC
using two standard — but unspecified
— DAC chips, along with a balanced
valve outpur stage. In fact the chips’
identity is obscured by what appears
to be copper paint over the part
numbers! Based on experience
though, the DAC was happy to
accept a digtal input up to 24/96
specification.

In line with similar such units,
the designer has specified many high
quality electronic components such
as large audiophile-grade capacitors.
The main deviation from the norm
appears to be the unusual use of
transformer coupiing between the
DAC output and the valve stage, so
that the two dual-differential chips
are direct couplea to transformer
primaries, with the secondaries
wired to the control grids of a pair
of dual triodes. In the review sample,
these were NOS Mullard E88CC
types, compzrable to the 6922 and
designed as an improved version of
the ECC88.

Two digital inputs are offered
on the back, RCA coaxial and XLR
balanced, althougn there’s is an
option for a thira input of the optical
variety. For cutput, there’s one pair
of RCA phonos and another pair of
XLR balanced sockets. The 34MXL
is very solidly built into an all-metal

case with thick alloy faceplate, all
surfaces finished in a textured black
paint. Two long horizontal slots on
the 9mm-thick aluminium fascia
allow blue light from within to

seep through when the unit has a
digital signal lock. And four chromed
buttons here allow simple switching
between the three inputs, and
reverse signal phase.

Looking inside we have three
small frame-transformer power
supplies to the digital, analogue and
valve heater stages. The circuit is built
on a large glass-fibre PCB using thick
tracks for best performance. And
standing in the centre of the board
are the unusual interstage coupling
transformers.

SOUND QUALITY

Adding valves to digital electronics

is often seen as a means to sweeten
or soften the excesses of |6bit CD
sound, and here the Model 34MXL
did not disappoint in the least. lts
sound was characterised as smooth
and edge-free to a fault, and at no
point in the extended listening did it
stand forward as anything other than
vice-free in this respect.

In frequency coverage the Model
34MXL didn't seem as well extended
as most modern DACs — there was
something of a 'vintage’ tinge to its
sound, as it seemed to trade on
midband focus at the expense of
bass slam and upper treble sparkle.
At the low end for example, playing
through the live take of Pink Floyd's
‘The Wall’, there was little conviction
behind low bass guitar. Here a
detuned bass E string underpins



‘Another Brick in the Wall Part 2’,a
low D used alternately through the
verse. Through the 34MXL, the low
thrum was comparatively lost and
light, taking away some of the impact
of the performance.

In simple and sparse jazz pieces
though, the 34MXL could really go
to work and bring out the best of
acoustic instruments. From Zakir
Hussain’s ‘Making Music’ album,
where flute, sax and acoustic guitar
interplay with Hussain’s tabla and
percussion, you could easily bring
your attention on each line in its
vinyl-like wholesomeness. Listen
beyond the main lines however and
you may realise that some of the air
and space was being robbed...

The soaring flute and tubby tabla
sound in ‘Water Girl’ could not be
matched with the 34MXL in place,
where a Chord DAC 64 could let the
instruments show off their respective
and unique timbres that much more
clearly.

When music got harmonically
richer and more complex, the
smooth and sanguine sound of the
Model 34MXL had some difficulty in
keeping up. Given the two concert
grands of Rachmaninov’s ‘Suite No.
| for Two Pianos’, and in particular
the fourth ‘Paques’, played with gusto
by Giiher and Siiher Pekinel, | had
difficulty in making out the individual
contributions of the four hands.
There was about as much stereo
width to work with as the Chord
for example, but a slightly duller
effect that sounded like a screen
between you and the playing. The
brilliance of hammered piano strings
was somehow overly smoothed,
almost veiled in its one-step-removed
presentation.

This was a theme found with
most types of music — a dampening
of upper frequencies and curtailment
of the low end, which nevertheless
did have a useful side effect in
drawing me in to some midrange
tunefulness not normally apparent.
For example, | found myself more
taken in by the edge in Waters’
emotional outpouring in ‘Don’t Leave
Me Now' from the Wall set, as if
the deficit in frequency extremes
had been merely diverted into more
effort to express the humanity in the
singing voice.

‘And Dream Of Sheep’ from
Kate Bush’s ‘Hounds of Love’ gave
the Model 34MXL a chance to show
its tribute to vocals, but didn’t entirely
win me over even here.True, it
could show the considered delivery
of words and the reverb tail after
vocal lines, but a more revealing
DAC would show how and where
the artificial reverb sat in the stereo

mix. If you don't
need to know
how a producer
has worked with
available colours in
their palette, that’s
not necessarily
a problem. Yet
| couldn’t heip
feeling | was
missing something
vital as it polished
off the freshness of
reproduced sound.
Despite a kind way with the
human voice, | also found there
was something missing in its
expression of both large-scale
dynamics — almost certainly related
to its underwhelming low frequency
performance — and in the micrody-
namics and fine detailing that should
flesh out a sound and bring it closer
to life. In striving to make a naturally
smooth digital converter devoid of
the glare of bad binary, some element

REVIEW

CONCLUSION

Despite a warmth that never
succumbed to simple bass bloom, the
Model 34MXL never quite delivered
for this listener In trying so hard to
rein in the possibility of digital glare,
it forgot to let the bright and dark
contrasts of music show through,
erring almost exclusively on the
darker, smoother side. In straight-
forward stereo width and depth it
fulfils, and has a calm and creamy

VERDICT Q@@

Pleasant if rather uninsightful

sounding DAC with a smooth, balming
sound — but off the pace compared to
price rivals.

AUDIO LOGIC CO MODEL
34MXL DAC £2,950
Angelsound Audio

({© +44(0)1923 352479
www.angelsoundaudio.co.uk

of the baby had been thrown out
with the bathwater, methinks...
Inter-note blackness was another
aspect of this, with the wide swing
of contrasts between sound and no-
sound seemingly blurred, such that
dynamic shifts were not convincingly
represented. As with the effect noted

on four-hand piano,
where it was difficulc
to discern where roles
handed over, so too
was there a hint of this
broad spectrum smear
underlying all music
Take the crisp-
sounding and superbly
played set of Zeppelin
classics on Page and
Plant’s ‘No Quarter’,
where the rock gods
join forces with
the distinctly dusky
sounding Egyptian
Ensemble. With
North African drums
punctuating ‘Friends’,
the 34MXL had a
mildly monotonic
flavour, slurring the
percussive complexity,
masking the droning
Hammond and
rounding off the string
section’s incision. In
its favour, the Audio
Logic DAC could bring
out the acoustic guitar
strums and Plant’s
throaty delivery, but
ultimately | yearned to
return to more honest
converters, even if | did
have to listen through
some edginess...

more capably, | feel.

tone which may seem a welcome
relief from old-school digital dazzle.
If this sounds tempting then by all
means investigate further, but at
this price point there are other
contenders which can balance the
virtues of revelation and musicality

| - warm tonality
- gently beguiling sound
| - build quality

AGRINST

- soft frequency extremes
- sligthly opaque midband
- middling dynamics

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

Our analysis shows frequency response
has a slight upward trend toward
high frequencies, resulting in a high
21.2kHz upper limit. There is a small
low bass roll down, placing the lower
limit at 15Hz, compared to 2Hz of
many CD players. | suspect this will
not have much affect because valves
usually bestow good low frequency
dynamics and reclocking will reinforce
this, as well as adding strong leading
edges. Noise was a little higher than
is common, again due to valves, hut at
-95dB it won't be audible all the same.

