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“...a Significant breaktrough in
high performance audio.”
The Absolute Sound, U.S.A.

“...performance that lifts them
above the competition.”
HI-FI News, UK.

“..hits the sweet spot head on”
Stereophile, U.S.A.

‘Black Velvet...a big 5 stars”
Sound & Vision, Greece

“..OUT-OF-THIS-WORLD GOOD.”
Tone audio, U.S.A

‘FIRST CLASS..”
Audio Review, Italy

“.from the first few notes,
(vou're) hooked.n”
Hi-Fi+, UK.

“..what | heard blew me away.”
The Audiophile Voice, U.S.A.

“A little champ of price/quality ratio:
available at an affordable price,
especially for atube amplifier of
more-than-usual power..”
Audio Review, ltaly

“PrimaLuna ProLogue One is now

my‘affordable reference amplifier’

With apologies to various British and

Italian geniuses, this amplifier has to

my ears no equals at its retail price.”
Hi-Fi News, UK.

‘A refreshing change from the tran-
sistor competition with a captivating
presentation. Excellent finish and
build quality makes for a package
strong on value.”
Hi-Fi World, UK.

58 Durham Road, London SW20 0TW T: +44 (0) 2089 71 39 09 F: +44 (0) 20 88 79 79 62
PISTOL MUSIC is adivision of Absolute Sounds LtD

Prologue1 35 Watts Stereo
integrated Amplifier with EL34

Prologue? 40 Watts Stereo
integrated Amplifier with KT88

Prologue3 Dual Mono
Vaive Preampiifier

R4
Prologue6 70 Watts Stereo
Amplifier with EL34

Prologue5 35 Watts Stereo
Amplifier with EL34

Prologue4 35 Watts Stereo
integrated Amplifier with EL34

! LI - —
Prologue7 70 Watts Stereo Prologue8 Valve CD Player
Amplifier with K788

Dialogue1 36 Watts Stero
Integrated Amplifier with EL34

Dialogue?2 36 Watts Stereo
Integrated Ampiifier with K788

PrimalLuna

Music is a universal pleasure that should not be denied to anybody.
So, too, the beauty of music reproduced by valves. To make available
to a wider audience the seductive, silky sound of the vacuum tube, Pri-
malLuna has developed a range of all-valve amplifiers with the construc-
tion, power and sonic performance of high-end electronics, but with one
unique, inimitable feature: prices that can only be described as ‘entry level’!

Since the arrival last year of PrimalLuna’s first model, the ProLogue One, the
audio community has been unable to contain its joy nor reign in its praise,
because PrimalLuna has revolutionized the whole concept of ‘affordable au-
dio.” Commencing with a pair of integrated amplifiers with prices more typical
of mundane, solid-state products, PrimaLuna has shown other manufactur-
ers that compromises in fit and finish, styling and facilities are unnecessary.

And PrimaLuna has shown the music lover that ‘high end’ perfor-
mance and pride of ownership can be made available to aficiona-
dos on a budget. But don’t take our word for it. Audition your pre-
ferred ProLogue or the newly-launched Dialogue models at the PISTOL
Music dealer of your choice. And prepare your wallet for a pleasant surprise!
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EDITOR In these days of rampaging unemployment and swine flu, | find
David Price R i iehe
m
o B T : y§elf curiously immune Fo the news. Maybe it’s just the human
ol editorial@hi-fiworld.co.uk - - instinct for self-preservation, but | now find | can take a full half
hour of BBC 5 Live without so much as batting an eyelid...
Ej:'g?ui?;TOR i But one thing stopped me in my tracks the other day, stone dead. |
tel: +44 (0) 20 7625 3129 I\ ‘i might as well have been shot with a tranquiliser gun normaily used
. - a . 5 5
e-mail; adproduction@hi-fiworld.co.uk to render wild African jungle beasts unconscious.
N ine'
AR e ST . ‘ . ews came that’Florence and the Mach!nes new -
David Noble single, ‘Rabbit Heart (Raise it Up)’ had made number 12 in the il f®
tel: +44 (0) 20 7625 3134 charts, despite selling just 64 physical copies (i.e. CD singles)! -
gnll.  IomEedsERE e Rouk How times change. In 1999, | remember my suggestion that b
ADVERTISING SALES EXECUTIVE MP3 (as we so quaintly used to call them) was the future, produced
Marina Nik mirth and malice in equal measure. Now in 2009, no less than 97%
IgE + 40 2P T3TA6018 of all UK 'singles are sold as downloads...
Mob: +44.(0) 7917 047 546 : e ok :
email AR R R So where does this all leave hi-fi? In a transitional phase, I'd
say. Amazingly, on one hand we have ever more vinyl releases and
ADVERTISING DIRECTOR new turntables to play them on, as the new Inspire Eclipse [p|00]
Debi Silver ]
el + 44 (0) 1723 500 435 and Claro Clarity 09 [p108] show. On the other, we have a great
mob: +44 (0) 7966 84 35 36 many people still buying the old 'silver Frisbee' that is CD.That’s
LIl L why this month’s group test [p | 5] features some superb affordable
ACCOUNTS DACs which get the best from an ageing digital disc spinner, and
tel: +44 (0) 20 8841 8892 interestingly provide a bridge to the brave new world of downloads
g +44(0) 20 8841 9144 too; most have USB inputs so you can play out the music on your
e-mail: accounts@hi-fiworld.co.uk . o L e g
computer hard drive direct into your hi-fi.
PUBLISHER Then we have products such as lllustrate’s RipNAS [p86], which
Noel Keywood ‘ is a twenty first century digital transport by any other name.You feed it a CD and
e-mail: publisher@hi-fiworld.co.uk . . - . . .
about four minutes later it spits it out, but with a very high quality uncompressed
FREE READERS CLASSIFIEDS copy now on its internal hard drive. It will store about 2,800 albums, and is
tel: +44(0) 20 7625 3134 expandable to well over ten times that. The unit then plays the music via your home
e-mail: classifieds@hi-fiworld.co.uk . . . q e
network, out through a Linn DS system, Squeezebox or suchlike, to your hi-fi.
SUBSCRIPTIONS So music's on the move, hi-fi is changing and a new generation is growing up
tet: +44 (0) 1442 879097 who regard the LP record with the same air of mystery as | would a wax cylinder.
fax: +44 (0) 1442 872279 We live in i ine times! As f 1 did download ‘Rabbi
e-mail: hifworld@webscribe co.uk e live in interesting times! As for me, true to myself, | did not download ‘Rabbit

Heart’ from iTunes, but trogged down to my local specialist record shop instead,
PHOTOGRAPHY and walked out with Florence and the Machine’s new ‘Lungs’ album on vinyl.

David Noble A d q
fel: +44 (0) 20 7625 3134 David Price, editor
WRITERS 3
Patrick Cleasby, Steven Green, Tim Jarman, teStl ng
Paul Rigby, Adam Smith. To ensure the upmost accuracy in our product reviews, analyser, using pulsed and gated sinewaves, in a large
Hi-Fi World has extremely comprehensive in-house test room to eliminate the room’s influence. Pickup arm

0 0 facilities, and our test equipment - from big names like vibration is measured with a Bruel & Kjaer accelerometer.
hi-fi world Rohde & Schwarz and Hewlett Packard - is amongst the No other UK hi-fi magazine has in-house testing, and
SUITE G4, ARGO HOUSE most advanced in the world. none has access to such advanced tests across all types
KILBURN PARK ROAD Loudspeakers are measured using a calibrated Bruel of equipment. That's why you can depend on HiFi World
LONDON NW6é 5LF & Kjaer microphone feeding a Clio-based computer reviews.
www.hi-fiworld.co.uk
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1 Paul Rigby rounds up seven of the best
sub-£1,000 DACs. ..
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Mid B1 - seerlative high end standmounters
with trick transducer technology.

Inspire Eclipse - a brand new turntable
from a brand new company.

Audio Research's new VSIB0 tube
integrated - the Yank tank is back!
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David Price has a fine time with these high end metal coned standmounters.

BOXING CLEVER 31
Noel Keywood compares B&W's CM5, JBL's LS40 and Roksan's TR-5
compact standmounting loudspeakers.

KUDOS C30 42

A marvellously musical pair of premium priced floorstanders,
reviewed by David Price.

CABASSE 102 61
Noel Keywood auditions this quirky high end sub/sat speaker system package.

AUDIO RESEARCH VSI60 26

David Price is bowled over by this punchy sounding new tube integrated. 7 NEWS
Words from the front....

ROTEL RSX-1550 38

Noel Keywood tunes in to this high quality mid-price multichanne! AV receiver. 25’ 81 SOUNDBITES
David Price auditions MAD's top silver interconnect and Clearer Audio's new

entry level power distribution bar, while Adam Smith listens to the sound of

CAMBRIDGE AUDIO 650A 64 silence with Advanced Acoustics' Orbis sound damping panels!

Paul Rigby tries the latest incarnation of a popular budget integrated.
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A bumper twelve pages of your views and queries this month!
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Tim Jarman compares Sony’s new digital portable to its illustrious predecessors.  Your chance to win a pair of superb Audiosmile Kensai
loudspeakers, worth £1,500!
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The team get to grips with matters music, hi-fi and lifel
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Paul Rigby tries the latest AstinTrew CD player/famplifier with Spendor speakers. 120 DIAL-A-DEALER

A comprehensive guide to UK hi-fi retailers.
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INSPIRE ECLIPSE 100 What we hope to bring you in the next issue...

Adam Smith auditions this brand new turntable from a brand new manufacturer,

and finds it a most promising start. 129 ADVERTISERS’ INDEX
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This fascinating new parallel tracking t°ge?’h’“ and finally, Paul Rigby takes a walk on the wild side this month,
gets its first review from Adam Smith. with Edward Ka-Spel's ‘O’er a Shalabast'r Tyde Strolt Ay' from 2003!
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David Price tries Origin Live's new ‘Upgrade’ turntable mat
and Oyaide’s HS-CF universal headshell...
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This enigmatic, high quality turntable made in a limited run
of only thirty pieces is reviewed by Adam Smith.
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news

KIND OF BLU

Described as “a fusion of the acclaimed flagship SA-7S| Super

Audio CD player and the cutting edge of the company’s Blu-

ray technology’, Marantz’s brand new UD9004 Blu-ray and

SACD player looks an impressive beast. Whatever disc you

care to spin, be it CD, SACD, DVD-Video or Blu-ray, the

new profile 2.0 UD9004 player from Marantz will deliver
exceptional results, Marantz says. At the heart of the video
circuit is the Silicon Optix Realta processor which offers Hollywood
Quality Video (HQV) from what is essentially "a professional broadcast-quality
video processing platform". Particular attention has been paid to audio performance,
and the UD9004 incorporates a three section copper plated chassis that separates audio,

video and power circuits to shield highly sensitive audio components. The audio section is derived from

Marantz’s acclaimed flagship SA-7S! Super Audio CD player and comprises four separate circuit boards to avoid
crosstalk, including two dedicated boards for the XLR outputs. The circuitry uses the famous Marantz HDAM-SA2s for
all channels, while a dedicated, oversized toroidal transformer delivers the power. High Definition audio formats are
processed by a high performance 32bit floating point type Analog Devices DSP and converted into a high quality multi-
channel LPCM signal. Audio replay can be further enhanced via the Pure Direct Mode, which shuts down the video
sections and display for best performance. The newly developed disc mechanism has an ultra-thin aluminium diecast
tray and high inertia clamp, with a heavy zinc enclosure and insulated double layer cover to remove all vibration.The
tank-like build of the upgraded M| chassis further reduces mechanical distortion, says Marantz. The extensively braced,
chassis has a thick bottom plate with machine milled copper feet, sustaining mechanical stability and therefore sound
quality. In fact, the design weighs in at massive 19.2 kgs. For more details, click on www.marantz.co.uk.

NEAT IDEA

Neat's new Elite SX loudspeaker is said to “deliver serious audio performance from discreet and
attractive enclosures, by means of unorthodox thinking and the ingenious implementation of some
unusual ideas”. Unlike traditional bass reflex designs, the SX incorporates an innovative staggered
port tuning design, where a 32mm diameter port on the rear of the cabinet is tuned to 40Hz, with
a narrow operating band. An additional 50mm diameter port, mounted in the base of the cabinet, is
tuned higher, over a wider operating band. This system delivers “a very convincing full-bodied bass
performance, far more impressive than might be expected for an enclosure of these dimensions”,
says Neat. The cabinet stands above a solid, heavy slate plinth by means of 20mm aluminium
spacers. This allows the port to breathe correctly and fixes the distance from the lower port to
the plinth at the optimum height. The main drive unit has a 6.5in doped paper cone, ferrite magnet
assembly and a fixed aluminium phase plug to enable smoother integration with the tweeter. The
new tweeter is a 25mm soft-fabric dome type with internal damping and a non-resonant chamber.
Neat believe that the choice of tweeter is critical, because the tweeter lends the whole speaker its
essential character and integrity. In this context, the tweeter’s strengths of superb dynamic contrast
and accurate tonal colour match the similar virtues of the main drive unit. The crossover, though
simple in execution, is the result of painstaking development, the company says. The three-element
type uses low-loss air-core inductors and a high-grade polypropylene capacitor.

