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EDITOR It might not have escaped your attention that there’s something of
David Price a downturn happening in the High Street right now. House prices,
telfax - +44(0) 1275 371 386 car sales and even the wonder of good old Woolworths have
e-mail: editorial@hi-fiworld.co.uk -~ F ) .

taken something of a bruising as we all wake up from a decade-

? . . .
DESIGN EDITOR S long consumer binge that saw us buying ever more stuff with - yes,
Faiza Chunara - - ) . .
o +44 (0) 20 76253129 U .b you've guessed it - our over e?(tende'd credit cards...
fax: +44 (0) 20 7328 1844 Well, I'm sorry to say that this hasn’t escaped our
e-mai adproduction@hi-fiworid.couk  little area of the map either - we've seen Zavwvi (the CD and DVD
PRODUCTION EDITOR retal.le.r) anfi now Empire Dn:ect (cqnsumer elec'tror?lcs) g0 |nFo
David Noble administration recently, and I'm afraid that | don’t think this will be
tel: +44 (0) 20 7625 3134 the last of it. The hi-fi industry, as a purveyor of pure luxury goods
fax; +44 (0) 20 7328 1844 3T . . X
omail: classifieds@hi-fword.co.uk {much as.l person-ally can’t |IV? without my system)', is hurting too.

Well, in the midst of all this doom and gloom, I'd like to add

ADVERTISING that perhaps this is an opportunity for the specialist hi-fi industry.
tel: +44 (0) 20 7372 6018 . o ) , e N e .
. +44 (0) 20 7328 1844 If a ‘body shock Illfe this doesn't r.emlnd it which side its bread is
e-mail advertising@hi-fiworld.co.uk buttered on, | don’t know what will.
e Internet sales are reportedly strong in the consumer electronics
- +44 (0) 20 8841 8892 sector, w1.th customers apparent!y going 1) search of a bargain’.
fax: +44 (0) 20 8841 9144 But all this also means buyers will be looking more closely at what
e-mail accounts@hi-fiworld.co.uk constitutes false economy - and that could just mean more visits
PUBLISHER to dez—?lers who can properly demonstrat‘e just w.hat an amazing
Noel Keywood experience a well balanced, well set-up high quality music replay
e-mail: publisher@hi-fiworld.co.uk system can be.
FREE READERS CLASSIFIEDS . As we oft'en say, buying exclu.swely on price is a fals.e economy
tel: +44 (0) 20 7625 3134 with hi-fi. You've got to get the right components working properly
fax: +44 (0) 20 7328 1844 together to get a truly transcendental sound - and no online purchasing system will
emal dassifieds@hi-fword.co.uk do that for you. Meanwhile, there are some cracking products out there (some of
SUBSCRIPTIONS which you'll find inside these very pages) and prices through dealers are keen, so it’s
tel: +44 (0) 1442 879097 actually a fine time to buy...
fax: +44.(0) 1442 872279 : o . .
omai: hifworld@webscribe.co.uk And even if your credit is crunched, you can get a better sound just by getting

your kit to work better, or matching it more intelligently. This magazine has always
PHOTOGRAPHY majored in this art, which is why we have nine pages of your letters - packed full of

David Noble : R o
ol +44 (0) 20 7625 3134 advuc.e and. comm.ent - inside. Enjoy!
fax: +44 (0) 20 7328 1844 David Price, editor
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news

HEY, BIG SPENDORS!

The new Spendor A5 and Aé are floorstanding loudspeakers
that benefit from important advances in Spendor’s drive
unit technology, cabinet design and crossover engineering,
the company says.The £1,495 A5 and £1,895 A6 use new
drive units based on technology developed for the recently
launched Spendor SAI, specifically a pair of | 5cm units
specifically for the new A5 and a new |8cm driver for the
new Aé, both with a magnesium alloy chassis. A new 22mm
wide-surround tweeter for the A5, and an advanced 29mm
unit for the A6, combine the extended frequency response
of a small diaphragm with the low frequency characteristics
of a larger diaphragm to give stable low distortion response
over a wide frequency range.“A new approach to low-
frequency engineering with minimum damping of the acoustic
enclosure” is employed, combined with a 4th generation
Spendor linear-flow port and Dynamic Damping. This is where
small low mass constrained polymer dampers at key energy
interface points are used to convert any spurious energy

in the cabinet into inaudible heat. Internal cables are high-
grade silver plated pure copper with halogen free dielectric.
Available finishes are light oak, wenge, cherry and black ash.
The plinth has a contrasting black satin lacquer finish. For
more details, contact Spendor on +44(0)1323 843474 or
click on www.spendoraudio.com.

TUNER SURPRISE

It's not everyday we see DAB tuners with built in iPod
connectivity, but that's precisely what the new Arcam FM)
T32 is. Described as a major performance upgrade, squeezing as much quality out of DAB

as possible and adding DAB+ for future-proofing, it sports an “advanced iPod interface l
that with Arcam’s rDock or rLead, brings full iPod remote functionality to any separates o0
system”, the company says. There’s also a fully discrete AM/FM tuner with switchable 0 Q C00c0D00

Europe/North America de-emphasis and tuning increments. For fine sonics, the T32 uses
high performance Burr Brown OPA2134 output op-amps and the Wolfson 8740 from
Arcam’s highly respected DVD players, while circuitry is fed from a toroidal power transformer and multiple low noise
regulated DC power supplies with components mounted on double-sided fibreglass PCBs. Station selection is via
presets or the large front panel knob. The large, clear VFD display has scrolling text and is easily read from any angle
or in any light condition. Vital statistics are 430x290x85mm and 5.3kg. For details call Arcam on +44(0) /223 203 200

BLU TOME

Cambridge Audio’s first Blu-ray player is called the Azur 640BD. Designed to partner
the new Azur 640R V2 AV receiver, it features full HDMI 1.3 output, including
bitstream output of all the latest HD Dolby and DTS surround-sound systems plus
internal decoding of Dolby Digital EX, DTS ES. Dolby Digital Plus, Dolby True HD
and DTS HR surround-sound. A full set of analogue video outputs is supported.
plus HDMI 1.3 video/audio, Ethernet, S/PDIF, Toslink and separate dedicated 7.1

and stereo analogue outputs. While natively supporting up to 1080p from Blu-ray
discs, the 640BD is also able to upsczle DVD discs to 1080p video resolution.
Meanwhile, 24 frames per second (fps} progressive scan True Cinema allows films to
be watched as the director intended at their original frame rate without conversion
for the most natural jog-free panning and motion possible. Supporting Dolby True
HD means the 640BD provides audio that matches the original studio masters, the
company says. The 640BD is Profile 2.0 compatible to allow for future technological
developments. A front mounted USB socket is also fitted. For more details, click on
www.cambridge-audio.com.
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NEWS

LUCKY SEVEN

Townshend Audio has a new affordable turntable in the shape of the Rock
7 (R7). A skeletal design, it is said to incorporate all the engineering and
functional features of the Rock V but at the considerably lower cost of
£999.The R7 in its basic form is supplied without the familiar front-end
damping trough characteristic of all Townshend Rock turntables to date.
However, the trough and outrigger/paddle are together offered as an
optional extra at £499, which will transform the turntable to performance
levels approaching the Rock V and surpassing most conventional turntables
regardless of cost, the company says. Further upgrades comprise a record
clamp, more powerful motor and flat belt, which in conjunction with the
optional Merlin Il Electronic Power Supply, will give a significant reduction
in noise and more accurate drive stability. The turntable is supplied without
a tonearm, but with the arm base of your choice, either off the shelf or to
special order.

The deck uses a substantial subchassis upon which is mounted the
platter bearing, overall levelling counterweight and the optional trough, all
of which are suspended symmetrically on three spring/bellows feet. The
motor box, which houses the 24 pole 250RPM synchronous motor with
its associated two-speed drive pulley, [EC mains power input socket and
on/off switch, is positioned independently of the main turntable assembly
for vibration isolation. Further vibration reduction is realised by suspending
the motor on Nytrol elastic bands. The platter bearing is a unique one-piece
precision-ground steel shaft with a hardened bottom-end resting on a steel
ball, lubricated by synthetic oil. The top of the spindie has a threaded hole
to take the optional Rock record clamp, and the platter is a substantial disc
of high density polyethylene sitting on a smaller diameter sub-platter. The
metal parts are of solid-steel which is powder coated with a very tough,
fine textured black polyester. All the fixings are heavy duty industrial grade
stainless steel to ensure maximum strength and extra long life in today’s
rough and polluted environment. For details, click on
www.townshendaudio.com.

nes Plus: High-quality music
vnioadable on Wi-Fi and mobile
Allfor the same price.

Munes 8
4

Good news for online music buyers comes
with the announcement that Apple is to
remove Digital Rights Management (DRM)
from all music files it sells via its popular
iTunes music retailing website, and move to
higher quality 256kbps bitrates, The giant
US computer company has finally convinced
all the big record labels it distributes to
release their music as DRM-free ‘iTunes
Plus’ tracks, sold on the US iTunes site for
99 cents. Currently, 8 million tracks are
available as DRM-free iTunes Plus songs,
with 2 million more DRM-free songs
slated to become available by the end of
the quarter. That will make all of iTunes’
10 million tracks DRM-free, the largest
music store library on Earth. Apple will also
offer an easy upgrade for users to the new
iTunes Plus tracks.

At the time of going to press, no prices
for the UK iTunes website were available,
tut the US site’s pricing from April now

OPPO-RTUNITIES

Oppo’s BDP-83 is described as a "full-featured universal Blu-ray Disc player that
supports BD Profile 2.0 (BD-Live), DVD, SACD, DVD-Audio, Dolby TrueHD, and DTS-
HD Master Audio”. The BD Profile 1.1 (BONUSVIEW) machine is soon expected to
provide DVD-Audio, Dolby TrueHD and DTS-HD Master Audio onboard decoding,
and BD Profile 2.0.The audio stage has been refined, with the addition of discrete
stereo outputs and an improved power supply. For SACD playback, the BDP-83
supports direct DSD over HDMI and DSD-to-analogue without any PCM conversion
~ said to be a unique feature.The video side runs an Anchor Bay VRS video
processing solution, with Source Direct for DVD and Blu-ray, high definition HDMI
scaling, Edge and Detail Enhancement options, and 1080p 24Hz output for both Blu-
ray and DVD. Expect the machines to be in the shops soon, with an estimated price
of around £499. For more details, click on www.oppo.com.

looks like this. There will be three different
prices: 69 cents for back catalogue tracks,
99 cents for standard songs, and $1.29 for
new or popular releases.Apple has resisted
multiple track prices in the past in order
to keep music in iTunes priced simply and
consistently, but music labels have pushed
for multiple pricing tiers, it is reported. In
a press release, Apple noted that all four
major music labels, including Universal
Music Group, Sony BMG,Warner Music
Group and EMI, “along with thousands of
independent labels, are now offering their

HORNED AND DANGEROUS

Klipsch has launched its Reference range of hi-fi/AV loudspeakers and
subwoofers into the UK market. Said to offer superb value for money, the
range comprises twenty models, including loudspeakers ranging from two-
way bookshelf designs at £199 a pair to three-way floorstanding models

at £799 a pair, and a choice of four different subwoofers, three surround
speakers and three centre speakers. The mainstays are the floorstanders,
including the £799 RF-82, £649 RF-62 [pictured] and £499 RF-52, plus three
bookshelf models (RB-61,RB-51 and RB-10). They offer Tractrix horn-
loaded tweeters and high-output copper-coloured Cerametallic woofers
giving extended low frequency capability. Finish options, which vary
according to model, include cherry and black veneers.The latest bookshelf
speakers all feature high-output woofer cones and titanium compression
drivers, mated to the latest generation of square Tractrix Horns — Hi-fi
World was favourably impressed with the £349 RB-61 bookshelf model last
month. For more information, click on www.klipsch.co.uk.
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music in iTunes Plus, Apple’s DRM-free
format with higher-quality 256 kbps AAC
encoding for audio quality virtually indistin-
guishable from the original recordings”.
Steve Jobs, Apple’s CEO said, “we are
thrilled to be able to offer our iTunes
customers DRM-free iTunes Plus songs
in high quality audio and our iPhone 3G
customers the ability to download music
from iTunes anytime, anywhere over
their 3G network at the same price as
downloading to your computer or via
Wi-Fi". Apple’s Phil Schiller noted that the
iTunes Store is the world’s most popular
online music, TV and movie store, ahead
of Wal-Mart, BestBuy, Amazon, Target, and
other retailers. The store boasts a catalogue
of “over 10 million songs, over 30,000 TV
episodes and over 2,500 films including
over 600 in stunning high definition video.”
See www.itunes.co.uk.




Denon DVD-A1UD

BLU-NIVERSAL

Denon's long-awaited top-of-the-line DVD-AIUD
universal Blu-ray player is finally scheduled for
release in March 2009, and joins the company's
reference class AVP-AIHDA preamplifier and
the POA-AIHD [0-channel power amplifier in
the company’s flagship HD home entertainment
system [pictured right]. The DVD-AIUD plays Blu-
ray discs at the very highest level, and also Super

machine comes in a choice of premium silver or black finishes.

Audio CD (SACD), DVD-Audio, DVD-Video and CDs.With the combination of the newly developed, proprietary 4th
generation Denon Link in conjunction with HDMI transmission technology, digital signals from discs can be transmitted
with negligible jitter to produce a pure, high-quality sound, it is claimed. Price is expected to be £3,299, and the

Denon also has a new high end pair of hi-fi headphones, the AH-D7000 [left]. Said to combine excellent crafts-
manship with state-of-the-art technology, the large 50mm free edge microfibre diaphragms provide extended frequency
response up to a claimed 45kHz. High strength Neodymium magnets provide high efficiency and freedom from motor
structure non-linearity, the company says. The housings are crafted from real mahogany wood, with intricate internal
carving to enhance the natural tonal balance, and are finished in soft satin piano gloss. The lightweight cable features 7N OFC
(99.99999% Oxygen Free Copper) wiring, and is finished with an elastomer-coated cloth sheathing. Supplied in a luxurious storage

Denon AH-D7000 case, the package has a suggested retail price of £799.99. For details, click on www.denon.co.uk.

NOVO TELL

Graham Slee Projects say they have
a new headphone amplifier - the
Novo is a £235 design available

through Hi Audio, and is described @ GRAHAM SLEE ENTHEOS SERIES e
as a discrete-transistorised “power

amp in miniature” dedicated Novo

to headphone fidelity. Usually @

headphone amplifiers at this price el

are based on a “cheap and cheerful” 3} DISCRETE SOLID STATE HEADPHONE AMPLIFIER

integrated circuit, says GSP, but the

Novo includes an innovative second

negative feedback (NFB) network

which signals it to give extra drive

when dealing with the difficult or complex loads most headphones represent.As
a result, it's claimed to give an energetic presentation and big punchy bass with
great definition. Measuring just 107x125x50mm and weighing in at less than half
a kilg, it's powered by a tiny plug style switched-mode power supply, making it an
energy saving product which complies with Energy-using Products Regulations
2007. Furthermore it is fully compliant with the European RoHS directive meaning
the Novo headphone amplifier is truly green! For more information, call 08450
525259 or click on www.higudio.co.uk.

BAY CITY ROLLER

Marantz’s new IS301 hand-held iPod dock (£219.90) is an
interesting new variation on a familiar theme. Said to bring
all the sonic benefits of an audiophile dock, the package
includes a compact, detachable Bluetooth-equipped module.
Simply plug this adapter into your iPod and it sends audio
information, via Bluetooth (A2DP), to the docking station.
In turn, the docking station is connected to your hi-fi via a
supplied receiver unit. This set-up lets you control the Apple
device as usual, while enjoying hi-fi quality sound, Marantz
says. If you prefer, the iPod can be docked in the conventional manner, in the Marantz cradle,
where it will be charged and, via USB, can connect iTunes. The cradled approach also means
you can even deliver video from your iPod’s library when this is wired to the RX receiver
unit. The cradle’s flexible design means it can be put on a table or wall mounted. Further
neat touches are the source and volume controls, making operation a complete breeze.

And the IS301's charms are not restricted to the iPod. AlImost any A2DP-supporting mobile
can connect to the 1S301 as well. Enabling even further flexibility of placement, the dock
communicates with the supplied RX receiver unit. This comes with an extensive list of audio
and visual connections, including analogue audio, video and remote control inputs; outputs

Vi |

BIG HITTER

PMC’s new

PBIiis a direct
development of
the heavy hitting
EBli and therefore
displays the similar
traits of ultra low
bass extension,
delicate razor
sharp imaging and
gripping presen-
tation from a
slimmer aspect, the
company claims.

It sports a “silky
smooth” PMC/
SEAS developed

i series tweeter
and professionally
proven 75mm soft
dome midrange
also featured in the
larger EBli model,
plus a new long
throw |65mm bass
driver. The combination of the stiff lightweight
cone, huge coil and magnet assembly produces
a highly potent device, it is claimed. Although
substantially built, the PBIi is said to offer

an easy load and is therefore easily matched.
Integrating the high, mid and bass drivers is a
hand built, thirty one element, 24dB per octave
Linkwitz-Riley crossover. This network of hand
selected, measured and recorded components
precisely divides the incoming signal from the
amplifier and provides super power handling.
Size is 1084x204x40 1 mm, and the PBli weighs
26kg. Finishes are Walnut, Cherry, Black Ash,
Oak. For more details, click on
www.pmc-speakers.com,
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Noel Keywood basks in the glow of EAR Yoshino's new 868 balanced input preamplifier,
and the updated 890 matching power amplifier...

modern preamp such as
the new EAR Yoshino 868
is an interesting partner
not only for EAR power
amplifiers like the 890 |
sed, but also for solid-
state power amplifiers, forming a
hybrid partnership, with attractions
for those not convinced about using a
valve power amplifier, perhaps simply
because of the heat it produces. A
classic arrangement of a preamp like
the 868 on display, feeding a power
amp tucked away on the floor or a
low shelf, makes a lot of sense.

This physical arrangement of
items utilises the ability of the 868
to drive balanced signal lines, and
also its superb sense of time domain
precision and deep clarity to inject
much needed zest to the otherwise
flattened perspectives and dynamic
contrasts that beset solid-state. The
bottom line about this preamp |
found is that it is, relatively speaking,
both an active and intrusive partner.

Don't get me wrong, by 'intrusive’
| don't mean it in a bad way, so
much as the fact that the 868 is
a thoroughly modern thermionic
product, quite extraordinarily vivid
and dominant. It makes its presence
known in no uncertain manner,
unlike a passive preamp such as

NORLO MARCH 2009

the Creek OBH-22.The 868 costs
£3,552 with valve (tube) phono

stage. It has remote control but it

is an unattractive and out of style
general purpose TV remote from ltaly
— disappointing at the price. |t controls
the Alps motorised pot only and
cannot select inputs. That's the 868's
main drawback however, and for some
lack of a headphone output; all the
rest is good news for what | found to
be a cracking product.

Domestic hi-fi is steadily moving
toward using balanced connections
and the 868 reflects this. It has one
pair of balanced line inputs through
XLR sockets, and also two pairs of
balanced line outputs supplementing
two pairs of standard phono-socket
unbalanced outputs; twin outputs
allow bi-amping. The balanced XLR
socket inputs are for CD players with
balanced outputs; the XLR outputs are
for connection to a power amplifier
with balanced XLR inputs. | used the
fine Stello DAJ00 Signature DAC with
balanced outputs and EAR Yoshino
890 power amplifier with balanced
inputs to accompany the 868.

Those of you interested in the
finer details of such matters may be
interested to know that the 868 is a
conventional unbalanced design fitted
with input and output transformers

1. vl

to interface with balanced cables,

in order to reject common mode
interference pickup within the

cables. So this is not a fully balanced
preamplifier and nor is the 890 power
amplifier. Whether this matters or not
stirs debate. My view is that tangible
benefits do seem to arise from using
balanced connections; this doesn't
mean that further improvement may
not arise from all balanced internal
circuitry.

SOUND QUALITY

Generalising, balanced connection
seems to result in very well defined
leading and trailing edges, making
music start and stop sharply, bringing
to it a brisk sense of pace and timing.
Often it seems almost over-sharp,
razor sharp in the time domain, and
as | sat and puzzled at the peculiarly
tight grip on pace and progression of
the 868 | realised that | seemed to be
hearing yet again the characteristic
signature of balanced cabling, a little
more obvious than usual through
thermionic amplification perhaps.

| should point out that this was

with carefully constructed Chord
balanced cables between DAC and
the 868 preamp, and from preamp

to the 890 power amp.As the use of
balanced connection spreads | find my



increasing use of it is acclimatising me
to its characteristic signature.

Once, the fast edge of transients
seemed a little too vivid to be real
and a little contrived, like the extra
sense of speed and insight that comes
from simple treble lift. But whereas
lifting say, the treble output of a
metal dome tweeter to add such a
sound works in the short term, it is
tiring in the long term - a sure sign
of contrivance. Not so with balanced
connections and the 868, it was just
lightning bolt fast, even at times when
it had no right to be so, for example
with old recordings!

A few years ago | bought an old
classic, The Who's 'My Generation’
LP,in newly mastered and minted
180gm vinyl — and have struggled
to get it sounding right ever since.
The 868 made it sound very right:
on this alone it strode over a lot
that went - unsuccessfully - before
it. Roger Daltrey had sounded like
he was singing through a baked bean
tin and the rest of the band sounded
flat and distant. The 868 changed this,
getting right into the performance,
bringing Daltrey to life by giving his
vocals a raw presence that perfectly
matched the Who's cutting lyrics in
"The Good's Gone'. Pete Townsend's
guitar cut out of the mix and the
whole took on the sort of challenging
presence that was The Who. Gone
was the flat sound, replaced by a
powerfully dynamic and forcefully
paced delivery that held me captive, as
The Who have done in the past. The
868 has tremendous midband insight
that gets out all the finest details in
a mix, placed in a coherent delivery
that come over as all-of-a-piece.
Daltrey was placed hard centre, Keith
Moon's drumming was tight and fast
behind him, both strongly embodied
and dynamically vivid. It was lovely to
hear, with a clean cut, freshly minted
sound that had the force of a good
modern recording, even though My
Generation' was recorded in 1965,

Fantastic that the 868 could bring
'My Generation' to life so capably,
bringing it into contention with the
sort of sound | get consistently from
45rpm 12in singles like Goldfrapp's
'Ride a White Horse'. They weren't the
same; | 2in 45s always kick harder than
LPs, especially when they are recorded
forty years later. Needless to say, this
single punched out powerfully, that
trademark synth ripping through the
air in the room, the pulsing bass line

having visceral power; | was impressed.

The 890 power amp kept a tight grip
on the Spendors, giving bass both
strength and fluidity and balanced
connections helped keep the 868/890
sounding tightly timed.

| was of course using the 868's

phono stage here, into which was
connected an Ortofon 2M Black
cartridge in SME 2.10 arm on a
Pioneer PLC-590 turntable. The 868's
phono stage isn't like the old 834F,
which had somewhat inflated bass
under measurement - audible in use.
This stage has a little less gain at

low frequencies and in consequence
it comes across as dry, yet fast and
punchy, a bit like our favoured Eastern
Electric Minimax | found.

Switching over to CD courtesy
of a Stello DA-100 DAC perhaps
surprisingly gave a very similar
presentation to LP. The 868 has
extraordinary midband insight, lifting

detail right out of any recording |
gave it. The 890 power amplifier is
grippy and fast, its sense of speed
coming both from the use of balanced
connection and the KT90s | suspect, a
muscular sounding valve, if a little less
finessed across the midband than the
KT88.

In addition to the balanced XLR
input, there are normal phono socket
inputs (unbalanced) marked CD,Tuner,
AV and Aux, all switched from the
front panel rotary selector. There is
also a Tape Monitor input with its own
front panel switching that allows an
off-tape signal from a monitor head to
be compared with direct signal being
recorded.

Our review sample came with an
optional all-valve phono stage. This
has a rear panel
push button
switch for
selection
of Moving
Magnet
(MM) or
Moving
Coil (MC)
cartridge
compatibility.
With MC selected
the signal is stepped
up through a pair
of input transformers.
The handbook quotes a
40 Ohm input impedance
for MC and doesn't mention
there are adjustable options.
The circuit diagram shows
an optional 4 Ohm primary tap
and when | looked inside the 868 |
found a 12 Ohm tap as well! Lower
impedances better match very low
output cartridges, damping the
generator to reduce high frequency
ringing. There's no need for the extra
gain however, because plenty enough

NWW

REVIEW

is available from the 40 Ohm tap.
Measurement showed very low levels
of hiss have been achieved, as low

as it gets in fact, and there's huge

gain so even the weakest output MC
cartridges - often the very high quality
esoteric ones - will work with the
868. EAR use an unusual grounded
grid input arrangement with an input
FET in the cathode of the first valve,
making this is a hybrid phono stage.
The 868 can be had in L form without
phono stage for £2,667.

It strikes me that apart from
doing the obvious, that is driving a
valve power amp like the 890, the 868
is an interesting integrated preamp

solution for driving a solid-state
power amplifier too, where it will
inject its own character to produce
an interesting hybrid combination able
to bring life to all sources, including
LP. Hybrid setups like this don't lack
power of course, are compact and
produce little heat, and have a longer
life as power valve replacement isn't
required. With all necessary bits
onboard the 868 is the only item
needed.