Distortion was low at 0dB peak
level as valves commonly give 0.3%
or so of innocuous second harmonic.
The Audiologic 34MXL is as linear as
the amazing Edgar CD1 here. At low
levels it was very linear, hence a fine
111dB EIAJ dynamic range value from
unbalanced out. From the XLR balanced
output, however, this improved to
114dB, which is 2dB better than the
best CD player or DAC we have ever
tested, so the 34MXL has something
special going for it. Whilst output from
unbalanced was low at 1.6V, from
balanced through XLR it was 3.2V.

This is a very interesting DAC under
measurement, one that is likely to offer
a good sound. NK

Frequency response (-1dB)
15Hz-21.2kHz

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

Distortion (%, unbal / bal)
0dB

-6dB

-60dB

-80dB

0.013/0.006
0.009 / 0.006
0.21/0.18
5/2

114d8

-97dB

111dB / 114dB
1.6V/3.2v

Separation (1kHz)
Noise (IEC A)
Dynamic range (EIAJ)
Output
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Guru’s new QM10P is a compact loudspeaker
with 2 difference, says David Price...

Trance Music

t is physics that determines the
sound of a loudspeaker, not a
marketing man’s spin. | don’t
care if Albert Einstein was
brought back from the dead,
given a new brain ten times
its previous power and was given an
eternity to fill it — even he wouldn't
be able to design a small loudspeaker
that sounded like a large one...

So, it was with some trepidation
that | found myself auditioning this
particular compact box. As with
every other small cube shaped
transducer | am asked to review, |
was told how different and special
it is — thanks to @l manner of clever
tricks. Said to “rewrite the rule book
for compact loudspeakers”, this is
“the world’s first truly full range mini
monitor, producing accurate bass
right down to the bottom octave
with the dynamics of a multi way
speaker ten times its size”, no less!

The product of "Swedish
iconoclast” Ingvar Ohman, the
QMIOP is said to have been a cult
product amongst the Scandinavian
audiophile underground for a number
of years. Ingvar founded his own
institute and spent eleven years
working with Swedish universities
studying the intricacies of human
hearing, researching psychoacoustics
and how for instance the curvature
of the ear and the damping effect
of the shoulders and chest alter
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frequency response. Based on these
studies, Ingvar developed the QMI0P
to deliver a flat frequency response
in real world conditions at the ear
drum, the story goes...

The Gurus are said to hamess
the liscening room’s acoustics to
enhance their performance,“by using
the wall against which they are placed
the QMI0P’s couple the room and
use it as an extension of their own
enclosures to produce the stygian
bass traditionally only associated with
the largest behemoth loudspeakers”.
Hmmm, so they like a bit of rear
wall reinforcement to give some
extra thump — just like Wharfedale
Diamonds - then!

Okay, enough of the hyperbole
— let’s get down to specifics. They're
a 300x252x232mm box with a single
102mm reflex port loaded plastic
covered paper/pulp mid-bass unit
made by Tymphany in Denmark, and a
16mm modified Mylar tweeter from
Visaton of Germany — weighing in
at 6kg apiece.Very interestingly for
this particular reviewer — and far
more impressive than twenty pages
of the purple prose the Guru comes
with — is its wide front baffle. This
runs counter to current loudspeaker
engineering practice (i.e. fashion)
—and is something ! believe shows
real independence of mind.With its
width being its largest dimension,
this speaker is in a gang of one in its

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

physical dimensions.

The MDF box, covered with
matte or gloss piano black finishes,
also has a grey plasticky material
on top and around the drive unit
surrounds. Running along the bottom
of the speaker is a‘letter box’ type
bass port, and the speaker sits on
four small, stiff foam cylinders. giving
secure location on to stand tops
whilst decoupling the speakers in
a controlled way. Round the back,
it’s a return to the Flat Earth days
with provision for banana plugs only
— biwire enthusiasts or followers of
the bare wire connection method
can tke a stroll.

SOUND QUALITY
Given the Guru's Swedish DNA,
| thought it best to start with my
much played copy of Abba’s ‘The
Album’, specifically ‘Eagle’. I'm sorry
to say that — despite the claims of
the odious press release — | didn’t
hear tracts of deep bass flat down to
the earth's inner core, but fortunately
what | did hear was particularly
enjoyable — as was the Gurus’
handling of the rest of the frequency
range...

These are distinctive sounding
loudspeakers, but not necessarily
for the reasons touted by the
manufacturer. Whereas most modern
small boxes try to be miniature high
resolution monitors, utterly devoid



REVIEW

of character in a bid to tell you ability to signpost the fact that a musically
everything about the recording, the snare drum has been hit particularly committed
QMI0Ps plough a different furrow. hard. However, they're so good at presentation
They do have character — indeed I'd the subtle rhythmic and dynamic than the
call it ‘personality’ - and a thoroughly inflections of music that they more countless
fun one it is too. than make up for any absolute anonymous,
The essence of it is musicality; limitations. In the same way that a designed by
switching from my reference Yamaha small, lightweight Lotus proves faster numbers
NS 1000M speakers, | could hear in everyday road conditions than a boxes
problems in umpteen areas but none  big Aston Martin V12, so the Gurus inhabiting
caused me to enjoy the music any manage to stop and start on the head  this end of

less; quite the reverse in some ways.
Starting with that bass, it isn’t terribly
deep — certainly not in my largish
room — but it is decently fulsome for
a smallish box, and more importantly
it is bouncy.‘Eagle’ romped along with
glee — this long album track feeling
more like a three minute single than
its actual eight minutes. The Gurus
can follow the tune, and integrated
their reasonable upper bass with the
rest of the frequency spectrum very
well,

The midband is also quite hard

of a pin, with the fleet footedness of
a flea.

Probably the weakest point of
the Gurus is their tonality, which
isn't terribly varied — they lack
the ability to look right into the
recording studio and tell you about
the instruments being used.You
can hear what they're doing very
well, but you get little sense of the
tonal ‘flavour’ of a particular bass
guitar or piano, for example. With
the modern jazz stylings of Herbie
Hancock’s ‘“The Prisoner’, a slight

the market, say
1! In a way, they
are very nineteen
seventies sounding
loudspeakers — but in all the right
ways, not the wrong ones. By this
| mean they have a straightforward
musicality and natural directness,
with scale and articulation — instead
of giving the laser-guided, etched
on your cranium sound that some
noughties designs do.

All the time | listened to the
Gurus, | was getting a slight sense

|VERDICT 0O 0@

Distinctive, characterful, animated
sounding music makers with scale,
speed and joie de vivre.

GURU PRO AUDIO
am1oP

The Sound Practice
) +44(0)1727 893928
www.thesoundpractice.
co.uk/Gury/

£1,595

to describe. Clearly lacking fine
detail, it is nevertheless blessed with
tremendous speed and cavernous
space. The steel guitar strums

at the beginning of Badly Drawn
Boy's ‘About a Boy' soundtrack
were carried with lightning attack,

‘cardboardy’ colouration (or should
that be discolouration) to the
midband is noticeable, which shows
that these speakers aren’t universally
exceptional. This said, using a warmer
and more euphonic amplifier than the
Sugden does help; the tonal colour

of déja vu — they reminded me of
something else I'd once heard and
liked. Then it came to me — another
wide baffle, compact but very
carefully intricately engineered box,
the Heybrook HBI.The Gurus aren’t
that close, but do share key traits of

- easy musicality
- bounce and speed

| - expansive soundstaging

AGAINST

- slightly veiled midband

- compression at high levels
- tonally homogenous

whereupon the track shot along like
a Greyhound chasing a rabbit. These
speakers capture a huge amount
of the music, making you want to
uncork a bottle, light a cigarette and/
or open the chocolate digestives and
settle down for the evening — and
beyond...

| found the treble decently
smooth, and very well integrated with
the midband. Hi-hats were gentle,
crisply etched and not shouty. Indeed,
their speed, in conjunction with that
irascible upper bass made for much
musical merriment.'About a Boy’ was
rendered delicately but joyfully. It's
a superb modern recording —and a
super vinyl pressing — and the Gurus
told you so, throwing a tremendously
expansive stereo image into my
room. Although treble level tails off
slightly off-axis, instrument placement
remains set in stone, showing that
these speakers are generally very
phase coherent. For small speakers
they drive a largish room strongly
and confidently.

of this is more bluey white than suits
the Gurus.And so it proved that
hooking up my World Audio K588I
valve power amplifier
added deeper hues
to the QMI0Ps’ tonal
palette.

| found this most
obvious on jazz, as
| really enjoy the
sensual, atmospheric
feel of these acoustic
instruments. With
classical, their tonal

musicality and scale — the Heybrooks
were a rip-roaring success, so here’s
hoping the QMI0Ps will be too.