Vital statistics are 900%x200x|80mm. For details, click on www.neat.co.uk.

THE A TEAM

Musical Fidelity’s new £6,000 AMS35i 35W pure Class A
integrated amplifier is described as “the epitome of the purest
audiophile high end”. The circuitry is a low feedback, fully comple-
mentary pure Class A design which produces excellent technical
performance, it is claimed. Each channel has a separate fully
balanced, choke regulated power supply to ensure minimum noise
and maximum performance. The AMS35i’s overall size is exactly
the same as the Primo preamp, and just like it, also sports a

front panel machined from solid billet. The high quality heatsinks
are beautifully finished with radiused edges, and the top plate

is machined from a solid billet.“The AMS35i is quality through
and through. The AMS35i's visuals and finish quality reflects the
superlative quality of the circuitry inside”, says Musical Fidelity. For

more information, click on www.musicalfidelity.com.
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NEWS

Philips' GoGear Opus is a new portable media player sporting “‘an advanced screen,
superior quality audio and easy access to online content”. Despite its small size of just
107x | 1x57mm the Opus still manages to squeeze in a 2.8” LCD screen of 320x240
pixels. The player's high quality in-ear headphones feature Philips’ Angled Acoustics
technology to direct music more precisely within the curvature of the ear canal.
Battery life is a healthy thirty hours of music playback and six hours of video, so you
can enjoy your media for longer. Access to online content is via the Internet Video

PHILIPS I/ Download application which makes it simple to transfer online videos to the device

from video-sharing sites such as YouTube, MySpace and Google Video. The player also

allows you to play content downloaded from the popular BBC iPlayer, so you can enjoy the best of the BBC wherever
you are.The Opus supports many popular file formats such as MP3,WMA,AAC (non-DRM) and FLAC for audio and
MPEG4,WMV and SMV video. The supplied software also quickly and easily converts many other file formats including
AVI, MOV, RM,WMYV and DVDs to a compatible format. The Philips GoGear Opus is available from June in storage sizes
of 8GB and |6GB for an estimated selling price of £99 and £129 respectively. For details, click on www.philips.com or

call 0906 1010 016.

" FIFTY SOMETHING

* Alium Audio are pleased to announce an exclusive new range
1 of valves to the UK, made by Chinese manufacturer Shuguang
| to celebrate their fiftieth anniversary. The Treasure Series is
by far the most sophisticated and expensive vacuum tube
range made by China’s oldest valve manufacturer, it is claimed,
made to exacting standards and sporting the world’s first

use of High Polymer Compound Carbon (HPCC) giving the
i glass envelope a distinctive Black powder finish. The range

g encompasses 300B and 2A3 triodes, extending to KT88,
) KT66 and 6CA7 [EL34 equivalent] pentodes/tetrodes and
CV188 [6SN7]. Prices start at £145/pair for the 6CA7 up to
£375/pair for the 300Bs, plus VAT. Each pair comes in its own
luxury box, factory tested and carefully matched to provide
ultimate performance from day one.A ninety day warranty
is included for piece of mind. More details are available from
www.aliumaudio.com or by phoning +44(0)1273 608332.

PWR ©
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MODE MUSIC

B.K. Electronics are pleased to announce that

COLLOSAL TRUTH

Colisium Developments was formed

SHOW TIME!

The National Audio Show 2009 takes place at
Whittlebury Hall Conference and Exhibitions Centre
in Northamptonshire, and will be based over two
floors. A fantastic location, it sports free parking for up
to five hundred cars and twice as many demonstration
suites compared to the Heathrow Park Inn show it
replaces. There is over 500 square metres of trade
space and over 1,500 square metres of event space.
Shuttle bus services from Milton Keynes and Luton
Airport are operating, and there’s great road access
from the M40 or MI.There’s also a huge range

of off-site attractions, towns, events and sports,

plus a magnificent on site Golf Course. Overnight
accommodation packages are from £89.The show
itself will feature customer and reader clinics, media
demonstrations, book signings, world product launches,
a huge record fair, and to cap it all two great concerts
one on the Friday evening and one on the Saturday
the star attraction being Rick Wakeman, no less!
Opening times are |0am to 5pm on Saturday 26th
September; and (0.30 to 4 on Sunday 27th September.
Advance tickets will be available from Chester Group's
website from the Ist July together with a complete

show update. Click on www.chestergroup.org, or for
further information call Justin on 05601 26407 or
email justin@chestergroup.org.

BRI 4 €

they have become the UK distributor for the
Anti-Mode 8033 advanced DSP room correction
device, said to remove room modes that can
ruin the sound of your sub bass system. If

you have a good subwoofer but you feel the
bass is boomy or slow and just not sounding

as it should, then the chances are you have a
room issue. The Anti-Mode 8033 is a stand-
alone system that fits between your processor
and subwoofer and has its own calibrated
microphone. Setting up "could not be easier", it
is said. Priced at £239.95, for further information
please go to www.bkelec.com/HiFi/Sub Woofers/
anti-mode.htm or call B.K. Electronics on
+44(0)1702 527572.

HI-FI WORLD SEPTEMBER 2009 v

in April 2008, its philosophy being “to
provide only the best in materials
and craftsmanship in the hope

that the products supplied will be
treasured pieces in a system and

not something to be discarded after
a few years”.The Carillon monitor
speaker is described as “a speaker
with detail, speed and dynamics”, and
sports mitred cabinet panels, a flush
mounted ribbon tweeter and special

e I ok

crossover components. Internal
wiring is silver plated copper, as are
the rear terminals. For more details,
click on colisiumdevelopments.co.uk,




G-SPOT!

Pioneer has five new G-Clef affordable audiophile components,*developed in pursuit of

masterful sound quality”. The range includes the A-A9MK2-K and A-A6MK2-K amplifiers, the

PD-D9MK2-K and PD-D6MK2-K Super Audio CD players and the F-F6MK2-K DAB tuner.

Focused on providing accuracy as well as substantial power and stability, the new stereo

components are said to achieve “open sound and ultra-quick responsiveness that brings Pioneer A-A9]

every detail to life”. They all sport “silk-soft” hairline finish black aluminium front panels
and blue LCD displays, with high quality
aluminium remote controls. For further

information please visit www.pioneer.co.uk.

Pioneer PD-D9
Pioneer F-F6

STOP DAB!

Fans of tragic sound quality, awful reception
quality and general government waste and
profligacy, look away now! Otherwise, why not
sign up for Hi-Fi World’s campaign to stop DAB
by 2015? It’s easy to do, just click on
http:lipetitions.number | 0.gov.uk/switch-off-DAB/
and add your name to the long list of Digital
Radio dissidents!

@ sennueiser

SPOTIFY GO HI-FI

Spotify subscribers are now able to listen to music in “CD quality”. Since it first launched last
year, all users have been able to listen only at a modest 160kbps, but now it has upgraded to
320kbps using the Ogg Vorbis q9 codec. Spotify claim this is “equivalent to CD quality”, although
uncompressed PCM is around 1,400kbps. Still, it’s currently the highest streaming rate for any
digital music service. Premium subscribers are able to enable higher quality streaming by visiting
Spotify’s preferences menu and ticking the “Enable high bitrate” box. Daniel Ek, CEO and Founder
[pictured right] said, “providing great sound quality has always been an important goal for us. Now,
we're taking the next step in offering an unparalleled listening experience’. See www.spotify.com.

GRAND DESIGNS

Audioplan products are now available in the UK, exclusively
through lkon Audio Consultants. The high end loudspeaker
specialist based in Germany has a reputation that spans over
twenty five years, making loudspeakers, cables and power
products. For more information, click on

www.ikonaudioconsultants.com/,

SPOTTED!

Back to the eighties for editor DP
and Cambridge Audio’s Matthew
Bramble, designer of the new 650
series reviewed on p36, as the
dynamic duo compare oil leaks
from their ageing rusty relics!
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David Price finds Vivid Audio’s all-aluminium
drivered B1 loudspeaker something of a
golden listening opportunity...

www. hi-fiworid.co.uk

re’s no one single loud-
peaker that does things
better than all others, but
there are a number of
high end designs which
seem particularly good

in certain ways, Yet the only thing
that unites the likes of Tannoy
Westminsters, Quad 2905s, Martin
Logan CLXs and what have you is
the fact that they're not convention-
al box loudspeakers with ‘cooking’
off-the-shelf drivers.

Now, whilst at the lower end of
the market, I'd venture that a pair of
decent moving coil drive units (say
a cloth dome tweeter and an mid/
bass cone make from some variant
of plastic or glass fibre) is probably
going to give you the best sound
per pound, it simply doesn’t happen
when - financially speaking at least
- you reach for the stars. Instead, at
this price, a degree of innovation is
involved, and/or the need to hand-
make particular transducers to do
the job the designer had in mind.

Vivid design supremo Laurence
Dickie walks into my front room,
and as he sets foot on the shagpile
exclaims, “ooh - NS1000Ms!” He
starts to talk about the production
processes that Yamaha used to
make their Beryllium drive units,
and concludes, “they were so ahead
of their time”. 'Interesting’, | muse
to myself in a Leonard Nimoy
sort of way. Here’s a loudspeaker
engineer with the enthusiasm of
a kid in a sweet shop, not your
average ‘on-message’ corporate
type with a settled view on life, the
universe and everything.

His background is impeccable;
he joined B&WV back in 1983 after
completing an electronics degree
at Southampton University, “They
wanted an electronic engineer to
develop active speakers, which
was exactly what I'd been doing
in my own time so it was perfect.
Actually | was more interested
in the speaker part than the
electronics and suggested the
Matrix system for reinforcing the
cabinet which became standard in
all their high end models”, he told
me. " “After that John Bowers asked
me to get involved with work he'd
begun, which focused on removing
cabinet effects using cone drivers,
on an open resistive baffle. It
became quite clear that once you'd
removed the internal resonances
and external diffraction effects of
typical square boxes the driver
material became clearly audible.
So | resolved to make a system in
which the drivers remained pistonic
and an enclosure which was free
of resonances or reflections. For
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the drivers | used a 50mm aluminium
dome for the crucial midband and
for the rear enclosures found the
best performance from exponen-
tially tapered tubes. The result was
Nautilus.”

Yes indeed, this is the man behind
B&W’s epic statement loudspeaker,
the stuff of latter day legends.

Not that you'd know this from
casual conversation with him you
understand, as Laurence is far more
interested in talking about what's
possible, how differing approaches
do things well (and not so well), and
the way forward for the loudspeaker
world, than his not inconsiderable
wealth of previous design experience.
Over lunch, we chat about materials
technology, plasma tweeters, the
problems of ported loudspeakers
and his beloved contoured cabinets.
Although never coming over as

an idealogue or a zealot, he’s not
the world’s greatest diplomat,

noting than many “big name” high
end loudspeakers are more about
marketing than the appliance of
science...

An engineer
through and

weighing a hefty 38kg each. It’s a
three and a half way design, with two
bass drivers being used, the one on
the front baffle being directly coupled
to the second on the rear.This
technology dramatically reduces the
amount of mechanical energy given
off by the enclosure, it’s claimed.
The injected carbon fibre
reinforced polyester cabinet is
designed to be as dead as possible.
“Initially the idea was to make
the enclosure by first building a
wooden matrix with front and rear
baffles attached and then bending
two carbon fibre reinforced sheets
onto this support and joined at the
top and bottom apexes”, Laurence
says. “This would have been quite
workable but the design was a bit
restricted by the materials. Then
we were introduced to a local
polymer concrete manufacturer
and immediately we realised that if
we were to mould the enclosure
it would give us complete design
freedom. The material itself was just
right for the job and the addition of
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work above 100Hz. Fortunately it’s
quite simple to decouple the drivers
from the cabinet above |100Hz by
floating them on silicone o-rings.
Three separate ones are used to
decouple each of the two dome
drivers from the enclosure and from
the tapered tube absorbers. So in the
same way as the Bl has bass drivers
front and back it also has a pair of
reaction cancelling ports”.