Like all EAR products the 868 is
strongly built. It has a thick, chrome
plated front panel, and steel cover
over a steel chassis. With specially
turned, gold plated
knobs this is a product
of its local

environment,
not one built from
parts sourced around the world.
The power switch has an illuminated
escutcheon, a neat touch. All controls
have a solid feel to them and, being
weighty (10kgs), the 868 sits firmly
where it is put.
The 890 power amplifier uses
paralleled pairs of KT90 output valves
to achieve its claimed 70 Watts output
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[see MEASURED
PERFORMANCE].

The output transformer
secondaries of our
amplifier were wound
to match 8 Ohm and

4 Ohm loudspeakers
(our handbook circuit
showed 8 and 16 Ohm
windings).

An input switch
optionally parallels the
channels to facilitate
bi-amping and, if the
8 Ohm outputs are
connected together
with a piece of wire,
Tim de Paravicini told
us, they will feed over
100 Watts into a 4 Ohm
loudspeaker. The 890
becomes a monoblock
in this mode. Unbalanced phono
and balanced XL inputs through
transformers are also selectable.

KT90 power valves are heavy
duty versions of the KT88, and a fairly
recent development. They arent quite
as smooth and refined as the KT88,
having a harder edge to their sound
in my experience, yet at the same

time they are gutsy and provide plenty

The new 868 preamplifier offers
a gain of x4 via its line inputs
(CD, Tuner, etc) and outputs, and
also phono in to XLR out, and XLR
in to out, so its gain is the same
whatever input and output eombo

is used, unlike many preamps with

paralleled ins and outs. Distortion
was low, as was noise.

The phono input has a very
high gain of x1119 with MM,
equivalent to x284 in additien to
the x4 of the line inputs. With MC
selected this was hoosted ten

times to x11,110 overall, more than
enough for the weakest output MC

cartridges. Gain can be trimmed

back using the 890 power amplifier

input gain trimmers for those who
don't like a low volume cantrol

setting. With MM and MC overload

was high at 60mV/6mV and input
noise very low at 0.25uV/0.03uV.
Equalisation was identical for MM
and MC, with a slight +0.3dB lift
across the upper midband.

The EAR890 power amplifier

develops 70 Watts for 1% distortion

limit, but clips at 66 Watts. The

4 Ohm tap is well coupled, so
develops nearly the same amount,
64 Watts against 66 Watts using
visual clip on a ‘scope as the
reference point. The amplifiar's

claimed 70 Watts is a bit optimistic;

most amplifiers are conservatively
rated well below clip and in most
books this would be a 60 Watt

Twin MC input transformers can be seen at bottom
right, and valves above. A slide switch selects MC
input impedance, not mentioned in the handbook!

of grunt in the right circumstances.

In the 890 distortion levels are low
even at low frequencies, allowing this
amplifier to swing oodles of clean
bass from '90s.With feedback giving a
fairly low output impedance as valves
go, and a damping factor of 12, not
so far from that of a Naim at 15, the
890 sounds tight, punchy and fast. It's
a real power house, yet has a dry,

REVIEW

controlled bass and a

well lit upper midband
in usual KT90 style,
making for a cuttingly fast
delivery, but with the very
strongly resolved dynamic
contrasts valves can
provide. This is another
valve power amplifier that
makes solid-state sound
rather flat and lifeless by
way of contrast — and
it matches the 868 of
course.

CONCLUSION

The new 868 is a great
preamp package. With

a lively sense of clarity
and the usual extra

sense of spaciousness

to the sound valves
bring, it injects life into any system.
I'd suggest anyone considering using
a pre/power combo tries the 868
within it, especially if they intend to
run LP as well as silver disc. It's always
a shock to hear just how good LP
sounds when run through a front end
so well wrought, and CD too. | was
immensely impressed by the way it
got the best from both sources.

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

amp'ifier. However, subjectively the
difference isn't great.

Distortion levels were very
low, down to an extraardinarily
low 0.006% in the midband. Even
bass distortion was lows at 0.3%
close te full output at 40Hz, a great

resuit. Feedback is used and, with a

damping factor of around 12 - high

for a valve amp - the 890 has nearly

the same output impedance as a
Naim!

Input sensitivity measured
1V maximum via both unhalanced
phono inputs and balanced XLR
inputs and distortion and noise
values were similar through both
inputs.
The 890/868 comhination
warks well, offering good amounts
of power from an amplifier that will

exert good loudspeaker control. The

preamp has a lot of optiors and is
well theught through. NK

EAR 868 PREAMP
Frequency response
Separation

No:ise

Distortion

Gain / overload

1.2Hz-81kHz
72dB
-102dB
0.05%

x4/ 8V out

Disc (MM/MC)
Frequency response
Separation

Noisa (e.i.n.)
Distortion

Gain / overload

12Hz-58kHz
57/55dB
0.25/0.03uV
0.06%

x1118 /x11110

s hi-fiworld.co.uk

Overload 60/6mV
890 POWER AMP
Power

Frequency response
Separation

Noise -93dB
Distortion 0.05%
Sensitivity v
Damping factor 12

T0watts
4Hz-46kHz
76dB

DISTORTION SWEEP

VERDICT 0000 O®

Super fast and vividly clean sounding
valve preamplifier with fine phono
stage. Superb...

50 160 280 560 1k 2k S5k 16k

DISTORTION SPECTRUM
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EAR 868/890 £3,552/£3,861
EAR Yoshino

@© +44(0) 1223 208877
www.ear-yoshino.com

| FOR
' - dazzling transients
- delicious intricacy
- superb phono stage

- balanced operation

AGAINST
- no headphone output
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GROUP TEST

Power Play

Integrated amplifiers promise ever greater things, but are they really a serious audiophile
amplifier proposition? Adam Smith lined up a host of models from the best manufacturers
in a bid to find a serious one-box amplifier solution...

s the recession bites, there's
never been a bettet case for
the humble integrated amplifier.
Once a rather wretched thing, in
the eighties it truly came of age,
vith the likes of the Naim Nait,
Exposure 10 and Marantz PM94 bringing
hitherto unheard levels of sound per pound
to audiophiles on a budget. Since then,
we've had all number of contenders, some
of which have been superb, others not so...

Surely the mark of a good example
of the breed is that — despite its compact
dimensions (at least compared to a separate
pre-power amplifier) — it makes music
fun, and doesn’t draw attentdon to itself
in a decent mid-price system.And so it is
with all the products you see here, many
of which we've reviewed in isolation in
the past year. All contenders in this group
test have strong merit, be it on price/
Raante performance ratio, build or outright sonics.
All have many things in common; they use
internal components of good quality, are
extremely solidly constructed and offer the
sort of sound quality that you generally only
found from a pre/power combo a few years
ago.

Still — that’s not to say they're the same.
This is a diverse group, sonically, aesthet-
ically and in terms of price. Some desigrs
are particularly distinguished in certain
| areas, others just plain all good all rounders.

_ B So, read on for the our impressions. One
thing’s for sure though - this line up, from
around £700 to almost twice that and
bearing the names of Marantz, Cambridge
Audio, Roksan, Exposure, Leema, Naim and
Yamabha, proves conclusively that two into
one can go.
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MARANTZ PM8003 £680

his is sturdily constructed,
with goodly amounts of
Marantz's signature cop-
per plating to reduce earth
grounding #mpedances and
minimise electromagnetic
radiation in the chassis. The PM8003
uses a dual mono circuit design and
current feedback to ensure it is able
to handle awkward loudspeaker loads.
The circuitry is fed by a wide-band-
width power supply that utilises a
hefty, shielded toroidal transformer
and 18,000pF of capacitance. The signal
circuits themselves are sprinkled with
a healthy dose of high quality compo-
nents, and also make use of Marantz’s
Hyper Dynamic Amplifier Modules.
The preamplifier boasts bypassable
tone controls, a Source Direct
button, and six inputs includ-
ing two tape loops and an MM

was no exception. Cymbal strikes
proved lifelike and well balanced, hi-
hats crisply etched and the higher
frequency elements of an orchestra
rang around my room in a highly
satisfying manner. The PM8003 offers
plenty of top end detail but never
once strayed from being composed,
smooth and almost liquid in its treble
performance.

Switching across musical genres,
the Marantz proved largely uncritical
of what it was fed. Soft acoustic
material was lushly enveloping, with
female vocalists offering beautifully
judged phrasing. Classical encores
rang out strongly and yet dropped to
a subtle whisper when required, and
a spot of rollicking jazz skipped along

metrily. The PM8003 proved to be
most adept at layering performances
so that the main attraction captured
the attention, and the supporting cast
were suitably arranged around this,

Heading for the heavier end of
the musical spectrum, the Marantz
showed itself to be a solid performer.
Bass lines were confident and nicely
detailed, but there was something of
a sense of sluggishness and occasional
reluctance to really get into the heart
of a rhythm.The PM8003 was never
slothful or lacking in low end impetus,
it just sometimes felt that it wasn't
quite putting all its heart into the
performance and was a tad loose to
boot. Still, a soaring performance at
the price.

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

Developing 91 Watts into 8 Ohms and
144W into 4 Ohms the 8003 has plenty
enough power. The power supply is a
good one - with a damping factor of 44
the bass should sound well controlled.
With frequency response extending
out to 100kHz this is a very wideband
amplifier.

The distoriion spectrum shows the
presence of high harmonics, classic
crossover distortion. However, with
a level of just 0.02% into 4 Ohms at
10kHz levels are well suppressed.
The sweep is especially interesting,
showing significantly lower distortion
and noise than the other amps here.
Sensitivity was good at 230mV.

The SR8003 measures well and
will sound clean and clear like most
Marantzes, | expect. NK

Power

Separation
Noise
Distortion
Sensitivity

Disc (MM)
Frequency response
Separation

Noise (e.i.n.)
Distorti

Sensitivity
Overload

THD 23456789 Jugnt WS 1L \y
Ot
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phono input, plus a preamp out-
put. It tips the scales ac 10.5kg,
measures |29x440x379mm
(HxWxD).

SOUND QUALITY

| was both surprised and
delighted by the way in which the
PM8003 made music come to life.
It has a quite uncanny soundstage
depth that hangs performances
back behind the loudspeakers
in a goodly amount of space, to
offer surprising atmospherics.
Central vocals were vivid and
locked firmly between the
loudspeakers, with the PM8003s
filling the space between them
with finely etched musicality.
Marantz designs have
| traditionally tended to offer a
sweet and engaging top end
performance, and the PM8003

VERDICT OO@OE |

Sweet sounding and lushly
atmospherie performer with a
smoothly as§urqdmsound._

MARANTZ PMB003
Marantz UK

£680

(€ +44(0)1753 680868
www.mzrantz.com

FOR

- excellent atmosphere

- impressive image solidity
- sweet top end

- chunky speaker terminais!

91 Watts

CD/tuner/aux.
Frequency response

RGAINST
- bass lines rather sluggish
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CAMBRIDGE AUDIO AZUR 840A V2 £750

e ‘'v2’ variant of Cambridge
udio’s flagship 840A ampli-
fier marked the second
outing for the company’s
Class XD technology, which
involves operating the ampli-
fier in Class A at low volumes and
then offering a smooth transicion
into an “enhanced version of Class
B” when demand and output require.
The new version 2 unit incorpo-
rates a newly updated output stage
to make the most of it. A positively
gargantuan toroidal transformer pro-
vides power to the output stage; a
smaller item is also present for the
preamplifier and displays. Dual mono
configuration is utilised throughout
and separate transformer taps for
each channel facilitate this right from
the supply. There's an impressive
tally of eight inputs, including one
tape loop and one input that can be
switched between balanced
XLR sockets and unbalanced
phonos. Most notable is its haif
moon volume level display and

lacking the Marantz's atmospherics.
Consequently, the Cambridge
has a well ordered and intricately
arranged soundstage that fills the
space between the loudspeakers with
absolutely everything that you need
to hear, well ordered and blessed of
fine insight. Add this to an underlying
muscularity and sense of authority and
you have an amplifier that is always
sure of itself - the rather sterile nature
of the‘vl’ was a distant memory!
Equally notable was how the
frequency ramge offered by the 840A
v2 seamed to stretch that little bit
higher and lower. At the top end, the
innate form of the cymbals noted
when listening to the PM8003 were
present and cosrect, but leading edges
of strikes had extra immediacy and
precision, adding that litde hint of
metallic ring to each note. Equatly, hi-
hats gained an extra sense of crispness

which seemed to pull the innate
rhythmicality of tracks out very nicely
indeed.

Down the bottom, the Cambridge
has a lovely deep and solid low end.
Bass lines were fulsomely detailed and
taut, the 840A v2 plumbing the depths
of all sorts of music and returning a
poised and solid performance with
real heft.Yet bass drums were snappy
and full of impact, bass guitars blessed
with fine rhythmical alacrity and
acoustic basses offered up just the
right level of resonance to make you
realise that it was indeed one of these
big beasts being plucked! This is a
great and slightly underrated amplifier
in my opinion, getting a heck of a lot
right. My only caveat was that it lacked
that last nth degree of the Marantz’s
easy, musical flow. Still, you can't quite
have your cake and eat it at this
price...

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

noisy volume control, achieved
through switched relays, which is
noisy and, frankly, a bit irritating
after a while! The Azur 840A v2
measures a conventional enough
1 15%430%x385mm but weighs in
at an impressive |5kg, most of it
transformer!

SCUND QUALITY

Moving from the Marantz to
the Cambridge proved an
interesting counterpoint, as the
main performers in the music
seemed to have moved forwards
in the soundstage to locate
themselves directly between
the loudspeakers.As a result,
the Cambridge gave an impres-
sively ‘up close and personal’
performance which really pulled
the action from the depths of
the recording, even if slightly

The 840A v2 dalivers massive power,
128 Watts into 8 Ohms and 225W inta
4. Only matched by the Exposure in this
group, it's likely to have conspicucusly
powerful bass. With a high damping
factor of 77 it should sound dry and
well controlled too. Distortion levels
were down to a very low 0.0003% in
the midband but rose a little toward
high frequencies, reaching 0.01%.
There's a steadily falling spectrum

of harmonics with second harmonic
dominant, so the B40A v2 should sound
clean. The distortion sweep alse looks
very good, showing very low levels
even at low frequencies.

This is a wideband amplifier like
the Marantz but unlike the Exposure.
The upper frequency limit is 100kHz.
This often results in a light, open
souncing treble but can also add sheen.
Input sensitivity measured 360mV via
the normal unbalanced phono inputs,
but a low 730mV through the balanced
XLR input.

The 840A v2 is very powerful and
will likely sound punchy, clean and
open. NK
Power 128 Watts
CD/tuner/aux.
Frequency response
Separation
Noise
Distortion
Sensitivity
DISTORTION

3Hz-116kHz
95dB
-106dB
0.01%
360mV

f1 42 d3 & & & 47 8 &3

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

VERDICT 0 ©00®

Well built, feature packed amplifier
with plenty of weight - both sonically
and literally.

(©) +44(0)845 900 1230
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CAMBRIDGE AUDIO AZUR
840A V2

£750
Audio Partnership

www.cambridgeaudio.com

FOR
- deep, taut bass
- muscular nature

| - sense of control |

- crisp top end

AGAINST
- noisy volume control!
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ROKSAN KANDY K2 £750

oksan’s new Kandy K2 is a
typically well built product
and it comes complete
with a good range of fea-
tures behind that classy
fascia. Internally, the K2
has a one-piece main amplifier PCB
with component and tracking layout
carefully optimised for the best per-
formance. The main transformer and
power supply circuits are sited well
away from the audio processing areas,
and the motorised volume control

is located in the centre of the PCB

to obviate the need for long tracks.
Roksan have carefully selected critical
components, such as switching relay
and op-amps. Five line level inputs
plus a tape monitor loop and an MM
phono input are fitted, and a video
input and output allow the Kandy

to operate as a fixed gain design as
part of an A/V setup. It comes com-
plete with a learning remote
handset, featuring a backlit LCD
screen. The Kandy weighs in

centre of the soundstage with vocals
— where the Marantz had hung things
back behind the loudspeakers, and
the Cambridge brought the action a
little further forward to fill the space
in between them, the Roksan was
incredibly adept at pushing lead vocals
right out into the room but without
the stridency that is often associated
with an amplifier that projects well.
The sonic signature of
instruments, both acoustic and
electric, were present, correct and
vivid through the Roksan, and it
once again struck me that this is an
amplifier that sounds like a much
more expensive design, such is the
couthness, precision and transparent
clarity with which it approaches music
making. The Kandy reveals exactly
what needs to be heard in order to
allow a piece of music to really come
together as a performance, rather

than just a collection of instruments
playing along at the same time as each
other. However, at the same time it
does not perform a sterile dissection,
robbing the music of its soul, but
maintains a pleasing and apparently
effortless musicality at all times.
Once again however, | found that
the low end was where the Kandy
K2 faltered a little. Whilst it does
dig deep and has no difficulties with
low end timing or pace, bass notes
were occasionally a little overblown,
making bass-heavy tracks come across
as a little flabby and imprecise. In
this respect, it’s a little similar to the
Marantz, but this is less excusable at
the Kandy K2's more elevated price
point.As it lacks the precise low
end fleetness of foot offered by the
Cambridge, it struggles to garner top
marks in this company, superb little
amplifier that it is.

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

at a sturdy l4kg and measures
90x432x380mm.

SOUND QUALITY

Once again, | was immediately
struck by the astounding silences

VERDICT OO OO £

Classy looking and sounding amplifier
with a fulsome musical sound and fine
image articulation.

that the Kandy K2 seems able to
generate when nothing is playing
— it really is quite surprising in

this respect and it was nice to

ROKSAN KANDY K2
Henley Designs

£750

© +44(0)1235 511166
www.henleydesigns.co.uk

FOR
background silence
- fine detail retrieval
- projective soundstage
- styling

| AGAINST
- bass a little bloated
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know | wasn't imagining this
aspect of its performance when
| last encountered it! As well

as adding nothing in between
pieces of music, this has the
advantage of making sure that
no fine details ever drop into
the noise floor and disappear — if
something appears to be lost in
your recording, the chances are
that the Kandy K2 will find it
for you. Additionally, the Roksan
| really does excel at filling the

The K2 produces a very amenable
distortion pattern with a steady
decline in harmonic tevel with rising
frequency, unlike the discordant
sounding harmonic structure of
crossover distortion. This held even
with high current delivery into low 4
Ohm loads, suggestive of good sound
quality. Power output was high at 128
Watts into 4 Ohms and a massive 210W
into 4 Ohms. Factor in a high damping
factor and the Kandy K2 should sound
tight, powerful and easy on the ear. The
phono stage is accurately equalised
with gain down to 14Hz (-1dB); there's
no warp filter. Sensitivity is normal at
4.5mV, overload satisfactory at 53mV.
The K2 measures very well and
should sound very good. NK
Power 128 Watts
CD/tuner/aux.
Frequency response
Separation

1Hz-47kHz
89d8

www.hi-fiworld.cguk

Noise
Distortion
Sensitivity
Damping factor

Disc

Frequency response
Separation

Noise {e.i.n.)
Distortion
Sensitivity

Overload
DISTORTION
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-82dB
0.005%
450mV
63

14Hz-62kHz
66dB

0.3uV
0.008%
4.5mV
53mV
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EXPOSURE 3010S

he Exposure 3010 is a

built and incorporating a

goodly range of features,
but annoyingly it uses 4mm

flush-mounted sockets
for loudspeaker connection, thus
eliminating the opportunity to use
spades or bare wire without the

use of some intermediate hardware.

Furthermore, the sockets are a

pleasingly styled unit, well

£1,000

what was going on within the top
end of a performance, but without
artificially augmenting this in any way.
Cymbal surikes were well weighted
and firmly held in the sound’s overall
ambience and the Exposure offered
a fine rendition of the vocals and
instruments that accompanied the
percussion. At the low end, the 3010S
certainly appears to have attained
the tautness that Exposure were

sloppy fit and one plug on the end of
my loudspeaker cable kept falling out

until | wedged it suitably — frustrating.

Feature-wise the 3010S comes
with six line inputs as standard, plus

looking for in its last design upgrade,
as it has no problem in following a
complex bass line or kicking out a
hefty piece of low end action, but at
the same time it seemingly had less

the option of an internally fitted
MM or MC phono stage. It also
has a separate preamplifier output,
featuring a Class A buffer stage,
allowing the user to operate the
unit as a preamplifier, or set up a

bi-amping system configuration. The

3010S is available in both black
and silver finishes, complete
with a very understatedly
stylish brushed finish. Vital
statistics are | | 5x440x300mm
and 12kg.

SOUND QUALITY
The sound of the 3010S proved
difficult to pin down at first.
Initially what | was hearing was
very clear, very clean and very
well balanced in terms of detail,
soundstaging and frequency
extension both upwards and
downwards. The Exposure
proved to have a pleasingly well
focused soundstage, holding
the action of performances
well in the space between the
loudspeakers, but not stretching
particularly far out beyond or
behind them, and not projecting
out like the Roksan.

Treble detail was well
presented, with the 3010S
quite content to tell me exactly

interest in really picking up the innate
rhythm of the music and setting my
toes tapping. Furthermore, | was also
aware that all those fine details that
the Roksan had expertly pulled out
of the tracks | was listening to were
suddenly more in the background via

the Exposure.

No real issues then — and that
sums up this amplifier. It's beautifully
neutral, smooth and easy going and
never really put a foot wrong during
my audition. But neither did it fill
me with awe or make me sit up and
really take notice at something it was
doing particularly well. Whilst | never
had the urge to turn it off in dismay
and move onto the next contender, |
equally never felt the need to spend
longer than | absolutely needed to
when auditioning it.

So although technically its sound
is beyond complamnt, this integrated
somehow just fails to knit the
individual aspects of a performance
together into an overall musical
whole. I'd recommend it to those
seeking a super clean and punchy
amplifier, but more subtlety is
available elsewhere in this group.

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

The 3010S has very good power

supply regulation, heavy current draw
affecting the power supply little. As

a result power nearly doubled into 4
Ohms compared to 8 Ohms and this
usually results in bass delivered with a
firm fist. Measured power was high at
128 Watts into 8 Ohms and 225Watts
into 4. As most loudspeakers now use 4
Ohm bass units the 228 Watts figure is
what the loudspeaker can benefit from
and it is only matchad by the Cambridge
in this group.

Measurement showed the Exposure
has a little crossover distortion and our
sweep shows it rises rapidly at high
frequencies. However, measuring just
0.05% at 10kHz levels are low, helped
by a bandwidth limited to 24kHz, Naim-
style. Unlike Naim, however, Exposure
amplifiers have a high damping factor,
the 3010S measuring a very high 90.

The 30108 is classic Exposure
under measurement: fast, powerful,
band fimited and ‘well damped. It will

wwvrw. hi-fiworld.co.uk

Power (8/4)

Frequency response
Separation
Noise

Sensitivi

Damping factor
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sound muscular and have both speed
and impact. NK

128/225 Watts

CD/tuner/aux.

8Hz-24kHz
92dB
-101dB
0.05%
280mV

VERDICT @O 0@

Highly competent and neutral
performer that will likely offer a
consistent sound across a wide range
of systems.

90
EXPOSURE 30108

Exposure Electronics

£1,000

(© +44(0)1273 4238779
www.exposurehifi.com
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- consistent performance
- fine bass weight

- build quality
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AGAINST
- not as beguiling as some
- loudspeaker terminals
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A musically captivating and
thoroughly inviting sonic companion,

and captivating whole.Vocals

| LEEMA PULSE £1,195

VOLUME

LEEMA ACOUSTICS

LEEMA PULSE £1,195

is is basically a Leema
ucana amplifier with a
few suitable cost-cutting
aspects applied, including
the removal of a few kilos
from the dearer item’s
astoundingly weighty bodywork! The
Puise is no half-pint however, tipping
the scales at |2kg and measuring
90x435x375mm. It is available in both
black and silver. Power it up using the
wonderful-feeling on/standby switch,
and it goes through a light-show that
would put Blackpool illuminations to
shame. Other than this, the Pulse has
five line inputs including a tape loop
and a front panel-mounted MP3 player
jack, plus both MM and MC
phono stages. Also featured are
sockets for Leema’s LIPS integra-
tion facility, allowing the Pulse
to configure other devices in a
full home entertainment setup.
The amplifier also comes with a
small and basic remote handset
which does the job, but frankly
something a bit more in keeping
with the solid casework would
be nicer...

on the left was definitely made of
real wood, the tympani over in the
background on the right was being
struck right in the centre and | could
have sworn that the conductor
cleared his throat at one point. No
matter whether | fed the Leema with
subtle acoustic material, some heavy
rock, a big orchestra or a nightclub
classic floor-filler, it was entirely
happy the whole time, turning in a
performance that told me exactly
what the recording contained, how
well it had been recorded and, most
importantly, what a great piece of
music it was.

My favourite aspect of the

Leema’s abilities came down at the
bottom end, however. Although not
the most muscular here by a good
way, bass lines were nevertheless
nothing short of superb in musical
terms, and the Pulse appears to have
been appropriately named as the way
in which it grabs the very heart and
lifeline of everything you throw at it is
simply brilliant. Rhythmically, the Pulse
is absolutely spot on and some tracks
almost sounded as if they were playing
faster than usual as the Leema just
took their backing beat and absolutely
flew with it. A most impressive
product, and one that easily justifies

its premium price on audition.