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

The Guru's front facing port outputs The Guru looks to have over
energy across a wide band and it damped bass that will likely sound
appears to go in and out of phase clean, but the port outputs higher
with the bass unit, hence the peaks frequencies too and would be better
and troughs. The effect is a little less firing rearward. The tweeter looks
problematical than it appears here very good. Under measurement the
though, because port output is -10dB Guru looks strong then, if with a few
lower (at 80Hz) than a typical reflex blemishes. NK

port, so there appears to be resistive
loss in the port. Bass rolls down slowly
below 200Hz so the Guru is best used
close to a rear wall. The box reaches
quite low, down to 50Hz with the port
adding a little lower down at 35Hz, o
Bass unit distortion was low, less than >
1.5% down to 38Hz, a good result. The

greyness was less
acute, and the Gurus
managed to push
along Beethoven’s
‘Pastoral Symphony’
as fast as the driving
drum and bass of
Goldie's ‘Inner City
Life’. Factor in their
expansive soundstage
and confident image
location and again they

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

+20

port hit 7% at 40Hz, about average,
peaking at 12% below 35Hz.

Bass apart, frequency response
was reasonably smooth and extended
across the audio band, the tweeter
looking especially smooth. It also had
a clean decay spectrum. Unfortunately,

100 Hz

proved truly enjoyable Green - driver output

My spirits lifted further when musical companions. the bass unit rang at 800Hz and Red - port output
LA S 300Hz, visible in the short term (10mS)
Japanese pressing of Steely Dan’s CONCLUSION spectrum and extending into the long IMPEDANCE
‘Gaucho’, and the Gurus sounded Despite the term 200m$S spectrum, suggesting

positively exuberant. Once again, the
size of the soundstage was such that
it could have been my big Yamahas
wired up and not the wee QMI0Ps,
and the sound was no less rousing.
Dynamically, they can sound a tad
compressed at highish levels in a
large room, lacking as they do the

presumptuous press
release, | really came
to love the Guru
QMI0Ps. They are very
distinctive loudspeakers
— but for the right
reasons. Rather these,
with their characterful,

some colour. Distortion from 100Hz up
to 6kHz hovered around 0.2% which is
quite good.

Sensitivity was satisfactory at
86.5dB into a 4 Ohm bass unit, overall
impedance measuring 6.1 Ohms, largely
unreactive, making the Guru an easy
amplifier load.

wwwhifiworldcouk  FEBRUARY 2009 HI-Fl WORLD 43



Dirty power can be upsetting.
Clean it up with the Z Powerbar™ from MIT.

The Z Powerbar makes clean AC uniquely possible, so you can enjoy
“blacker” blacks, better color saturation, and increased shadow detail.
Works equally well on video and audio components!

Always Perfeo,
'MIT Music Interface Technologies™

P.0. Box 988, Cheltenham, Glos., GL50 9FJ

Distributed by

Nudiobility

www.audiobility.co.uk  www.mitcables.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 systemes.

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

(gt
PRODUCT

YEAR

STATMAT CDi BLUE
Use a Statmat for playing

all CDs and DVDs, other
than with multi-disc players

w REFI?
UND 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 FEET, DOMES
AND SPIKE STOPPERS

Use these Ringmat
products for the most
effective means of
isolating your hi-fi and
home cinema equipment

RINGMA™ DEVELOPMENTS PO BOX 200 BRENTWOOD ESSEX CM15 9FB
++444(0) 1277 200 210 WWW.RINGMAT.COM
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RINGMAT MAINS LEADS,
INTERCONNECT, TONEARM
and SPEAKER CABLES

Use Ringmat cables for
the cleanest transfer
of signals, from power
source to speakers
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Visit our website at www.hi-fiworlid.co.uk or
send your emails to letterschi-fiworld.co.uk.
Letter of the month wins a pair of KEF i03
lovdspeakers and one years FREE

subscription to Hi-Fi World.

Letter of the Month
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| have just read Mr. Price’s article on his
friend’s lust for a system that fashion
forgot and it has inspired me to do

the same, but there are some issues

| need to address! Being only fifteen
years of age and already a connoisseur
of hi-fi, ’'m always seeking to get the
best sound for my buck. | have an
Arcam FM] & Linn Sondek system with
Wharfedale EVO2-30 speakers at the
moment and until @ month ago, | was
very content with it..

You see, whilst browsing the ever
unavoidable internet auction site,
something really did catch my eye - a
1979 JVC A-X5 integrated amplifier in
mint condition. Being a very ‘spur-of-
the-moment’ guy, | engaged in a bidding
war and emerged successful, with my
pocket £80 lighter. After roaring “yes!”
for ten minutes, | sat down, recollected
my thoughts and realised that I'd just
wasted lots of my hard-earned cash on
a metal box which was probably not
worth its weight in wool. And then it
hit me that | had to collect this thing
somehow!

So the joys of e-bay were rather
short lived, but as my supposedly ‘mint-
condition’ amp’ arrived home and |
unpacked it from i#ts box, | stared in
amazement at the quality of this silver
beauty. Everything was so logical; every
intricate detail had been perfected with
the utmost care and attention; the sleek,
satin silver finish was exquisite and the
air of quality that pervaded throughout
| this piece of vintage Japanese exotica
was remarkable. It had something my
Arcam didn’t have. Its looks, put simply,
were perfection.
| I stopped drooling and told myself
“the sound cannot be as good”, but boy
was | wrong! Here was an amplifier
which played music, not sound. It
delivered amazing grip thanks to its
hugely oversized toroidal transformer,

a honey-coated sweetness to the treble
courtesy of the ‘Super Class-A’ design
and a soundstage unlike anything |

LETTER OF THE MONTH PRIZE

KEF iQ3 LOUDSPEAKERS

Wharfedale E70 - not so much speakers as shrines for

1970s throwback Jake Hughes!

have heard to this date.To listen to
it was like what hi-fi would sound on
the Philadelphia Cheese advert; it was
heavenly, saintly, pure bliss.

It therefore brings my attention
to whether | should go retro with my
speakers? My current Wharfedale
EVO2-30s are very nice, but |
remember being six years old and
avidly reading your Olde Worlde article
on the Wharfedale E70s and wishing
for no other pair of transducers
when | was older! Is it now time to
fulfil my dreams, or will | be bitterly
disappointed? Should | delve deep into
a world twenty years before my time,
ar will | end up addicted to flared jeans
and driving a vermilion orange TR7? Will
| get more of the JVC sound, or will |
end up with a system that fashion and
audiophiles both forgot?
Jake Hughes

Hi Jake — good to see the younger
generation are taking classic hi-fi
seriously, and | hope that your JVC
will spur you on to transforming
your bedroom into a seventies
‘show home’, complete with brown
curtains, a lava lamp and a copy

of ‘Razzle’ on your glass coffee
table, next to a chrome plated
cigarette case full of Embassy No.é!
Remember that when my generation
has gone, you'll be there, all alone,
flying the flag for the decade that
fashion forgot!