It's not just the novel cabinetry
and the clever way the drivers are
mounted which deserves attention
though, but the fact that all three
transducers are ‘material matched’,
using a magnesium/aluminium alloy,
and the tweeter and midrange driver
share a similar dome profile to give
true phase coherence. Laurence
takes up the story,“actually there’s
very little to choose from between
aluminium, magnesium and titanium
in terms of density to modulus
ratio, but in the end | chose 5052
aluminium/magnesium alloy because
of many reports from the pro
field that titanium never sounds so

‘for those who share my own personal

ot e e SONIC proclivities, this has to be one

connections, but

with the original idea O-l: the |OUdSpeaker greats. '

being *'simply fitting

OEM drivers in our own enclosures...
| felt this would be no fun and if they
were going to be serious that they
should consider making their own
drivers”, he told me. |t happened
that in the years after leaving B&W, |
had been developing a set of drivers
which, while originally intended for
use in high power studio monitors,
were ideally suited to high-end
domestic audio. The next four years
were spent perfecting those drivers
and developing the cabinet shapes.
We quickly outgrew the garage
where production started in 2004
and moved into our Durban factory
in 2005, where we still manufacture
all our enclosures and drivers

from raw materials and machined
parts.We've made about 2,700
loudspeakers to date”.

He describes Vivid Audio, which
was officially registered in 2004, as
being “a design and engineering led
company”, adding that, “the flow of
ideas is very much in one direction
— from designer to end user. To that
extent the object which ends up in
front of the listener is very pure.
| feel a personal connection with
each piece that ends up in a person’s
listening room”.

The first Vivid design, the Bl,is a
largish (1,095x265x375mm including
integral stand) standmounter

a small amount of chopped carbon
fibre improved it still further”

To fully exploit this design, 3D
solid modelling CAD software was
used. “The precision of the models
which result is almost magical. | make
liberal use of spline curves which
yield particularly smooth flowing
results. The use of doubly curved
surfaces increases the stiffness of
the shell and this rigidity is further
enhanced by the use of four lateral
braces. In the end we brought
it all in-house, so we now have
complete control over every stage of
manufacture”, he adds.

Although much trouble has
been taken to make the cabinet as
acoustically inert as possible (as a
knuckle rap proves), Laurence is
still a great believer of decoupling
the drivers.“From earlier work
on small sub-woofers I'd become
convinced of the benefits of using
pairs of opposing drivers in a
reaction-cancelling configuration, so
it was only logical that we use this
approach on the BI”, he told me.
But he couldn’t have the rear driver
working up to 880Hz like the front,
so it's designed to start working at
just 100Hz. “While this sorts out
the acoustics, this means that the
drive is no longer symmetrical so
the reaction cancelling isn’t going to
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sweet, but this might be an effect
which is only noticeable in large
compression drivers. Through the
use of finite element analysis, an
optimised dome/cone combination
was found for the lower frequencies.
This was supported by a chassis
featuring an extremely open design
which minimises interference with
the rear cone output. The use of a
radial magnet to keep the area to a
minimum also helps in this respect”

The three bespoke driver designs
then needed to be manufactured, and
Laurence found this easier said than
done. | didn’t want to get involved
with driver manufacture by myself
so initially tried to engage some
well known OEM suppliers, but they
all ran a mile when they saw how
different the designs actually were
to their product range and used no
standard parts! Fortunately my new
South African friends were not faint
hearted and the challenge of creating
these new drivers from scratch not
too daunting so we set to work.We
often wonder, if we had known then
what we know now, whether we
would ever have embarked on this
journey!”

Last but not least was the
crossover. Although the first
prototypes were made by hand using
polypropylene capacitors and hand
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REVIEW

wound inductors hard wired onto
drilled boards, Laurence told me
that “we fully expected to get the
production items from one of the
well known OEM suppliers. They
duly sent samples which did look
the part of course.All very well built
with their machine wound inductors
mounted on professional looking
PCBs — except they just didn’t sound
the same. So to this day we still hard
wire the components and we still
wind our own inductors”.

The result is a beautifully built
and finished loudspeaker costing
£10,500 per pair (in Graphite, Oyster,
Sahara, Pear| and Copper paint
finishes, with additional colours for
an additional cost of £615).That
distinctive shape is not, as has been
reported, based on a Zulu shield, but
“is driven by the same logic which
gave rise to Nautilus, namely that
the baffle should be just the width of
the drivers it supports surrounded
by a generous fillet. The critical area
around the mid and tweeter units is
smoothly contoured for the benefit
of the emerging sound field. The
further you go from the tweeter
the more artistic license you have
with the design but in the case of
Bl the guiding principle was that
of symmetry so the bottom of the
cabinet mirrors the top as the rear
does the front”, Laurence told me.

SOUND QUALITY

As you'd expect of a loudspeaker
with unique and usual drive units in
bespoke cabinets the like of which
you don't see anywhere else, the
Vivid Bl is a distinctive performer,
inasmuch as it doesn’t do what so
many other designs at the price
do. By this, | mean many others
somehow manage to lose the
natural timing, tonality and/or phase
coherence of the original recording.
Instead, the Vivid Bl brings you
largely unknown pleasures - those
coming from hearing the music in a
‘direct coupled’ manner.
Temperamentally this
loudspeaker is no shrinking violet. It’s
not the sort of thing you buy to put
on the end of any old assemblage of
components, in the hope that it will
somehow make a nice noise. Indeed,
if you do this, it highly likely won’t. It
is relentlessly revealing of the source
and amplification, telling you in a
matter of fact way what’s wrong with
them. In this respect they're eerily
similar to Yamaha NS!000Ms, which
can sound like ten different speakers
given ten changes of source or amp.
The Vivids do this too - so they're
a speaker you'll have to ‘commit to’,
just like you would/should a marriage.
And they’ll prove endlessly rewarding
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if you tie the knot...

All drivers have their own patina,
from Martin Logan electrostatic
panels to Lowthers, and the sonic
signature of the Vivid Bi is bright
and spry. Indeed, to those used to
the inevitable squawkery emanating
from average plastic drivers of all
descriptions (trendy names or not,
as the case may be), the Vivids are
nothing less than bracing. Rather
like walking out on a beautifu! bright
and crisp winter morning, the music
arrives brilliantly lit and with vibrant
definition and dazzling colour. Switch
to the likes of the similarly priced
B&W 801D, and things became
more nasal, more quacky, more
monochrome, while the Quad 989
seems soft and silky but as veiled as a
smoggy city sunset.

Annie Lennox’s breathtaking
cover of ‘Don't Let it Bring You
Down’ showcases the Vivid Bl’s
wonderful clarity. Her close miked
vocals were carried with complete
immediacy, as if you were in the vocal
booth with her.Yet there was utter
cohesion; as her voice went up and
down the scale, there were no odd
phasey artefacts to be heard, and
when she went louder there wasn't
so much as a whiff of distortion,
harshness or sibilance. Meanwhile,
behind those exquisite vocals,
the track’s expansive instrumen-
tation pushed things along, the Bis
rendering the backing analogue synth
glides with complete believability. Hi
hats sparkied like ships in the night,
snare drum pan rolls thumped the
verse-chorus bridge transition home
and gentle backing electric piano
twinkled up and down, in and out of
the mix.

Simply Red's ‘Fairground’ was no
less captivating. This song gets most
speakers to simply issue you with a
long list of what they're doing wrong,
as they stumble and fall whilst trying
to keep up with the complex (and
slightly dissonant) backing rhythm
track. It’s that heavily processed
thumping bass drum that does it for
your average big box, but the Vivids
didn't so much as raise an eyebrow
in Roger Moore-esque repose. They
showed themselves to be in complete
command of the heavy percussion,
deliciously fleet of foot, while Mick
Hucknall's occasionally nasal vocals
were flattered. He sounded creamy
smooth, but just as immediate and
‘in the room’ as a very close miked
Annie Lennox had. Elsewhere, the
house-style piano breaks were
surprisingly sumptuous for something
likely rendered from a mid-nineties
digital sampler. For me though, aside
from cutting through this dense mix
like a hot knife through butter, what
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impressed me most was the dynamic
accenting throughout the choruses.
It was plain to hear that the singer
was extending himself, using every
foot-pound of pressure in his fast
emptying lungs. Sit on dynamic
transients, the Vivid Bls do not!
Skilful though these loudspeakers
may be with processed, compressed
chart pop, it wasn't until | moved
to the avant-jazz strains of Rain
Tree Crow's ‘Pocket Full of Change’
that | really became aware of what
these could really do.The opening
percussion came over with the
speed and agility of a duelling sword,
and a satisfyingly metallic clang. Hi
hats sounded beautifully realistic,
with a pure ‘zing’ that you just
don't hear from hi-fi speakers very
often, and they timed so sublimely
too. There's such little overhang
from the Vivid's metal drivers that
the instruments simply stop when
they’re supposed to, rather than
entering into a seemingly endless
spiral of tiny aftershocks.The result
is so much space around
instruments in the
mix, and also a
wonderfully
insightful
idea of the
performers’
most subtle
rhythmic
nuancing.
Such
was the
purity
of their
sound
that
it was
plain
for all
who
could
care that
the Rain
Tree Crow
project was
of course
Japan (the
band) by any
other name.
indeed, as the
track moved on,
in came vocalist
David Sylvian with
his trademark
David Bowie/Bryan
Ferry soundalike
sound. Once again
the Vivids conveyed
his voice with

magical
ease,
this
time a
little



harder and more edgy than in his
late-period Japan days, but with all its
rich, dark chocolatey velvet intact.

The sudden realisation that |
hadn’t thought about the Bl’s bass
momentarily stopped me in my
tracks. It’s what | normally hear first
in a speaker; about 10ms after the
first note of the song is struck, | am
fast forming an opinion about its
cabinet and/or bass port. But with
the Vivids this is very hard to do.The
solitary sound of a bass guitar string
plucked proves quite odd, as despite
the porting (which regular readers
will know I'm not a passionate
advocate of}, | really couldn’t hear
the cabinets at all. | couldn’t hear
bumps, thumps, thrums, buzzes,
hisses, chuffing, or anything else for
that matter, except the bass drum
and guitar. And as the bassist went
up and down his fretboard, there
was no magical ‘sweet spot’ when
things got much louder as the cabinet
started vibrating like a Hotpoint on
maximum spin speed, or the port
started chuffing like a steamboat
funnel. Amazingly, here is one of the
very best implementations of reflex
loading I've ever heard. Great to hear,
but P'm afraid it will make listening
to almost every other ported
loudspeaker even more arduous...

Brilliant as the Vivids proved
with jazz and pop, it’s as if they were
saving themselves for classical. All
those great qualities, ones which to
me personally are closer to ‘heroic’,
of speed, transparency, grip, neutrality
and phase-coherence made my time
listening to my fave DG recording
of Beethoven’s ‘Pastoral’ symphony
(Karajan, Dresdner Philharmonic)
quite unforgettable. The magic
served up by the marriage of those
tweeters and midband drivers, and
the way that they work with the
cabinet, makes strings a joy. Every
last sinewy ounce of the violins was
served up with breathtaking clarity;
stark, explicit and unsuilied, the Bi
has tremendous tonal accuracy. Yes,
although there was that trademark
brightness you get from metal
drivers, but conversely there was
none of the thrum, plurp on squawk
of Bextrene, paper or polypropylene.
Although the Vivid B I’s drive units
have a naturally ‘well lit’ nature, they
never descend into harshness or
grain - unlike so many others which
can be dull one minute and screaming
at you the next.

The other wondrous element of
their performance was soundstaging.
After a not inconsiderable run in
period, and after that about twenty
minutes per day ‘warm up’ type,
the Bls were able to throw images
around my listening room with

greater precision than any THX
multi-speaker surround system ['ve
heard. Once again, | feel this is a
function of the brilliantly designed
cabinets and the phase coherence
between tweeter and midrange
domes. The expression ‘out of
the box’ was invented for these
loudspeakers.

As eagle-eyed readers may
have surmised, | liked the Vivid
Bl loudspeaker very much, for
the exact same reason | love my
Yamaha NS1000Ms. It is lightening-
fast, beautifully integrated, very
cohesive and musically expressive.
But just like the Yams, the Vivid has
‘issues’. As |'ve previously alluded to,
they won't be for everyone. Those
wonderfully matched metal tweeter
and midrange driver might sound a
little to brightly lit for some, so you'll

REVIEW

can elicit three highly divergent
opinions.As for me, | know what |
like, and what | like centres around
clarity, incision, speed, dynamics and

phase coherence from top to bottom.

That's why I've ended up with Yamaha
NS 1000Ms, which are at the top of
this particular game, and also adore
the Martin Logan CLX, Apogee
Synergy 1.5 and Usher Be-10.Well, to
this little list | must add the Vivid BI.
They're an altogether smaller scale
speaker than the aforementioned,
but are no less enthralling a listen.