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

Producing 78 Watts into 8 Ohms
and 132W into 4 Ohms the Pulse
fias enough power for most homes
and situations. Power supply
regulation was good, line voltage
falling little under load, so the Pulse
has plenty of oomph. Distortion
levels were very low in the
midband, dropping to a miniscule
0.002% into 8 Ohms. There was

just the smallest increase at high

SOUND QUALITY

This is an amplifier that is
tonally engaging and one
hundred percent musical,
taking absolutely every aspect
of a song’s performance and
knitting it into a big, enjoyable

did not quite project out of the
loudspeakers in the almost three
dimensional manner offered by

frequencies our sweep shows,
plus a little rise below 100Hz. The
spectrum reveals content to be
primarily third harmonic, with no
higher harmonics, so this is not
classic crossover Distortion wise
the Pulse is clean, so it should
display no sharpness or grittiness.
Input sensitivity is not especially
high at 400mV but external phono
stages are not needed as the
Leema has both MM and MC stages

Power

CD/tuner/aux.
Frequency response
Separation

Noise

Distortion
Sensitivity

Disc (MM)
Frequency response
Separation

Noise (e.i.n.)
Distortion
Sensitivity

Overload

Disc (MC)
Frequency response
Separation

Noise (e.i.n.)
Distortion
Sensitivity

Overload

78 Watts

6Hz-47kHz
78dB
-87dB
0.02%
400mV

11Hz-68kHz
76dB

0.4uV
0.03%
3.3mV
150mV

12Hz-68kHz
67dB
0.07uV
0.04%
0.2mV
10mV

onboard. Neither has a warp filter,
so bass will be plentiful, and equali-
sation was very accurate. The MC
stage has very high input sensitivity
too, so will accept low output types
from Linn and similar. Noise was
low-ish on both.

The Pulse measures well in all
areas, although it has no distin-
guishing features. Expect a smooth
sound. NK

the Roksan, but the Leema made
up for this by really cutting to
the heart of the emotion in each
performance; | suddenly felt like

| | was hearing real people singing |
real words that meant something
to them, rather than just reading
lines from a sheet...

Instruments were no less
captivating, as the Pulse left me
in no doubt as to what | was
hearing; that double bass over

Leema Acoustics

(@© +44(0)1938 811900
www.leema-acoustics.com

DISTORTION

FOR

- brilliant rhythmicality
- superb insight

- deep, solid bass

- fascia illuminations!

AGAINST
- disappointing remote
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NAIM NAIT XS £1,250

ow in 5i guise, the entry
level Nait is a long way
from the company's
top integrated - the
SuperNait - in Naim's
integrated amplifier
range. That's where this, the brand
new XS comes in - it's a bridge
between the two - but it's almost so
good that we fear it might deprive
the company's entry level pre-power

that my concerns were unfounded.
Not only is the XS just as capable as
the Pulse at making superb music, it
actually managed to improve on it

in a couple of areas, which proved a
surprise. Most astounding was that the
Naim picked up on every fine detail
just as the Leema did, but seemed to
clarify everything just that extra litte
bit more.What this meant was that
its musical performance was brillianty

combination of sales.
Although the Nait XS shares

similar casework to the Nait 5i, the
internal design of the newcomer is
actually derived from the SuperNait,

but with slightly reduced power

output and none of the bigger one’s
comprehensive array of digital inputs.

Instead, the Nait XS offers six line

inputs, four of which are available in

both phono and DIN socketry, while
one is a front panel 3.5mm jack for

an MP3 player or similar, and the last
is a powered input for one of Naim's
phono stages.As a result of all these
inputs in the slim casework, the rear

panel is a little crowded. Indeed,
| wonder if it wouldn't have been
a better idea for Naim to put
the price up a little and specify
the SuperNait's larger and more
impressive looking casework!?
One pair of loudspeaker outputs
are fitted, through secure 4mm
sockets and Naim supply a

pair of their own plugs for
terminating bare wires, if you
use these.The Nait XS shares
the same dimensions as the

Nait 5i, namely 70x432x301mm
but it is a little heavier at 8.6kg.
Programmable input switching

is an option and the XS comes
with Naim's NARCOM remote
control handset.

SOUND QUALITY

Having been so impressed with
the Leema Pulse, | could not
help but wonder if the Nait

XS could possibly keep up the
high sonic standard set by its
Welsh stablemate, but it appears

focused and really held my attention.
However, this is not to say that
anything was hard and tiring to listen
to. One or two of Naim's older
designs back in the eighties could
definitely be a little fatiguing after a
while, but those days are long gone
and the Nait XS actually offered an
ever so slightly warmer presentation
than the Leema, even though it was
picking up extra detail. The Pulse could
never be described as sterile or cold
but the Naim just seemed to round
off perfectly any sharp edges that
sneaked through to spoil the musical
enjoyment. Percussion strikes were

snappy and swift and the main instru-
mental basis of each track | played
were laid out not only between but
also around the loudspeakers, the
Nait XS blessed with a fine sense of
spatiality.

One area in which Naims have
been traditionally praised is bass
control,and the Nait XS upholds
this tradition with ease. Bass lines
were confident, taut and blessed with
impressive levels of control. Nothing
fazed the Nait XS and it affected
an air of ease in the way in which it
performed. The extra ten watts per
channel it offers over the Nait 5i
might not sound like a lot, but they are
just enough to really give the amplifier
a greater sense of purpose when
compared to its cheaper brother.

An excellent amplifier then, and
one that’s so good it almost questions
the existence of its cheaper and more
expensive siblings in Naim's range. It's
an expensive product in the context
of this group, but it shows when you
listen to it.

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

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 harmoniz
level with rising frequency and this
held stable at all frequencies, as the
distortion sweep shows. The Naim
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) it will sound smooth and should be
an easy listen, ‘acking 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 ‘ohvious’. Power
output measured 60 Watts into 8 Ohms
and 90W into 4 - plenty enough.

The XS measured very well. It
will likely have a smooth sound, with
obvious bass in the Naim style. NK

wasaashi-fiworld.co.uk

DISTORTION

Power

Frequency response
Separation

Noise

Distortion
Sensitivity

Damping factor

VERDICT 000 0O

Controlled and dynamic, yet tonally
inviting and superbly detailed, the XS
justifies its premium price
NAIM NAIT XS
Naim Audio

£1,250
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| FOR

- fine bass control

- effortless dynamics

- spacious soundstaging
- excellent build

AGAINST
- crowded rear panel
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YAMAHA A-52000

is retro styled ampli-

ier is huge - it measures

138x435%4 18mm and

weighs in at a hernia-induc-

ing 23kg no less! It's a

feature-packed design - four
line inputs are offered, including a CD
input with unbalanced and balanced
input options, plus a good quality
phono stage that offers both MM and
MC options via a proper discrete
circuit. Pre and power amplifiers are
separable and the Yamaha utilises fully
balanced circuitry throughout which
gets its juice from a massive power
transformer and 24,000uF worth of
capacitance, so difficult loudspeakers
should easily be coped with.

SOUND QUALITY

£1,400

is nicely spread out between the
loudspeakers; well ordered and

easy to place although not quite
gaining the depth perspective of the
Marantz or the effortless spatiality
of the Leema and Naim. Naturally,
its low end is a thing of superlatives;
with razor-sharp timing, seemingly
endless low frequency reserves and
the feeling that your ears (or indeed,
loudspeakers) would reach their
limits long before the amplifier does,
the Yamaha is just the ticket for dub
fiends. Equally though, it is more than
happy to offer up the subtleties of

a gently strummed double bass and
picks up expertly on bass guitar string
movements.

The top end is certainly revealing,
but not harsh. This is not a classic
steely sounding transistor amplifier,
but does still err towards the brighter
side. As a result, high frequencies are
crisp and forthright, and the A-S2000
never misses a treble trick, adding
delightful shimmer to percussion and
a pleasing tautness to the leading
edges of plucked guitar strings, for
example. On occasion this can mean
that the upper mid is a little hard, so
this is something to consider when
building a system around it. Shrinking
violets need not apply, as this is a
traditional muscle amp with all the
concomitant strengths, and at least a
few of the weaknesses too...

This is one seriously dynamic
powerhouse; if rhythm, power,
grip and control are your thing
then this is the amplifier to

go for as many others sound
positively half-hearted alongside.
This is not to say that it's all
grunt and no feel however, as
the A-S2000 is actually quite
adroit at pulling the finer
nuances out of a recording and
letting you know what's going
on. It pulls in fine details with
ease and so nothing escapes it
clutches, whether it’s a slip of
the hand that a rock guitarist
thought he had passed off
unnoticed, or a mistimed puff of
breath into a flute at the back
of an orchestra, the Yamaha will
tell you about it. One note |
did make however, is that the
A-52000 can almost suffer from

VERDICT O@OO® £

A bamstormer of an amplifier, offering
power, poise and dynamic brilliance
in ample measure — but not for the
feint hearted.

YAMAHA A-S2000 £1.400
Yamaha Electronics UK Ltd.
(© +44(0y1923 233166
www.yamaha-uk.com

FOR information overload at times —
- power if your recording is particularly
| - dynamics busy, things can become slightly
- detail jumbled as it tries to bring
- build ! everything to you.
{ In dimensional terms, the A-
AGRINST S2000 offers a solid foundation

- well lit upper midband

22
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MEASURED PERFORMANCE

The A-S2000 produced 98 Watts into 8
Ohms and 170W into 4 - plenty enough to
drive the most insensitive loudspeakers.
With a high damping factor of 64, bass
should be controlled and punchy. Some
crossover distortion was measurable;
our analysis shows odd order harmonics,
with third dominant. Measured levels
were very low at 0.02% at 10kHz, 1
Watt, which may result in a slightly

light but fast midband and treble. Both
unbalanced and balanced inputs were
equally sensitive, needing a very low
150mV for the amp to achieve full output
so any source will match. Noise levels
via balanced showed a 2dB advantage
over unbalanced.

Phono inputs were accurately
equalised, but had some treble lift
(+0.3dB at 10kHz) in the 75uS time
constant adding some forwardness and
analysis. MC sensitivity was extremely
high at 0,15mV, and equivalent input
noise (e.i.n.) very low. Overload levels
were a little low, but satisfactory all the
same. No warp filter exists, but subsonic
gain (i.e. below 20Hz) has been rolled
down so as not to emphasise warps in
the 5Hz region.

A neatly engineered amplifier that
measures well all round, likely to offer
the usual svelte Yamaha sound. NK

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

World Radio Histo

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

Noise

Distortion
Sensitivity

4Hz-72kHz
95dB
-99d8
0.02%
150mV

Disc (MM/MC)
Frequency response
Separation

Noise (e.i.n.)
Distortion
Sensitivity

Overload

15Hz-57kHz
68dB

0.11uV / 0.05uV
0.02%
2.4/0.15mV
45/3mV
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oming to a verdict in a test

like this is tricky, as frankly

there's something here

for pretty much everyone.

Whether your taste tends

towards drum ‘n’ bass,
large scale choral works, soft rock
or Eastern European underground
hardcore string quartets, the chanc-
es are that one of these amplifiers
will fit the bill perfectly.

| was pleasantly surprised at
the high standards on offer by all
contenders. Some of them are
almost priced in pre/power amplifier
territory but unless you particularly
want to double the box count in
your rack, or feel the need to have
the future individual upgrading
possibilities offered by separating the
millivolts and the Watts, then you can
free up some rack space, cut your
carbon footprint and feel secure in
the knowledge that you have not lost
out, by going integrated.

Of the contenders here, first
to consider for me would be the
Exposure, which left me a little
perplexed. As mentioned, it is
definitely not a poor amplifier; |
just felt that it lacked a certain
something that really makes it endear
itself. In many ways | felc that if this
were a car, it would be a Toyota
Avensis — a brilliantly competent
performer that does everything well
but lacks a degree of charm. Still, a
good counterpoint to this line of
reasoning is a maxim that the great
motoring scribe LJK Setright once
said to editor DP,"it is not for the
car to have the character, it is for the
owner”... So don't you dare dismiss
the Exposure - no one will come
away unimpressed.

Both the Marantz and Roksan
really do obviously endear
themselves to the listener. Both are
spacious and airy performers, the
Marantz seemingly putting you in
the centre of the auditorium with
everything spreading off into the
distance before you, and the Roksan
almost sitting you right on stage at
times with its sheer emotiveness and
sense of intimacy. Interestingly, both
only really faltered at the low end,
the Marantz seeming a little sluggish
rhythmically and the Roksan a little
bloated at times. Do check them
both out, though, if they are in your
price range, as you may well find that
their many pros outweigh their few
cons. At worst they are a tad soft
compared to the best of the rest
here, but many will find them just
as endearing if not more — and a lot
cheaper too.

If it’s bass you want, then look no
further than Cambridge Audio and
Yamaha. The 840A v2 and A-52000

are both seriously gutsy performers
that have no trouble at all when

it comes to the heavy stuff. Both

are powerful, poised and blessed

of superb upper bass detail, and
neither will turn a hair at whatever
loudspeaker you care to hang on
their outputs. Ultimately the Yamaha
can be a little hard at times, and very

CONCLUSION

people should be left to their heated
discussions whilst the rest of us sit
down and listen to it. When you do,
you'll find that, yes, the heritage of
the Nait 5/ can be detected lurking
in it, but firstly this isn't such a bad
thing, and secondly Naim have builc
on this to turn out an amplifier that
does so much more than might be

"whatever your taste, the chances
are that one of these amplifiers
wili fit the bill perfectly...”

occasionally struggles to really order
all the detail it is finding in the music
and so the Cambridge is the pick of
the pairing for me. That said, though
the Yamaha is the sort of unit that
feels it might just knock you down

if you upset it, but then pick you up,
dust you off and take you for a pint
- its bad boy charm really is quite
endearing! Either way — lovers of
bad-ass rock music or drum'n'bass
simply won't feel the need to spend
any more...

The only problem with the four
fine amplifiers I've just mentioned is
the existence of the other two in this
test. The Leema and the Naim are
for me really the stars of the show,
seemingly taking the best points of
all the other contenders and bringing
them together in a way that really
just makes you sit down and listen
for hours on end. The Leema is a
stunningly emotive performer, with
real passion and flair, underpinned
by a magnificent rhythmicality and
topped off with a double helping
of poise and insight. The Pulse’s
light show is entertaining, it is
superbly built and it has the sort of
soundstage that draws you right into
the music.

Trouble is, those cunning chaps
at Salisbury obviously saw this
coming and sneaked in at the last
minute with the Nait XS. Some have
demanded to know why it isn't in the
SuperNait's bigger case, others have
cried that it's just a tarted up Nait 5i.
Well frankly | suggest that all these

wewew. hi-fiworld.co.uk

expected of it. It has a frisson of extra
warmth and body over the Leema,
but without sacrificing any of the
clarity, bass agility and sheer joie de
vivre that marks a great amplifier.
The extra power output adds an
additional element of control and
grip over the 5i,and the bits of the
SuperNait lurking under its bonnet
ensure that it is never flustered or
anything less than totally comfortable
As a result, it gets my vote as a
worthy winner.

| managed to tear myself
away from the Leema’s
light show, in the form

of remote controls. Are
you ready? Right then,

The Roksan, Leema and
Yamaha's remotes went
their own way, but the
Cambridge and Exposure
controlled each other and
the Nait XS's handset prov-
ing to be the tart of the
bunch by controlling the
Naim, Cambridge, Exposure
and Marantz. Interestingly
my own Naim SuperNait's
remote handset managed
this as well, but didn't seem
all that keen on controlling
the Nait XS! Confused? So
was L.
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30 DAY

MONEY BACK TRIAL

Hearing is believing. We want you to really know
what a difference Benchmark will make to your
music, music you thought you knew!

(Call 020 8418 1470 and get a
DAC1 in your system
Terms & Conditions apply

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

v. 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 a way 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 digital-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




TJ FULL MUSIC 12AU7 AND
12RX7 VALVES £74 PAIR

The T factory in China’s Tianjan
province is run by Liu Zhensheng, a
veteran of the tube industry, having
worked for the Peking Vacuum

Tube factory for many years. He
graduated from University in 1955 in
vacuum tube technology and holds
a number of patents in that field.
He is responsible for the design

and manufacturing process of all

the T) valves. The T) 300B Premium
Mesh Anode valves already have a
following in the UK and many would
say they are second only to the
Western Electric 300B.T) have now
started producing driver valves and
have added the 12AU7 and 12AX7
(ECCB82 and ECCB83 respectively)

to their catalogue.These new T)
12AU7s and 12AX7s, with their gold-
plated pins and box anode design,
have been favourably compared
with other premium valves such as
Siemens and Telefunken — and have
a price tag to match. ! tried both

solin

ATACAMA EQUINOX XL PRO SE
(FROM) £250

Atacama has produced this rack as a
modular system, so you can move the
entire rack, piece by piece, without
the requirement for resonance
inducing screws or fancy locking
systems. Each module takes the form
of a hand-made (built in the UK, no-
less, in black, silver or graphite) metal,
skeletal frame which is supported by
carbon steel spikes that drop into the
pillars of the module sitting below. It's
incredibly simple to use and is rock-
solid when assembled.

Each module is 640mm wide
with a 550mm wide opening and
supports a sheet of toughened safety
glass (available in either piano black
or arctic frost) which acts as a very
strong shelf. To deaden and isolate
the glass, it sits on four carbon steel
ball bearings held in place by two
cupped nylon holders topped with a
neoprene foam gasket. Again, there
are no screws involved here, no
glues or sticky tape. Three module
heights are available, with 13cm,

types in various pieces

of equipment, including a
preamp, phono stage and CD
player, and compared them
with equivalent Siemens,
Telefunkens and my old
favourite NOS Old Shield
Mullard valves.When first
fitted, the TJs seemed a lictle
bass-light, but after a day long
running in period, the bass
reappeared in full and was extremely
extended and well-controlled...

It was evident from the start
that these Chinese tubes produce
masses of detail with no strain
or unpleasant edge to the sound.
Following a session involving frantic
valve-swapping, it became clear
that the TJs reproduce music with
consummate accuracy and clarity. For
example, on one particular recording
that included a flute duet, with the
TJs it was clearly evident that there
were two distinct instruments playing,
whilst with the other valves, the
flutes tended to merge together.

18cm and 22cm vertical clearance
to accommodate items of differing
heights.

Sonically it's very impressive
considering the price.Via both
vinyl and CD sources, there was a
dramatic improvement in overall
music control compared to entry
level hi-fi supports.Vinyl appeared
to be more relaxed and confident,
whilst Compact Disc digital sources
sounded smoother, better controlled
and focused. The sound was - like
the Atacama support — more stable
at all volumes, especially at high
listening levels. There was a sense of
solidity and imperturbability that you
don't get from entry level supports.
Given the market for products such
as this, it is fair to say that this hi-fi
support system is not expensive,
especially when you compare it to
high-end audiophile racks.As such,
it's a very fine buy — better systems
are available but you'll need to pay
considerably more for the privilege.
PR [Contact:
www.atacama-audio.co.uk]

SOUNDBITES

dmusee

Overall, the sound balance with the
TJs was more accurately focused,
natural sounding and realistic. In my
opinion, the TJs are absolutely superb
and fully justify their price tag of £74
for a matched pair. When the cost is
assessed against the life expectancy
of around 10,000 hours for a valve
of this type, it is a worthwhile
investment. The TJs outperform the
competition in terms of realism and
tighter control in the lower registers.
It was as though the system had a
firmer grip on the recordings when
the T valves were fitted. An excellent
- if pricey - product. NR [Contact:
www.diyhifisupply.com/]

es

MARCH 2009 H!

ey LI LTV P S IV

25



PEVIITTWAS

PEERLESS

QBD76
D to A converter

Could we produce a Digital-to-
Analogue converter better than
the award-winning DAC64? Yes. Taking
pertormance to a totally different level
with advanced features unavailable
until now, the Chord QBD76 is in a
class of its own

Designed using latest generation
FPGAs with 1.25 million gates, this 5th
generation pulse array DAC is truly
state of the art. Its new pulse array, 8th
order noise shaping and 2608 times
over sampling, plus new digital phase
lock loop and highly accurate 115 MHz
clock, mean that data-related jitter is
removed - giving just 3 pico seconds

of random clock jitter. Ergonomicalily,
the microcontroller and display gives a
clear indication of status, configuration
and even frequency. Additionally, the
new USB input enables connection to
a personal computer so that music can
be streamed directly. Uniquely, we have
even included a high quality Bluetooth
input allowing direct audio streaming
from your mobile phone, PDA or laptop.

RD @

Chord Electronics Limited

for more information



REVIEW

he Mezzo 6 is tall at

exactly | m and weighty at

20kgs. A 25mm aluminium

dome tweeter sits at top.

Below it, arrayed vertically,

are two 165mm concave
aluminium cone drive units, each in
its own reflex chamber, the top one
vented rearward, the lower one for-
ward through a port below the lower
bass unit. This is a complex arrange-
ment but one that allows stagger
tuning to flatten the impedance char-
acteristic, something Mordaunt Short
appear to have done, our imped-
ance trace suggests. The upper unit
handles midrange and bass, whilst the
lower handles bass only. Front ports
can convey colouration however if
they output cabinet noise.The Mezzo
6 can be bi-wired and spiked.

SOUND QUALITY

The Mezzo 6 has a warmth that
makes vocals sound rich and smooth,
and darker hued than the KEF

or B&W loudspeakers. However,

the tweeter comes in quite hard
higher up the frequency range,
making upper treble a bit relentless
and quite dominant. An insightful
midrange brought out Gabrielle's
vocals nicely in ‘Forget about the
World', but percussion was sharp
and a lictle hard on my ear through
both solid state and valve amplifiers.
The tweeter is detailed and less
characterful than many, but on the
Mezzo 6 set to sound rather obvious.

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

The Mezzo 6 frequency response Ohms and the characteristic was
A;, s:‘ alll ar:,o une cln.Lbonfy b°°fhand has a flat trend, although this is unusually fiat at low frequencies,
ARSI AL o second sample; the first had suggesting amplifiers will be able to
accompanied Radio 4 speech. excessive treble. The dip at 2kHz exert strong electrical damping. The
Over damped and somewhat appears to be a phase dip due Mezzo 6 is an easy load.
unenthusiastic bass prevented the to low order crossover slope This is quite a complicated
strong bass lines of Angelique Kidjo's because it moved in frequency design. Trehle will be obvious
Fifa' album from really striking with microphone position. Low and some warmth will come
out; they remained box bound and frequency output lifts around 160Hz  from the lower midband, possibly
ill defined.The Mezzo 6s need to and this will add a little warmth accompanied by colouration. Bass
A a el e and body to the sound, but lower is over damped requiring wall
. . bass rolls down below 150Hz. placement. NK
medium sized room, on the end of
a Naim, but our lcon Audio MB845 Tho front post (red] peaks sharply
’ at 31Hz and helps extend output FREQUENCY RESPONSE

monoblocks drove them with alacrity. downward helow 60Hz of the main
They showed the Mezzos as insightful driver but also outputs box noise

across the midband, where vocals at 220Hz. The rear port (yellow
were very clearly wrought centre trace) supnorts upper bass. Bass : IVERNCT &) ¢
stage. However, Nigel Kennedy's unit distortion measured 1% or 0 Soft midband, obvious treble and
violin could incite a fairly brisk less Idot':ﬂ ::oa low 35"Lda good lreticent bass give an unusual sound.
result; the front port got down to
ir:sponse from the tweeter ar:.’d| 60Hz befose distop:tbg rose 1o 12% 1 ) 3 MORDAUNT SHORT
it no?e £00 subte. t 30Hz and lower. Distortion from . MEZZ0 6 £700
Imaging was good, with a neacly laid S up 0 Bl hoversd arsend. . T Civer oltput 0)+44 (0)207 940 2200
out"sou:ddst.age ST 0.3%, a fair result. Red - port output www.mordauntshort.com
well etched images. —
The Mezzo és have a peculiarly specTt.::l: T:st::;::;ﬂgas ::::ys IMPEDANCE :— FOR
complicated character set, in spectrum shows overhang around 50 | - easy sounding vocals |
which there's a dark warmth, and 170Hz where the Mzzzo 6 looks ' | - focused midband
slightly remorseless and obvious a little ‘hot’ and this may colour : | - stable imaging
upper treble, full upper bass but the sound, and there's overhang at | ‘
disappointingly grumbly lower bass 80Hz. =g | AGRINST
reluctant to play a tune.As such Sensitivity was good at 8.8dB, ‘ | - reticent bass ‘
they have an unusually characterful Noled by 827 Ohims bavs wwit. - prominent treble
Overall, impedance measured 5.5
sound. | - port colour J
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ese floorstanders show
ust how peculiar, for the
want of a better word, the
loudspeaker market can be.
Whilst | can understand the
variability of budget loud-
speakers and am relaxed about their
foibles, | am a little less easy with
the peculiarities within this group,
mainly because at £700-£900 they
are relatively expensive. Some of the
foibles, like the treble lift of the B&W
683 are easily avoided, so B&W must
assume customers like it that way.
From my experience it is fairly easy
to design for smooth treble, as KEF
now do, and the results are justified
in long term listening.

But it isn't that simple, as there's
no doubt that many people prefer
obvious boom and ting; keeping
things smooth and accurate is an old
BBC inspired idea, outdated to many.
Nowadays, in showrooms at least,
fizzy treble sells and B&W feel they
need to pander to this reality. Yet
although the 683's tweeter sticks up
like a sore thumb in our frequency
response graph and is sonically just
as obvious, this still didn't sink it.

Far from it; excessive treble was an
irritation in an otherwise impressive
package. It was the 683's general
demeanour and tonality that | found
appealing: big, spacious, convincingly
clear and lovely to listen to whether
it was the testing violin of Nigel
Kennedy playing, the steady purity of
Renee Fleming singing, the breathless
delivery of Alison Goldfrap supported
by pulsating synthesisers or the
thunderous drum rolls of Steve
Earle's 'Copperhead Road'. The 683s
made them all sound fabulous...