This all said, actuaily, ermm, |
wouldn't go for the E70s.Well, in
truth it depends on the condition
of the said loudspeakers. Put it this
way, if they’re more clapped out
than a Morris Marina Super Deluxe
that did minicabbing from 1978 to
1985, then ended up i a field being
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The return of an old friend and the addition of a new one
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driven around by juvenile delinquents,
then I'd stay with the Evos. As with
everything classic, ‘condition is
everything'. There's no point in buying
a high end pig in a poke, or you'll just
find it harder and/or more expensive
to repair. If the E70s are mint, then
yes they would be worth investigating
— but look for a pair with the paper
woofers rebuilt otherwise the Es
won't please.

Whilst the E70s are an
interesting and engaging speaker to
listen to — you should be aware that
they are not the world’s smoothest
or more accurate. Now, being fifteen
years old, this may actually be an
advantage. Me being thirty nine and
three quarters (and a bit more),
they're a tad harsh for my tastes.
Actually they'd work well with
a modern, low power valve amp
— which would smooth them out but
still go loud thanks to their fantastic
sensitivity. I'm afraid the JVC wouldn't
be an ideal partner, tonally.

So find a good pair and enjoy the
sheer sense of nineteen seventiesness
about them — slack back and pretend
you're Burt Reynolds in ‘Boogie
Nights'. But don't expect them to be
the world’s best sounding speakers
in your system. If you want a better
tonal match, the smoother and more
sophisticated KEF 104abs would do
the job — not quite as racy looking
but still as nineteen seventies as my
friend’s aforementioned TR7, which
— shock horror — hasn't broken down
yet! DP

You were doing what at six?
Methinks you started life a little early
Jake; what happened to SpongeBob
Squarepants? Obviously David has
had a bad influence on you, as you
seem to share his fascination with
the disastrous TR7, styled to mimic
wedge shaped F| cars of the period,
but with somewhat less puff than
either them or earlier TRs (on which
| was weaned). Sad device!

I've also had a short affair with
E70s and they were nothing other
than exciting, especially in a time
when heavy plastic cones accelerated
as fast as an Austin Allegro and
quacked like a field of ducks. But they
were quite crude, as David warns.

Unfortunately, having lived
through the Seventies listening to
hi-fi of the period | am not especially
romantic about it. Component quality
was poor - remember components
were deemed 'passive’ and therefore
did not have a sound - and sound
quality usually murky and crude as a
result. There were exceptions and |
am glad the JVC A-X5 is one of them,
but | would caution against being too
over reaching in thinking that because

one item of the period works well
then perhaps all do.You may well
find the crystal clear Dali Lektor 6
loudspeakers | review in this issue
are to your taste as they are fast and
exciting. NK

— S—

I have been a big fan of Metallica for
years and like many others looked
forward to their latest release.You can
only imagine my disappointment when
reading your December edition of Hi-Fi
World, you state how bad a production
it is, and that the game console version

BBC 4 Radio Report on Death Magnetic & Sound hurues

LATEST POBTS

Sound?

tiny.

sounds better (‘Guitar Hero’)! However
you also state in your vinyl section

that Metallica have a five LP 45 rpm
audiophile version. Do you know if this
sounds any good, or is this a remaster
or a copy of the Guitar Hero? Please
don’t tell me they slapped the horrible
compressed version onto 5 LPs, this
would really be taking use on a ride!
Thanks for pointing out how bad this LP
sounds, as a proud owner of a system
in excess of £9,000 and my latest
purchase a Project RPM |0 turntable,
| really do expect much more from a
rich famous and experienced band like
Metallica. Please advise.

Jenny johnson

| was told by Mercury that the mix
used to create the CD has, yes, been
used to create the vinyl version.
The downside is that the Metallica
45rpm vinyl will suffer from harsh
Peak Limiting effects. However, as

in my review of the new Primal
Scream vinyl version of their new
album release, ‘Beautiful Future’,
merely pushing the Metallica album
through a vinyl process will soften
those harsh edges. The vinyl offering

s )
is nowhere near perfect but it’s the

Metallica Albums Re-Mastered for 2008 - Exciting

WWW.!

best version currently available on
the market.

Adam Smith’s reports in his
column (December 2008) that
Metallica themselves insisted that
their new album ‘feature’ excessive
Peak Limiting is not surprising but
| wouldn’t necessarily blame the
band. | suspect that they are victims
of bad advice from their producer.
In my opinion, it is producers, not
artist nor mastering engineers, who
are calling the shots and ruining the
audio quality of commercial CDs.

ﬁ Justice For Audio
O vome [ 0w iasion [ Forwm £J Suvecrive

WELCOME TO JUSTICE FOR AUDIG

AECENT POSTS BAN 88N

« Re' Ho Hum
Records

« Ho Hum Records

« Linga Porhacs -
Purralisiograms

« Re VICTORYI!
{wol. ks 8 start}

« Re: Justice for
Augio - Websie of
the week @ igioo
Audio

« Justics for Audio -
Webske of the week
@ igioo Audio

« VICTORYM! (wedl.
s o stan)

« Re Audio

XTERNAL LINKS

" THE NEws

Website Justice for Audio campaigns for uncompressed music.
Metallica's latest album, Death Magnetic, comes under its scru-

The good news, however, is that this
damaging effect may be reversible for
audiophile listeners in the future. Linn
Records, for example, is distributing
indie-rock outfit, The Aliens’ new
album,‘Luna’. It’s original CD issue
suffered from similar, excessive, Peak
Limiting effects. Linn requested a
‘Studio Master’, 24bit, 48kHz version
for download from their website
(www.linnrecords.com). Whereupon,
the engineer went back into the
studio, removed all the Peak Limiting
and presented a crystal clear FLAC/
WAV version to Linn for public
download. Increasing broadband
speeds present companies with an
opportunity for a marketing ‘edge’ -
audiophile quality music... and it can't
come quickly enough for me. | want
to get out and push! PR

Oh what an interesting subject from
a hi-fi point of view! Best of all the
furore over Death Magnetic is - apart
from giving Metallica oodles of free
publicity - prompting producers and
mastering engineers to think again
about the issue of quality. Check

out what mastering engineer lan

rid.co.u FEBRUARY 2009 - NDRLD
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A new star is born

EISA " |Best
Product
2007-2008

2-CHANNEL AMPLIFIER
Cambridge Audio Azur 840A

Each year the European Imaging & Sound Association (EISA)
assembles a panel of expert judges from some of the continent’s leading

hi-fi press to investigate the world’s finest technology.

After rigorous evaluation they return to vote on one product in each
category that they believe offers not only exceptional levels of
performance but also provides incredible value. This year they chose the
Cambridge Audio Azur 840A Class XD integrated amplifier.

“...a genuinely novel approach... a highly sophisticated,
efficient and attractive-sounding amplifier” esaciaon

@ Cambridge Audio

g INNOVATIONS

)
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o

To find your nearest aoproved Cambridge Audio specialist,
read extensive reviews and more, visit: www.cambridge-audio.com




Shepherd says at http://mastering-
media.blogspot.com (there's no www
in this url) and the very interesting
Justice For Audio site (www.justice-
foraudio.org) which | think is the best
starting point for following this story
on the internet.