As well as any of these greats, they
give you that ‘direct-coupled’, brain-
plugged-into-the mixing desk sound.
Just so long as you know what you're
buying in to, they have very few flaws
(and these are relatively insignificant),
which makes the Bl an incredible all
round package for those with small

Breathtaking transparency, supertative
coherence, dizzying speed and an
unyielding musicality all conspire

to make one of the best compact
loudspeakers currently made.

have to be meticulous about your
system matching if you don’t want a
bassoon to sound like an enormous
comb covered in tracing paper. Go

for a smooth vinyl
source if possible,
or an ultra low
distortion DAC, plus
a seriously smooth
Class A transistor
amplifier - cheap
CD player users
need not apply.
Then there’s
the other aspect of the
bass which I've so far
neglected to mention,
which is that there
isn't all that much of
it. The Bl does not
go down low in the
way a similarly sized
floorstander does, for
example. Its bass is
brilliantly articulate and
tuneful, but you simply
don’t get an immersive
low frequency
experience. This is for
better and for worse,
as many live in houses
where this is simply not
domestically acceptable
(from a neighbour or
spouse point of view).
The Vivid Bl lets you
hit the loud pedal and
run high levels of very
clean and engaging
sound, without telling
everyone else in the
street about it.

CONCLUSION

Loudspeakers are
impossibly difficult
things to gauge. Three
very well engineered
but different designs

REFERENCE SYSTEM
Sony TT-S8000/0L Silver/Ortofon Winfield turntable
lcon Audio PS3 phono stage

Sugden 1M4 integrated amplifier

Audio Research VSi60 integrated amplifier
MF Audio Passive Pre/Nu Force Ref 9SE pre/power
Yamaha NS1000M loudspeakers
Quad 989 loudspeakers

to medium sized rooms. For those
who share my own personal sonic
proclivities, this has to be truly one
of the loudspeaker greats.

VIVID Bt £10,500
Vivid Audio
www.vividaudio.com

FOR

- rousingly musical

- superlative soundstaging
- searching incision

- seamless cohesion

- dramatic dynamics

AGAINST

- no low bass extension

- meticulous matching
needed

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

Our published frequency response
analysis, using a stepped, gated sine
wave signal, clearly shows the Vivid
B1 to be very flat right across the
audio band with none of the usual
treble emphasis seen in so many
modern loudspeakers. Look closely,
however, and it is apparent that the
dome midrange unit is prominent from
1.5kHz up to 5kHz and, in conjunction
with increased acoustic power from
wider dispersion over cone drivers, the
B1 will have a forward and perhaps
‘obvious’ midband. It certainly will

not lack presence, that’s for sure and
both speech and vocals should be very
clear, with great intelligibility. Upper
treble does not rise, so there should be
little sign of a high end ’sting’.

Bass output is fairly constrained;
even a third octave analysis of pink
noise, which shows in-room energy
build up, confirms limited low bass, the
lower limit being 60Hz (-6dB). However,
this does mean the Bt will sound well
damped and the port peaks at 35Hz to
add in some bottom end weight. Output
from the port is limited however,
measuring just +2dB on forward
response at 80Hz, although there are
two ports.

Impedance measured 6 Ohms
and sensitivity a normal enough 87d8
from one nominal watt (2.8V) of input.

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk
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The loudspeaker’s spectral decay over
200mS was quick and clean, suggesting
very low colouration.

The Vivid Bt measured well. It
will sound forward and projective with
vocals and instruments. Bass output
is restrained; this is not a bass heavy
loudspeaker by any means, but near
wall placement should suit it. NK

FREQUENCY RESPONSE
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The

ot everything in hi-fi
has got better, but
of late CD players
have put on a spurt.
Just as vinyl took a
quantum leap for-
ward in the autumn of its life (the
nineteen eighties), so Compact
Disc is repeating the trick now as
it reaches its twilight years.
Actually, there's a strong
case to be made that, with a
few notable exceptions, CD
transports have got worse.
As more and more CD disc
spinners use DVD-ROM derived
mechanisms, so there’s a sense
that standards are actually
slipping in this department
slightly. However, the latest
generation of 24bit, 96kHz (or
192kHz) DAC chips - complete
in many cases with upsampling
- have sweetened the pill. My

regular chats with mastering
engineers have revealed that one
of the most improved areas of
technology available to them is
the humble digital to analogue
convertor.

So what better way to
upgrade your ageing CD spinner
than with a new DAC? Providing
a replacement pick-up mechanism
is still available for your machine
if the worst happens, it makes
sense to upgrade only the part of
the player that's letting the side
down.And an additional bonus
you get when buying a DAC is
that it could also transform the
sound of your DVD player, Sky
box or even DAB radio. Many
new DACs can even make your
computer sing too, via the built-in
USB connector that’s becoming
ever more popular: So this test
sees a round up of products from
£125 to nearly nine times that, in
a bid to see if more pounds buy
you superior sound.

Don’t be distracted by
numbers.The entry level Russ
Andrews Fubar USB runs up
to a 48kHz sampling frequency,

DAC to

GROUP TEST

Looking to upgrade your ageing
Compact Disc player? The simplest
course of action is to buy it a superior
DAC, but which to choose? Paul Righy
tackles seven under £1,000...

Future!

which was once the de facto
high end standard when Digital
Audio Tape was launched in the
late eighties, while the Beresford
gives up to 96kHz for basic
DVD-Audio functionality and

the Stello, Symphony, Cambridge,
Benchmark and Musical Fidelity
all hit 192kHz. Still, given that

ye olde Compact Disc remains

pegged back at 44.1kHz, which ‘ ;
was the best that humankind
could do when its creaky Red
Book specification was drawn up
in the late seventies, the best you
can do from CD is upsampled
176.4kHz, as the upsampling
circuitry takes the basic [6/44
feed and 'guesstimates’ the rest.

"

58 oacas Fuloar

Suspend  Playbeck

While upsampling can improve
the sound, or at least make
CD's top end more palatable,
you shouldn’t obsess about it.
Where it’s improved a DAC’s
performance, we've kept it
switched on (if it’s switchable),
but the object here was to listen
to the end result and not all

the permutations. Whatever the
numbers may be, experience
teaches us that it'’s the sound
that counts in the final instance; a
basic DAC can fly with CD if it’s
done properly.

Most important is the quality
of the transport, and for this task [§ L _#:
we enlisted the help of a Cyrus - ‘: ='
CD Xt SE, with its excellent pick E
up mechanism. For computer
audio purposes, a standard PC
was used, playing uncompressed
PCM (WAV) files out to the
DAC's USB inputs, where fitted.
Read on!

@ Suce DMOL un

‘ Q° Q’

THE CONTENDERS

Russ Andrews Fubar Il USB
Musical Fidelity V-DAC
Beresford TC-7510

Cambridge Audio DacMagic
MGL Symphony DACPre
Stello DA100 Signature
Benchmark DAC-1S

REFERENCE SYSTEM
Cyrus CD-Xt SE CD transport
Aesthetix Calypso preamplifier

Icon MB845 Monoblock power amplifiers
Quad ESL-57 loudspeakers {One Thing modified)
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RUSS ANDREWS FUBAR Il USB £125

he test starts with this transparent performance, as the difficult to reach lower tones that
very humble USB-only Fubar I strips all instrumental colour, are sometimes obscured in the mix.
DAC, running up to |é6bit, laying the music bare.While this adds As for the piano? Well it positively
48kHz sampling rate with to the ‘truth’ of the rendition, the cavorted across the soundstage.
no fancy tricks like upsam- Fubar Ii can be accused of excessive The finely picked acoustic guitar
pling. It's an unashamed enthusiasm, like a Beaver on speed solo secured an admirable midrange
budget box that spans a little over attacking the bark of a tree. That performance, that was also compli-
50x80x105mm, so is small enough to  rather bright image is not suitably mented by a light and airy treble.
be placed almost anywhere. Inside, recompensed with enough detail and The Fubar |l should really be
it sports a Burr Brown PCM2702 information... judged within its computer niche,
DAC chip, not that you'd ever know Playing Carol Kidd's ‘Dreamsville’, ~ because when it's shoved up against
with its racey red ribbed gunmetal and ‘A Nightingale Sang In Berkeley quality hi-fi kit, it does suffer in its
casing (although a limited edition Square’, and you realise where the lack of connective adaptability and
grey version is available, however). Fubar II's spiritual home lies — jazz. In monochrome sound. That said, it
The fascia has no controls how- contrast to the rather fatiguing rock certainly gave a good account of itself
ever, and only three lights are pres- tracks, Kidd's warm vocal backed a and should be seriously considered
ent including power, ‘suspend’ and discerning bass that was lifted and for those computer users looking to
another for ‘playback’. The rear of the  posed to the ear, displaying those improve their basic hardware.
case includes a simple on/off
switch, USB connector and DC
power slot. The Fubar has been MEASURED PERFORMANCE
designed with computer use in The Fubar identifies itself after a USB is a decent USB DAC, approaching best
mind, with plug and play func- handshake as a Burr Brown PCM2702. hi-fi standards. NK
tionality. It works up to 48kHz sample rate and
16bit resolution the manufacturers say, Frequency response {-1dB)
SOUND QUALITY but it ‘acce!ns a 24bit word we f?und cb 2Hz-21kHz
All sound tests were based on a fijl distortion l‘:lrops Sl hlgh-lsI! . .
0.4% from 16bit to 0.16% from 24bit, so  Distortion {%)
PC running WAV files that began ETHIFETONNIHIATRTS using higher bit  0dB 0.001
withThe Sugababes’ 'Stronger’ B ESURTRS T CRN R (TR [ TR WL -6dB 0.001
VERDICT $0@® from the ‘Angles With Dirty mediocre 16bit performance. Although  -60dB 0.4
Fine entry level computer-only DAC, | Faces' album. Immediately, the not up to best CD DAC standards the -80dB 5.5
but not strictly an audiophile hi-fi default sound — an admittedly Fubar manages competently with 16bit,
product however. reasonable noise from my fully resolving a -80dB signal and giving  Separation {1kHz) 118dB
FUBAR Il USB 4PN Creative Audigy soundcard h_etter results.from a -80dB dithered Noise (‘IEC A) -101dB
Russ Andrews _ grhs [fftEthaver evehy s!gnal,‘retu‘rnmg a very reasor‘lahle 3.2%  Dynamic range 104dB
(© +44 (0)845 345 1550 frequency providing a universal a1l flgur_e. V.V“h NI sgland SuTEul oY
e no large quantisation products EIAJ
bbbl SOFic improvement, fine bass Dynamic Range was fair at 104dB, a FREQUENCY RESPONSE
"FOR CUSIEELEC R S peculiar noise spectrum having impact
‘ - insightful a diminutive, low priced box. here. g L ax__FREQUENCYHz
- detailed bass The problematically excessive Our frequency response analysis
. peak limiting shoe-horned into shows the Fubar is flat out to 21kHz
- low price 7 S
the mastering is present here, and very accurate in this area, so
i itti although small and not purposed for
| AGRINST . It: ihberf::gf:;:Izto”:fe);?:a:quare traditignal hi-fi compon:m: it has a hi-fi
R reducing long term enjoyment. AU GRS R LR
| - limited tonal palette Can's Yoo Doo Right’ f Philips standard at 2V exactly.
| - USB only e The Fubar gives good results and s G Dl .

‘Monster Movie' displayed a
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MUSICAL FIDELITY V-DAC £170

he first real hi-fi DAC at least bearable. In fact, it even but the V-DAC still doesn’t keep
of the group, this is allowed the few positives of the reminding you how cheap it is.
small in stature at just recording to emerge, such as the Via the USB input, the WAV
40x95x155mm, and meaty bass and impressive instru- source tracks still offered a wide
comes stripped of extra- mental separation. soundstage and deep, rich tones.
neous buttons, while the Can’s drum-heavy track Can’s track remained organic with
sturdy chassis is very simple in sounded impressive, revealing a midrange showing greater finesse
form. Lurking within is a modern cavernous yet sensitively organic than the Fubar Il. Finally, the
Burr-Brown DSD 1792 chip and a bass drum to flower, and there was  wonderfully balanced performance
SRC4392 upsampler. The orienta- oodles of midrange detail with the of Carol Kidd was accompanied by
tion of the casing is a little odd, it DAC picking out relatively subtle a vivid midrange that added to the
has to be said. There is no front-to-  analogue synth noises. Carol Kidd’s  general musicality of the product.
back reference to the V-DAC, the jazz track was similarly impressive, This isn’t just a good DAC
lines of operation run left-to-right. bringing a bucketful of clarity to at the price, it's a great one. It
So, on the left is a pair of phono an already polished presentation had me scratching my head at
outs whilst, on the right, is a USB that quickly sat next to a confident  how Musical Fidelity can produce
port, a coaxial input and a switch midrange. It's not quite as polished  something so good for so little
to toggle between them.You also as the higher end products here, money.

get an optical S/PDIF input

and a DC power connector. MEASURED PERFORMANCE

SOUND QUALITY The V-DAC has a small roll down in best results within this group. NK

The V-DAC performed high frequency output, just enough to Frequency response (-1dB)

superbly given its modest ensure there's no treble ‘spit’. This (W] 2Hz-20.7kHz

price and packaging, meaning pulls the upper response limit from

that so much more music was [RALGIRCRONIT FAET I ERED D Distortion (%)

allowed to flow forth from inconsequential reduction. The result 0d8B 0.003

this simple box than the Fubar Wf:ls ifien:,ica': oanI/PDIFdanddUSB an'(li gggg 0.000§

USB-only design. Indeed, its FERNGIEE IO, il a et S0 ot - : \ v

nature thher greminds me of presentation. -80dB B XERD“’I .f...d.