Contributing to this was their
ability to exploit the qualities of the
preceding system, in which | was
perhaps unfairly using 845 valves.
But this is a loudspeaker test and |
am even less sure about using solid-

but do bear it in mind when buying.
B&W's 683s are meant for larger
rooms where they won't induce
room boom. KEF field the similarly
priced iQ90 for this purpose too.
For medium sized rooms where the
loudspeaker is likely to be positioned
close to a rear wall driving a more
audibly resonant space, loudspeaker
designers commonly choose to keep
bass output in check, using good
acoustic and magnetic damping and
also, at least in KEF's case, minimise
subsonic output. That's what the
iQ70 is all about. It isn't truly a
competitor to the B&W 683, but
their smaller 684. It does however,
illustrate the issues those with
smaller rooms need to consider
when buying a floorstander. It is
something | am personally well
acquainted with, using an office
listening space 28ft square that does
not impose its own properties upon
loudspeakers, and a lounge 17ft long
that does. What works in a big space,
like a Tannoy Yorkminster, doesn't
work in a smaller one | can assure
you! So iQ70s have their place in
this world, and quite a valuable one
it is too. They are designed to deliver
a great sound in a smaller space and
| was fascinated by KEF's unusual but
clever "bass management” scheme,
which uses a series input capacitor
to cut out subsonic rumblings that
slow down bass subjectively and
obscure 'the tune'.The iQ70s had a
terrier like grip on bass tunes and
I'm sure this will make them popular
with many listeners. | couldn't help
but notice also that their cardboard

CONCLUSION

LOW LIFE

We all enjoy good bass. It brings scale to

a performanze and an involving viscerality.
There's nothing quite like feeling the sofa move!
Floorstanding loudspeakers are potentially able

| to deliver stranger bass of better quality than

smaller stanamounters and bookshelf designs.
But many factors affect bass quality, some linked
to the loudspeaker, some to the room it is used in
and some to the way it is used. Let's take the way
it is used first.

Place a loudspeaker against a wall facing
down the length of a room and it will excite the
room's lowest resonant mode. In a room 12ft long
this is at 45Hz, the lower end of the bass scale.
The result will be noticeable bass boom. To lessen
this it is best to keep the loudspeaker away from
the rear wall. difficult in a small room because it
reduces living space. Alternatively then, choose a
smaller loudspeaker designed for near-wall place-
ment in this circumstance. A bigger loudspeaker
will incite boom. Spike the loudspeaker or stand
to make it stable, fill a sand chamber if provided
because this improves quality substantially, and
ansure you use good loudspeaker cables, espe-
cially if they are long.

Our measurements show that today's CDs
have strong energy levels down to 30Hz, but
little below 20Hz. To lack influence at 30Hz a
room must be at least 20ft long - quite large.
Categorising: less than 14ft is small, 14ft-20ft is
medium, above 20ft is large. In a small room use
a small standmount or bookshelf loudspeaker
to least provoke its natural tendency to boom;
in a medium room you can use a medium sized
floorstander, usually equipped with a single bass
unit. In large rooms anything goes, although small
loudspeakers may sound bass light and 'lost’.
Understanding this will give the best bass quality
possible, but bear in mind only rooms more than
20ft long will not influence the lowest sounds.

"these floorstanders show just

Choose your amplifier carefully. In this month's group amplifier
test the new Naim Nait XS was tops for its easy, powerful sound.

state amplifiers that will impose
their own often unwanted character.
KEF's iQ70s were a cogent example:
with many of today's brighter
amplifiers they can sound steely and
monotonic. The purer midband of a
valve amplifier better suits them. So
amplifier choice affects perceptions
and | tried to avoid this minefield,

carton lists Low Bass Distortion as

a feature — and they met this claim,
producing a very low 1% at 40Hz

— impressive, Those of you convinced
all ported loudspeakers waffle will be
surprised by the punchy bass of the
iQ70s! [I think he means me! Ed.]

Mordaunt Short Mezzo 6s
are priced like the iQ70 but stand

wwiishi=fiworld.co.uk

how peculiar the loudspeaker
market can be..."

taller than B&W 683s. Perhaps,

| wondered, they would be an
interesting alternative to both,

as Mezzos often are. In this case
however | was less certain. The
Mezzo 6s didn't really gel for me and
had no redeeming features within
this group | felt, their weaknesses
being too apparent. The Karl
Heinz Fink designed Q Acoustics
1050i floorstander costing just
£350 is waiting to overwhelm any
uncomwincing design like this.

Fimally, | must point out that all
three loudspeakers need little power
to go loud, 60 Watts should do.This
is a great strength of floorstanders, a
big sound from little power. You just
have to find a good one - and that
still isn't so easy.
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2" ARCAM
solo m|n|

special package

now only £999.90

A

ARCAM

Purchase the Arcam Solo mini, Arcam Muso Loudspeakers
and the Arcam rdock at our special price of only £999.90.
Price including free next day delivery

The smartest way
to listen to your iPod

Docking stations for
{Pod come in all
shapes and sizes.
However, up until
now one key area
has been sadly
lacking: optimlsed
sound quality.

VSX1018 only £399.90

Monitor Audio BR1s
now onIy £299.90

CD and Ampilifier
combination £900.00
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of every drum within the kit. Detail
oozed from the performance. Also,
while the SACD performance of
the Pioneer was very good and

an improvement over CD, the
difference was never dramatic. In
fact, the K2, playing the CD layer of
the Carol Kidd album threatened
to match the Pioneer’s SACD
performance.

So what was happening here? |
believe that the K2 was responding
perfectly to the lcon monoblocks,
showing the capacity to run with
this power amp’s immense drive
and dynamism. The K2 upped its
resolution, revealing just how far
you can push this box allowing it, in
my opinion, to compete with CD
players nearer twice its price.

CONCLUSION

Both machines tested here are
excellent examples of mid-price

CD technology, but
excel in different
ways. Getting the
most from the
Pioneer is a bit like

REVIEW

REFERENCE SYSTEM

Icon Audio passive line preamp

lcon MB845 monablock power amplifiers
Spendor S3/5R loudspeakers

Amphion Prio 510 loudspeakers

Atacama HMS 1 loudspeaker stands

performing pre-flight
checks on an aircraft:
Pure Audio button on? Check.
Legato Link on? Check. But this
is a highly transparent unit. It's so
clinical, in fact, that it could be used
successfully as a reviewer's tool for
testing CD mastering quality.

By contrast, the Roksan belies
its price point. In fact, it's almost
a waste to use it in a budget
audiophile system — as it would fit
in better with a high end vinyl based
system, such is its effortless organic
sound. If you're after sweet, natural
CD as opposed to hyper analysis
from your digital discs, this is the
one — and a great purchase at the
price.

VERDICT OO OO £

Ultra detailed and transparent, this is
[potent player at the price and benefits

PIONEER CD-D9-J
Pioneer

i@ +44 (0)1753 789789
www.pieneer.co.uk
FOR

- incisive, clear sound
- SACD functionality

- styling, build, finish

108

AGAINST

- brightly lit with some discs
- careful speaker matching

- tacky remote control

VERDICT 0OO0®

Highly organic and smooth presen-
tation puts this machine up with the
very best of the rest at the price; an
essential audition.

ROFSAN KAWDY K2 £750
“smiey Designs

£ +44 (0) 1235 511166
‘www.henleydesigms.co.ul

FOR

- smooth, musical nature
- instrumental separation
- remote control

AGAINST
- looks

PIONEER PD-D9 CD/SACD

Frequency response with CD was flat to 21kHz
{-1dB) with Legato Link out, but curtailed to
16kHz with it in due to the slow filtering used by
this Pioneer technigue. Legato Link produces a
pseudo-analogue spectrum of aliasing products
above 20kHz and a slow insband roll down of
treble, so it will affect the sound. Those with
SACDs will get a proper harmonically related
spectrum above 20kHz however, because
frequency response reaches 50kHz (-1dB) and a
slow roll off above this point extends response to
100kHz (-10dB).

Distortion levels were low with CD if not as
low as possible nowadays, reflected in an EIAJ
Dynamic Range value of 110dB, where 112dB is
becoming common. Legato Link and Pure Audio
modes did not affect these figures. With SACD
distortion dropped to a low 0.04% and a -100dB
tone was well resolved, so SACD performance is
very good, realising the full linearity and dynamic
range of DSD code. Random jitter measured
below 20pS and signal related jitter on a -80dB

signal was non-existent, an unusually good resuit.

The PD-D9 measures well in all areas. It isn't
quite up with the best in terms of CD linearity but
it has lower jitter to compensate. NK

Frequency response (-1dB)

cD 2Hz - 16.2kHz
SACD 2Hz - 50kHz

Distortion cD SACD

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

FREQUENCY RESPONSE -60dB signal at 1kHz, a good if not exceptional

result.
The Roksan K2 measured well all round. It isn't
a class leader, but it has no weak spots either. NK

FFT s FREQUENCYAHz

Frequency response (-1dB)
cD 2Hz - 21.2kHz

Distortion 0dB
-6dB 0.001
-60dB 0.24
-80dB 2.8

0.0014

500 1tk 2k Sk 10k 20k

Green - driver output
Red - port output

IMPEDANCE

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

113d8
-97dB
110dB

2.2V

THD 23456789 Input RHE

F W
(1Y 0.2231141 7 |- 69.01 dbe
(17 [y 133
z8.30

17
THD  CH1, s FREQUENCY Mz

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

vs  FREQUENCY Hz

f1 42 d3 dt d5 db6 47 d8 d9

500 1k 2k Sk 10k 20k

Green - driver output
Red - port output

IMPEDANCE

ROKSAN K2 CD TEST RESULTS

Frequency response was flat, our response
analysis shows, with no high frequency peaking,
the upper limit measuring a normal 21.2kHz (-
1dB). The K2 should sound tonally even and will

THD 23156789 Input KNS Frequency

0dB
-6dB

0.002
0.001

not have sharp treble.

- 60.60 dBr g 1.60005 iz
OFF Ot

03] ©.2206145 #
Distortion levels were reasonably low (0114 OFE

-60dB 0.04
-80dB 0.34
-100dB 3.2

throughout the entire dynamic range, measuring “ THD _ GH1, vs
0.001% at -1dB through to 0.24% at -60dB, '
not quite class leading results. As a result

EtAJ Dynamic Range measured a good if not
exceptional 110dB.

Random jitter measured a low 10p$S across
the audio band, with a just a few narrow peaks
at high frequencies above this level - insignificant.
Programme related jitter measured 100pS on a

FREQUENCY/Hz

Separation {1kHz) 112dB
Noise (CD, IEC A) -115dB
Dynamic range (EIAJ, CD) 110dB

ITT 2V

f1 d2 43 dt d5 d6 d? dB8 d9
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REVIEW

‘eet Bob Surgeoner on the
street and you'd find him a
gentle, quietly spoken and
affable guy - a typical musician
perhaps! Well, he has indeed
played electric and acoustic
guitar, double bass and piano since the late
nineteen sixties, and is also an experi-
enced recording engineer), but his day
job is designing NEAT loudspeakers
such as this...
The £3,295 Ultimatum MFS is about
as quirky as a compact standmounter
is able to be, being essentially a two-way
design running no less than two mid/
bass units and three tweeters of varying
descriptions! The front mounted, visible
mid/bass unit is one of NEAT's own |68mm
designs, and this is partnered on the front
baffle with an inverted titanium-dome tweeter.
Inside the 380x220x370mm birch-plywood
enclosure however, lurks another mid/bass unit
isobarically loaded, whilst two upward-firing
EMIT super-tweeters are mounted on the top
plane of the box.
Interestingly, the front and top driver-mounting
baffles are fixed to the main cabinet structure via
a polyethylene membrane, making for a 45mm thick
sandwich of birch plywood, polyethylene and MDF said
to provide a rigid non-resonant platform that's ideal
for optimal performance of the drive units. Inside, the
crossover is a minimalist three element type (plus damping
and attenuating resistors) employing precisely toleranced,
low loss air-cored inductors and Neat'’s newly-developed
polypropylene film and foil capacitors. The speaker exploits
predominantly first-order crossover slopes and mechanical
roll-offs.

Despite the modest physical proportions, each speaker
weighs a hefty |5kg. NEAT provide a very swish looking
stand for the Ultimatum MFS, but it’s expensive at £595.
We found that they work best on this, but still come very
close with a good strong sturdy piece of metal such as the
Partington Dreadnought.

David Price

finds NEAT's
FS an With a claimed sensitivity of 88dB, these loudspeakers
M remind me of ye olde ‘flat earth’ standmounters from the
exceedingly nineteen eighties — very purposefully designed and muscle
eniovab[e listen... amps only need apply. With this in mind, | wheeled out my

NuForce Ref 9SE monoblock power amplifiers (250W a
side), instead of my usual Sugden IM4.1 did try the latter,
which did make a stab at things, but | could hear the poor
Class A integrated wheezing like — as Edmund Biackadder
would say — an asthmatic ant. Bob Surgeoner uses Naim

power amplifiers in his factory dem room, and I'd say these
are just the sort of thing you need — decent power and
‘stiff’ power supplies.

Properly aspirated, the NEATSs are a most interesting
listen. Kicking off with Miles Davis's classic ‘Kind of Blue’,

and | was instantly impressed with two things. First, the
NEATSs filled my medium sized listening room better than

. . just about any other standmounter of this size I've heard.
I'll attempt an amateurish explanation here, and put it
down to the isobaric loading and top mounted supert-
weeters, and then invoke my memory of the Linn Sara 9s
a good friend of mine still uses.Yes, in this respect, theyre
not too dissimilar. Second, they showed great rhythmic

alacrity, pushing the music’s groove along almost forcibly.
Whilst this classic LP didn't sound speeded up, it certainly

wasn't slowed down as some loudspeakers can seemingly
do.The result was about as expansive and propulsive
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musical performance !'ve heard from
boxes of this size and price.

The scale of these little NEATs
was quite arresting; they presented
a Phil Spector-like ‘wall of sound’
all around me, and one that didn't
sound that much smaller than the
somewhat bulkier B&W 801s | had in
my listening room a couple of years
back. Well, almost — because obviously
the bass wasn’t a match for a pair of
£10,000 floorstanders with |5 inch
driver units and cabinets big enough
to sleep in. But you see my point;
pump serious Watts into these and
they performance a TARDIS like re-
scaling operation. How | wished | had
the Electrocompaniet AW600 Nemo
monoblocks to hand!

The downside is that, whilst it's
a capacious wall of sound, image
location isn't quite as precise as
it might be.This (I would suggest)
depends very much on the vagaries
of your ceiling (and how it is shaped).
Whilst the NEATs showcased the
beautifully slick, laid back playing on
‘Kind of Blue’ brilliantly, it wasn't
altogether clear where exactly some
strands of the mix were located in
space. | found the piece riotously
good fun to listen to, but whenever
| tried to listen right into the mix, to
pick out individual recording details,
| found my attention being drawn
back to the musicians’ playing. | fast
began to realise the NEATSs are not
consummate hi-fi over achievers;
instead, they're all about the music.

Scritti Politti's *The Word Girl
(Flesh and Blood)’ showcased
another key point of the Ultimatums’
performance — dynamics. They aren't
the sort of loudspeakers that you
can just put on as background music
whilst you do something else. Rather,
they have you pinned to your seat,
captivated by the intensity of the
music. In ‘Cupid and Pysche 85’,
Composer Green Gartside turned
out a very polished pop-soul album
that’s full of subtlety; in his music he
very much enjoyed dynamic light and
shade, and the NEATs were able to
fully convey this. The result is that
this fairly gentle, loping song becomes
quite a riveting listen for all the right
reasons.

Tonally, these loudspeakers
aren’t the world’s most neutral — but
nor | think do they attempt to be.
Compared to my reference Quad
ESL989 electrostatics, there's a very
slight fullness to the upper bass/low
midband, giving the Ultimatum a very
mild ‘bloom’ to them for this reason.
Across the midband they're smooth,
but there’s a very slight nasal quality
to vocals as Randy Crawford's ‘Rainy
Night in Georgia’ showed. It's nothing
unpleasant, simply the sense that

you're not getting every last piece of
tonal colour her voice has to offer.
Moving up to the treble, and the
single tweeter/double supertweeter
combination is very effective indeed,
issuing forth about as much treble
detail as you can hope to get from a
speaker at this price.

Not having grilled Bob Surgeoner
on his musical tastes too deeply, |
cannot say for certain what they
are, but | would be very surprised if
he didn’t own much of Steely Dan’s
back catalogue, so blissful was it to
hear this band via the Ultimatums.
‘Babylon Sister’ from ‘Gaucho’ is a
crawl around the seamy underside
of America in the late nineteen
seventies, and these standmounters
caught its mood perfectly
— proving brilliantly
able to impart
the track’s slack,
laid back and
slightly grubby
feel. Once again,
those great
dynamics came
to the fore, the
NEATSs serving
up the great drum

REVIEW

recordings, where fidelity’ to the
original is paramount. However, move
to almost any other type of music
and these loudspeakers romp ahead
with boundless energy. They are so
obviously at home with jazz, jazz funk
and classic rock that I'd venture to
suggest they've been designed with
this in mind all along. Indeed, such is
their rhythmic alacrity that | found
myself ‘getting’ a number of pieces of
music that have previously past me by
— everything from Lynyrd Skynyrd's
‘Sweet Home Alabama’ to Steve
Harley's ‘Come Up and See Me (Make
Me Smile)"!
The essence of this loudspeaker
then, is its fusion of space and
pace, although (let’s run with this)
there’s also a good degree of grace
too. Whilst it's a very musically
enjoyable listen, it doesn’t
achieve this through
harshness or aggression.
With this in mind,
I'd recommend
anyone searching
out a high end
standmounter, and
with the aforemen-
tioned musical

SYSTEM
Avid Acutus/SME V/
vdH Frog turntable

Icon Audio PS3 phonostage

MF Audio Silver Passive
Preamplifier

NuForce Ref 9SE mono
block power amplifiers

Yamaha NS1000M speakers

VERDICT 00O 0O

Unerringly musical and consummately
enjoyable, this is one of the most

engaging standmounters we've heard
at the price

NEAT ULTIMATUM
MFS
Neat Acoustics Ltd.

£3,295

(€ +44(0)1833 631021
www.neat.co.uk

FOR
- infectiously musical sound
- expansive soundstaging

kit work in all its

glory, along with the
wonderfully fluid walking
bassline. In absolute terms,
my Yamaha NS 1000Ms e
proved tauter in the bass,

but still somehow the
Ultimatums managed

to edge ahead in the
enjoyability stakes. The
delicious hi-hat work
was also a treat through
those upfiring supert-
weeters — cymbals
sounded deliciously
crisp and airy, if lacking
the last fraction of the
detail the NS|1000Ms
afforded.

CONCLUSION

A truly interesting
loudspeaker this, | found
the NEAT Ultimatum
something akin to
flawed genius. It plainly
is not all things to all
men (and women).

In serict hi-fi terms, it
has a very slightly soft
bass that's not terribly
well extended, a gently
coloured midband

with a tendency for
cupiness on vocals, and
an atmospneric if not
exceptionally detailed
treble. All of this is most
apparent when you
listen to great classic

impressive one at that.

The Neat Ultimatum is gloriously flat
and even in its frequency response
across the ear’s most sensitive region,
from 100Hz up to 1kHz, however
measured, third-octave steady state

or by impulse, visible in our analysis.
Not unsurprisingly this translated to
very low colouration, a decay spectrum

Above 1kHz frequency response
conversely becomes uneven, largely
due to phase cancellations due to the
wide spacing of the treble unit from
bass/mid and likely a low crossover
attenuation rate. The exact response
changed with vertical mic position but
the one shown is reasonably represen-
tative. The trend is even and the upper
treble lift lost by listening off-axis by

audible but likely not upsetting.

Bass output was smooth down to
60Hz a pink noise analysis showed and
by any standards the Ultimatum looks

curve showing good damping, and a
distortion sweep low distortion - 1%
at 40Hz - from the drive unit as well as
the rear port. The port extends output
down to 25Hz, its output level at 80Hz
measuring the same as forward driver
output.

overall and DCR just 3.4 Ohms, so this

- 0achi-fiworld.co.uk
History

tastes, to give this a
serious listen. In the
great scheme of higher
priced loudspeakers it's a
quirky proposition — but an

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

showed, better than most loudspeakers.

ahout 30degrees. This variability will be

good at low frequencies, the impedance

Impedance measured a low 5 Ohms

- balanced, neutral nature
- dynamic articulation

AGAINST
- tonally samey
- expensive stands

is a 4 Ohm loudspeaker. The impedance
curve is smooth, with little reactance.

Sensitivity was low-ish at 85.5dB, if as
expected for cabinet size.

The Ultimatum HFS looks unusually
smooth and colouration free across
the audio band. It should give excellent
sound quality. NK

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

Green - driver output
Red - port output
IMPEDANCE
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Yo Smoothie!

Unlike your average AV receiver, Oniyo's new TX-NR906 is blessed with a surprisingly
benign and listenable sound - plus every feature iar the kitchen sink, of course.
Noel Keywood welcomes it in to his world...

t's unlovely, as big as a cruise

ship and aims to satisfy your

every need - especially if you

are an audiophile, because this

monster seemingly has proper

SACD convertors onboard.
So it should give superb sound from
SACD, as well as Blu-ray. Oh, and it
even caters for LP. So is Onkyo's new
TX-NR906 receiver an audiophile
dream?

The TX-NR906 is certainly
tilted toward audio, but not for the
reasons you might expect.As a fully
specified top-of-the-range receiver
not only can it do the fandango if
you find the right menu, but Onkyo
have fitted something that opens up
a whole new level of complexity, as
well as angst - well, that's how | see it.
It has an internet connection! More
frightening, it is Microsoft certified as
PlaysForSure with Windows (er - can
anything do that?). So, being Maclntosh
equipped and Vista encumbered
I knew | was in for fun with this
Onkyo...

To be specific it will play music
files from your computer, in MP3,
WMA, WAV and AAC form. Onkyo
say it is compatible with Windows
Media Player; there's no mention of
anything else, especially with an '
prefix like - dare | mention it - iTunes.
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It will also play internet radio through
the surround system.All in all then,
this is one very capable receiver that
can handle audio in all its many forms,
seemingly PC based only. | put it on
my network with PCs and Macs to
see how it fared.

All this ability doesn't come for
nothing; AV receivers are hideously
complicated boxes tricks, this one
more so than usual. Onkyo pack a
set of handbooks almost the size of
Encyclopedia Britannica.

The TX-NR906 inevitably delivers
a mighty wallop through seven
amplifying channels. Delivering 220
Watts per channel to 7 channels
according to a frant panel sticker and
we measured 290 Watts. To avoid
confusion | must explain that the
sticker value of 220 Watts is into 6
Ohms, and as we measured |53 Watts
into 2 8 Obms and 290 Watts into
4 Ohms the sticker value is correct.
Onkyo's power supply really does
perform, the TX-NR906 being able to
sink 2kW into seven loudspeakers!

A neat line of loudspeaker
outlets able to accept 4mm plugs
runs across the bottom of the rear
panel and Onkyo provide colour
coding, making hook up as easy as
it can get when you are grappling
with more cables than they have in

Broadcasting House. If you don't want
to use Rear loudspeakers you can

use the spare amplifying channels for
other rooms, or for bi-amping the
front loudspeakers to improve quality,
or bridged to double power output.
For quality music reproduction in

the average lounge the front centre
loudspeaker can be eliminated too.
The spare rear channels can then be
used to bi-amp the front loudspeakers
for improved quality. All modern
receivers allow this, manufacturers
becoming aware that full-on 7.1 is
often impractical.

As expected the TX-NR%06
decodes all coded music formats from
DTS and Dolby, including the most
processor intensive DTS HD Master
Audio. It also has Pro Logic IIX, DTS
Neo 6 and THX Neural Surround to
turn stereo into surround-sound.

As you'd expect in a serious
audio receiver, 24/192 digital-to-
analogue convertors are used on all
channels, so you get full bandwidth
out to 96kHz in theory from top
quality 192kHz (data rate) digital
sources on DVD-A and Blu-ray. Our
measurements showed you get it in
practice too, not some compromise
figure. Onkyo are diligent about things
like this I'm coming to learn from
testing their products, whilst rivals are



not.You also get full bandwidth from
44.1 code on CD and 24/96 on DVD
and Blu-ray.

The picture got even better with
DSD processing from SACD, but only
when in DSD Direct mode which
gives full SACD bandwidth; otherwise
a low bandwidth limit of 20kHz is
applied. | realised there was a transpo-
sition error on pl06 of the handbook
here, 'Yes' meaning DSD signals are
not processed by the DSP; Onkyo
told me they will correct this.

Distortion levels were low all
round so this receiver is able to
convey the benefits of 24bit PCM and
DSD through proper DSD convertors,
even if it cannot rival a dedicated
SACD player. The Onkyo is 'serious’;
it doesn't offer something then do it
badly.

Digital sources can be connected
via three HDM! inputs, or through
optical and electrical S/PDIF inputs.
There are of course normal phono
socket analogue inputs, including one
for turntables fitted with an MM
cartridge and it measured well.

Being a receiver, a VHF/FM and
Medium VWave AM tuner are fitted,
but not DAB.Thousands of internet
radio stations from around the world
are available too.These come in as
low data rate (i.e. highly compressed)
digital streams so you don't get great
quality, but it isn't far off DAB.As
always VHF/FM offers best sound
quality and the tuner fitted is a good
one, our measurements showed.To
appreciate this an external aerial is
required, because like all VHF tuners
this one needed a strong signal from
the aerial to minimise hiss and you
won't get that from an indoor aerial
unless you live close to a transmitter.
Station frequencies can be entered
from the remote, but committed to
memory only at the receiver itself.