In a nutshell, Metallica's producer
Rick Rubin is cited for having
chosen to make the mix as loud
as possible, trashing sound quality
in the process. At www.gopetition.
com/petitions | 8,000 fans have
apparently complained about the
album and want it re-mixed. lan
Shepherd interestingly highlights
the schism in the music business
over this issue where the engineers
prefer to retain quality whilst the
producers just want it "loud" -
which means distorted. However,
such is the strength of protest and
the demand for better quality that
Guns N Roses recently chose to
release their latest album Chinese
Democracy in uncompressed form.
This is worth checking out.Wide
dynamic range albums have real
punch through a decent hi-fi system
and can be breathtaking; this is the
sort of material used at hi-fi shows
to demo systems, because it sounds
so good.You just have to be aware
that in a track like Dadawa's Canton
Story you'll be straining to hear the
faintest whispers before suddenly
being punched by the percussion, but
it's a breathtaking experience and a
demo of how wide dynamic range
can be used for exciting effect. Music
that stays at one level, in amplitude
or temporal terms, becomes samey
and boring; oft times what isn't there
is as important as what is there; so
silences and quiet passages have as
much importance as crescendos or, in
Metallica terms, thrashed guitars. As
Paul Rigby notes though, as internet
speeds increase - and Virgin Cable
are to announce 50Mbps soon - so
high quality music downloads will
become a practical option.

I'm hoping the music business
will embrace Blu-ray too as a
medium suitable for music alone
(Audio Profile 3), but there's a way to
go here.As lan Shepherd say though
"here’s to a future of better-sounding
music” - encouraging words from a
mastering engineer. NK

I'm in a quandary - what to do? My
amplification is valve based, pre and
power are self built. Pre is 6SN7 based
with a 100x MM circuit based on

the Marantz 5 with valve and choke/
regulated HT supplies. Power amplifiers
are either monoblock 6550 PPs with
transformer phase split/6N7 driver/
GZ37, or a 6Vé single ended with

Dynavector DV-20X-H - an
ideal high output MC for
under £300

UCC8S driver, EZ81 and choke HT with
MOSFET source follower regulator — this
makes a very nice sound!

I have Monitor Audio GR20
loudspeakers, and my CD player is a
Cyrus CD8 SE/PSX-R.This is a real
upgrade over my old CD8x which |
traded in, and brings the CD real close
to the vinyl sound. This, more than
anything, has prompted me to change
my cartridge as | find | like to listen to
the new CD player more now than the
old one!

My turntable is a Technics SL1200
MkS5 with Origin Live Silver tonearm and
Ortofon 2M Red.There is a big choice
of cartridges as | live in Singapore and
go to the Adelphi shopping centre - the
place here for audiophiles - but each
shop says what is best based on his
stock! | listen to everything from rock to
blues, jazz and classical. Do | go for a
more expensive Ortofon MM or try a Hi
output MC? | am prepared to pay about
£300.

What would | gain with a high
output MC on my system? | read the
reviews and listen in shops but most of
them turn the nose up when Technics
is mentioned - how could it possibly
be any good! So all in all what do you
recommend based on experience, |
suppose really I'm looking for more
insight and something to grip me and
draw me into the music.

Anon

Well, seeing as you're based in

the Far East, | would suggest the
Dynavector DV20X-H from Japan.
This is the high output version of
the affordable Dynavector moving
coil, and very musical it is too. I've
had one in my system before, and
think it should work a treat in your
Origin Live Silver arm. Expect more
finesse than your already good
Ortofon MM, and loads of detail and
insight too — along with a very bubbly
musical sound. MCs generally offer
more detail, a more immediate and
engaging sound. DP

TRIKING THE RIGHT CHORD

Hi David. Since you were kind enough
to respond to my inquiry back last
summer, | thought I'd let you know that |

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

have now invested in the Chord and it
has blown me away! This is even with
RCA/BNC adaptors at either end of my
Kimber Select 2020 cable. | think my
next step will be to get the balanced
2120 version so that | can make a
direct AES connection. Thanks for your
help!

Richard

Thanks Richard - we aim to please.
For those who weren’t privy to

this query, | recommended he buy a
Chord QBD76, digital-to-analogue
convertor for CD and it looks like it
hit the spot. DP

I've recently resurrected a Kenwood
DP-X9010 CD transport that’s been
lying around for several years and
impressed with the sound that emerges
in conjunction with an Assemblage 2.5
DAC. I'm trying to locate a remote
control for it (RC-PX9010) without
much success. I've tried the usual
sources such as eBay and other RC
suppliers but nothing so far. | believe
Kenwood pulled out of hi-fi several
years ago; their spares supplier seems
to deal mainly in domestic appliances
rather than old hi-fi, understandably.

I wondered if any of your reviewers
would know a source where | could try
to get this item or if there is any other
Kenwood remote which would work with
the DPX9010?

Ken Sharpe

Hi Ken — well | am not surprised

you are happy with the DP-X9010
transport — it was a fine product in
its day. Unfortunately however, trying
to find a remote control for a player
made over twenty years ago, by a
company that has changed beyond
recognition since, is as the Americans
would say, a big ask! There are several
ways of attacking the problem — buy

Philips
Universal
remote
control,
SRU8B015,
comes with a
vast on-board
database of
codes used
by products
around the
world and
this includes
Kenwood

- see Very
Remote PHILIPS
Control.
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E—llistening‘g ; A Time FOI'
Change