; Linearity was best of the group .b;’dl?e,t:’”’ detr‘:’ce' a"I B
EEAARRIMEl vith 20bit code via S/PDIF, distortion  Separation (1kHz) TEYTR | tistakel A smooth oben, O s
Reference One loudspeakers  NNTREUEINE N [ARTRCN TS Noise (IEC A) BEVETI | ormalty expected at this price.
in its clear, concise sound. showing what an improvement higher Dynamic range 113dB
It’s a low distortion design resolution can make via a high guality Output 2.1v [ MUSICAL FIDELITY |
for sure, and this was DAC. From normal 16bit code, distortion V-DAC £170;
best illustrated playing the measured a still very low 0.2% and Armour-Home Electronics !
Sugababes’ track which EIAJ Dynamic Range was commensu-  FREQUENCY RESPONSE i© +44 (0)1279:719944

rately very high 113dB - again best of
the group and also comparable to the . us__FREQUENCY Hz
best hi-fi DACs available. USB gave ' FOR

produced none of the usual
vocal sibilance that was heard

www.armourhome.co.uk

via the Fubar Il for example,

hil harsh trebl slightly worse results, as it did with - low distortion
i e tom_es the other DACs, 16bit distortion rising | - bass power
MAUREC LR UL 10 0.3%, and 24bit 0.15%. Output was - elarity
damaged via excessive peak normal at 2.1V, channel separation high : :
B q | - midrange detail
limiting and the V-DAC can’t and noise low.

do anything about that, but The V-DAC measured very well all
its design makes the track’s round, via S/PDIF and USB, offering the
rather ‘offensive’ character

AGAINST
| - nothing at the price

wwwhifiworld.couk  SEPTEMBER 2009 HI-FI WORLD 17



:

1

L

Coaxial

Coaxial

High Resolution Digital to Analogue Converter

2 4

Opticat use

BERESFORD TC-7510 £186.29

his DAC resembles a min-
iature amplifier, its casing
spanning 40x245x | 10mm,
and whilst somewhat basic
it can stilt be described as
sleek looking. This black
box is unassuming, a welcome design
tone indicating a sense of confidence.
Internally, a Class A anatogue output
stage is said to help reduce crossover
distortion, while a *virtual’ DC power
supply covers varying voltages. The
front fascia features a selection of
neat yet small brass button selectors
to key in two coaxial, one optical and
one USB input. A power button and
volume control are also present. At
this price point it was somewhat sur-
prising to see a headphone socket too.
The rear offers two sets of analogue
outputs, two coaxial inputs, a
USB port and optical input plus

interpretation.

Moving onto Carol Kidd’s easy-
going performance, the Beresford
served up a very clean sound that
was a touch more strident than the
V-DAC. Although the Beresford did
add a greater degree of transparency,
it also on occasion did threaten to tip
over towards sounding sterile. Kidd's
rendition was delivered with a broad
sweep along a wide soundstage, which
came as a slight improvement over
the V-DAC in this respect at least.

Plugging the USB cable into
the TC-7510 proved an enjoyable
exercise, as on the Sugababes track,
the soundstage offered an impres-
sively three dimensional picture and a
wholly clean vocal performance, but
without the bass power of the V-DAC

TC-7520 DAC
A18it/96KHz

O

Headphones

or indeed its silky, distortion-free
presentation. Moving onto Can, who
are always slightly grubby long-haired
layabouts, and via the Beresford they
appeared to have taken a long shower
prior to a quick visit to the barbers.
A clear, clean interpretation offered
sparkling midrange and treble, and
these qualities transferred easily to
the Carol Kidd track where the treble
was particularly light and airy while
Kidd's voice provided a subtly nasal
quality.

An interesting contrast to the
V-DAC, this offered more light
and shade, providing an effective
alternative to those wanting more
transparency and insight in their
music, although tonally it wasn't as
agreeable.

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

a DC power connector.

SOUND QUALITY

Playing the Sugababes track,
the Beresford revealed an
immediately incisive but
sometimes clinical sound. As
such, this DAC produced a
highly transparent rendition
that revealed subtle tonal
characteristics, especially
within the lower bass area.
The excessive peak limiting

VERDICT OO 0@

at times.

Musically revealing DAC providing a
clean signal, but can sound analytical

of this track was evident but
not too severe, and while the
soundstage was a little shallow
and showed a relative lack of

BERESFORD TC-7510 £186.29

Beresford
({r+44(0)7917896868
|_vl1w_w._beresford.me

FOR

- clarity

- transparency
- airy treble

| AGAINST
- sometimes clinical

18

musicality compared to the V-

| DAC, its superb transient attack
| produced a punchy performance
that was fun to listen to.The
naturally transparent character
of the midrange was even more
impressive on the well mastered
Can song, where the notable
transient speed was even more
effective on this drum-heavy
track, whilst retaining the
Musical Fidelity's more organic

HE-FI WORLD SEPTEMBER 2009

Our frequency response analysis shows
the TC-7510 is another flat response
DAC, with an upper response limit
of 21kHz from a 44.1kHz sample rate
signal. This sort of response shape
gives fairly obvious treble and the
sheen common to CD, so the DAC1 will
not soften out CD sound.

Distortion levels were low at
high tevels, where as usual full 16bit
resolution is available, but increased
toward lower levels, the telling -60dB
showing linearity was poorer than
usual, distortion measuring 0.45% on
the right channel and 0.32% on the
left channel, a degree of variability
not common with quality audio DACs.
USB input gave a similar result to S/
PDIF as expected. The EIAJ Dynamic
Range value was low at 105dB in
consequence, against a common 110dB
or more. Distortion halved to 0.2% with
a 24bit signal, but this is still poor,
matching typical 16bit resolution.

Output was normal at 2.32V via the
phono outputs; there are no XLRs.

The Beresford uses a DAC of
mediocre quality for audio purposes,
but otherwise gives a fair result from

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

USB as well as electrical and optical
S/PDIF inputs. NK

Frequency response {-1dB)
(W] 2Hz-21kHz -

Distortion (%)
0dB 0.001
-6dB 0.002
-60dB 0.45

-80dB 7

91dB
-120dB
10548
2.32v

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

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

vs  FREQUENCY-Hz

500 1k 2x 5k 10k 20k




DacMagic

upsampling DAC

CAMBRIDGE AUDIO DACMAGIC

his new incarnation of the
Cambridge Audio classic
offers a friendly design with
a brushed aluminium case,
measuring 50x215x | 90mm.
You can even stand the
chassis on its end, just to be contrary,
placing it within a low profile rub-
berised stand. The power, unlike the
other DACs seen here, is supplied by
an external ‘wallwart’. Accompanying
the dual differential Wolfson WM8740
DAGC:s, the chassis front features an
on/off switch, a three-source selector
plus a filter/phase selector. A handy
row of sample rate lights complete
the frontal offering. Apart from the
DC power connector, the rear pro-

@ Cambridge Audio

on / Off

lesivee

“<- .
Digial . @

Digha! 2 ®

£229

Playing Can, you get the feeling
that the Cambridge is a jack of all
trades but a master of none. This
is not a derisive comment, rather |
feel the DacMagic might not excel
at 4ny one particular area of musical
presentation, but sounds good all
round. lts bass is present and quite
forceful, whilst midrange gives you the
information you need, and its treble
is lively and expansive. Still, no one
single aspect of the musical spectrum
grabbed me by the throat, unlike both
the V-DAC and Beresford. Similarly,
The Carol Kidd track was a bit of
a mish mash. Despite the musicality,
the acoustic guitar solo was a little
muddled and midrange bloom tended

to fill in the more complex areas
yet the vocal was effortless and well
portrayed.

Turning briefly to the USB source,
the DAC offered a broad soundstage
with a sometimes muted bass via the
Sugababes, but was much happier
on the well mastered track from
Can where it profited from a fine
midrange. Indeed, in many respects
the DacMagic was more impressive
responding to a USB source than a
CD source.

This mysterious little box is
feature-packed and works very well
(especially on USB) but for better and
for worse, doesn't have the obvious
character of other products here.

vides a USB input, two phono
coaxial and two optical inputs
plus a phono and optical output
along with a pair of balanced
outputs and a pair of unbalanced
phono outputs. lts switchable
filter rates | am sure will seduce
some in the showroom, but |
can’t say | found them terribly
useful - more of a pointless dis-
traction, in fact!

SOUND QUALITY

After a good deal of faffing
around, | settled on the ‘Linear
Phase’ filter as the best of

the worst, and duly épun up

the Sugababes’ track which
immediately exhibited a sound
quite different to both the
V-DAC and the Beresford.

The Cambridge offers an
impressively grand soundstage
— majestic even. Listening to this
little box of tricks, you feel that
you really should get dressed up
for the occasion because that’s
what the DacMagic provides

— a live gig magnificence.
There’s also a distinct musicality
about this DAC. | wouldn’t

say it's toe-tapping, rather it’s

a touch naughtier... instead

of toe-tapping, you're offered
bottom-swinging soul!

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

The DAC Magic has a wide, flat
frequency response with CD our
measurements show and there was
almost no change at the three filter
settings, as on the first sample.
Both Min (minimum) and Lin (linear)
Phase both gave a very sharp roll
off at 20.1kHz with no sign of stop
band ripples or throwups. The Steep
setting, shown, curtailed response
just a fraction, to 19.8kHz (-1dB) but
did not affect pass band response, so
sound quality differences will not be

attributable to changed response shape.

Flat frequency response as shown
usually gives a bright balance from
CD. Output extended to 24kHz with a
48kHz sample rate signal and USB gave
identical results to the optical input,
only distortion increasing slightly to
0.35% from 0.2% from 16bit code. This
is still a good result and shows the
DacMagic works well with computers
and portable players.

From CD distortion levels were as
low as the best convertors available, a
figure of 0.2% at -60dB being as good
as it gets with 16hit resolution. As
a direct result EIAJ Dynamic Range
measured a very high 114dB, so the
DAC Magic should sound clean. With
24bit code distortion dropped to a low
0.04%.

Output was normal at 2.1V via

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

the unbalanced phono outputs and
4.2V from balanced XLR. Measured
performance from XLR was otherwise
similar to the phono output.

The DAC Magic gave an impressive
measured performance and is an
imaginative design. NK

Frequency response (-1dB)
cD 4Hz-20.1kHz
Distortion (%)
0dB

-6dB

-60dB

-80dB

0.0005
0.0008
0.2
4.5

112d8B
-115dB
114dB
2.1(8.2)V

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

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

dBr FFT  CH1, us  FREQUENCY/Hz
1

3
2
1
[:]

500 1k 2k Sk 10k 20k
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VERDICT OOOO £

An innovative and flexible product,
this is a svelte yet impressive
sounding performer.

CAMBRIDGE DAC

MAGIC £229

Cambridge Audio
(@© +44 (0)845 900 1230
www.cambridge-audio.com |

| FOR
- grand presentation
- feature-rich
- musicality

AGAINST
| - fiddly filters
|7- opcgionally&nd
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VERDICT O

Impressively built, this smooth DAC
is a good partner for soft jazz-styled
music but lacks force and focus.

'MGL SYMPHONY MIN|

DACPRE

£345
Symphony

(© +44 (0)20 32874171

i www.mglaudiolabs.com

'FOR
- midband detail
- impressive soundstage
{ - flexibility

| AGAINST
{ - mediocre detail and grip
| - measured performance

20

4

C)

MGL SYMPHONY MINI DACPRE £345

ompared to the other
DACs reviewed, the
Symphony is almost indus-
trial in its aspect. The case
is big and bold and rather
hulking. The control fascia is
dominated by two control knobs that
look as though they been designed
for men who work on oil rigs. One

is a volume control, the other a six-
source input selector.You also have a
power switch and headphone socket.
In addition to the Wolfson DAC chips
within, the rear features two coaxial
inputs, two optical inputs and two
sets of phono line ins.You also get a

5 MGL

Ao Labsratories

Source
Opt 2
Opl 1

K2

DAC) and a grand presentation a
fa DacMagic, although not with that
same degree of depth. In fact, the
mids seemed enhanced because of
that impressive soundstage which
seemed to offer them space and time.
Similarly, there were the same
array of ‘goods’ and ‘nearlies’ with
Can'’s finely mastered yet drum-heavy
track. Comparisons with the V-DAC
and Beresford were not particularly
good for the Symphony, lacking as
it did the organic nature of either.
There was no real bass heft present,
nor was there much in the way of
drama. Bass was rather on the polite

side, although the Symphony still
produced a nice clean treble and
upper midrange which was suitably
silky.