So audio wise the TX-NR906
looks strong. It works with every
source, analogue and digital from
LP through to Blu-ray (phew!)
and offers great results from all of
them. However, whilst it has a 7.1
preamp output, it does not have a
multichannel input, so you cannot
connect legacy DVD or SACD players
using analogue cables!

But | haven't mentioned computer
files and the enormous fun (not!) |
had sorting through this receiver's
NET/USB function, or should | say
two of them, which is confusing. The
handbook says on pl23 press Net/
USB in steps 2 and 3, but one is Net/
USB Input, the other Remote Control
mode, a point | missed which caused
me some initial confusion.A lot of
switching between the two is needed
to get internet radio stations running
and it is best to use a TV for visual

guidance. Station name, URL, data rate,
digital resolution and compression
scheme are all displayed, useful when
selecting for quality. Unfortunately,

a station isn't retained at switch off,

as with VHF/FM; the Onkyo reverts

to the first station in a list of twenty
at switch on. Because Onkyo load

the receiver with vTuner (see www.
vtuner.com) in this position around

10,000 stations buried in folders and
subfolders exist here - a bewildering
array sorted by music, geographical
location, etc. The other nineteen
positions are easily loaded with
station URLs gleaned from sites found
by computer, like www.radiofeeds.
co.uk or Apple's free iTunes player
which usefully reveals URLs from an
INFO request. If you erase vTuner by
accident as |
did, a receiver
reset restores
it. Radio station
names and
URLs can be
loaded by a
web browser
and both Mac
(Safari) and
PC (Explorer)
located the
Onkyo on my internal network and
did this.

Talkirg of which, plugging the
TX-NR906 into a Netgear router via
ethernet brought it up on the client
list immediately, without problem
using DHCP.The Onkyo would see
PCs running both Windows XP
and Vista as a server, connecting
successfully to them and playing
stored music files; it would not see an
iTunes player on PC however which,
being a closed player, was as expected.

Whilst Macs could see the
Onkyo's web page, the Onkyo was
unable to identify them as music

o
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servers, as expected. Onkyo do specify
only a PC running Windows XP as a
minimum requirement and Windows
Media | | player (free download) as
compatible in the handbook. Sharing
must be turned on at the computer
and both Firewall and Antivirus either
turned off or set to allow communi-
cation; Kaspersky on my Vista PC
completely blocked communication.
Apart from the inevitable foibles
of networking the Onkyo was sort
of easy to use. | guessed immediately
that a blank screen at start up was
due to the HDMI output not being
sent the video signal, something that
must be fixed using the on-receiver

ERRi-fiworld.co.uk

REVIEW

display before the setup menus can be
accessed. This is going to cause new
owners grief | am sure; a blank screen
at start up is bewildering.

There is an Audyssey MultEQ XT
automatic loudspeaker set-up system
and linked Dynamic EQ system.You
can see and manually trim its results,
and there is a 7 band equaliser on
each channel. Unfortunately, this isn't

able to trim low frequency room
modes. Full THX certification exists
with a wide range of functions.
Video wise an HQV-Reon
processor provides upscaling of
SD video from DVD if you have a
DVD that cannot do this internally.
Composite, Component and S-
Video signals can be transcoded and
upconverted to digital, output via

3/0/0010/0/0k

olojo/6/6/6/6\6/0/0/0/0o

HDML.

The TX-NR906 worked smoothly
enough, only delivering spits and
pops on occasion when switching
furiously as | am sometimes want to
do to, between disc menu and play,
and selecting Direct and Pure Direct
modes.

SOUND QUALITY

Moving to the big Onkyo from

a Marantz SR8002 brought forth

the company's house sound,

briefly described as fulsome at low
frequencies, smooth across the
midband and quite mild across the
treble regions. Onkyo aim not to
offend aurally and voice their products
consistently to achieve this. The TX-
NR906 was a very easy going listen

as a result, with no hint of hardness,
harshness, grit or tizz. Images were

a little less clearly resolved than the
Marantz, but conversely the Marantz
sounded a little harder, even glassy in
its tonality. | did notice some muddle if
Pure Direct wasn't used, but | use this
with the Marantz too.

The TX-NR906's big power
supply truly does deliver a mighty
wallop, plus an extra octave extension
downward of low bass it seemed.
The Wagnerian drum roll in the
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Reference Series

Agena is the reference RIAA phono stage for high-end turntable enthusiasts.

Offering real-time control of resistive and capacitive loading, input gain and filters
from the front panel, Agena offers unparalleled fiexibility and precise matching for
any cartridge.

Connectivity includes unbalanced RCA and balanced XLR outputs, USB port for
archiving or restoration and RCA outputs for record monitoring.

specifications



Overture of Within Temptation's
'Black Symphony' DVD (DTS 24/96)
had deep rumbling power; | wondered
whether somebody had re-routed
the Bakerloo Line beneath Maison
Keywood. Following drum rolls all had
massive low frequency presence: the
big Onkyo is a real ground shaker
and spectacular if you like thunderous
bass. | never faulted its clear, easy
going midband nor clean treble, free
from emphasis. Strings were smooth,
tubas filled the lower octaves heartily
and French horns sounded fruity in
this latest spectacular from Within
Temptation.

With SACD in 'DSD Direct'
mode and the displays off for Pure
Audio, strings in Beethoven's 'Eroica’
Symphony No3 were surprisingly
smooth and mild in nature, as
they were in Rachmaninov's Piano
Concerto No2, accompanying Lang
Lang on piano. The organ in Purcell's
'Rondeau from Abdelazar' shook my
room and stood impressively apart
from the wonderfully sonorous horns.
In a nutshell then SACD reproduction
was mild mannered but big hearted,

If the headline output of 153 Watts
doesn't sound enough, excellent
power supply regulation allows
power to nearly double into 4 Ohms,
hitting a measured 290 Watts per
channel. As most loudspeakers
nowadays use 4 Ohm bass units
this accurately represents the
power deliverable and, over seven
channels, it amounts to 2kW, no
less.

With low distortion even at
high frequencies, around 0.02% at
10kHz 1 Watt and the same near to
full output of 290 Watts, the Onkyo
stays clean. Damping factor was
a good 37, suggesting plenty of
loudspeaker control. All in all then,
the TX-NR906 has got masses of
clean power available. If you want
to use external sources then 300mV
input sensitivity is sufficient for
most.

the Onkyo again being clear but
easy going, able to convey the extra
smoothness and extended textural
range of a DSD recording.

Spinning Santana’s 'Put Your
Lights On’ in 24/96 PCM code from
DVD-A again showed how smooth,
yet powerful and atmospheric the
Onkyo could be. Everlast's voice
was gravelly, whilst Santana's guitar
hovered easily in front of me, with
solid attack behind plucked strings and
an especially satisfying follow through
of their harmonic content. The Onkyo
paints a big picture that's generously
textured but always easy on the ear,
quite an unusual combination.

VHF/FM radio has been tailored
for a similar sonic and it too was
plentiful in low frequency content,
giving music weight and body, unlike so
many VHF tuners that sound neutered.
A live recording of a John Lennon
cover of ‘Jealous Guy' on Absolute FM
(aka Virgin) was warmly atmospheric
and had a lovely enveloping quality, the
strings of a strummed guitar sounding
sweet and sonorous. Stepping down
through London's stations showed

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

above 10kHz; there was no peaking,
So the Onkyo gives fine results,
consistent with a smooth sound,

if not quite the low linearity of the
best hi-fi separates.

The VHF tuner measured flat
to 12kHz before upper treble was
rolled down by a pilot tone filter
at 19kHz. Distortion was low at
0.1% (50% mod.) and hiss well
suppressed at -69dB. Sensitivity
was fair at 60uV, and minimum hiss
(full quieting) was reached at a
low 850uV. Expect a smooth, clear
sound.

The Phono stage was
accurately equalised, but it had
a small amount of plateau lift
(+0.4dB) ahove 800Hz, so will be
a tad on the brighter side of things.
Sensitivity was high at 3.3mV,
overload very high at 100mV and
hiss low at -77dB, so another fine

REVIEW

they all came in sounding clean

and easy, with a lovely midband

in particular and none of the flat
sound staging that is so common;

| was reminded of my Leak
Troughline, so it's a classy tuner for
sure.As | said earlier, Onkyo don't
cut corners and hope no one will
notice, unlike others.

Spinning LP with an Ortofon
2M Black cartridge in an SME312
on Garrard 401 brought forth a full
sound with weighty bass, a smooth
midband and no treble sting. With
a good turntable and cartridge the
Onkyo is no slouch with LP.

The TX-NR906 is diligently
engineered and well honed sonically.
OK, £1,400 is expensive as AV
receivers go, but inexpensive in real
hi-fi terms and it satisfies every
need. Offering a massive audio visual
experience with no blemishes, as well
as complete internet connection and
10,000 internet radio stations in the
package, the TX-NR906 does it all -
and well. This is a fantastic AV receiver.
and in the AV field at least, something
of an audiophile delight.

Disc (LP)

Frequency response
Separation

Noise

Distortion
Sensitivity

Overload

8Hz-25kHz
68dB
-17dB
0.02%
3.3mV
100mV

VHF TUNER

Frequency response
Stereo separation
Distortion {50% mod.)
Hiss (CCIR)

Signal for minimum hiss
Sensitivity (stereo)

10Hz-12kHz
34dB

0.1%

-69dB
850uV
60pVv

FREQUENCY RESPONSE SACD

In DSD Direct mode, via the
internal digital convertors SACD
frequency response reached up
to 100kHz (-6dB), unusually good
extension for the medium, better
than most SACD players; outside
this mode bandwidth stopped hard
at 20kHz.

PCM audio at 24/192 managed
the same bandwidth and hoth DSD

set of results.
The TX-NRS06 turns in
impressive results all round. CD
dynamic range should have heen
greater, but high resolution digital Uk a s
including DSD was processed very
well. With a good VHF tuner and
Phono stage the big Onkyo has been

carefully engineered. NK ﬁ ﬁ ﬁ
153 Watts  [allerrar

VERDICT 0000 ©®

Easy going yet powerful sound plus
a vast feature count and decent build
make this winning value for money.

£1400

16k 20k 56k 106k

ONKYO TX-MNR906
Onkyo UK

0 +44(0) 1494 681515
www.onkyo.co.uk

I

FOR
and PCM at -60dB measured a Power - = . f
low 0.15% distortion, very good if CD/tuner/aux. — | - good with SACP
not quite up to the best. CD (i.e. Frequency response  1Hz-83kHz | - decodes all audio formats
16/44.1) at -60dB returned 0.38% Separation 81dB |- many facilities
distortion, on the high side, limiting  Noise -99dB ’ f
EIAJ dynamic range to 106dB. Distortion 0.02% AGAINST :
Frequency response was flat to Sensitivity 300mV | - complicated

20.2kHz with the slightest roll down

Damping factor 37 - unlovely appearance
f1 4z ¢3 44 &5 46 &7 @8 O '

- fiddly touse |
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Magnum MA and Oracle MA
The Absolute Sound

2008 Gables of the Year

“...MA-X interconnect [shown]...a full-
bodied and richly saturated rendering
_ of tone color, extraordinary bottom-end
. R . } extension, startling dynamics, and
'MIT - 3\ tremendous resolution of low-level
Music Interface Technulugies" detail without any analytical sound.”

Robert Harley, The Absolute Sound
February, 2009

More than Just Cable!®

AWARD WINNING RINGMAT PRODUCTS

Ringmat is the world’s leading supplier of products that are truly designed
to improve sound and picture quality in hi-fi and home cinema systems.

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

RINGMAT and RINGMAT  STATMAT CDi BLUE VIVACITY AR ANTI- RINGMAT FEET, DOMES  RINGMAT MAINS LEADS,
SUPPORT SYSTEM Usea Statmatfor playing ~ RESONANCE PLATFORMS ~ AND SPIKE STOPPERS  INTERCONNECT, TONEARM

Use this modular all CDs and DVDs, other Use VIVACITY AR Use these Ringmat and SPEAKER CABLES

system on every flat than with multi-disc players ~ Platforms under all products for the most Use Ringmat cables for

turntable platter equipment to free the effective means of the cleanest transfer
SOUND AND VI8I0N sound, and pictures, from isolating your hi-fi and of signals, from power

PRODUCT 3 resonance and vibration ~ home cimema equipment  source to speakers
YEAR Statmat CDi Blue based distortion

Ultimate Guide to Home Cinema 2004

RINGMAT DEVELOPMENTS PO BOX 200 BRENTWOOD ESSEX CM15 9FB
++44(0) 1277 200 210 WWW.RINGMAT.COM
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LETTER OF THE MONTH PRIZE

Visit our website at www.hi-fiworfd.co.uk or
send your emails to letters@hi-fiworid.co.uk.
Letrer of the month wins a pair of REF iQ30
lovdspeakers and one years FREE

subscription to Hi-Fi World.

Letter of the Month

KEF i030 LOUDSPEAKERS

oudspeakers is on their way to

I'd like to ask Steven Green if his glass
is half empty or half full? | suspect it’s
more than half full since he appears

to be able to listen to internet radio

all day, download huge files and watch
internet TV and video content. Lucky
Steven! Mine unfortunately is less than
a quarter full since where | live internet
speeds range from about 320kbps
(Orange) to about half @ Mbps (BT).
One household in the village, to achieve
this half a meg, has to use Wi-fi from
the front door since the house wiring
takes broadband outside its distance
limit. Steven’s news of BT’s intention to
roll out ‘super fast’ broadband (Opinion,
October 2008) is clearly good news

for some of the population but I'm not
sure if | can hold my breath that long,
or at all. The village delivery system is
six miles or so of copper (or possibly
aluminiumy) wire carried on overhead
poles terminated on |1930s designed,

| occasionally noisy, screw terminals in

a plastic box (okay, so it has been
upgraded from Bakelite)...

As for speeds of up to 8Mbps?
Kindly read the small print (about 2
point, you will need your magnifying
glass), as this depends on line test
and distance from exchange. Dare |
point out that the customer pays the
same regardless if the speed is 320k
or 8Mbps? Perhaps | should not live
in such a remote area? | am all of ten
minutes from a minor road called the
M25 and about forty minutes by slow
commuter train to @ small town called
London. | would guess the customer
base in the immediate locdlity to be
about two thousand people.

Of course, it's down to economics.
BT’s rivals will only provide modern
communications in areas where the
customer base is sufficient te justify
the investment, usually in the short

The view out of the window in Beaconsfield - possibly!

term. BT will respond to competition to
protect its customer base but has no
requirement, since the monopoly ended,
to provide all of its customers with the
same quality of service, only to provide
a basic service. Only the accountants
can tell where the investment is justified
on economic grounds.

Mapny, including organisations
such as the BBC, seem to believe
that everyone already has fast
broadband, which is frustrating to

those of us who are still waiting, possibly
until a pig flies past an upstairs window.
Fibre-to-the-home (FTTH) with speeds
of 100Mbps or potential of 1,000

in future; fibre-to-the-cabinet (FTTC)
speeds of 40Mbps; when that happens
I suspect that in my area | shall still

be enjoying half @ Mbps. Never mind
the view, anyone know a new housing
estate with FTTH?

Roger West

Beaconsfield

]
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Hi Roger,

| sympathise with your situation,
because | would feel exactly the
same way if | were in your position. |
think the news about BT planning to
roll out superfast broadband was a
very important development, though,
so | personally think it was worth
covering, even though only 40% of
the UK population would be able to
receive it. Perhaps | didn’t make this
clear in the article, but | viewed this
development as being the first major
step along the road towards the
whole of the UK eventually getting
superfast broadband. BT is really the
only company that would rollout
superfast broadband to the whole
of the UK, so once BT has rolled

it out to 40%, | chink it would then
become politically unacceptable to
deny the other 60%, so they would
eventually end up getting it as well.
If it appeared like | was saying,"“I'm
all right, Jack, I'll be one of the lucky
40%", then | apologise, because |
didn't mean it to come over that way.

On the subject of your
broadband speed being so slow,

I would place the blame firmly at
Ofcom’s feet. One of Ofcom’s mantra
is that it is “biased towards non-
intervention”, which in your case
means that Ofcom doesn't think
it's a sufficiently important issue to
instruct BT to provide reasonable
minimum download speeds in areas
that suffer from poor broadband
performance. Ofcom bends over
backwards if the companies it
regulates want legislation changing,
but when it comes to consumers it
couldn’t seem to care less.

One thing you could try to
improve your speed is the new BT
i-Plate, which has been specifically
designed to increase the speed of
slow lines. And one small consolation
is that even with a download speed
of 320 kbps you will still be able to
receive the BBC's live and on-demand
Internet radio streams, which should
ali be at significantly higher quality
than on DAB once all the quality
improvements have been completed.
SG

Chaps, | am prompted to write by
reading jake Hughes’ letter in the
February 2009 issue. | have a pair of
Wharfedale E20s, the babies of the E
series range, bought as my first ever
loudspeakers (bought from Laskys in
Manchester, back in the day when men
were men and wedge shaped cassette
decks could be found on the shelves
of many a hi-fi dealer). At the time, |
preferred them to their slightly bigger
brother, the E30... As time went by, all
the other components in the system
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: changed - but the ‘20s stayed, mainly

because, as I improved components
further down the chain, these ‘speakers
always let the sonic improvement show
through. Fair enough, so | kept using
them.

I always had a hankering to try
valve amplification, having my ‘Road to
Damascus’ moment when | bought a
pair of Audio Innovations Series 1000
Mk3 Monoblocks second-hand from
Vickers Hi-Fi in York. Once again, the
E-20s let me hear a vast improvement
and total change of presentation
compared to the Audiolab | was

the Wharfedales off to Wilmslow Audio.
They changed out the original paper
cone drivers for new units by Peerless,
upgraded all the components on the
crossovers, then split them to allow bi-
wiring/amping with a new appropriate
binding post tray secured in place of the
old single terminal version. (This could
then bring the second pair of power
amps into the frame). The silly treble
attenuation control knob was taken out
of circuit. Finally, all the internal wiring
was replaced with solid silver cable.

I kid you not, this is the best £179

I have ever spent.The four Audio

Wharfedale E70 - not the only great E series speaker, accord-

ing to one reader...

previously using. | knew then I'd never
go back to solid state amplification

- haven’t yet. However, a long lingering
doubt kept niggling: surely, the old woolly
Wharfedale’s were past their best?
Surely, loudspeaker design had moved
on since | bought them? A new pair of
‘speakers would let the 1000s sing even
sweeter, wouldn’t they? Still, | couldn’t
bear to part with them. Alright, they are
very much of their time, but they do
have a few good things going for them.
For a start, a sensitivity figure almost
unheard of these days. (The ‘E’ stood for
‘Efficiency’ and the figure gave a rough
guide to the cabinet volume in litres).

" I reckon you could drive these with

an 8W SE valve amp. Also, | liked the
horn loaded tweeter and the real wood
veneer. Probably the weak point would
be the cabinet design and choice of
material - chipboard, but one can't have
everything!

So. | made a compromise - the best
move | have made so far - honest! You
see, | had bought a second pair of the
aforementioned power amps - but the E
series speakers were made in the days
when Adam was a lad and bi-wiring/
amping hadn’t been invented yet [that
long ago? Ed.]. After consultation, | sent

Innovations power amps are still on
‘speaker driving duty with the E20s
punching above their weight. They
surprise many people, although all that
remains from the originals are the horn
loaded tweeter and the carcass. In all
honesty, bigger is not necessarily better.
The bigger brothers in the E series
were a bit big and daft, especially
the E70s and the E90s. | don’t think
it would be a cost effective or sonic
improvement to apply the above
treatment to them. | remember reading
a short article by DP in HFW some time
ago in which he described the larger
E series ‘speakers as a bit “Ford Capri
Cor Blimey!” | think he was right. But
the little (well, not that little) E20s may
surprise...
Dave

Thanks for that Dave. Actually,

I've always liked the Wharfedale E
series — firstly for their seventies-
tastic styling (reminding me of Ford
Capris, sideburns, hot pants and
Spacehoppers), but also for their high
efficiency which is still exceptional
now. They're not the world’s most
smooth or even speakers — and
about as conceptually opposite to



the likes of Quad electrostatics or
Spendor BCls, but hey — they are still
fun to listen to. It sounds like you've
pushed them to the limits of the
design, with very positive results, and
| particularly like your use of valve
amps in this context. Many people
don't realise that using the right
combination of components is just as
important — if not more — than using
the right components. With your
system, you've got a great match

and then tweaked things further to
bring out the combination’s innate
strengths. Full marks! DP

| feel Hi-Fi World is seriously falling
down on its educational role as regards
computer audio. It just seems to be
skirting around the topic.This appears
somewhat strange because when |
first started to subscribe I think the
magazine’s title was Hi-Fi World and
Computer Audio...

Like a lot of people | suspect, 'm
planning to put a part of my large CD
collection onto hard disk before | totally
lose control. The alternative seems
to be some sort of large computer
controlled mechanical storage, selection
and delivery system! The essentials as |
see it are some means of ‘ripping’ and
storing the data on the CD onto hard
disk (and a backup system), a means
of cataloguing and control and a D/A

Ripfactory’s Ripserver — reader Bruce
Maclaurin has bought one but still isn’t
quite sure what it is!

converter. The options appear to be
the one box approach as exemplified by
the Naim HDX, attractive but at £4.5k
- ouch. The alternative is the multi-box
approach as exemplified by Linn.
Following Patrick Cleasby’s highly
favourable report in the jan 2009 issue
I have ordered a Ripserver. But when |
eventudlly receive it, what do | do then?
Do I need to buy a network music
player (i.e. a streamer?) such as a Linn
Sneaky at £1k upwards. | already have
a perfectly acceptable D/A converter in
the form of a Russ Andrews DAC-1 that
1 would like to use. What else would |
need to catalogue and control? One of

If you want an all-in-one product to store music to a very high
standard of sound quality, then that’s precisely what the Naim

HDX does, says Editor DP.

the new mini laptops would seem ideal.
I have no need to ‘stream’ music all
round the house — | just want something
to integrate with my main audio system.
The Ripserver user manual says very
little about these topics. It does however
mention TwonkyMedia, SqueezeCenter
and Firefly as if 'm meant to know what
these are. 'm sure if | had a thirteen
year old grandson readily available
he would look at me witheringly and
explain all. Come on Hi-Fi World — I'm
sure you can do it!
Bruce Maclaurin

Hi Bruce — thanks for your comments.
I'm not sure how we'e skirting around
the subject of computer audio, as we've
done more as a magazine to promote
it than any other I've ever seen. Indeed,
this exact time ten years ago | was even
writing @ mini magazine bundled with
Hi-Fi World (‘Computer Audio World’),
acting as a cheerleader for this very
topic — much to the bemusement and/
or derision of many industry figures, |
hasten to add. But much as wed like to
give more coverage to the topic — and
as a large and growing one it needs
all the page space it can get — you
have to remember that Hi-Fi World
is a broad church. For example, if we
do too much computer stuff, we get
tetchy emails from vinylistas or even
CD fans moaning, or complaints from
our valve amp dficionados that “digital
isn’t hi-fi” and so on.

Another problem is that it’s
something of a complex subject, and
just as hi res digital fans might resist us
devoting page after page to tonearm/
cartridge matching issues, so analogue
fiends won't give a cartridge mounting
bolt for much of their magazine being
devoted to debates around open/closed
source network music players.We'd love
to get right into the detail of things, but
appreciate that not everyone does. For
this reason, we try to bring you a little
bit of everything — and elucidate and/or
contextualise things more in these very
letters pages and our opinion columns...

Right then — you've correctly
summed up the situation. Basically,
computer audiophiles have a choice
of buying an all-in-one package like
the Naim HDX, or an ‘open source’
collection of bits that are effectively a
computer audio separates system.The

Yy

Ripserver you have bought is essentially
a transport — it has a slot in the front
which lets you feed it CDs, which it
then rips to hard drive in high quality
uncompressed FLAC (Free Lossless
Audio Codec) files. These are then fed
out to your network, but you do need

a network player such as the Linn
Sneaky DS or Logitech Squeezebox,
which takes the digits off the network,
converts them and lets you access them
in @ meaningful way via a software
front end such as TwonkyMedia. The
Sneaky will work in conjunction with an
internet media tablet such as a Nokia
N810, HP iPaq 214 PDA, or even an
Apple iPhone or iPod Touch, which act
as fancy, intelligent remote controls,
otherwise you'll have to select your
songs and playlists via a PC or Mac,
using its keyboard.Your DAC can usefully
be deployed, taking the signal from the
network music player (i.e. Squeezebox/
Sneaky DS) and feeding it as a line level
analogue signal to your preamp.

Confused? Well, think of your
Ripserver as the water, the network
music player as the pipe and the
DAC as the tap ~ and it’s easier to
understand.

Hopefully, people will get more
familiar with network music systems, as
| feel they are the future and will one
day become ubiquitous — but if you'e
currently puzzled and just want an all-
in-one product to do the job to a very
high standard, then that’s precisely what
the Naim HDX does now. DP

This is an enquiry that has been inspired
by reading the recent reviews of music
servers like the Linn and Naim units but
noticing that they can be very expensive.
Now it may well be that to do this

right you need to use expensive units
but it still begs the question. | love my
music and know something about audio
equipment, and reading the magazines
for over twenty years does seem to
confer a little knowledge of the ins and
outs. So what | am thinking about is
moving all of my current CDs (5000
plus) over to a hard drive (or two) using
the FLAC lossless codec. Now | can
convert the files using my current laptop
and if | am right could then use one of
the current | TB external hard drives you
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can buy for about £80 to store those
files on.