F ———
SALE LIST

Huge Reductions on new & used Linn Equipment

Product Finish ~ ListPrice ~ Condition  Sale Price
Majik Kontrol (Pre-Amplifier) 1750 D excellent 895
Majik (D } 1950 D excellent 995
Majtk-1 (integrated amplifier] 1450 D excellent 795
Majik 2100 r(h)wer Amplifier 1400 D excellent 695 R
Mayik 140 (Floor-Standing Speakers) 1475 D excellent 795 The Audi
mgﬁt I{II Yekos am/Lingo/Adic cartidg approx(jggg geemx(ellent ;;gg A major decision has. been tak.en by the Organisers of the
(6100 6 channel power amp (akiv boards option) 420 D excellent 1395 ‘Heathrow’ show, as it’s affectionately known, to move the
I show lock, stock and barrel to a brand new venue for 2009.
Classik Music Black 995 541.15 Thi | s tion for the Chester G
Classik Music (new style) Siver 1250 mint as new 795 L L L NGOG OFLION JO1110 CAESION SINauUD
Katan Maple 750 cosmetic dama and something which had been talked about extensively
[ Katan Bk TS0 ;‘:r:;;‘e' %gg ’ with the trade = but an unexpected and. exciting opportunity
Trikan Maple 570 demgood 290 arose on the exact dates that were required for 2009 so the
iilmik 120 x;:&vzoo(e)r Ehe ] ;380 markﬂgg decision was made.
omponent 104 (pair raphite 00d 1 isi i
Mhurate 42 Rosenut 6040 0. bood The key to t!’\e decision really comes down to available
some marks space; the Audio Show has to expand and there were only
on cabinets 2999 two ways that could be achieved at the existing venue:
Complete set of 10 mono 241 Aktv Cards 950 510 deploying converted bedrooms that were some distance
ARCAM from the main body of the show or by returning to a two
(D36 Silver 14500 v.good 195 venue event. The latter has been universally rejected by the
TAZ? Fa{in':uner glﬁzl:““"’ 530 g:'gggg %29 trade and having tried the former in 2007 - exhibitors felt
161 FM tuner Siver szgood 85 very isolated, so the Chester Group had a show they simply
5250 400gb music server Black 3000 D as new 1495 wouldn’t be able to expand.
The new venue is located at Silverstone in Northants and
ARCAM AY
AVR300 ' black 1300 D v.good 395 is geographically perfect with its location being equidistant
:rcam m gg(l)” upscafing dvd/ed ?'Ila(k :ggg g&nedw bored 13?5 between two key arterial motorways (M40 & M1) and also
ream ilver 00 T : >
Arcam FM) AYPY Processor black 3750 Dgood 095 equcdlst'ant frqm the M25 and South Midlands. Ythlebury
Arcam FM) PT power amp black 2900 D good 1798 Hall, built within the last 10 years, has free parking for up to
Arcam AYPT00 processor silver 1450 Dvgood 895 500 cars, over 65 suites of various sizes, the vast majority of
Arcam P1000 7 channel amp silver 1700 Dvgood 995 - : g WLl
which are one level, and a meaningful drop in venue hire will
CYRUS ' allow the organizers to lower exhibiting rates by a full 25%;
Eg % ‘;!:”" §!::" ;ggo g "-3003 ggg it has several restaurants and bars, a superb support team,
Dix(ma'stleresr.(silver) Sslv:: 800 D ::gggd 399 a whole range of exhibitor accommodation packages and a
AUDIOIRESEARCE location that most people will enjoy driving to. For those that
R J - .
udio Research SP16 pre amp Siver 249 D v.good 1395 choose not to drive, shuFtIe buses will operate from Milton
Audio ResearchVS 55 valve power amp Siter 2499 D good Keynes on a regular basis.
some marks 1595 A whole rarge of onsite and offsite attractions will
isitor the weekend. For the shopper
KRELL encourage visitors to stay
Krell Showcase Processor Siver 4495 0 good 2495 Towcester, Buckingham and Bicester are all within easy
Krell Showcase 5 channel power amp Silver 4999 D good 2995 reach, including the Internationally acclaimed Outlet Village.
KrellShowcase DYD Siver 3698 D good 1995 Milton Keynes is also only 20 minutes away. For the fitness
AY COMPONENTS & MISCELLANEOUS enthusiast it has one of the biggest Leisure Clubs/Day Spa's
Denon AYR2106 Receiver Siver 450 D.Good 200 we have ever seen! For the active there is an adjacent 36
g::g: %wfgﬁk&(gz‘f; §:=::: zgz g'gggg gg hole Golf Course, Clay Pigeon shooting, Skiing, Go Kart
Denon §-301 AV system Silver 1250 néw boxed 789 Racing at Silverstone, Helicopter Rides, Hot Air Balloon
genon ?)VII?II:Y oxmelm R SbiIMI: 238 g.goog ;33 flights, Horse Racing and Riding, plus Stowe Gardens - one
enon with hdmi/scaling ad| .Goo 3 : :
Pioneer LXO AY system inc spks, hd recorder black 1699 D.vge o ;htehm:? ‘:’t SMNENLL ANUICAOn Carions ey S Soxmivy
almost unused 995 and the list goeson. ..
Pioneer LX 70 Blu-Ray 995 D.Good 549 Dates have been fixed as the 26 - 27 September which
Acoustic Energy Aelite 3 speakers ey 149 dem good J : g
somemarks 299 crucially ensures the show does not clash with any other
Acoustic Ener%AEIIO floor standing speakers  black 450 demgood 150 International Audio event. Build up is on the 25th. A number
Aeoustic AET3DS ; 350 newboed 129 of exhibitors have already seen the venue and echo the
Monitor Audio S5 light oak light oak 450 demgood 200 s e :
Hisson 173 flor standing spks ight 0k dem good organiser’s enthusiasm and commitment and anyone else
L ) some marks |50 that wishes to do the same only has to contact them for this
g“:"oE"{Dseaso’“’ effects dipole spks bik/Lwood dem good 100 to be arranged. Whilst not the primary reason for the change
the current economic climate and a desire for a single top
HiFi, Multi-Room and Home Cinema with full Design & Planning service quality independently organized event are nevertheless
16} OLD BROMPTON ROAD LONDON SWS5 0L) timely and something the organizers are open minded about.
TEL: 020- 7244 7750/59 FAX:020 - 7370 0192
www.thelisteningrooms.com The Chester Group

05601 126407 or justin@chestergroup.org

E-mail: john@thelisteningrooms.com Mon-Sat 10-6pm
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another machine (with remote);
you'll need a ‘donor machine’ for
spares anyway if you intend to keep
it. Fortunately these aren't as rare
as hens’ teeth — yet. Second, buy
another Kenwood CD player of
the same era (1987-88) and use its

remote; the codes should be identical.

Otherwise, buy a universal remote
which has the codes in — these are
available cheaply on the internet, as a
Google search will confirm. DP

Happenstance put a new Philips
Prestigo Universal remote control
into my hand just before | read
your letter. Normally | would greet
a remote controf with the same
enthusiasm as a letter from the
Inland Revenue, but | have a growing
need for something to reduce

the height of the pile growing in
my lounge and this, with its big
illuminated screen, looked like it
would fit the bill nicely - and is also
what you need. ! will review it soon,
but in the meantime | can assure
you that under CD, Kenwood (Trio
in the UK) is listed, so it seems

to have onboard the codes you
need to control a Kenwood CD
player. Alternatively, it can find the
right code by churning through its
onboard database of them until the
machine awakes; you do not need
another remote to learn from. NK

_ ¢l J

It has been two years since | wrote
regarding upgrading options to my
main Linn-Naim system. That particular
correspondence made Letter of the
Month and was entitled ‘Relics’ in the
January 2007 edition of HFW - thank
you, that was a very pleasant surprise!

Whilst | have not totally followed
your advice (mainly due to my not being
able to justify the expense) | have taken
on board some of your suggestions
to very good effect. Noel and David
maintained my OL modified RB300 and
G 1042 should comfortably see off the
SME Ill/Shure M97XE pairing, so was
it a pure coincidence a review of this
cartridge appeared in the very same
issue as my letter? | swapped turntables
as suggested but was not convinced the
sound was to my liking so | set about
making myself a new subchassis for the
LP12 and duly fitted the prototype, a
constrained layer construction, but what
a night and day difference! The LPI2
boogie factor remains and bass was
instantly improved, so too was imaging
and sound staging - becoming much
wider than with the old pressed steel
subchassis.

Around the same time | was taken
by your enthusiastic review of the little
Usher $-520 speakers, so | got hold of a
pair for a listen - very nice indeed! These

were purchased, suitably installed and
run in. | then thought okay, now’s the
time to swap arm/cartridge combos...
wow! Now | can hear what Noel and
David were eluding to, these really are
magical. | have since fitted an Incognito
wired and OL counterweight modded
RB250 in place of the RB300 for yet
another improvement - but still with the
G1042 MM.Thanks for opening my
ears! Perhaps | should now look to move
into MC territory when the time comes
to replace the G1042. What would be
your thoughts for a starting point -
Denon DL160,AT OC9, Ortofon Rondo
series?

John Ruggles.

Hi John — my taste would be to go
for the Audio Technica AT-OCIML
Il. To my ears, this is the best value
moving coil around (£225 from
www.SoundHiFi.com) Remember
that this is the improved version of
a late eighties cartridge that cost
£400 twenty years ago — it is very
fast, punchy and full of life, but has
real subtlety and detail too, more so
than ever in its latest incarnation. If
it's a budget low output MC you're
after, then this is a no brainer in your
Rega-derived arm. DP

Bose Acoustimass 5 speaker set coupled
to a Denon AVR-1907 amplifier. | want
to improve the sound quadlity and | have
been told to add an active subwoofer.
Can you please advise if this good
advice and if so can you suggest a make
and model, or an alternative? As | live

in the Middle East there is not much
reliable information to be had, | would
greatly appreciate your advice.

Alistair Malcolm.

The Bose Acoustimass 5 loudspeaker
system is a subwoofer / satellite
arrangement where the satellites

do not handle the full audio range.
Each satellite has a 2.5in "wide
range” drive unit Bose say, which is
not enough to go low, so a separate
cabinet handles bass. Adding a
subwoofer will just give more bass,
not improve the sound.