That smooth midrange and treble
performance was highlighted with the
jazz-inflected Carol Kidd, whose vocal
performance was wholly attractive
and suitably feminine. In fact, the
Symphony appeared to much prefer
the jazz pathway. Its combination of
midband detailing and polite bass
response was highly effective here.
This DAC tippy-toes around the rock
firmament whilst welcoming jazz with
open arms.
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set of phono outs and a set of
mini-DIN outs and a figure-of-
eight power cable. A USB port
is available via an optical port
convertor, but this wasn't sup-
plied with the review model.
Additional input and output
modules are available at extra
cost. Options include an upgrad-
ed power supply for £51, bal-
anced outputs for £85, two sets
of analogue inputs for £64,a
remote control that will set you
back £51, transformer isolated
digital inputs for £34, an 125
digital input for £42 — or you
can buy a ‘Plus Package’ contain-
ing everything but the 12S input
for £198 (pound equivalents of
Euro originals).

SOUND QUALITY

With no USB port, the sound
tests were wholly devoted

to the CD source. The initial
impression after spinning

the Sugababes track, was of
an intriguing mixture of fine
midrange detail (though not
quite as impressive as the V-

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

The MGL has some unusual charac-
teristics, one of which is a restricted
upper frequency response limit of
16kHz {-1dB), instead of the usual
21kHz imposed by the anti-aliasing
filter of a 44.1kHz sample rate system.
Subjectively however, this does remove
some upper spit from CD and isn‘t
necessarily perceived as a bad thing in
practice; Chord Electronics DAC64 had
such a limit and didn't suffer. The lower
limit of this DAC is also limited to 10Hz,
where most reach 2Hz. Our analysis has
an up tilt at the low end (left) due to the
presence of a little hum - inaudible but
it should not be there all the same.

Distortion at full level {0dB) was
excessive, measuring 3%. At -6dB it
was still unacceptably high at 0.8%,
where 0.001% or so is expected. At
-60dB it was still on the high side at
0.25%, with a figure of ©.33% from
24bit via USB - a peculiar result.

Output was normal enough at 2.4V.

The MGL suffers all round from a
poor measured performance by audio
standards, high distortion being most
worrying. It can only be justified by its
functionality. NK

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

Frequency response {-1dB})
CcD 10Hz-16kHz
Distortion (%)

0dB 3
-6dB 0.8
-60dB 0.25
-80dB 3.9

81dB
-99dB
110dB
2.43V

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

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

vs  FREQUENCY/Hz

2k Sk 10k 20k




stello baioo

UPSAMPLE
STANDBY O

STELLO DA100 SIGNATURE £675

his is something of a favou- upper register incision of both the and rich on the Sugababes track
rite of ours, since we first Beresford and the clarity of the V- with a wide soundstage and well
reviewed it in the August DAC - being not quite as immediate modulated vocals. Similarly, the Can
2008 issue of Hi-Fi World. — the Stello did surprise with its drive  track produced an impressive drum-
The Stello is fully equipped,  and dynamics. It also picked out the based performance which, although
looking and feeling like rather subtle analogue synth warbling  less musically enthralling than the
a proper piece of hi-fi. There's a rather well. Carol Kidd's vocal strains ~ V-DAC, was still fiercely punchy. That
standby button and attendant light sounded particularly mature as the bass performance continued to the
along with a five-source selector plus  lower midband elements in her voice  double bass on the Carol Kidd track,
an upsampling button that, after tests  were presented well, accentuating the detailed tracking of the acoustic
found that sound was improved with just how significant and essential she guitar solo was similarly striking.
it on, was left activated during the is to the jazz vocal scene. Although Although not as lyrical sounding
review. The rear of the chassis, mea- not quite as explicit as the V-DAC, as the much cheaper V-DAC, the
suring 212x55x290mm, packs in an the Stello’s midband maturity did aid Stello performed very well with
IEC power socket, two phono outs, the overall balance, something that music that utilised complex or
balanced outs and AES/EBU, coaxial,, more revealing higher end ancillaries tonally interesting lower registers,
optical and USB port along with a would welcome. showing a notable command of this
power switch. There's also a rare 12S Connected to a USB source, frequency area whilst also integrating
connector to enable an accurate, jit- the Stello continued its thumping a noteworthy dynamism. A very
ter-free connection to the matching bass response which was both full powerful performer, then.

Stello CDT 100 transport. Inside,
a discrete Class A analogue
output stage and large toroidal

VMEASURED PERFORMANCE

transformer rated at 25A can Frequency response of the DA100
be found. Signature was level across the range, Frequency response (-1dB)
with just a gentle drop down towards cD 2Hz - 20.4kHz

SOUND QUALITY 20kHz which wi!l ensure a smooth top . .
ThesficstMMpressian of the end, and e)_(tens[on down to 2Hz at the Distortion (%)
Stell ma—— low end. Distortion levels were low 0dB 0.05

teflo upon spinning the across the board, with a more than -6dB 0.022
S RN EREINE ¢ ceptable figure of 0.24% at -60dB. -60dB 0.24
crisp and detailed sound that, The EIAJ dynamic range figure was  -80dB 2.9
whilst not bright, did nothing again a respectable value of 109dB;
to hide the excessive peak a little short of the hest at 112dB but Separation {1kHz) LIl |VERDICT OO@@ £
limiting distortion from this perfectly acceptable nonetheless. Noise (IEC A) SLG]: W | Finessed sounding DAC with

track. Whilst not quite the Channel separation was good at 38dB Dynamic range {[ILT[:} |strong driving bass and plenty of
and the noise levels from the player Output (unbalanced/balanced) 2.4/5.2v [ likdadld

were very good, measuring -105dB. 'STELLO DA100 SIG.  £675
Results were consistent across both Select Audio

most transparent DAC in the
test, bass performance was

very impressive, sounding both

A ] balanced and unbalanced outputs, the
atmospheric and detailed. There former also giving an output level figure FREQUENCY RESPONSE

©+44 (0)1900 813 064

was a rare sense of air around double that of the unbatanced, as is dBr FFT  CHI, s FREQUENCY-Hz M""M'k
those lower registers that did common. S | FOR_ - | |
provide a welcome dynamic Engaging upsampling on the DA100 - dynamic articulation
dimension to the midband. This  ISTIETOTCR L A 1 REET (I R CL L WY - basswisight
was further improved when the WCHTDECH TS MO CLRUTR [ fI-oor | o G TR
balanced outputs were used. of the unit further - remoying a noise - connectivity

Playing the Can track, again :’:f’k at ::gka:S;:ian (:\rl(l)'?pmlgl t:;le 'Serelll "

9l 5 is poin . Al in all, the Stetlo

the bas.s ) Impres.SEd s mea:ured v\\llell and should turn in a fine | RGAINST
gave this drum-lead piece real performance. AS . | - nothing at the price

excitement. Although lacking the
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BENCHMARK DAC-1S £930

his is the most expensive
DAC in this round-up, and
the most professionally
designed of the bunch. By
this | mean ‘studio pro-
fessional’, which shows
the company’s pro audio roots. It’s
well made, sturdy and solid whilst
looking like it can take the knocks
and last the distance. Measuring
450x200x2 |0mm, the Benchmark
provides enough presence to be
noticeable but not enough to domi-
nate. The fascia, featuring a cut-out
design that some might consider
stylish, includes a nicely balanced and
handy stepped volume control — the
only example of such here — along
with two headphone sockets and a
coaxial/XLR/optical selector. The rear
of the case includes a wealth of
options including an IEC power
slot, a pair of phono outputs,
a pair of balanced outputs, a

this DAC took hold of bass like a lion
handles a dead zebra. The Benchmark
shook it until the bass realised that
the DAC would do whatever it damn
well pleased!

The immense low frequency
control carried over to the Can
ditty. In fact, as this piece features a
superior master, the bass detail was
far better nuanced. It was as if each
sub-particle of each tone was taken,
examined and carefully considered
before being released to maximise
the production. The tremendous
sense of realism carried over to
the Carol Kidd CD, where Kidd’s
vocals featured a delicate sheen
and femininity that added to her
performance by imparting a touch of
vulnerability. The midrange was best

represented by the dynamic acoustic
guitar which screamed ‘Steel!’ and
the treble tinged cymbals stretched
through space and time.The
Benchmark was as at home with this
rather precise and considered jazz
piece as it was on more driving rock.

Considering its still fairly modest
price in the great scheme of things
(well,a Chord QBD76 costs three
times as much!), this is a superb
digital-to-analogue conversion tool.
But isn’t it interesting that to my
ears at least, it took a DAC costing
almost a grand to match the V-DAC
in terms of musicality? Sad that, but
the Benchmark did perform brilliantly.
In fact, upon spinning any CD, it takes
but a few seconds for you to realise
that it is money well spent.

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

q
IPuwer, precision and poise - allied

VERDICT 00009

variable/calibrated selector, a
coaxial input, an optical input
plus another supporting XLR.
However, unlike the DACI

USB reviewed in the February
2008 issue of Hi-Fi World, there's
no USB port. Inside, the box
features UltraLock technology,
designed to reduce jitter along
with a large toroidal transform-
er and neat, surface mounted
componentry to reduce the sig-
nal path between each chip.

to seat-of-the-pants musicality, this

{justifies its premium price.

SCV Ltd:
© +44 (0)20:8418.1470
www.scvlondon.co.uk

BENCHMARK DAC-1S £930

SOUND QUALITY

Along with the V-DAC, the
Benchmark made me sit up and
take notice, dragging me out

! of my slumbers with superb

FOR

- bass articulation
- midrange detail

- treble air

- overall musicality

AGRINST

- styling
- price

1 bass control, explicit midrange
detailing and a rousingly
musical demeanour. Playing

the Sugababes track, despite

a slight increase in perceived
harshness when compared to
the V-DAC that did place some
emphasis on the peak limiting,
the Benchmark impressed with
its fine control of bass. In fact

22
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The DAC1 has a wide, fiat frequency
response with CD, our analysis shows,
and this is the sort of response shape
that gives a fairly obvious treble and the
sheen common to CD, so the DAC1 will
add no warmth.

Distortion levels were very low
throughout the unit’s dynamic range, a
figure of 0.18% at -60dB being as good
as it gets ‘with 16bit resolution from CD.
As a direct result EIAJ Dynamic Range
measured a respectably high 111dB, so
the DAC1 should sound clean enough
in use with CD. With higher resolution
24bit code distortion dropped to just
0.03% through S/PDIF, again as good as
it gets, so the DAC1 is very linear and
up amongst the best in this respect.

Output was normal at 2V via
the unbalanced phono outputs and,
unusually, a low 1.2V'from balanced
XLR output sockets, It is common for
the:balanced output to be double that
of the unbalanced, although it does not
have to be when balanced output line
drive amps are used. it's best to use
higher voltages for lines to better resist
interference and noise so this result is
a surprise. Measured performance from
XLR was otherwise similar to the phono
output.

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

The DAC1 provided a goad
measured performance and should
work well enough in use. NK

Frequency response {-1dB)
cd 4Hz-20.7kHz

Distortion (%)
0dB

-6dB

-60dB

-80dB

0.001
0.0017
0.18
4.4

12048
-114dB
111d8
2012V

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

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

vs _ FREQUENCY/Hz

500 1k 2k 5k 16k 20k




me was, back in the early

nineteen nineties, that

everyone was clamour-

ing for the quick, painless

upgrade that was an off-

board DAC. Remember
the Arcam Black Boxes, the Audio
Alchemy Digital Decoding Engines,
the DPA Enlightenments? Then sud-
denly the whole genre seemed to die
a death, to the point in the middle of
this decade that it was almost impos-
sible to buy anything cheaper than
a Chord DAC64 at well over two
thousand pounds! Now though, the
standalone DAC is back, many with
upsampling and/or USB connectivity,
and we're left wondering how the
little blighters ever went away...

This round up showed me that
there is a lot of quality on offer, from
just a couple of hundred pounds. All
bar the Fubar will usefully upgrade
a decent early nineties budget CD
player such as the Marantz CD52SE,
for example, offering more detail,
dimensionality and a generally more
sveite yet musically engaging sound.
Still, there wasn’t a simple procession
upwards as you spend more. True,
the extra cash always seemed to buy
you superior
packaging and
more inputs,

In fourth place was' the Beresford
TC-7510.This DAC produces such
a clear, clean sound that just about
any vocal track you throw at it will
benefit. Rock music will fap it up too
because of its bass punch and vivid,
transient performance whilst jazz will
appreciate its transparent personality.
It's a lot of sound per pound, and
nice in an open airy way that will
unlock some of the more nasal
sounding entry-level digital sourced
systems it’s likely to be used with.