What | need then is a stand alone
Media Server/interface to connect the
HD to and to convert them into a digital
signal which can be fed to my DAC, and
from there into my normal system to
listen to. | do not need the unit to have
a CD player or ripper as | already have
this on my PC, and | also do not really
need to stream the music to anywhere
else in the house. So what exactly do |
need and what is available currently?

Is this a viable and sensible way to
do this or am | being wishful, and will
this make a severe compromise on the
qudlity of the music signal that will come
out of this system? | have tried talking
to the staff at places that sell media
networks but frankly their priorities are
not the same as mine and they keep
trying to foist the Sonos system on to
me which has too much redundancy
in as | have no need of CD drive or
amplifiers. So can you advise what is the
best way to start and what do you need
to spend to get a system like this which
will give you the best sound quality to
replace a current CD transport and
DAC?

Andrew McBride

Hi Andrew — you need a computer
(PC or Mac) for control, a big
external hard drive (I TB minimum)
and a hi-fi DAC (Stelio’s DA100
Signature is a great £650 choice),
plus the network music player that
links up the whole lot.You can spend
as much as you like on this — from
£99 for Revo’s Mondo or £130 for
Philips NP1 100 Streamium to £9,600
for Linn’s Klimax DS. I'd counsel the
StlimDevices Squeezebox 3 (£160)

as a good starting point to use in
conjunction with your DAC, as it has
a nice big display and good control
software.An interesting webpage to
check is http://www.ripcaster.co.uk,
which gives you a good idea of what's
on the market. DP

| am the owner of a Dual CS 505-4 belt
driven turntable, whose belt has decided
after many years’ service, to go AWOL.

| currently live in Spain and am experi-
encing problems replacing it. Where
should | look?

MH Clark

Mantra Audio have the right item,
their catalogue number TBI21, price
£6.09 — call +44 (0)1757 288652 or
click on http://lwww.mantra-audio.
couk. DP

Hello David. In your excellent February
2009 group test article, ‘Different
Strokes’, you say in the introduction,

“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).”

Well, all that's true, as far as it
goes. So often though, it is only old
vinyl and reissues which are written
about in hi-fi magazines. What about
all the new releases available on vinyl?
Knowing about these could make hi-
fi buyers think long and hard about
whether or not to have a vinyl source.
In the last few weeks my vinyl collection
has been enhanced by, amongst
others, Stereolab’s, ‘Chemical Chords’,
Alec Empire’s ‘The Golden Foretaste
of Heaven’, XX Teens’s ‘Welcome to
Goon Island’, Metronomy’s ‘Nights Out’,
Squarepusher’s Just a Souvenir’, Kings of
Leon’s ‘Only by the Night’, Lambchop’s
‘OH (ohio)’ and Pivot’s ‘O Soundtrack
of my Heart’. And there’s loads more,
but you'll have got the point by now!
All of these are new releases, and easily
available. In my experience, a good

seventy percent of new releases now
come out on vinyl as well as CD.

Vinyl really is making a comeback
and it would be good to see this given
as an additional reason for going
andlogue, as well as all the reissues
and second hand stuff. Knowing there
is current stuff being released on vinyl
would surely attract a very different
group of people into the hi-fi buying
arena from those hooked on older, more
familiar music. Imagine the scenario;
people going out and buying new vinyl
replay kit so they can listen to their new
vinyl releases. Like the ‘70s, only much
better sounding!

Guy Pettigrew

Thanks Guy. | strongly applaud your
sentiments, but in my defence the
new vinyl releases you mention
aren't for everyone. Basically, they're

indie/alternative rock, and they're
usually out in limited numbers for a
certain time only, after which (when
they've sold out), they're not available
— hence the appeal of magazines like
‘Record Collector’ and of course
eBay. Put it this way — if | wanted to
buy a 2003 jazz release (Courtney
Pine’s ‘Devotion’, for example), what
are the chances | could walk down
to my local record shop and buy

it on vinyl? Start at zero and work
downwards, I'd say...

Of course, the likes of Stereolab,
Mouse on Mars, Broadcast, etc. all
insist on vinyl releases, but that's part
of their indie culture (which is heavily
vinyl based), but this is ghetto-ism
isn't it? Not all new music, across all
genres, is available on vinyl — far from
it. Of course, I'd love this to be the
case — don’t get me wrong! DP

| totally agree and it’s a valuable point
to make. My only slight reservation

is that out on the High Street vinyl is
still a rarity in my experience and I'm
not sure it is much different around
the U.K. Even in HMV’s flagship

New vinyl

- there’s lot
of it around,
but much of
it is indie-
based. All
the same
Stereolab's
Chemical
Chords
brings back
LP sleeve
art ...

Onxford Street store it is haphazardly
stocked and at their smaller outlets
like Queensway, London W2, it is
non-existent. This makes purchase

of new releases a hit and miss

affair unless you purchase from

the internet from Stamford Audio
(www.stamfordaudio.co.uk), from
Diverse Vinyl (www.diversevinyl.com),
Amazon or HMV. As you say though,
now vinyl is becoming more than a
trendy marketing tool a large number
of new releases are available on it.
And that can only be good news. NK

M LinG

I'm in @ quandary - what to do? My
amplification is valve based, with self
built preamp and power amplifiers.
The preamp is Aikido (6SN7) cct with
a moving magnet circuit based on

the Marantz 5, with valve and choke/

world.co.u
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WDKEL84 Valve Amplifier Kit

The WDKELS84 features a pair of EL84 valves in Push
Pull configuration per channel, providing two channels
gleaned from this amp is a fine  each 18 Watts into an 8 Ohm load. Available as 2 5

“The quality that can be

introduction to the joys of the input integrated amplifier with ALPS volume control.

valve sound” WDKELS84 kit £449
WDKELS84 built and tested £599

WD88VA Valve Amplifier Kit

“Ihe result is an amplt:ﬁer that  Often described as a 'sweet sounding' valve, our particu-
lar implementation of the KT88 makes sure that it is

combines majesty, transparenc . ) ) .
s P Y driven to its ultimate performance, Available as a 35W

and rhythmic boogie factor with  sereo power amplifier with single input volume control,
the ability to swing and singon  orasa relay switched integrated with five inputs,

all types ofmusic” WDS88VA kit £899
WD88VA built and tested £1199

WDHD3S Headphone Valve Amplifier Kit
“WDHD3S is a single-ended A beautifully simple stereo headphone amplifier design

using Mullard ECL83 valves. It works directly from
any source, The circuit uses twin high specification E/I

design with the power pentode

wired up in triode configura- output transformers that can be switched to drive any
tion for added purity and is as headphones between 16 to 300 Ohms.
quiet as a mouse” WDHD3S kit £349

WDHD3S built and tested £479
WD25A Standmount Speaker Kit

“The one aspect that stands The aperiodic enclosure offers the bass clarity and defi-
nition of a larger closed box, together with the efficiency

SN —— - SES——

out is the easy ability to resolve
Y Y and easy amplifier load necessary for users of valve

instruments and voices ... bass amplifiers, Available with SEAS STD soft dome treble

quality and definition is a unit, or high performance SEAS Excel treble unit,
revelation” WD25A STD kit (pair) £215
Cabinet kit (pair) £299 WD25A XL kit (pair) £398

WD25T Floorstanding Speaker Kie

“The WD25T always sounds ~ Cunningly arranged as an aperiodic enclosure leading
crisp and taut, but can ‘rum- to a lower sealed compartment, the WD25T combines
’ the optimum damping of aperiodic loading with the

ble’ me”“d”gly giVi”g impres- bass extension of a large closed box. Available with
sive physicality reminiscent STD soft dome or high performance Excel treble units,

of far larger boxes. Imaging Both the WD 25 kits are based around a SEAS 26¢cm
is superb, the midband is also (10") paper cone bass unit with an efficiency of 89dB
for 1W. The crossover has been developed for an easy
drive 6 - 8 Ohm load making the system ideal for all
masses of detail about the con-  types of amplifiers.

special; it's very open with

dition of the recording WD25Tv2 STD kit (pair) £299

Cabinet kit (pair) £469 WD25Tv2 XL kit (pair) £479

All our kits are complete with pictorial easy-to-follow instructions. www.world-designs.co.uk

All parts are included - all you need is a screwdriver and soldering iron. Tel: 01832 293320




regulated HT supplies. Power amplifiers
are either monoblock 6550 PP affairs
with transformer phase split/t6N7 driver/
GZ37 valves, or a 6V6 single ended
UCC8S5 driver, EZ81 and choke HT with
MOSFET Source follower regulator. |
have Monitor Audio GR20 loudspeakers,
and the whole lot is fed by a Cyrus CD8
SE PSX-R (a real upgrade — there was
an instant difference over my old CD8X
which | traded in).The Cyrus CD player
brings silver disc real close to the vinyl
sound, which has more than anything
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 SLI200 Mk5
with Origin Live silver Tonearm and
Ortofon 2M Red cartridge.

There's a big choice of cartridges
where | live in Singapore. | go to the
Adelphi shopping centre here, which is
the place for audiophiles, but each shop
says what’s best based on his stock! So
I'd like your independent advice — do |
go for a more expensive Ortofon MM or
try a high 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
are 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.

So you're thinking about a dalliance
with a high output moving coil then?
Well, how to proceed depends on
what you're wanting to do with your
Technics. As Hi-Fi World readers
know all too well, it's a brilliant little
deck, but in stock form shall we say
its genius is a little disguised.With
the standard arm, you're not going
to get very far with moving coil
cartridges, high or low output. If it
was the latter you were contem-
plating, then we've heard reports of
very musical results with the Denon
DL103, but this lacks refinement. The
high output path with your stock
arm is limited to the Dynavector DV-
10X5 — this is a gem of a cartridge,
brilliantly musical in my opinion and
a joy to listen to, but again it’s not
the most finessed sounding. As such,
your only real option long term is
to upgrade the tonearm, either to a
Rega derivative such as the Michell
TecnoArm or Origin Live Silver (both
excellent), or a Jelco SA-750D which
has a looser, less detailed but more
beguilingly musical presentation.
Meanwhile, upgrade the platter mat
to the SoundDeadSteel Isoplatmat,
for under £100 — this works a treat
on the Technics. DP

Audio Technica AT-OC9 - a
brilliant affordable MC buy.

ERMM, IT'S ME AGAIN!

Hello team. It’s almost 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
indeed. Noel and David maintained
my OL modified RB300 and G1042
should comfortably see off the SME
1l/Shure M97XE pairing, 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, (though still with
the relics on board) but what a night
and day difference! The LP12 boogie
factor remains and bass was instantly
improved, so too was imaging and
soundstaging - becoming much wider
than with the old pressed steel sub-
chassis.

Around the same time | was taken
by your enthusiastic review of the little
Usher S520 speakers, so | got hold of
a pair for a listen - very nice indeed!
These were purchased, suitably installed

&

Ortofon Kontrapunkt b mov-
ing coil cartridge - still a
favourite after all these
years...

4

and run in. | then thought okay, now’s
the time to swap arm/cartridge combos
- wow! Now | can hear what Noel and
David were alluding too, these really are
magical budget fare. | have since fitted
an Incognito wired and OL counter-
weight 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 DLI60,AT OC9, Ortofon
Rondo series?

John Ruggles

Hi John — good to hear we're helping
you make your system sound better.
With that in mind, I'd suggest the
Audio Technica AFOCSML (£399
from www.at-oc9ml.co.uk), which

is a brilliant budget buy. Remember
that the older (and substantially less
musical) OC9 was selling in 1989

for £400 in the UK, and you can

see this is a lot of cartridge for the
money. | know that Noel's not a
huge fan of this particular design as
it isn't the most romantic sounding
performer, but it has massive detail,
finesse, dynamics and musical insight
compared to its price rivals. By
comparision, the cheaper G 1042
sounds prosaic, slow and musically
uninvolving, as well as less detailed
and cruder too.This isn't to criticise
the Goldring — it is still my favourite
at the price — but the Audio Technica
brings a considerable step up in sound.
The bright, spry tonal character of the
AT is also an excellent complement
to the somewhat warm and woody
tonality of the LP12, so there’s
another synergy there too. DP

TOP TIP

Regarding the query in the August issue
about inspecting a stylus tip, | received
a catalogue from Clifford James which
includes a digital microscope connecting
to a PC via USB-2, on an optional stand,
with a magnification range of 20-200
times. Although | haven’t tried it, it would
seem to be an ideal solution to the
reader’s problem. Hope this helps!
Gerry

Possibly! | have found from my
experiments in the past that with

the level of magnification required

to see the small working area of a
stylus tip, depth of field is minimal,

so the area you want to see must be
in the plane of view; if it isn't then

it will be blurred. Achieving this and
holding the cartridge steady demands
a manipulater, and it's a fiddly task.
You also needs masses of intense light
focussed on the tip, from a dedicated
source. NK
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which comprises a Michell GyroDec SE
HR/Tecnoarm/Rega Elys 2 turntable,
Naim Stageline phono stage, Naim
CDX2 CD player, Naim 282 preamp,
Naim 150x power amp and Wilson
Benesch Arc loudspeakers? I'm
interested in the best MM cartridge

for my Gyro SE that’s not silly money
(ideally around £300 - but will spend
more if something you recommend).
Also, if | upgraded to a Naim Superline
to replace my Stageline, could you
recommend three MC cartridges for
my Gyro - one that’s the best value, one
that’s the best in middle price range and
then the very best. | listen to all types
of music rock, pop, soul, blues mainly on
vinyl (only classical is not my bag... yet).
Stuart

I'd go for a Goldring G1042 (£130)
to replace your Rega, but ideally you
want a good moving coil in a system
such as yours. Best value is the Audio
Technica AT-OCIML (£399), best
middle range one has to be Ortofon
Kontrapunkt b (£750) and best ever!
Doh — don’t ask me questions like
that — it's like asking what's the best
restaurant in the world! We all like
different flavours, so it's impossible
to say. Personally | love the top Lyras
and van den Huls, but there are so
many more. DP

Reference is made in a reply to a
letter, as has been the case in several
items over recent months, to increasing
broadband speeds and Virgin’s much-
trumpeted 50Mbps - and thus how
easy it is/will become to download high
res formats. Can | inject a touch of
reality here? Some of us still cannot get
landline broadband, despite the claims
of phone companies and ISPs, because
BT refuses to up-date exchanges, even
in semi-rural areas like mine, al} of
twenty miles from Newcastle-upon-Tyne.

The likes of Virgin are a non-starter,
as their broadband is cable only and
cable companies don’t know that areas
like mine exist. Thus, we still rely on
flaky dial-up or, when the wind is in the
right direction, mobile broadband, but,
because network coverage is so patchy
and inconsistent in Northumberland, this
could not reasonably be used for high-
res music downloads. And as to Virgin's
claims of 50Mbps: this will only be
available in select areas of London.The
rest of us - in our dreams...

Methinks you paint an excessively
rosy and positive picture of the situation,
whereas the reality is that there is a
sizeable digital underclass, who are and
have been consistently denied access
to what you seem to take for granted.

Modern broadband delivery system - postman delivering Blu-ray
and LP.

But you are not alone in painting this
rosy picture: all the ISPs and ‘phone
companies say landline broadband is
avdilable here, because their maps say
so. Not true: I've tried and it doesn’t
work, as there is too much interference
on the phone lines (I was told this by a
BT technician). Everyone seems to take
at face value the telecommunications
industry’s PR flummery, without checking
it out: | expect better from Hi-Fi World
with your record (excuse the pun) of
investigating and measuring all thmgs hi-
fi

And finally - history and geography
lessons are required for Master
Keywood! Regarding the Robson
Greystoke review in February’s Hi-Fi
World, Robson are based in Penrith,
which is in Cumbria, but to the East of
the Lake District; this was never part of
the old Saxon kingdom of Northumbria,
let alone the current county of
Northumberland, which is a bit further
to the East. See me after school! Anyway,
the rest of the mag was as enjoyable as
ever — my quick toady point!
Dave Dallard

| admit to being a London bound
ignoramus, fearful of latitudes higher
than 51° 39’ North (Watford!).
Watched a Top Gear programme
the other day showing Clarksow and
May racing North in a Toyota 4x4,
negotiating an ice field and deep
snow, on their way to Carlisle 1 guess.
Territory like that is definitely beyond
me. because my scooter would get
bogged down. Thus explaining my
poor knowledge of such places, so
thanks for your update of life above
52° North!

Good point about fibre cable
and copper phone line performance
and this is a problem even close to
civilisation - London! Even if you have
a fibre optic cable and an advertised
25Mbps available as | do, the situation

wisw, hi-fiworld.co.uk

still isn’t so clear. My cable modem
is a 5 year old relic, yet Virgin say it
is still fast enough and doesn’t need
replacement, something | doubt. An
internet speedometer registers just
8Mbps from my £25/month service,
about the same speed as ADSL that
| can get for £10 or so, but Virgin
say these things read too low and
misrepresent their service. Hmm...
Why am | sceptical?

Wry regional jest apart though,
your letter and Roger West’s make
a good point; high speed broadband
isn't universally available in the UK,
in spite of all the hype.That surely
means ‘old’ mechanical delivery
systems, such as LP and Blu-ray,
delivered by the Postie on a bike
perhaps, still have a place in the
modern world, a comforting thought.
NK

Hi Dave — my apologies — | shouldn't
have let that geohistorical howler
past me. My parents live not far away
in the Lake District, near Keswick.

| can only hope my mother isn't
reading this or it’s early bed and no
treats for me next time | go up and
visit! DP

This question is causing much discussion
in the office; can you help answer it
please? There seem to be two basic
types of phono stage: valve and solid
state. And for both we use a low output
MC cartridge to get the best sound.

If I look at the solid state (e.g. Naim
Superline) then there are plugs that fit
in the back to match the capacitance
and resistance values of the cartridge
to the phono-stage. Other solid states
seem to come either factory configured
or with dip-switches, but the purpose is
the same — to match the capacitance
and resistance values. But if | look at
valve phonostages (e.g. PhoNote) then
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the matching is done by a simple step-
up transformer which feeds into an
ordinary 47K ohm MM stage ~ there is
no mention of matching capacitance or
resistance values.

Therefore why don’t we have a
step-up transformer on the front of
a solid-state phono stage, or have
capacitance and resistance matching
dip-switches on the front of a valve
phonostage (avoiding the need for
expensive transformers).
Zaphinkas

You've got this a little muddled. Only
the input circuit of Moving Magnet
(MM) cartridge preamplifiers possess
adjustable capacitance, because only
the high generator impedance of
MMs responds usefully to capacitance
change. It matters not whether
amplification is subsequently carried
out by valves (tubes) or transistors.
Input resistance is always 47k too,
So, to reiterate, variable capacitance
applies only to MM phono stage
inputs.

Moving coil cartridges have
little output and must feed a very
low noise amplifier if hiss is to be
inaudible. Modern transistors are
extremely quiet and stable when run
from a low impedance source like an
MC cartridge, so solid-state preamps
don't need input transformers and
the Naim Stageline doesn’t use them.
Whilst Moving Magnet cartridges
are always matched to a 47k load,
Moving Coils can in theory feed any
resistance, from 47k down to about
10 Ohms, but 100 Ohms is the usual
recommendation. Varying capacitance
has no effect, but lowering resistance
to 10 Ohms or less will damp the
generator.

Valves are noisier than
transistors and are a borderline case
with MC cartridges. A way around
this is to use a step up transformer.
In practice it demands a very good
transformer made from quality
materials, but these days such things
exist and in conjunction with a
following amplifying valve result in
a noise level lower than solid-state.
What this means is that you get
super low noise, plus the valve sound,
a symbiotic combination if ever there
was one, my ears tell me. That's why
you will find input transformers used
in valve phono stages, but not in
solid-state stages.Valves both need
them, but benefit by them.

| hope this is a reasonably clear
and succinct explanation of the
peculiarities of MM and MC phono
stages. NK

I have just been enjoying reading
November’s edition - especially the
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Moving magnet cartridges feed a 47k load and altering parallel
capacitance changes frequency response. Moving coils feed a
transformer with valve phono stages, to avoid hiss - expensive and
unnecessary with transistors, because they are quieter.

review of the Linn Sneaky DS. Fm
actually writing to ask you if you can
clarify a couple of things for me? The
first was in the review for the Cambridge
DAC. Despite it upsampling everything
to 192kHz it still seemed to have steep
filters at 20kHz. Now | thought that

the main (only?) benefit of frequency
upsampling was that: [1] a much
gentler filter could be used from 20kHz,
reducing ringing, echo, general phase
anomalies etc., or [2] a steep filter could
be used - in this case at 96kHz - but its
phase problems etc. would be well away
from the audible band, or [3] no filter
could be used, but the digital rubbish
would, again, be well away from the
audible band. Could you please explain
how upsampling helps the sound in the
Cambridge DAC’s case, please?

Also, could you explain how bit
upsampling (in this case from 16 to
24) helps? | can see that if the original
recording is made at a higher bit level
it should reduce low level distortion
and improve the S/N ratio - but doesn’t
upsampling just carry the distortion &
noise up with it?

The second thing was in the review
of the Chord DAC.You stated that to
avoid digital clip on the Chord, the
volume on the PC had to be reduced
(incidentally, | understand that this will
usually muck up the sound, though |
have read on the internet that itunes
is an exception) - but if a, say, 16/44
capable DAC is being passed an
unclipped |6/44 signal, why does it clip?

Incidentally, there were a couple of
points | felt you should have mentioned
in your reviews. First, the Cambridge
DAC will only accept |6bit files via
USB (source: Cambridge’s own website)
and so is useless for anyone going to
computer music for higher quality than
CD (and if you're going for ease of use
- forget it).

Second, the Benchmark DAC-1 Pre
does work at up to |92kHz sampling

uk

rates, but according to various sources
on the internet, all Benchmark DACs
resample everything to 102kHz, making
the higher sampling rates useless.

Nick Pledger

Hi Nick - we asked Cambridge to
reply to your questions about their
DAC...

Point |: The DACMagic still seems to
cut-off steeply at 20kHz:

This is only true with 44.1kHz
inputs. The cut-off of the digital filter
actually scales with the incoming
sample rate.As I'm sure you know,
for 44.1 the audio content during the
recording process (and/or decimation
process at mastering) is of course
band limited to 20kHz (due to the
Nyquist limit). Thus even if it is then
upsampled to 192kHz at playback,
the source content remains limited
to about 20kHz and aliasing happens
above. It's the incoming sample rate
that defines the digital filter you
need to remove aliasing due to the
incoming audio. Hence with a 44. 1k
input we implement a filter at about
20kHz.

For 96kHz input the source
material has frequency content up
to about 40kHz and you would see
that the digical filter cut-off of the
DACMagic moves to about 40kHz.
One benefit of digital domain filters
is that by use of FIR filters the phase
and frequency domain effects of the
filter are not locked together as they
are with analogue filters so actually
it's possible to generate very fast
slope filters without horrendous
phase shifts happening.

Point 2: Use/benefit of upsampling:

The main use of upsampling is
effectively to reduce the constraints



Cambridge Audio DACMagic
- the designer speaks!

on the output (reconstruction) filter.
Unlike Point | above you choose
the output filter dependant on the
sample rate of the outgoing audio.
This filter is an analogue filter which
is needed to remove all alias images
which will occur around multiples
of that sampling frequency. For the
44.)kHz case without upsampling,
these images would appear at
around 44.1kHz multiples. By doing
upsampling in the digital domain, say
to 192kHz, the alias images would
only appear around multiples of
192kHz. Thus the analogue filtering
can be made more gentle as the
aliases around 48, 96 and 144kHz
are removed by digital filtering in the
upsampling process. Allowing for a
more gentle analog reconstruction
has the benefit that we were able to
use a low order Linear Phase analog
filter with constant group delay.

Actually, we chose to use
upsampling in the DACMagic for
two other reasons. Firstly, we could
do all the digital filtering in our own
DSP (the Wolfson DACs are run
in DSP mode with their internal
filters disabled). This allows us to
perform a better upsampling FIR
than the standard one included in the
DAC (we have better out of band
attenuation, plus of course the choice
of filters).

Secondly, using technology from
Anagram Technologies we could do
it asynchronously which means that
the clock by which the DAC is driven
and the DSP uses to choose/generate
the samples is actually local and
not derived from the input stream
(other than being locked by a digital
PLL). This provides very strong Jitter

reduction (to almost below the level
of measurement at 24bits).

This is quite a complicated
area. The new samples are actually
calculated and chosen according to
a time domain model; see Anagram
Technologies website for full details
of how the ATF/QS5 upsampling
process works.

Point 3: Bit upsampling (| 6ébits to
24bits).

As the operation of upsampling and
filtering requires many multiply/ add
operations, the result of processing
a 16bit input stream would result in
rounding errors which would end up
as distortion (or have to be dithered
away as noise). By upsampling to
24bits, the signal description is
extended from |6bits to 24bits which
allows a more accurate represen-
tation of the in-between states than
calculated by the maths of the filters.

Of course, it’s only the represen-
tation of the interpolated samples
that has 24bit digital word resolution.
In terms of information theory, this
interpolated signal does not contain
more information than the original.
Thus, in terms of information theory,
the up-ampled 24bit/1 92kHz data
stream contains the same amount
of information as the original
16bit/44.1kHz stream. It only has
more redundancy of the same
information.