The best upgrade is to use full
range hi-fi loudspeakers instead, the
biggest ones possible. At the very
least consider using four Q Acoustics
1020is which, at £120 each, will set
you back little more than your Bose
system and give much better quality.
Set the receiver for Full Range
loudspeakers and select None as the
Centre loudspeaker.

Q Acoustics 1020i - great as a small Full Range surround-sound
loudspeaker, at a beer budget price.

Yes, and | will second that. At the
price the AT-OC9 MLII really offers

a superb sound. It does have a treble
peak, so you will find treble 'obvious’,
but it is finely detailed and nicely
finessed. It is probably best used with
the dark sounding Icon Audio PS1.2
or 3 preamps. NK

w

I am a complete amateur regarding
sound systems, therefore | would really
appreciate some guidance. | have a

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

Alternatively, get a dedicated
surround-sound loudspeaker system
from KEF, B&W or similar.You do not
need a separate subwoofer for music.
The 0.1 track of a 5.1 recording
contains subsonics from explosions
etc and is not strictly necessary with
music.

If you want all the booming
a subwoofer produces then do
by all means get an active one to
accompany the main 'speakers.

NK
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Scheu Analog turntables

Manufacturers of analogue music reproduction equipment

Ulla Scheu - Stéckerberg 13 - D-42651 Solingen - Phone: +49-212-38085830
Fax: +49-212-38085832 - ulla@scheu-analog.de - www.scheu-analog.de
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£\ new benchmark for musical communication” STEREO TIMES

113
( )ne of the truly special products I've reviewed in the past 18 years”
STEREOPHILE

OC inner of Stereo Times magazine Most wanted component sy
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Thc best toncarm Ive heard” HI FIWORLD

Your cartridge can deliver vastly improved results if coupled with a high
grade arm. Grear tonearms of the past were recognised for what they
contributed but we would suggest it’s time to upgrade. Massive performance

‘ improvements ar¢ now possible, so why not advance vour system to a
new level? After all, a significant tonearm upgrade offers many times the

‘ improvements of those given by cartridge upgrades, and last a lot longer.
Our muli-award winning arms are offered with a no risk, money back
guarantee should you be anything other than delighted.

Tonearm Models

Enrerprise DARA®® 2005 World Awards
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OLI1 B0 Closest to the original sound
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UNIVERSAL MOTOR UPGRADE |

Upgrodes & replaces
motors & power supplies for ALL ||
belt drive turntables

“The single most important upgrade you can
ever make to any record deck concerns the motor

drive...nothing can prepare you for the shock of going DC. In a
word, gobsmacking,” COMMON GROUND MAGAZINE

“It’s value is nothing short of tremendous.” LISTENER MAGAZINE

“The LP12 remains a classic ...but ..upgrade kits by Origin Live
can bring a vast imprevement to it’s performance” HI Ft NEWS

UNIVERSAL TURNTABLE MOTOR KIT - No one would
blame you for being sceptical of an easy to fit, inexpensive de motor
upgrade. Iispecially one that improves on the best of other power
supplies costing over 4 times as much or your money back. It is simply
impossible to imagine the level of improvement attained by eliminating
the motor vibration that your stylus amplifies over 8,000 times! Our 1C
motor kit offers massive improvements 10 all versions of Linn Lingo
Valhulla, Rega, Systemdeck, Roksan, Rock ctc. The kits consist of a drop
in replacement high grade DC moror and off-board 2 speed control box.
Why not order now? - see web site or phone.

ORIGIN LIVE
Tel/Fax: +44 02380 578877

E-mail: originlive@originlive.com

Standard dc Motor Kit - £250
Advanced dc Motor Kit - £339
Ultra dc Motor Kirt - £570
Upgrade Transformer - £175
Upgrade DC 200 motor - £129 with kic | www.originlive.com



unamplified instruments recorded in
a well-known hall. | think this is what
Peter Walker, who was a good amateur
musician, remember, had in mind. Harry
Pearson comes in here somewhere too!
One thing we can agree on, though,
| too first heard the Quad electrostatic
at Harrogate (and Quad were using an
LP12 as it happens) and | was in no
doubt it was the best reproduction of
music | had then heard, and I've yet to
hear a speaker since that | prefer to the
Quad electrostatic range. And Walker
himself embodied virtues that maybe
are less prevalent today. One year the
FM4 was a new model, so | asked Peter
whether it was better than my FM3.
His reply:“It may be a bit quieter re
signal to noise, but otherwise you won't
hear much difference, it’s just got more
features.” How many present manufac-

Linn Sondek - David and Roger discuss its relative merits!

But it’s also true that combinations turers would take such a principled
Dear Mr Price, to write “the Linn are important. Thus the worst LP|2 attitude? Needless to say, | ended up
makes every LP sound like it was I've ever heard was as the front end with both tuners.
recorded in the same studio on the of an all-Naim system, using the then Roger Perry
same equipment” (page 55, Hi-Fi World Naim flagship speaker.The sound was
December 08) is cavalier nonsense. It painfully strident, almost literally hurting Dear Roger — having condemned a
suggests both a poor critical faculty, and  the eardrums, and nothing like the Michell dealer for suggesting your
that you should take a serious listen to closest approach to the original sound. wife had poor critical faculty when
alternative amplification and speakers But as NK says, how can anyone testing  she disagreed with him, you duly
for your system. It also completely equipment know what the original accuse me of having, ermm, “poor
contradicts your publication’s recent sound was, unless the recording is of critical faculty” when | disagree with

reviews of the latest LP12 variants.

In fact, it brings to mind the
comment from the Michell dealer in York
when we (wife and ) were choosing
our current turntable. We had already
auditioned the LP12 and the Pink
Triangle side-by-side at another dealer,
finding them with different presentations
but each with more strengths than
weaknesses. Listening to the same LPs,
my wife’s reply to the Michell dealer’s,
“what do you think?” was, “it’s dragging,
it’s too slow”. | knew exactly what she
meant: compared with the other two
machines, the Gyro lacked flow and
bounce; it didn’t induce tapping of the
feet. The dealer’s retort was priceless,
“there’s something wrong with your ears,
it sounds fine to me”. Needless to say,
that dealer wasn’t patronised! | do agree
with you, though, that the Michell seems
to give a wider sound stage than many
others.

As for the Linn, | recall a public
demonstration by Superfi in Leeds in the
early ‘eighties, when six turntables were
fitted with identical, matched cartridges
(Entrée moving coil) and hidden from
view while a varied programme was
repeated in turn.At the time we were
using a Thorens TD150 at home, and
| immediately identified the Thorens
TD 160 under test, which of course
reinforced my trust in my discriminatory
powers! But one table stood out for me
as the most musical, and the least like
the dreaded hi-fi sound, and that turned
out to be the LP12.Which won? Well, |
think it was a Technics model!

Garrard 301 and Michell Orbe turntables - both with a different
flavour to the LP12.
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you! Oh the poetry of it all!

But seriously, if you can’t hear
the tonal ‘homogeneity of the LP12, |
would suggest you look at the rest of
your replay chain... Mine changes with
umpteen amp/speaker combinations
every month and the LP12 always
sounds tonally ‘samey’; can you say
the same for the variety of your
replay system? | think the LPI2 is a
lovely music maker with bounce (as
you say) but neutral it is not; | don't
think even Linn would claim that! DP

Dear David,

It sounds to me you're now playing

a different tune.Your reply doesn’t

relate to what you wrote, i.e. the LP12
makes “every LP sound like it was
recorded in the same studio on the
same equipment”. | interpret this to
mean “you cannot hear the different
soundstages/reverberation attributes/
miking arrangements of different concert
halisistudios”. For example, a recording
from the Albert Hall sounds the same as
one made in St Johns, Smith Square. This
can’t be true of just about any turntable,
let alone a half-decent one. But you

now criticise the LPI2 for having “tonal
homogeneity”, irrespective of the other
equipment used with it If you mean all
guitars, say, have the same timbre as |
call it, | don’t hear that. How can Neil
Young be mistaken for Albert Lee?