In joint third place, enter the
Cambridge Audio DacMagic and
Stello DA100 Signature. | loved
the magnificence of the Cambridge
Audio’s soundstage that grandly
announced itself to the listener,
although it wasn't quite as fluid as it
might have been thereafter. Still, it's
a great, affordable, do-it-all DAC at a
very reasonable price.

The same can be said of the
Stello, albeit at a higher level. This
proved happiest with power and
meat in its music. lts thumping bass,
smooth treble and highly sophis-
ticated sound was very ‘high end
hi-fi’, and in some ways has the
class to hold its own in a top end

CONCLUSION

best value: Musical Fidelity V-DAC

Fidelity’s V-DAC, and oh what a
performance! The fact that this DAC
is second in the list at just £170 is
pretty amazing in itself. The fact that
it was only comprehensively pipped
to the post by a DAC that’s nigh

on £1,000 is remarkable. Don’t be
fooled by the case that looks like it’s
been made in a shed by someone
with a Woodbine hanging out of their
mouth — there are serious gubbins
within. The sound is remarkably
clear and the price low, and so very
musical with it. There were obvious
weak points, such as the lack of a

"if you want something considerably better

weereical 1AM The Benchmark, you'll have to save

ended...

Kicking
off, in reverse
order, and the
wee Russ Andrews Fubar It is a fine
little niche product - designed for
computers only. It will improve on
most people’s soundcards; merely
adding this box to your PC or Mac
will considerably augment its overall
audio quality, making iTunes listenable,
or DVD movies more enjoyable
thanks to a decent, clean soundtrack
coming through your main hi-fi
speakers.

In fifth place came the MGL
Symphony DACPre. A functional
looking device, it adopted an almost
beatnik love for jazz, but then
seemed to want to hide behind the
nearest speaker cabinet when the
rock musicians turned up. | liked its
small footprint and its flexibility, but
the sound didn't really do it for me.

up rather a lot more cash...

system and not let the side down. It
responds particularly well to a good
transport, we found. For example, it
will tell you the difference between
the already superb Cyrus CD Xt
SE and an Esoteric at five times
the price more readily than almost
any others here. But still, for all its
obvious ability, it didn’t quite float
my boat musically. It never really
undid its top button and relaxed like
it should. Powerful and grippy as it
sounded, there was always a slight
detachment, a perceptible unwill-
ingness to engage with the music’s
soul, however superbly it handled the
more technical aspects of the music.
So for this listener, the top honours
went elsewhere...

In second place came Musical

overall winner: Benchmark DAC1S

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

truly substantial foundation-shaking
bass, but these still didn’t detract
from its intrinsic soulfulness. And
importantly, where it shone, it shone
very brightly indeed, winning any
listener over with its charm and
sheer love of life.

And finally, the winner for me
was the Benchmark DAC-1S.This
box screams quality from within
(even if it doesn’t necessarily scream
it from without), taking mere seconds
for you to exclaim,“oh yes, this is the
one.” It is punchy and prodigious of
bass yet extended in treble, and as
expansive as anything here and yet
subtle and beguiling too. For me, it
ticked all the boxes and made the
reference Cyrus CD XT SE transport
sing — but then so it should at its
not inconsiderable price. Put one of
these on the end of any sub-£2,000
CD spinner and it’s going to do some
good, and the older the machine is,
the more improvement it should
make. It has almost all the finesse
of the Stello, more bounce than the
Musical Fidelity, and a good deal
more besides. If you want something
considerably better than the
Benchmark, then I'm afraid you'll have
to save up rather a lot more cash...
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Isklek”

www.isoteksystems.com

The best sub-£300 mains conditioning

product on the market -~

“Excellent value for money...

A great real-world product thats
useful and inexpensively
upgrades your system”

Hi-F1 WorLD

“We would not hesitate to
suggest the Sirius as an

effective upgrade for
any system”

Hi-F1 CHOICE IsoTek Sirius featured with Supreme power cable

1:*m****_ i:—-— ;!-w HHACHDICE

Accessories
IsoPlug, DeMag CD, etc...

£ RG]
' e,

Orion & Gemini j

Two levels of high quality filt

\Dedicated TV filter

IsoTek is committed to the creation of
truly cutting edge designs through the
development of unique proprietary
technologies. Every product is designed
and developed in the England and hand
assembled in their factory in Hampshire.

Only the finest quality components are
used, and many of these are uniquely
developed and built to ‘Ministry Of
Defence’ specifications.

IsoTek has consistently established a
class leading reputation, a fact that has
been proved by numerous reviews
throughout the world and over 25
industry awards.

For your free brochure, or to locate your
nearest dealer please call Sound
Fowndations on 01276 501 392.

Sound Fowndations

Tel: 01276 501 392 « Mob: 07789 307 619
E-Mail: sales@soundfowndations.co.uk ® www.soundfowndations.co.uk

www.isoteksystems.com




MY AUDIO DESIGN DIAMOND
SIGNATURE £449/0.5M

This unusually named company is
run by Timothy Yung, a Hong Kong
Chinese who seems far more proud
to base his company in the UK than
most of our homegrown manufac-
turers! Tim takes an obsessive
interest in materials technology and
manufacturing processes, almost

to the extent that he regards the
commercial retail side of his business
as an annoying distraction, which

in my experience runs counter to
the approach of many other cable
companies! The Diamond Signature
is hand crafted with four “99.9997%
ultra pure Diamond Die Silver”
strands, said to be the highest

CLEARER AUDIO COPPER LINE
ALPHA POWER HUB £65+

Designed to be “a first class entry-
level power supply solution for both
hi-fi and home cinema systems”,

the Copper-line Alpha Power-HUB
is manufactured from high quality
extruded aluminum, and comes
directly hard-wired with Copper-line
Alpha Power Cable. The large socket
contacts are made from copper
alloy, providing low impedance.

High purity large gauge 2.5mm2
conductors are used internally,
capable of carrying currents of

up to 26A (6000W). A new active
filtration mains noise system called
Hyperion is fitted, using two high
performance capacitors to filter
both common-mode and differential-
mode noise, and it’s said to allow
over |7A (4000W) of continuous
current delivery. Status LEDs show
that the HUB is powered and the

purity available to the commercial
world. It is apparently extremely
labour-intensive to make, using a
“Quad Cross Weave” to combat RFI.
Extruding the silver conductors from
a diamond die is claimed to eliminate
corrosion, oxidation and contami-
nation from the manufacturing
process, ensuring the highest purity
of the Silver.“The best medical-grade
ultra thin PTFE dielectric” is used, as
is DeoxIT on the connectors of this,
the company’s flagship model.

This is certainly a distinctive
sounding interconnect, possessing
one of the most open and accurate
top ends I've heard at almost any
price. Duran Duran’s ‘Lonely in Your
Nightmare’ is a fussy pop production,
full of early eighties studio trickery,
yet the MAD cable cut through it like
a hot knife through butter, making
my current mid-price reference
cable, the (admittedly £150 cheaper)
Missing Link Link Cryo Reference
interconnect actually sound quite
diffuse. Given the great quality of
the latter, | wasn't prepared for the
extra treble clarity the Diamond
Signature was bringing - | could even
hear the tape hiss running all the way
through the song. It’s an amazingly

Hyperion system is active. A new
feature called Earth-View constantly
monitors the ground integrity;
should the integrity of the ground
become compromised then the
status indicator will go out. There’s
also the company’s Gatekeeper Surge
Protection which only activates when
a surge or transient occurs.All three
channels (live-neutral, live-earth and
neutral-earth) are protected with
surge currents of up to 10,000A
being clamped in less than 25 nano-
seconds, the company claims. Prices
start at £65 for a 4-way, including

0.5 inlet cable, and there’s a sixty day
money-back guarantee.

Sound quality is excellent for
such a budget product; | found this
compared very well with any sub-
£200 power block I've come across.
It’s very clean sounding, presenting
a satisfyingly ‘hash-free’ sound in
my own room. Treble proved nicely

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

SOUNDBITES

fast and transparent sounding cable,
one which seems to have little or
no overhang; instruments start and
stop with tremendous alacrity. The
midband is superb too, although
here the MAD was less obviously
superior and better described as
‘different’. Whilst it made the Missing
Link cable still seem quite opaque by
comparison, the Link Cryo seemed a
touch more dynamically explicit and
rhythmically animated sounding. In no
way could the MAD cable be called
slow, but it seemed more interested
in rendering the recorded acoustic
to the highest possible resolution,
whereas the ML focused more on
getting into the groove. Bass was
brilliantly taut and supple, but slightly
less weighty than the Missing Link.
Overall, this is an exceptional cable
design, but you should be aware it’s
all about mouthwatering insight and
slightly less concerned with guaran-
teeing the listener a cheery time.

It needs superb ancillaries and top
notch recordings to work with; given
these it will take your breath away.

[Contact: +44 (0)207 839 8880,
www.madenngland.com]

ndbites

sweet, midband expansive and

open and bass decently tight and
propulsive, even if it wasn’t quite the
most impactful Pve heard. Still, an
excellent all round product at the
price. DP

[Contact: +44(0) 1702 543981,
www.cleareraudio.com]
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t was back in 2003 that |
reviewed Audio Research’s
VSi55 integrated ‘tube’ ampli-
fier, concluding that it was a
superb product that would
appeal to a completely new
sort of valve amplifier enthusiast.

My reasoning went that the ‘55 was
about as close the classjc Naim solid-
state sound as you could get, but
done with valves. As such, you kept
many of the beguiling benefits of the
latter, whilst offering up the energetic,
seat-of-the-pants performance of the
former.

As American and British tanks
rolled dramatically into Iraq in the
early summer of ‘03, | didn’t so
much as reach for my television
‘on’ button, such was my interest
in this amplifier. | ended up running
the VSi55 for several months, taking
great care to make sure their UK
importer Absolute Sounds contacted
me to ask for it back, rather than
me foreshortening its tenure in my
listening room by calling them to let
them know I'd finished with it.

After a good time spent
with Perigee Acoustics FK-IF, it
found itself driving Quad ESL57s
modified by One Thing Audio, and
this combination sang like a bird. |
remember the Audio Research taking
the Quads up to very high levels (yes
really), with oodles of bass, space and
depth, allied to an utterly transfixing
musicality. True, it didn’t quite have
the subtlety of the best parallel single
ended tube amps, running full Class
A rather than the VSi55's mix of A
and B, but gosh it was fun. Nigh on

W

e

unforgettable, in fact...

So now, exactly six years later, its
replacement (this, the VSi60) is back
in my listening room, bashing the
Beryllium of my Yamaha NS1000Ms,
assaulting the aluminium of the Vivid
Bis and poking the plastic panels of
my Quad 989s.As | play, ‘'m Mandy,
Fly Me’, from an old 10cc LR I'm
beginning to remember why | made
all the fuss. | love valve amplifiers,
but I've had mixed experiences
with them in my room driving my
speakers. But the ballsy nature of
the Audio Research is such that it’s
not scared of anything I've got here
to try them with. And moreover, it’s
just as ‘up for it” as | remember its
predecessor was.

This 10cc track can sound a little
laconic via many amplifiers; even ones
as good as my reference Sugden |1A4
(about the same price as the AR)
can make a meal of it. Not the VSi60
though, whose rendition is as intense
an experience as listening to ‘Anarchy
In The UK’ through a PA stack. It has
an eerie way of elevating the listening
experience, making the listener ‘feel’
it almost as they would if they'd had
one more Jack Daniels than was
good for them. But then you look
down at the bottle in your hand and
realise it's only Evian you're swigging!

The company claims 50W RMS
per side for this amplifier, a fraction
more than its predecessor if |
remember rightly, and that’s a lot for
a valve amplifier..Physically it’s almost
practically indistinguishable from
the model it replaced, being quite a
large device at 356x203x406mm and
weighing in at 15.8kg. The centrally
mounted milled anodised aluminium
top plate is available in black or silver
finishes, with a matching front plate.
The review sample was in ‘retro’
silver, but personally | prefer the
more purposeful black. The powder
coated steel casework is to a decent
standard, but not exactly lavish.