The USB interface IC we use
(by C-Media) only supports |6bit
44.1/48k USB audio.We haven't been
able to find a low cost standard USB
two-channel audio profile interface
IC that can do 24bits (and 96k).

The advantage of our IC is that
being a standard two-channel USB
(i.e. headphones etc. profile) it is
natively (and driverlessly) supported
in Windows XP/Vista, the Mac OSes
and most Linux builds. Most USB
enabled hi-fi DACs you'll find only
support |6bit 44.1/48k for this
reason.

As an aside, the pro audio guys
who need to support multi-channels,
ADAT etc. tend to use USB enabled
microprocessors running their own
software to do the USB stack, etc.
This can allow 24bit audio and

SOy

other features but does add quite
a bit of cost and complexity, and
generally requires a dedicated
driver to be loaded to the PC.This
was outside our budget for the
DACMagic (as we were targeting a
£200 recommended retail price).

Pro audio gear often then
uses a nasty CODEC DAC/ADC
combination that has resolution of
only about |6 bits anyway (but let’s
not get into that!) but for them
the 24/48 or 96k tick-box is very
important as it's the native resolution
of most DAWs (Digital Audio
Workstations).

Of course, for DACMagic users
wishing to use 24/96 files on a
network, etc., the solution is just to
use the 24/96 S/PDIF output of most
soundcards or network music clients
and connect that to the DACMagic.

| hope I've managed to answer
your questions sufficiently. It's not
a well known area generally, most
people don’t ask! As you clearly
realise, it’s certainly not as simple as
increasing the sample rate or the bit
depth and ‘bobs-your-uncle’ you've
got more resolution; the benefits are
very real but somewhat more subtle
than that!

MATTHEW BRAMBLE
TECHNICAL DIRECTOR
AUDIO PARTNERSHIP PLC

Can you help me? My two and a half
year old Soundworks Radio CD player
will not produce any sound whatsoever
from the speakers and | am now only
able to listen to it using headphones.
The problem developed quite suddenly; |
turned it on one day to find it no longer
worked. Since then | have looked at
several forums online and found that
others have had the same problem. This,
and the equipment accepting two CDs
and then jamming appear to be the
main problems people have experienced
with this equipment!

Feeling it was not due to misuse or
fair wear and tear, | e-mailed Creative
Labs in the hope that they would offer
some help in solving the problem or a
repair, (I realised that as the equipment
was six months out of guarantee there
may be a charge for this).

Disappointingly, they offered no help

When a
Soundworks 740
falls mute, check
fuses or connect
the headphone
output to an
amplifier.
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whatsoever. As the equipment is out
of guarantee they didn’t want to know
and suggested that | go on line to their
site and visit their saver centre. Here |
found a reconditioned Radio CD Model
745 for sale at £169.99. But, in view of
their poor back-up and being retired, |
do not think I shall contemplate buying
anything from Creative Labs again.

It would appear that | am left
with an expensive but useless piece of
equipment and will have to write the
cost off to experience. Being loathe to
just bin it without one last attempt and,
in desperation, | wonder if you are able
to suggest howl/if | may get it repaired.
hopefully,
Irlene Kitson

At around £200, it isn't realistic to
repair this unit, unless something
simple has happened, like a fuse in
the power amp section or even
the loudspeaker line, has blown.

model) is fine for normal TV viewing, but
when | put a DVD on through either
player, | have to raise the volume from
the usual ‘18’ level for TV viewing, to
‘24’ or higher on the TVs volume scale
to approach the same listening level as
terrestrial TV sound.

However, although dialogue requires
the volume to be at this level to be
intelligible, when sound effects or music
are played in a film, the volume then
seems to be far too high! Sudden
bursts of music or sound effects are
so loud that they make me jump, so |
turn the volume down, but when the
film returns to dialogue, the level of this
is too low.This is very frustrating and
annoying. It occurs on all DVDs. | have
tried alternative sound settings on the
DVD players, to no avail. As they are
connected to the TV and/or my (stereo)
hi-fi system, | usually have sound set to
2.1 in the DVD player menus. Setting
sound to ‘surround’ seems to make little

SPEAKER
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If you don't use a Centre loudspeaker, remember to tell the
receiver by choosing NO, or you will end up with no dialogue and

weak vocals.

A quick check internally would be
worthwhile and you may be able to
get someone qualified to do this.
Otherwise, | suggest you try and
pick up a second hand amplifier and
‘speakers from eBay, a local charity

or electrical shop, or recycling centre.

They should cost no more than £50.
Connect the headphone output of
the Soundworks to the Aux input

of the amplifier. You will need a
headphone jack to phono plug lead
for this, available from Maplin. This
will allow you to play CD and radio
via the amplifier. It also allows you to
add a separate CD player and tuner
at a later date, also available for lictle
from eBay nowadays. NK

I wonder if your experts can shed

any light on an irritating problem |
experience when viewing DVDs? |

have two DVD players, a Sony DVP-
NS700 DVD/SACD player and a Denon
DVD 1920 universal player.The problem
is one of sound volume and quality - the
sound from the TV (a Sharp 32" LCD

difference. Sound quality is much better
through the hi-fi system of course, but
the relative levels problem persists. | do
not have a home cinema system, nor do
I want one (two speakers are enough).
Is this related to the way that
sound on DVDs is recorded? Is dialogue
intended to be sent to a centre channel
that | don’t have? Is there some setting
that | can change that will improve
things? In some ways this isn’t a ‘hi-fi’
problem, but it is a ‘reproduction of
sound’ quality problem.The Sony DVD
player is connected to the TV by Scart,
the Denon by HDMI. | can also connect
the stereo sound outputs of either player
to my hi-fi system, but the problem is
the same. My system, for what it'’s worth
in this case, is Conrad fohnson PV 10A/
MV55 feeding Mission 752 Freedom
speakers, connected by Kimber 4PR
cable. But this appears to be a DVD
player sound problem unrelated to my
hi-fi system.
Rod Theobald.

Hi Rod. | suffered this the other
day when | had to reset a receiver

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

and forgot to tell it that | had no
Centre loudspeaker. Dialogue in the
Centre channel is then being sent to
a nonexistent Centre loudspeaker
and is lost. What you end up hearing
is bleed into the Left and Right
channels. | sat there puzzled for a
few minutes wondering why | hadn’t
noticed before that Sharon den Adel’s
voice was very back in the mix! Go
into the loudspeaker settings panel,
select Centre and usually something
like None and - presto! - all will be
cured. NK

I have just bought the Arcam MS250
music server and am very pleased with
the sound quality through my Naim
amps and Quad ESL-63s but find the
noise of the cooling fan and/or hard
disk quite obtrusive. Since you tested
the Naim Hard Disk server recently,
are the operational noise from the units
comparable?

Also if you could give an opinion on
the following problem? | have a DAB
300 tuner from Cambridge (secondary
tuner, | have a Naim NAT 01 for FM)
which feeds into my Naim 32.5 preamp
but the output from the tuner is so high
that the volume control on my preamp
is barely ‘on’ to achieve a reasonable
listening level. Does this limitation of the
preamplifier volume control mean that
the amp is overwhelmed and | would
achieve better sound quality if | could
attenuate the input via special cables?
Or is the input voltage to a pre-amp
immaterial to the sound quality?
Richard French.

Hi Richard - | have found both Naim
and Arcam units to be fairly quiet, but
you mustn't expect complete silence
as effectively these are miniature PCs
running, albeit with heavily silenced
components. The main thing to do
is to check another sample of the
MS250 at your dealer; if you perceive
it to be quieter than yours then ask
them to send yours back to Arcam
for checking. If it is representative,
try to mount it sympathetically, on
vibration absorbing Sorbothane
feeting, outside of any echo-prone
equipment rack and not near a rear
wall or corner.

As long as there is no audible
distorion (i.e. harshness) there’s
no problem with your Cambridge
Audio DAB300, aside from the
annoyance of the level mismatch. Still,
you might like to try Russ Andrews
inline attenuators ~ click on www.
russandrews.com. DP

I have long had an interest in hi-fi and
have recently decided to explore the
fascinating world of vinyl. Initially Pro-



Ject have taken my money: an RPM 4
(Graham Slee Gram Amp 2 SE) and the
intro RPM | Genie (Cambridge Audio
540P). Could you recommend suitable
cartridge upgrades for these decks - |
am presuming that MC would be a non-
starter for the RPM |? How long would
one expect a cartridge to last and what
would be the symptoms when worn out?

Any plans for a comparative
review of record cleaning machines?

I own a basic Nitty Gritty (manual
record rotation model) which produces
excellent results and is invaluable for
restoring charity shop bargains to
playable condition (the colour of the
water when drained is testament to how
much crud can build up in a record’s
grooves!).When researching the question
originally | came across machines from
Keith Monks,VPI, Oki Noki, Nitty Gritty
and of course the Moth RCM. Perhaps a
more general article on vinyl care, with
comment on manual cleaning methods
(LAST, Disc Doctor, Knosti Disco Anti-
Stat) would also be of interest?

Thanks for the heads-up about
Classic Records new Clarity pressings
(just being launched as | write).

One final request: could you
include the cabinet resonance decay
waterfall measurement graph when
reviewing loudspeakers (Hi-Fi News and
Stereophile do these measurements)?
Anon

I'd counsel the Goldring G1040 as
the top stop for the Genie — anything
more is pushing it, and an MC is just
silly. If you've got this much money

to spend, why not just buy a Rega
P3-24? Expect a good cartridge to
last 1,000 hours or so, although this
totally depends on how you treat

the stylus and the cleanliness of the
records you play. You'll know it’s on
the way out when vocals and cymbals
start to sound sandpapery, especially
on loud passages.

to do another! Watch this space.
Likewise, we have done various
reviews of the record cleaners you
mention; ultimately the Keith Monks
is the best, and if you can't afford one
then find a record shop or library
that has one and will clean discs at
around £1 a pop. This done, keep ‘em
clean! DP

We measure short term 10mS and
long term 200mS decay spectra, as well
as swept distortion, but do not publish
the results due to lack of room.The
frequency response and impedance
graphs are more useful we feel. NK

I am contemplating the investment of a
valve phono stage. My system consists
of the following chain: Denon DL304,
Michell TecnoArm, Michell Orbe SE (DC),
Tom Evans Microgroove, Vincent SA-T1,
Vincent SP-T100, QED Silver Anniversary
and Vienna Acoustics Beethoven Baby
Grand.

The phono stages | have my eye
on are the MiniMax, the Icon Audio
PS3 and the World Design Phono3.The
pickup may at some point be replaced
by either a Shelter 7000 or an Ortofon
Kontrapunkt b (probably the Ortofon).
I am Danish and have never owned a
Danish pickup — embarrassing! From
your magazine | understand that you
have extensive experience with all
three mentioned phono stages. Which
one would you recommend for my
system, and (more importantly) can
you describe the sonic differences
between them (and the microgroove).

As | am living in Denmark,

I can’t really test any of them
before purchase. Suggestions for
interconnects and speaker cables
are very welcome. | mainly listen
to classical (a lot of Opera) and
jazz, so timing, soundstage and
vocal representation are important

In a nutshell, the Eastern Electric
Minimax phono stage sounds light,
quite bright but superbly clear and
airy. It is pinsharp and detailed too,
nicely built and finished and easy
to integrate into a system. The new
lcon Audio PS3 is a step up on the
Minimax in that it possesses a valve
(tube) regulated power supply, making
it silkier and superbly atmospheric,
putting music into a space with a
dark, deep background.

The World Design Phono3 can
be tuned up with special components
to give a broader palette of tonal
colour than you'll get from any
commercial item, making it unique.
What you get is what you decide
you want, which is why DIY is the
final option, but of course you need
to wield a soldering iron, experiment
and use the Forum to talk to like
minded souls who have experience.

We generally recommend the
Ortofon Kontrapunkt b as the least
expensive (can't call it cheap!) moving
coil that fully conveys what the breed
can do.As a Dane you can be proud
of Ortofon’s engineering. Hope this
helps. NK

Icon Audio PS3 - our fave affordable high end tube

We periodically do record care
phono stage

articles — so it looks like it's time

parameters.
Jesper Bevensee Jensen

The listening experience at house of linn
is so good demonstrations last for hours....
Discover how we make music sound real
in your home.
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SALE LIST

Huge Reductions on new & used Linn Equipment

| Product Finish ~ ListPrice ~ Condition  Sale Price
Mayik 140 (Floor-Standing Speakers) £1475.00 D excellent ~ £795.00
Unidisc 2.1 £4730.00 D excellent  £1,995.00
(6100 6 channel power amp (aktiv boards option) £2,42000  Dexcellent ~ £1,295.00
(Tassik Music Black £995.00 £547.28
Classik Music (new style) Silver £1,250.00  mintasnew  £795.00
Katan Maple £150.00  cosmetic damage t
to tweeter grill £295.00
Katan Black £750.00  newboxed  £550.00
Trikan Maple £57000  demgood  £290.00
Sizmik 120 sub woofer cherry  £1,200.00  goodsome marks £495.00
Komponent 120 sub woofer Grey £575.00 £295.00
Komponent 104 (pair) Graphite  £390.00 D good £235.00
| Akurate 242 Rosenut  £6,040.00  D.Good some
‘ marks on cabiners £2,999.00
Complete set of 10 mono 242 Aktiv Cards £950.00 £570.00
ARCAM
(D36 Silver £1,45000 Dv.good  £749.00
AT0 amp Black & Sitver £530.00 D v. good £299.00
TSI FM tuner Silver D v. good £69.00
T61 FM tuner Siver Dv.good  £79.00
MS250 400gb music server Black £3,00000 Dasnew  £1495.00
| ARCAM AV
| AVR300 black £130000 Dv.good  £395.00
Arcam FMJ DVI39 upscaling dvd/cd Black £1,850.00 D & new boxed £995.00
Arcam AVR 280 Silver £1,250.00 D good £395.00
Arcam FM] AVP9 Processor black £3,75000 D good £1,895.00
Arcam FM] P7 power amp black £2,900.00 D good £1,795.00
Arcam AYP700 processor silver £1,450.00 D good £895.00
Arcam P1000 7 channe! amp silver £1,70000 Dv good £995.00
| Arcam DVI3S dvd/cd silver £90000 Dv good £295.00
CYRUS
(D 8X (sitver) Silver £1,00000 D vgood  £499.00
(D XT (Stiver) Silver £80000 D vgood  £399.00
Discmaster 8. silver) Silver £800.00 D vgood  £399.00
| AV COMPONENTS & MISCELLANEOUS
Audio Research SP16 pre amp Silver £2,49.00 D v.good £1,395.00
. T R ) Audio Research S 55 valve power amp Sitver £2499.00 D good
POISe, Prﬁ’ ! f O\Ner SOI%]? marks ~ £1,595.00
Krell Showcase Processor Silver £4,49500 D good £2,495.00
o J Krell Showcase 5 channel power amp Silver -+ £4,999.00 D good £2,995.00
The impact, d nd sheer Krell Showcase DVD fiver (36900 Dgood  £1,995.00
Krell KAY 400Xi int amp Silver £2,498.00 D good £1,595.00
scale are the f the latest Martin Logan Summit electrostatic speakers cherry  £9,500.00 D v.good £5,895.00
addifion to th cl ~inning Denon AVR2106 Receiver Sver (45000 D.Good  £200.00
) Denon AYR2807 Receiver Silver £799.00  D.Good £479.00
SeMes range - L'l 1o Ihem. Denon AVR 2106 Reciever Siber (45000 D.Good  £259.00
Denon $-301 AY system Silver £1,250.00  newboxed  £789.00
Denon $- 101 AV system Silver £850.00  D.Good £495.00
Denon DYD 2910 dvd with hdmi/scaling black £600.00  D.Good £249.00
e | Pioneer LXO01 AY system inc spks, hd recorder black £1,699.00  D.vge
/ almost unused £995.00
// SEE US AT Pioneer LX 70 Blu-Ray £995.00  D.Good £395.00
: ne Pioneer DY868 DY hdmi £195.00  newbored  £295.00
/ SOUND WISICN Aeoustic Enrgy Alte 3 peakers ey O4900  dem good,
] ‘ some marks ~ £299.00
= Acoustic Energy AE120 floor standing speakers  black £450.00  dem good [IgU.OU
i { Acoustic AET3DS £350.00  newbored  £229.00
20-22 FEBRURTY Monitor Audio S5 light oak lightoak  £450.00  dempgood  £200.00
2009 Mission 773 floor standing spks light oak dem good
some marks ~ £150.00
Mission 78 DS rear effects dipole spks blk/Lwood dem good  £100.00
D = EX Demo
P ®
O O ( | m " “'\/'C | HiFi, Multi-Room and Home Cinema with full Design & Planning service |
g e 161 OLD BROMPTON ROAD LONDON SW5 oL

TEL: 020- 7244 7750/59 FAX:020 - 7370 0192

www.thelisteningrooms.com
E-mail: john@thelisteningrooms.com Mon-Sat 10-6pm .

0870 444 1044 www pmc-speakers.com




Philips was well ahead of the game
when it released its Streamium range
of home audio products that can
connect to the Internet a few years
ago.And with its new MCi500H
Streamium syszem, Philips could

also be giving us a glimpse of what
features could become commonplace
on micro systems over the next few
years, because afong with the CD ard
an FM/AM tuner, the system sports

a |60GB hard drive, Internet radio,
network connectivity via Wi-Fi or
Ethernet, audio streaming via UPnP
music servers, a USB socket for direct
connection to an MP3 player, and up
to five additional "Wi-Fi stations' can
be added in different rooms.

The MCi500H has a nice modern
look too, with the standout feature
being the superb large, high-resolution
colour display. The white and blue
text was perfectly rendered - big and
bright enough to be easily read from
a distance. When playing tracks on
the hard drive or from CD, the arust,
album and title were all shown, along
with the album art in full colour and
a progress bar at the bottom. It was
also easy tc read the five lines of text
as lists scrolled. although the scrolling
itself was a little slow. Navigation
through the menus was intuitive via
the remote.

Setting the system up was
relatively straightforward, and
entering setup text was easy due to
the remote control’s keypad working
in the same way as a mobile phone’s
does when writing a text message.
This feature also came in very handy
when trying to locate tracks on the
hard drive, because entering two or

pRILIPS

e———

three letters into the ‘search’ function
via the remote contro! typically
located the track, artist or album

I was looking for almost instanta-
necusly.

On the 'Club Philips" website

was abte to enter my favourite
Internet radio stations so that
they appeared straightaway in the
Favourites menu on the device
itself. Rather than only using one
Internet radio darabase, Philips
actually provides the vTuner and
Live 365 station databases, plus a
couple of small ones as well, although
| preferred the viuner database,
which is the one used by many Wi-Fi
Internet radios.

The system supported the MP3,
WMA and (iTunes-encoded, non-
DRM) AAC audio formats, and playlist
files could be generated using the
supplied software or tracks could
be added to playlists via the remote.
It's a bit disappointing that there’s no
support for lossless audio such as
FLAC though, especially considering
that the 160GB hard drive can hold a
huge amount of audio. A more serious
drawback was that the WMA Internet
radio streams for some of the UK’
biggest radio stations wouldn't play
at all. Tne streams were all working
okay on other Wi-Fi radios and on
my computer, so this must have been
a device-specific problem. Otner
than that, performance when playing
Internet radio stations was good.
Sadly there was only a relatively
narrow range of podcasts available,
and BBC iPlayer radio programmes
weren't supported

Audio tracks could be loaded
onto the system's hard drive from

StOLY]

a computer via Wi-Fj g mfr,'usk !ll
by ripping the fracks dirgely yh Vil
CD (ripped tracks are ay;ﬂn'ﬁm
ragged using information sm &}’
(R

Gracenote song dam}:ase
reading audo files from 3 HR,E W
disc. The Wireless Audjo gv'i 1 L
Manager PC software (fy m"; e
mention of Mac or Hnm" iqpp'gr;)
that was used to transfgp guqlﬂ [llk?
from the PC sometimes w WT aple
to *find" the micro systsmy @.gé"y, ;hq
the micro system faileq fo SN I8
Windows Media Player"ﬁ WA m;i.

server at all as well, But ‘hﬂ'ﬁ wers
no problems with playing H‘i&f prp
an MP3 player via the LISR porg | ql'
with playing audio vig thg auxluiﬁn
phono connectors. FM recepfian |
quality was very good.

When playing CDs ang h|gh pir
rate MP3 tracks, the Philim ng”veréd
a bright and prec)se bug ﬁgmqwmp }
clinical sound. Even after 2lteripg’
the bass and treble settjng§ — i
managed o give some mugh-ngid'g'd
weight — the mid and ;oR-ﬁnq Bl
sounded too thin foy my ljkipg,
vocals were a little rasP)’-.F"‘e W7
faired much better when plajn
both FM and Internet radjg ;ﬁv pn:y,
though. The system’s brigh; 5Q nd
tended to temper the dinﬁ”’liﬂ rﬁ‘pge
compression that's ;ypicallr 'c'm!g-tc‘»?"d
by radio stations to make mgm !
sound louder, and the commeination
was very pleasant to listen Fp.]’ )6
Philips MCi500H has an impreilsiyqlx
modern feature list, but qn[?r;“ha(glx
its connectivity problemsg Iej it ;ipwn'
and the sound qualjty COUlﬁ' navi
been better, too.

[Contact +44(0)207 949 Q69.

www.consumer.philips.com
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e seven inch single is an
con. By its very nature, it
has always caught the zeit-
geist, reflecting what is hap-
pening on the streets (The
Sex Pistols’ call for anarchy),

it has proclaimed cultural revolu-
tions (Bill Haley reaching out to the
teenager), it has triggered a modern
renaissance (The Beatles’ shocking
the world with long hair) and it has
indulged the public whimsy (Benny
Hill and his tales of battling milkmen).

Yet the black stuff originally
wasn't - the very first 7" single, via
RCA and the country and western
singer, Eddy Arnold, actually appeared
on green vinyl. Not because RCA
wished to be daring in its presen-
tation but because the label had
ideas of colour-coding musical genres:
yellow vinyl for children’s releases,
red for classical and so on.

Such restrictions didn’t last long
however, especially when the chaos
that was the rock’n'roll scene broke
in the mid-fifties. Sales of the format
began to rise as Roy Matthews,
who used
to run EMI’s
vinyl pressing
plant at Hayes,
in London,
explained,*“In
fact, in the
sixties and
seventies, one
of our staff
would listen to
Top of the Pops.
He would then
telephone the
factory and tell
us if there was
a new No.l.
We would
then turn over

Single
File

This year Is the 60th anniversary of the launch of the
very first 7" single. Paul Rigby traces its history and

asks if there's a future for the venerable vinyl format...

the entire factory to
produce that single,
ramping up production
in anticipation, working
twenty-four hours.
We had to be quick
because, if we didn’t
get the records in the
shops in a couple of
days there would be
another one coming
along soon after!”

Matthews stayed
with the plant after EMI
sold the business. The factory is still
there, still produces vinyl — including
7" singles — but under the name
of Portal Space Records (www.
portalspacerecords.com), although
the outfit is soon to change its name
to that of its parent company, Vinyl
Factory. Once created, however, the
7" single takes on an almost mythical
aura.As boss of the equally legendary
indie fabel, Static Caravan (www.
staticcaravan.org), Geoff Dolman,
explained, the 7" might be ephemeral
but, “with its art, inserts and coloured
vinyl, it feels like someone’s touched
it, loved it and passed it to you and
not just posted it onto a website.

It's a more personal format. Similarly,
compare a ‘commercial’ EM| label
single with a ‘limited’ Sub Pop label
single.You can recognise a Sub Pop
single from the other side of the
shop. It also says that this Sub Pop
single comes from someone who
cares a bit more.There’s more
mystery, it's a voyage of discovery.
You're buying into the ethos of the
label, a culture.You don’t get that
with CD and MP3”

Which is all well and good, but
sales for the 7" over 2008 have
dropped dramatically. After enjoying
peaks of over one million since

Id.goaste

2005, 7" sales fell to half a million,
according to the BPIl.These results
don't tell all the story, however.
Firstly, the figures only reflect sales
from the High Street. So independent,
gig-only and Internet sales are not
included. The principle problem
however, is not so much a backlash
against the 7" format per se but

the horrific number of independent
record store closures during the past
year.The sad demise of London’s
Sister Ray during October 2008
being a prime example.The 7” is
inextricably linked to this struggling
independent sector...

All is not doom and gloom
however, because High Street
entrepreneurs are finding new
ways to promote and sell physical
records. London-based Pure Groove
(www.puregroove.co.uk) opened
in July 2008, featuring a centrally-
situated stage to host in-store band
gigs, limited edition clothing and
a new bar/cafe whilst the records
— restricted to 100 titles — are fixed
to the walls. Record bins are out. In
fact, all of the 7”s sold in the shop
are exclusive to the shop itself.

Pure Groove invests in new talent
and then sells their singles over the
counter.

Partner Tarik Nashnash explained



that his company puts a lot of effort
into the creation of each 7”.“Each
single has its own character. Either
it will be numbered or as with

the band, The Shoes, for example,
uniquely designed. For them, we
inserted a Polaroid into every clear
sleeve. Each Polaroid had a picture
of a different pair of shoes — often
attached to well known people.
The owners of each pair included
people like Thierry Henry and Ken
Livingston. So we had customers
emailing saying they'd like to buy the
record but could they have the one
with this or that person’s shoes? We
hope to appeal to people who play
the music and for those who, we
know, will never open the packet”
Hence, we are now also seeing the
7" single rise as a style icon.