If you mean the LP12 always has
its own sound which you can identify,
irrespective of other equipment, | agree.
But so does every turntable I've ever
heard, even the most neutral. | reckon
if you live with say a 301 and an Orbe,
you'll usually be able to identify which
is playing, whatever the amp/speaker.
And if either sounds different to what
you're used to, that'll be down to the
amp/speaker, not the table. | should like
to hear a “neutral” table, but how can
any of us know when we hear it? The
holy grail of the Absolute Sound, where’s
Harry Pearson when he’s needed!

PS. Is the SME range especially neutral?
I fancy one.
Roger

Hi again Roger — it is letters like this
which take me back to semiological
first principles. Just as Roland Barthes
liked to point out, the transmission
of meaning from the ‘sender’ to the
‘receiver’ is a perilous one! All | am
trying to say is that the Linn has a
tonal ‘flavour’ of its own. It's kind

of like having a cup of tea in a mug
that's just had coffee in — you drink
the tea but you can still get a ‘whiff’
of coffee all the same. And so it is
with the LPI12. It has its own, slightly
woody tonal colour. This is what |
meant when | originally wrote what
(wot?) | wrote, and so it remains. |
can't be doing with fencing around,

with you suggesting I'm changing my
story now. | am not, it’s just that |
obviously failed to explain myself
better to you in the first place. So,
move from a Linn to an SME (or Avid
or Michell) and that metaphorical
whiff of coffee - that aftertaste (or
should it be ‘pretaste’) - is gone.
These decks are more neutral, and
have less colouration. Or more
accurately, perhaps | should say that
their colourations are less obvious!

Still, | — like you | suspect —
regard the LP12 as an excellent deck,
and one that has a uniquely musical
presentation. Which is not to say
that other decks aren't exceptionally
musical too — witness the Technics
SL1200 and Garrard 30/401, for
example. Not sure what Harry
Pearson’s take on this would be — but
my ears (and experience gleaned
from hearing them all in my own
listening room) tell me this, whatever
other people may say.

Yes, | feel the SME turntables are
very neutral, and utterly enjoyable
to listen to, but | would suggest
you may not get along with them if
you're such an ardent LP12 fan. Right
now, if it’s tonal neutrality you crave,
I'd counsel the Avid Volvere Sequel
which sheds a brilliant, dazzling light
on whatever recording you give it.
Again however, an LP12 it is not — so
| suggest an in-depth dem before you
part with your cash. DP

SNEAKY PE

I was very much looking forward to your
review of Linn’s Sneaky in the December
2008 issue, and when | read Patrick
Cleasby’s write up | was left intrigued

as he compared it to each of its more
expensive brethren...

I have a Trends UD 10 and a Blue
Circle “USB Thingee”, these are both
USB DACs and | have been playing with
a laptop using EAC and Cplay (with
CMP) to give the best possible record
and playback quality via USB. | would

like to move my CDs over to a hard
drive, preferably a NAS box elsewhere
in the house and get music from that
via preferably a cat5 cable or secondly
a USB cable to a DAC and from there
to my Almarro amplifier. So | have been
looking to upgrade my DAC and my
shortlist is Benchmark, Apogee and Linn
Sneaky. | don’t want to spend a fortune
as that is reserved for LP. The Linn |
was hoping would come out best as it is
the only one that will work via cat5.

A long term reference used by
yourselves and widely regarded DAC
is the Chord DAC64, which | am also
greatly familiar with having spent many
hours listening to music at a friends who
has an extremely good system. And so
I was hoping to hear your impressions
of how the Linn Sneaky compared to
preferably the Chord DACé4 and failing
that to perhaps other DACs within its
price range such as the Benchmark. If
you can shed some light on the Linn’s
performance relative to the DAC64 |
would much appreciate it.
Jonathan Martin

With pleasure Jonathan! The

Sneaky isn't a patch on the Chord
DACé4, but nor would | expect it
to be, as it's like comparing a Land
Rover Discovery with a Ferrari F40
— you're not comparing like with
like. Obviously, the Sneaky DS is an
all-in-one network music player with
DAC and amp built in, plus network
connectivity. The DACé64 is an, erm,
DAC and that’s your lot — plus it was
nearly three times the price.

Does that make the Sneaky
unlistenable by comparison? Not at
all. The little Linn box is a couth, even
sounding design that is very good
at rhythms and dynamics — it's an
embracing and animated performer.
However, it lacks inner detail,
atmosphere and a sense of natural
musicality that the Chord has — as
you'd expect, being far cheaper.

Of course, the Sneaky is a self

Stello DA100 Signature - superb mid-price do-it-all DAC that’s
great for network music and CD alike

WWW
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contained network music player, but
if you wish to use your computer for
this, then the Stello DA100S (£650)
would be ideal — it’s a very smooth
and sweet design with real finesse.

It is cracking value and although a
little more sedate sounding than the
Linn, you'll be getting a slightly more
atmospheric treble and fuller bass.

The Benchmark, at several
hundred pounds extra, is a more
animated music maker — it's more
heavy rock to the Stello’s easy
listening. | think it's not as good
as the former in the information
retrieval or tonality stakes, but it’s
more fun to listen to.

Finally, the Chord QBD76 at
£3,000 is breathtaking all round — a
seminal listening experience that
elevates 16/44 to the sort of intense
experience that’s normally reserved
for live music or high end analogue.
But it won't flatter poor source
material or a bad network music
player... OP

TOAD SENSE

I am a happy subscriber to the best
magazine in town. The wit and vast
knowledge of your contributors is
outstanding, and they seem to know
more than a little bit about music and
hi-fi. Anyway, | live in Spain near to
Gibraltar, which is a virtual desert for
hi-fi. In the four years of living here the
only two shops within easy access have
closed. | am in the market for a new
tonearm to replace a twenty five year
old Ittok, this to suit my Oracle Delphi
.

The rest of my system consists of
Naim 102 | HiCap 250 amplification
(old style but serviced by Naim before
coming to Spain). Speakers are Vienna
Acoustic Hayden when the wife is about
and Magneplanar |.4s when she is out!
They are a bit intrusive in the lounge
—in the UK | had a large attic room for
them.

There does seem to be a plethora
of excellent arms about from £600,
however I see you are about to review
the Jelco 250T in the February edition.
I am visiting Glasgow for New Year and
wonder is it possible to give me a quick
sneaky idea what you think of it as it
fits the Linn board | have? | also have
an SME armboard but they are a bit
expensive, as | am a pensioner.

I am using the great Goldring 1042
and | do agree it is very good dfter
my DV20x rolled over - | did manage
to catch my sleeve on the arm after a
glass or two of excellent Spanish plonk.

This is going to be a pressie from
my dear understanding wife as it is
Christmnas after all so | have to move
fast and yes | won't be able to hear it
first but with you guys vast experience...
Anon

Firstly, | have to give you a yellow
card for toadying. You know, we're
not like the other mags who only
print the letters that say how
great they are! In fact we positively
discourage such weasel-like
behaviour... but hey, thanks all the
same and we're happy to help!

Okay — Jelco vs. lttok. Well, as
Adam finds out in this issue, the
Jelco SA-750T is a honey of an arm,
but is it as good as an lttok? Good
question, and having not done the A-
B comparison | cannot say for sure,
but | now have one in my system too
and would guess not. That's assuming
your lttok is mint and as new though;
if you've stuffed the bearings then
even that NAD 5120 arm made from
a printed circuit board would better
it.

Personally, | would take it back
to Linn and get it serviced, and get
the new Linn tonearm cable instead.
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