The 7" single does present us
with a dichotomy, however. Why,
when the world has been changed by
the download phenomenon, when,
if you know where to look, you can
grab any piece of music you want
off the Internet and when CD sales
have fallen through the floor, does
the 7" still exist? Because teenagers
are more discerning in their choice.
They don't see the CD as being of
value, Younger people tend to know
exactly where they can pick up music
for free. So they can download it,
put it on a CD or iPod, maybe two
months ahead of the official release.
“Then they may well have listened
to that and be totally fed up with it
by the time the actual CD release
comes out,” said Sean Bidder from
the vinyl label,Vinyl Factory (www.
vinylfactory.co.uk). “The inclination to
then go out and buy the CD doesn’t
seem to be great. However, the vinyl
does offer something different. It's
tactile, offers a different sound but it’s
something they want to keep. It's also
a badge, a form of identification. It
can also be used to form a collection.
They're engaging, not just with the
music, but also with the band itself.
Semething you can't do with a
download”

Vinyl Factory is looking to
exploit the format very soon.The
idea is to choose a new band, provide
a 7" EP box set, including a new EP

that hasn't been
released yet plus
the addition of

a ticket to a 500
capacity gig,"...you
only get the ticket
if you buy the
box set. Again, the
idea is to engage
with the audience
giving them value
for money plus
something which
is special and bespoke,”
added Bidder.

Despite the middiing
sales figures, the future of
the 7" still looks bright.
This venerable physical
music format not only
created history of its own
back in the early fifties
but has and is taking part
in the ongoing revolu-
tionary changes currently
gripping the industry
today. New generations
are already embracing it,
surely extending its life by
another fifty years or so.
In fact, I'm already looking
forward - if | last that
long - to the centenary
celebrations.

FEATURE

‘msmmm“mwdm

ating a 7" single is that the format does use a certain
‘amount of recyclable material. Pressing plants tend to
.mammmwmmrum
likely to see that than an album. “The critical thing about
using recyclable material,” said Mathews, “is that you
should only use a limited percentage because it has a
heat life. If you keep on processing the same bits over
udonrltwmdnndo There is a chemical element
within the formulation of vinyl that ‘mops up’ or counters
that degradation but it only works for a certain amount
of 'reheats’. When the vinyl passes a certain point the
MMMWMmmm.
‘make that appalling, noise. "We have a policy to not
mydomhnammdmmiﬂ.

| PAUL RIGBY'S TOPPERMOST OF THE POPPERMOST:

[1] BILL HALEY AND HIS COMETS, ‘ROCK AROUND THE CLOCK'

The cause of more slashed cinema seats and dodgy quiffs than anything else to date.
[2] THE BEATLES, ‘FROM ME TO YOU

The first in a record of eleven consecutive number ones from the mop-tops.

[3] QUEEN, ‘BOHEMIAN RHAPSODY’

The first single to spend nine weeks at the top of the charts since 1957,

[4] ABBA, '‘DANCING QUEEN’

The best ‘pop’ single ever created.

[5] THE SEX PISTOLS, 'ANARCHY IN THE UK

The only song in this list never to make No.1 (it originally reached No.38) but it man-
aged to shock one generation whilst inspiring another.

DAVE ‘NICE' PRICE'S SMASH HITS:

[1] THE SMITHS, ‘THIS CHARMING MAN’

Not the first indie single, but proof of his band's importance — and a now the original
1983 Rough Trade pressings are highly collectable.

[2] BEE GEES, ‘NIGHT FEVER’

Massive disco smash that broke sales records in 1978 — brilliantly crafted, beautifully
produced disposable pop.

[3] BLUR, ‘COUNTRY HOUSE'

Jaunty little mid nineties song that epitomised Britpop, which was the last time the
seven inch single truly held sway.

[4] THE JAM, ‘GOING UNDERGROUND'

The first single to go straight in at number one for decades, this 1979 new wave gem
got Jam fans queuing outside record shops on its day of release.

[5] KATE BUSH, "'WUTHERING HEIGHTS'

Not her best by far, but this classic late seventies smash ‘broke’ her as an artist, and
made her great subsequent albums possible.
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REVIEW

Above the 6's bass/midrange unit  Spendors has and drum strikes in Dadawa's

sits a 29mm fabric dome tweeter a truly pure 'Canton Story’ resounded
sitting in an asymmetric face plate. midband. around the room, as did kettle
It uses ferrofluid cooling. These This drum in Holst's "The Planets'.
drive units sit in a moderately sized was made The A6 has lively bass held
cabinet that stands 875mm tall, is evident by in good proportion, but it is

192mm wide and 280mm deep. A the unusually very Spendor-ish. Our S8es

rear port exhausts at floor. level. The  sonorous work best with well damped
SA-6 has sturdy single wire inputs; blare of amplifiers as a result and so did
it cannot be bi-wired so the use horns in the SA-6s. lcon Audio MB845s
of good quality cable is important. Tchaikovsky's with feedback on were fine,
Weighing 18kgs apiece the Aés aren't  March exercising as much control as
so heavy as to be awkward to move. Slave, which our Anatek A50R solid-stater,

| found the artificial veneer used a sounded but EAR Yoshino's superb 890
bit disappointing at the price. Ours deliciously tube power amplifier was even

looked a lictle prosaic quite frankly,
especially against the standard of
finish achieved nowadays by Monitor

brassy.Violins
were, by way
of contrast,

more grippy and very well
suited to the Aés | found.

Audio, who lead the field in this woody and SOUND QUALITY
respect. their strings Spendor's new SA-6

free from floorstanders are expensive, but
SOUND QUALITY glare. Well, conspicuously different from the
Cabinet height of the Aé puts the this should herd.Theirs is a well considered,
tweeter at or below ear level and be the case well balanced approach born
this gives slightly divorced treble, you might from the need to have a
my initial checks showed. So | ran think, but the truthful studio monitor able
ours tilted back by screwing the Aés do make to give an honest picture of

clear that with so
many loudspeakers
differences are
diminished by a patina of cone
colour that washes over everything,
especially when we are dealing with

rear spikes right in and the fronts
out. This knits in treble and makes
for an intense and cohesive delivery,
because there are no suckouts to
remove information. Much like our
S8e, the SA-6 has a superbly clear

what is being broadcast - not
a jazzed up version of it for FOR

headbangers. This makes the SA-6 - neutral midband
quite exceptional in some respects; - broad tonal palette
don't be fooled by the prosaic looks. - fich, intense delivery
Here's a budget monitor loudspeaker

midband that lacks artifice and this metal eones. So the SA-6 eked out in many respects, especially good AGRINST
was very apparent with Eleanor and made obvious textural contrasts  with classical instruments and - mediocre finish
McEvoy singing 'Did | HurtYou', from  in a satisfying manner that expanded wonderful with vocals of all sorts. - o bi-wire

- resonant bass

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

The A6 has an evenly balanced in the midband around 500Hz is more

her album "Yola'. The 6 lacks the edge
and zing of other loudspeakers and
so Eleanor McEvoy's voice seemingly
arose from a darker background,
unaccompanied by subliminal addition

the tonal palette of classical
instruments. In this

sense, and with their
absence of edginess,
they did suit classical

or added illumination. | know when
some hear the S8es they find them
dull or warm sounding, but quite
frankly they are not, as measurement
confirms. With the SA-6 Spendor
have lifted lower treble a little, giving
a bright-ish edge to cymbals in the
Zuton's 'Valerie', for example, and
giving percussion in Phil Collins' "You
Can't Hurry Love' a strong, well
etched presence from 200gm vinyl.
Placing our Ortofon 2M Black
onto a disc produced the usual
strong click and it was followed by a
small boof from within the Spendor’s
cabinet. Our long term decay
spectrum does show a few overhangs
responsible for this, but it also shows
the Spendor Aé bass/midrange unit
to have less colour than most. | didn't
notice box boof in use, but then all
box loudspeakers have box return
in their sound, something you realise
when transferring back to them from
an open panel. It's something we get
used to and accommodate. The well
damped, even warm and enveloping
sound of a Spendor loudspeaker
is apparent with the SA-6 though
and it isn't artifice; this like other

Spendor-style frequency response,
lacking the peaks and troughs of

so many designs. A slow high end
roll down will keep treble free from
sharpness, some small midrange lift
will provide good vocal intelligibility
and slow low frequency roll down
should translate to fairly dry, possibly
lean bass. The suggestion here is near-
wall placement might be best. The A6
response is even, so it should sound
smooth and naturally balanced.

Bass unit output reaches down to
70Hz and the rear floor port peaks at
38Hz to extend output downward, so
the A6 reaches down well to reproduce
low bass, but output is restrained to
avoid peaking.

A high impedance of exactly 8
Ohms gives the A6 a lower voltage
sensitivity than most rivals; it provides
a low 85dB sound pressure level for
one nominal watt input (2.8V) so it
won't sound as loud as rivals at any
volume setting. Current draw is low
as a result but there's reactance in the

music well. However,
the A6s are tuned to
sound a little more
modern than traditional
Spendors and the
tweeter was sufficiently
obvious in what it did
to make this speaker
sound quite fast.
Although the
SA-6 isn't bass heavy,
as measurement
suggested, it is
seemingly lightly
damped and quite
enthusiastic at low
frequencies, making
bass lines lively and
obvious. It came over
as fulsome, much like
our S8es and this could
well be attributable
to the cabinet being
hot around 70Hz. This
| suspect adds some
extra energy to lows,
giving the A6 quite
resonant sounding bass.
This gives bass lines
an energetic presence

{voltage swing) to go loud, around 60
Watts or more.

The long term 200mS decay
spectrum was impressively clean,
indicating low colouration. Distortion
levels were fair, although a 0.4% peak

miimighi-fiworld.co.uk

load characteristic; the A6 needs power

than usual, and bass distortion of 3%
at 40Hz is fair. The port was unusually
linear, producing just 1% distortion
down to 32Hz.

The Spendor A6 should come over
as smooth, accurate and clear. [t is well
engineered. NK

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

Green - driver output
Red - port output

IMPEDANCE
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It's time to try the Mi — Myryad's brand new all-in-one personal
stereo music system. Patrick Cleasby does the honours...
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t's impossible to begin a review
of an affordable all-in-one
music system from a respected
British name without mention-
ing the words 'Linn Classik’
and 'Arcam Solo’, in that order.
Lest we forget, the Linn started it

all, offering separates-quality music
from one small box, some six years
ago.Then came the Solo, adding DAB
radio, a fuller if fractionally less grippy
sound and altogether swisher ergo-
nomics some years later. Both have
been a great success, which explains
why you're looking at this - the new
Myryad Mi...

Sure enough, a street price of
around £1,220 puts it directly up
against the Arcam Solo Music for
a very similar specification - CD,

MP3 CD, FM and DAB radio, plus
complete iPod integration and a
Class D stereo amplifier giving 100W
per channel into 4 ohms. All of this

is neatly presented to the user on a
pleasing 3.5 inch QVGA display for all
control and set-up activities.

The packaging is robust and
simple - a single box contains the
machine, UK and French mains leads,
ribbon and telescopic ‘temporary’
radio aerials, an attractive remote
and the manual. Importantly, it also
comes with the all-important ‘M-port’
cable - a proprietary RS-232 to iPod
dock connector lead to facilitate all
manner of iPod (post 2002) hookup.
And for the real gadget fiends there's
also the possibility of an alternative
connector for that M-port RS-232
- Myryad’s ‘Blueplay’ adapter permits
the Mi to pair with Bluetooth devices
such as mobile phones and laptops
using the A2DP (Advanced Audio
Distribution Profile) protocol.

The manual is a clearly drafted,
usable piece of work.The connection

diagram reveals that two (S/PDIF
only) digital inputs are provided,
along with two analogue inputs and
a Tape (or CD-R) loop. S/PDIF out
is provided for digital recorders.
The front panel provides 3.5mm
headphone socket and a similar input
for those not blessed with iPods.
Mystifyingly there are unused front
and back USB ports - are firmware
upgrades a possibility?

The casework feels impressively
hefty and is attractively well made
with a deep aluminium faceplate
and lit (but dimmable) glass touch
buttons. It feels strange to ‘press’
eject and not really press anything
at all, but one could get used to
the feeling. Still, it's sometimes
frustrating when your button touch
fails to be recognised — as iPhone
users will know all too well. The CD
drawer has a solid, positive action
and the overall feel is of a piece of
design which looks the lifestyle part
and justifies its price tag. The slim,
aluminium-faced remote is more
rewarding and intuitive than using the
front panel buttons.

In keeping with the machine’s
eschewal of video, the transport
of the Mi is not a DVD-ROM type.
Given its computer-y nature, this
is a bit of a disappointment - while
it does play MP3 CDs (importantly
- allowing variable bit rate encodings
as well as fixed), it misses the useful
possibility of many tracks burnt to
a DVD-R rather than a CD-R, (and
although of interest to only a few
archival bores like me, DVD Audio
would have been nice.

While | think it is sensible that
Myryad have body-swerved WMA or
AAC disc playback, | do feel that they
have missed an opportunity to move
the open-codec playback possibilities
to FLAC. Doing
so would have
enabled higher
than 16/44.1
(16/48 for
S/PDIF output)
resolution for
file playback.
The same
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applies in
connectivity
- to have
digital inputs
restricted to
16bit in this
day and age seems short-sighted;
adequate for the likes of Squeezebox
3 and Duo maybe, but missing out
on the higher resolution possibilities
of Logitech’s Transporter. | suppose
Myryad would argue that this isn't

a ‘specialist’ high end audiophile
product, but this would have given it
an edge all the same.

AUDITIONING

Kicking off with Compact Disc, and
the first silver Frisbee that came to
hand was the ‘Further Listening’, disc
2 to the Pet Shop Boys’ ‘Behaviour’. |
was immediately gripped by a musical
performance of ‘It Must Be Obvious’,
but the progression into the remix
version of ‘So Hard’ confirmed my
primary impression about the Mi's
CD voicing — it has very strong bass.
If anything, the overall tonal balance
skews too much in this direction. It's
certainly warm and fulsome in a way
the Linn Classik and Arcam Solo are
not - bass is deep and rich, and mids
are focused and convincing, but the
bottom end has a slight tendency to
overpower the whole.

Happily, that predominant bass
is not matched by wailing higher
registers — this is not an in your face,
‘boom tizz' machine.The skittering
top-end of ‘So Hard’ was tracked
delicately by the Mi and the overall
feel compelling, pleasing to the ear
and very musical. It's a clean and
smooth performer, with a good
projection of stereo and confident
sound - helped of course by that big
bass.

No match for the Linn in terms
of its sinewy, rhythmic midband that's
able to follow every last musical
twist and turn, the Myryad prefers
to go down the Arcam route of big
hearted music making with a slightly
less finely etched midband. Still, not
even the sumptuous character of the
Mi was able to assuage some tracks.




One of the most heinous examples
of ‘great song, shame about the

mastering’ is ‘Tell Me Where |t Hurts’

by Garbage, and it still jarred even
through the sumptuous sounding Mi!

Switching to radio, and even with
the ‘temporary’ telescopic aerial,

FM and DAB reception were good
enough to give a solid, thumping
rock music sound on both analogue
Radio | and digitall 6 Music Voice
programming was given a smooth,
naturalistic tone, and operation was
straightforward and logical.

I then moved on to hook up
a variety of iPods and iPhones, all
happily surrendering control to the
Mi. Navigating libraries and playlists
on the Mi Screen is intuitive enough,
and the large scrolling display option
of either artist, album or track name
reassures that one doesn't have to
squint at the small screen to see
what is going on. In this respect, it's
on another (higher) level to its Linn
and Arcam rivals.

Once again, an example of
horrible mastering - The Delays’
latest album - in Apple Lossless
proved a fatiguing listen, but that CD
is a test which is almost impossible
to pass. Tightly data-compressed
material with a little more dynamics
left in the recording, including
Radiohead's ‘Airbag’ from an original
iPod Touch, sounded reasonable, if
limited by the low bit rate (no fault
of the Mi), but the real dea! was
Ripserver-encoded 320kbps MP3
from an iPod Classic. Using a track
with many layers of instrumental
complexity and real dynamics such
as ‘The Silken Whip® by Afro Celt
Sound System, even in MP3 form,
revealed that the Mi was quite
capable of taking the rich tone of the
Uilleann pipes against the propulsive,
synthesised bass line, and making
both swing, all the while retaining the
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detail of the talking drum rhythms
which tie the two together. No mean
feat!

Some 24bit lossless materil such
as DVD-A rips of Porcupine Tree's
‘Lightbulb Sun’ was pipec to the Mi
from a 3G iPhone via the M-Port and
*Four Chords That Made a Million’
made a very satisfyingly crunchy big
rock noise, with great separation and
dynamic range preventing the over-
compressed mush effect Garbage
and The Delays had given. All in all
the Mi's handling of iPod music felt

"Myryad's new
o

tonally very consistent with its CD
playback - no bad thing!

Turning to other things, the
Mi’s manual is quite explicit over
the intended uses of its two S/PDIF

digital inputs, picturing a Sky+ box
feeding one and a Squeezebox 3 for
the other in that connection diagram,
so | moved onto auditioning music
material from my Sky+ HD library
(taking care to switch the customary
Dolby Digital output to Normal,
i.e. 16/48 PCM). | was immediately
captivated by the beguifing sound
of the Pet Shop Boys-authored ‘The
Loving Kind' from Channel 4 HD’s
airing of the latest Girls Aloud video.
To these ears the tonal balance
was superior to that coming from
CD and iPod playback. possibly due
to broadcast sound handling and
compression, but the result was an
enjoyable one.

One of the potential downsides
of using a stereo device like the Mi
to listen to surround-programmed
material is how the digitall down-
mix is going to sound. Concerns
were allayed as well-engineered
HD/DD 5.1 music output like ‘Live

v -fiw

from Abbey Road' and Sky Arts
FD's imitative ‘From The Basement'
gave a thoroughly enjoyable musical
experience in stereo via the Mi. Some
BBC material fared less well - the
post-produced 5.1 on the Goldfrapp
Glastombury '08 show was much
less convincing (to someone who
originally witnessed it from the front
row!), with a flabby and unrealistic
bottom end and an overall plastic
feel. Still, this was no fault of the Mi,
as on the other hand the stereo
broadcast of the Joan Armatrading

Mi is compeliing,
easing to the ear and very musical. ..

set from the same event had a well-
balanced and rich tone, with John
Giblin's fretless bass being a solid and
naturalistic stand-out. Going through
this musical TV material had me glued
to my seat and | can well imagine
using the Mi as a very enjoyable
stereo add-on to a Digital TV system.

CONCLUSION

The Myryad Mi now competes in a
crowded field but more than holds
its owr. Its emphasis is obviously at
the lifestyle end of the market, but it
has an appealing sound which seems
to dovetail well with its intended
digital-playout role — it's absolutely
ideal for digital TV and Squeezebox-
type network music players. It has

a powerful and fulsome sound
which matches the latest generation
bookshelf speakers very well (i.e.

it adds some body to their clean,
analytical character), and comes with
a fine CD spinner and decent digital
radio. Those in the market for a small,
neat and stylish single box solution
should put this one at the top of
the ‘to audition’ list. You won't be
disappointed.

ld.co.uk

VERDICT 00009 |

Great single box solution for two
channel digital audio fans, the Mi is
well-engineered and impress vely
versatile at the price.

MYRYAD MI £1,220
Armour Home Electronics

© +44 (0)1279 501111
www.myryad.co.uk

FOR
- powerful bass
- enjoyably musical

| - iPod integration

- digital connectivity
- display

AGRINST
- 16bit digital only

- no data DVD capability
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Loucispeakers

WD25A or Dynaco A25 - a reappraisal By Peter Comeau

hile we are waiting
for the design of the
Open Baffle bass
units to be finalised
I'm going to digress
a little with a slightly
different aspect to our best selling
speakers — the WD25.

Some of you may remember that
the concept for the WD25 came
from a speaker that sold tens of
thousands in its original ‘70s form,
namely the Dynaco A25. In fact the
WD25A is an unashamed ‘copy’ of
the A25 in its cabinet size and layout.

What we were unable to
achieve, however, was the identical
drive unit lineup — the original SEAS
drivers became ‘vintage' and then
disappeared into obscurity over a
couple of decades ago.

Initially | visited Norway and,
together with the SEAS engineering
team, found one of the original
bass drivers and replicated it using
modern materials and motor system.
This became the SEAS A26RE4 which
we currently use in WD25.

For the treble unit we chose
the T29CFOO0! which, again, had
similar characteristics to the original
25mm treble unit. And then the
natural extension of the cabinet
to a floorstander, with a dual
compartment aperiodic design along
the lines of the Dynaco A35 but
larger, led to the WD25T.

So much for history.To my ears
the WD25A captured the essence of
the Dynaco A25 as far as my memory
permitted. The aperiodic bass is
still a revelation to many listeners
who have grown up with the lumpy,
ill-defined performance of modern,
commercial bass reflex speakers. In
fact the articulate, tight and defined
bass performance that is room
‘friendly’ is just one of the reasons
the Dynacos were so successful.

MEMORY FAILINGS

As | said, though, the design is based
on replicating, as closely as possible,
the concepts of the original but, as
for sound, ! only had my memory to
rely on.That was until an enthusiastic
owner of the original A25 contacted
me to arrange a comparative
demonstration.

It turned out that his Dynaco
A25s were in original, pristine
condition and being used on a daily
basis as he had not found modern
speakers which emulated their
qualities. So hearing of my ‘new’
WD25 design he wanted to check
them out.

A comparison ensued which
indicated some discrepancies in the
way the Dynacos and the WD25s
portrayed the music. In the first
WD2S5 design article b pointed out
that the A25s were designed in an
age where speakers were either
placed on the floor or on shelving
units. Free standing designs on

vywew. hi-fiworld.co.uk

dedicated speaker stands were hardly
the flavour of the month in the ‘70s.

As a result | had not expected to
match the tonal qualities of the A25
exactly, but rather achieve a similar
result with the advantage of using
the speakers on dedicated audiophile
quality stands (Heybrook HBSI).

Even taking that into account
it was clear, from audition, that the
characteristics of old and new were
different. Whilst | was quite amazed
that my memory of the original
sound was not a million miles away
from the sound of the new WD?25,
my Dynaco owner was disappointed
that the ‘original’ character wasn't
identical (some people are just
difficult to please)!

Investigating the performance
of the originals in terms of technical
performance showed up two aspects
of design which were markedly
different between the old and new
models. The first is in crossover
design. The originals kept to a simple,
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TechTube”

the high end valve from
Blackburn MicroTech Solutions

Following a successful launch in London we
have now finalised the last few specification
issues to ensure TechTube™ delivers the
quality and consistency the market is
demanding.

The last elements are in place for the
launch of the web based shop.
From here you are able to order your valves
direct from the factory.

Shipment via courier enables us to deliver
anywhere in the world, no hassel.

Shop with us soon at
www.techtubevalves.com

Designed in partnership with
Proteus Audio Developments
and their high end Diamond audio amplifier.
www.proteusaudiodevelopment.com
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yet effective, method which had no
crossover for the bass unit and a

B 0 Sensitivi nitude - dB SPLowatt (8.0 ohas, 81.66 M)
gradual roll-in for the treble unit. The -——&"i';-

bass ‘crossover-less’ performance 93.0 - E
was only possible because of the 90.0 - s
high inductance of the original bass 630 - : : M '/fm".‘h.',, =pl
unit which caused a natural roll-off at 80.0 - y ' '1',\
midrange frequencies. 75.0 - : : o : W

This high inductance, it turns 70.0 4 g W
out, came from the motor design 65.0 -
which included an Alnico magnet and €0.0 4 !
the particular arrangement of front ss.0
plate and yoke, none of which are s0.0-
currently replicable using modern 43.0 - e e R
parts. | wasn't too worried about this auso B
because the inclusion of an external
crossover coil to replicate this )
inductance yielded similar results. SR
cabi:::To:iztt:;azrlz:::a::jgl:i;'h Dynaco A25 response on axis without grille — note interfer-
density chipboard, a factor which ence effect from baffle edges at 2.2kHz.
added a warmth and bloom to the
upper bass that was entirely missing
from the WD25.

To make things easier for the AU, LR L U R SRR R R R N
home constructor I'd arranged for o i SIS debadid ' bt | L
the original WD25 design to use %0.0- & L CY :
MOF panels, and then highly braced e G BB LA L e AR A R . f
them to reduce the typical MDF s0.04. . 7 ' \ b
*honk’ in the midrange. However, for 75.0 - siol Lt : . A
the WD25T Sequel speakers I'd gone S o : A
back to some investigative work | es.0d | o . _
originally undertook with Plymouth o0 ; 2 maBo o "
University in the ‘80s to find the . : :

‘ultimate’ cabinet material.

One of the ‘products’ to e
come out of that research was a ':": L B
composite material we are now S AN S PSS, AL '
calling ‘ARCENA’ and using in the
WD25T.This composite of chipboard Coment: dynaco a25 grille on
and MDF yields a more natural o o
sounding cabinet without noticeable Dynaco A25 response on axis with grille fitted.

Cc3
8.800uF f 2000
1 1 5. P 7
1 M-
@Generamj 1 (J L2 *A
1.000v < 0.490mH 4| T25CF002
8] [] R4 |!i
C4 15.0000hm
3.300uF RS
2.2000hm
0 —_—
L1
0.680mH
Y -/
c2 +
. 27 000uF " A26RE4
=~ 2 |
ct R3 R1
1.500uF 10.0000hm 27 .0000hm

WD25A-EX crossover circuit proposal.
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