The gently recessed front panel
features the same long LED volume
display as its predecessor, which
also shows source selected and
whether muting is engaged or not.
To the right is the bank of control
buttons, including power, mute,

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

source (which toggles through the
five inputs, and volume up and down.
All these controls are duplicated on
the supplied remote. | do like the
fact that this is labelled in English i.e.
‘Up’,'Down’) like the warning light
cluster on Triumph 2000 dashboards,
rather than in universal international
gobbledegook symbols. Round the
back, there are five pairs of phono
inputs labelled CD,Tuner,Video,

SE! and SE2, plus a full-range mono
subwoofer output, voltmeter test
points for setting bias, reasonably
sized loudspeaker terminals with
both four and eight ohm taps and an
IEC mains socket.

The preamp section of the VSi60
is passive, but with microprocessor
switched relays. On switch on, there’s
a thirty second warm up phase when
the speakers are automatically muted.
Audio Research say short paths are
used, and there’s a new J-FET input
stage for low noise, with 6H30 driver
tubes. The Svetlana 6550C output
tube is used, as per other Audio
Research valve amps, here running
7dB of negative feedback. These are
mounted on very sturdy valve bases
(considerably more rugged than
some, | might add) and are said to
be soldered to heavy plated-through
circuit boards, with “the finest
audiophile-grade parts” being used,
along with proprietary Litz internal
wiring. The amplifier is completely
hand soldered and assembled, and
one look under the hood testifies to
this; the wiring isn’t messy as such,
but let’s say it's laid out with the
accent on ruggedness rather than
aesthetic beauty!

SOUND QUALITY

Given that | wasn’t expecting the last
word in sophistication from this new
Audio Research, | momentarily put
aside my prized pressing of Debussy’s
Preludes. The ‘Submerged Cathedral’
would have to wait its turn in the
queue, until I'd exhausted my supply
of nineteen seventies classic rock LPs
for which | knew this amplifier was
built. Sure enough, Sniff’'n’ the Tears’
‘Drivers Seat’, a slice of pre-punk
1977 power pop went on the Sony
transcription turntable first, and the



VSi60 duly delivered the goods I'd
been waiting for.

Yes, this is a spirited amplifier, so
much so that | almost felt | should
be testing it for psychopharmaco-
logical drugs. What it does to music
is more than just make it exciting;
you could say it has psychoactive
properties. From the first bar, the
ARC puts its cards plainly on the
table. Bass is going to be big, like it
or not, and fast too, and tuneful to
an extent that it's almost distracting
if you're the sort who likes valves
to supply beautiful background
music. If you were comparing valve
amplifiers to musicians, most would
be Barbara Streisand, whereas this
is more like Lemmy. Even the Vivid
Bls, which behaved meticutously with
the Sugden, sounding impartial in the
finest monitor tradition, seemed to
be letting their hair down a bit all of
a sudden now. | just couldn’t get this
infectiously catchy Sniff’n’the Tears
classic out of my head.

If the bass is vast and elastic,
like an-enormous bouncy castle,
the midband fairly closely follows
suit. It's clean alright, even if there is
the slightest sensation of a tube-like

sepia tint here, and it spans a wide
physical space. | wouldn't say the ‘60
is peerless in the amount of low level
detail it can throw out, but it does
the high level stuff so well, you really
don’t care. Like the Vivid speakers, it
loves to throw sunlight on dynamic
accents, subtle or otherwise, and

the result is a riot of toe-tapping on
this or any other track.Treble is not
the ARC’s strong suit; nice as it is,
there’s always a hint of splash to hi
hats and a slightly curtailed feeling

Brothers.Yes,

just as you'd expect, that

kick drum got the ball rolling with
aplomb, signalling a declaration of
intent from this amplifier that, as the
great Spinal Tap would say, “tonight
I’'m gonna rock you”. Bass on this
song isn't quite as powerful, instead
the focus falling to the superb guitar
work (lead and rhythm), and the
Audio Research loved this. Whereas
the Sugden was terribly British and
matter of fact about this, the Yank

"it's not a valve aficionado's valve
amp, but rather a music lover's..."

to atmospheric music. The cymbal
work on this vinyl pressing sounded
ever so slightly ‘shut in’, whereas the
Sugden was a tad more delicate and
atmospheric.

Next on the deck just had to
be some more classic rock. ZZ Top's
‘Gimme All Your Loving’ is a touch on
the AOR side of the genre granted,
but the VSi60 managed to make |ead
singer Billy Gibbons’ vocals sound
more like Slayer than the Doobie

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

amp was cooking on gas. | found it
so much more rhythmically engaging;
whereas I'd listened with interest to
the recording details via the Sugden,
| just got lost in the music via the
Audio Research.

The same thing happened with
Bob Marley’s ‘Jamming’. The ‘60 was
pure pleasure from beginning to
end, imparting that supernatural
rhythmic swing that this track has
embedded deep within. But via the
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PEERLESS

QBD76
D to A converter

Could we produce a Digital-to-
Analogue converter better than
the award-winning DAC64? Yes. Taking
performance 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-retated jitter is
removed - giving just 3 pico seconds

of random clock jitter. Ergonomically,
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.

Chord Electronics Limited

for more information
T 01622 721444
E sales@chordelectronics.co.uk
W www.chordelectronics.co.uk

Hi Fi World Award Winner



PLYMOUTH SOUND

Audio Research Corporation is one of the
oldest continually operating manufactur-
ers in American audio. The company
was founded in 1970 in Minneapolis, and
has grown steadily over the last quarter-
century. It occupies a large production
plant and administrative headquarters in
Plymouth, Minnesota. A research-only
facility has also been established in Palm
Desert, California. Its founder and presi-
dent William Z. Johnson began designing
custom audio electronics in the early
1950s, and also operated a specialist
audio shop until the mid-1960s. He was
a big name behind the renaissance of
‘tube’ audio in the US. The company is
particularly famous for its after sales ser-
vice; Audio Research technicians can still
repair, refurbish and restore any product
ever manufactured during the company’s
thirty year history.

IA4, it was suddenly as if a group of
highly proficient Japanese classical
musicians had suddenly taken over
the instruments, sounding meticu-
lously perfect but somehow not quite
as good as the real thing. Bass was

a joy; via vinyl this song has copious
quantities of low frequencies (good
for moving stale air around the room,
the morning after the night before,

| find), and the Audio Research was
like a dog with a bone - eager to
show me what it had just found.
Once again, it was deliciously tuneful,
and even at high levels through my
tube terrorising NS|1000Ms showed
no sign of strain. Again, midband

was wonderfully expansive and
infectiously rhythmical, while | sat
there aghast as snare drum rim shots

where Grace Jones recorded 'Private
Life' seems just a little closer to
the colourful warmth of at Stax’s
South Memphis studio where the
'Shaft’ soundtrack was recorded,
for example. Good solid-state Class
A amplifiers like the Sugden have
an icy clarity that throws these
differences into sharp relief, but the
Audio Research does not.Also, | was
never completely convinced by the
VSi60's treble performance. Although
not quite as ‘clangy’ as your average
solid-state amplifier, so much more is
possible than its rather perfunctory
rendering of the sound of a cymbal
being struck. To my ears, the VSi60's
treble is just a little too crisp and
sharply etched to be completely
invisible, although at least it’s never
harsh like some solid-staters.

All of this made listening
to classical music an interesting
experience, if not an accurate one.
Yes, this Yank tank is riotously
musical even with a sober DG
digital recording of Vivaldi’s ‘Four
Seasons’, making the violins positively
sing for me and serving up a
satisfyingly capacious
soundstage in which
to place them. But
no, somehow | didn't
quite appreciate the
instruments’ natural
timbre as well as |
should have - or could
have via the similarly
priced solid-state
Sugden. Still, switching back to jazz
in the shape of Herbie
Hancock’s ‘Maiden
Voyage’ and suddenly
all was forgiven, with
the VSi60 is telling me

The VSi60 uses single push-pull output
pairs of 6550s warking with fixed

REVIEW

of the most ‘solid-state’ sounding
tube integrateds around, it allows
transistor amp owners to go
thermionic without leaving their
comfort zone. It also lets people like
me, who know exactly what music
they listen to and ancillaries they
use, to parachute in a valve amplifier
when normally only a solid-stater is
powerful enough. But what it won’t
do is please the fully paid up valve
brigade, who love to be cosseted,
wrapped in sitk and serenaded by
their glowing glass bottles. It’s not

a valve dficionado’s valve amp, but
rather a music lover's - or more
precisely, a rock, pop or jazz music
lover’s. Not having the Audio
Research VSi55 to hand any more,

| can’t comment authoritatively on
the relative changes, but I'd wager
that the new VSi60 is a fraction more
powerful and just a touch more
open and svelte sounding - all of
which are steps in the right direction.
This is a great product then, a truly
charismatic, distinctive amplifier
aimed at audiophiles who know
precisely what they want.

REFERENCE SYSTEM

Sony TT-S8000/0L Silver/Ortofon Windfeld t/t
A.N.T. Audio Kora 3T Ltd. phono stage
Sugden IM4 integrated amplifier

Yamaha NS1000M loudspeakers
Vivid B1 loudspeakers
Quad 989 loudspeakers

VERDICT OO0 99 ®

Broad shouldered, barrel-chested
bruiser of a valve amplifier with a

compellingly musical character.

AUDIO RESEARCH
VSi60

Absolute Sounds
@© +44(0)20 89 71 39 09
www.absolutesounds.com

FOR

- exuberant nature

- visceral power

- supple, fluid rhythms

- convenience, accessibility

£3,298

AGAINST
- restricted tonal palette

- unatmospheric treble

MEASURED PERFORMARNCE

and bandwidth also restricted to just
23kHz (-1dB) again suggesting low

jumped right out at me, whereas with
the Sugden they might as well have
been recorded in the library down
the road.

feedback. Lowering feedback produces
a more dynamically expansive sound.

The VSi60 measures well all round.
It should give a tidy yet impressive

bias to deliver 40 Watts per channel
(1% thd) into either 8 Ohms or 4
Ohms. Power levels from each were
almost identical so secondary coupling

in No uncertain terms
that,“it don’t mean a
thing if it ain’t got that

Highly revealing speakers do swing”... efficiency is good. 'Fixed bias' is a sound, much like its predecessor. NK
show the VSi60 to be a flawed gem misnomer by the way: it means the bias
all the same.There’s a certain colour CONCLUSION has to be adjusted regularly, unlike Auto  Power 40 Watts

bias which needs no adjustment but
gives less power.

Distortion levels were very low,
hovering around Harold Leak's ideal
0.1% figure in the midband, except
close to full output (0.6%) and
comprising innocuous sounding second
harmonic. The output transformers,
as small as they look, worked very
well at low frequencies, with just
0.2% distortion at 1 Watt, 40Hz, rising
to 1% near full output. At 10 Watts,
0.35% of second harmonic distortion
at 40Hz suggests clean sounding
bass compared to many valve amps. 0.9
However, damping factor is low at 1.7, o
suggesting little feedback (a feedback 0.6
valve amp usually manages 3-8) and ::
soft bass with under-damped (bass
heavy) loudspeakers. =

Input sensitivity was low at 400mV °

Personally | love this
amplifier, but will
conceded that it’s
not all things to all
men. Probably one

to its sound; an orangey-brown tint
that makes different recordings, with
their own acoustic signatures, seem
just a little bit less distinct. The dry
‘tautness’ of Compass Point (Nassau)

CD/tuner/aux.
Frequency response
Separation

Noise

Distortion
Sensitivity

Damping factor

3Hz-23kHz
98dB
-96dB
0.2%
400mV

1.7

DISTORTION

THD 23456789 Tnput RIS Froquency

W1 0.2176070 ~ | 2.8785 U 3.9%22 W
CHZ Ot UFF
g 1

THD _CH1, vs _ FREQUENCY/Az

0.3

d6 d?

29
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by ERHIANGLE

CONCERTO SW2

A search of all-inclusive, unique perfection. Every minute detail has been meticulously thought out
using the finest materials, selected with greatest care to blend beauty and technology. A fundamental
and passionate process devised by a team of men and women who strive to achieve their sole
ambition, that of providing the future owner of such rare equipment the enjoyment of a perfect

instant, so fugitive yet so everlasting.

www.triangle-fr.com
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o you want to perfectly
hear the rosin in Nigel
Kennedy's bow strings,
or have John Bonham's
epic drumming pin you
against the back wall
of the lounge? It isn't easy to find a
loudspeaker than can manage both
well. Stringed instruments, especially
violins, can sound stunningly natural
through electrostatic loudspeakers
like Quad Musikwiedergabe ESL-57s,
but forget hearing and feeling one of
Bonham's cataclysmic drum sequenc-
es. For that you need a big horn. A
Tannoy Westminster Royal SE will do
nicely, or perhaps the little known |BL
Everest DD66000. But then Nigel's
violin will not sound quite the same...
Neither loudspeaker is an
easy proposition for the average
home, nor the average pocket. But

designers strive to approach their
famed and loved abilities in smaller,
simpler packages that will sit atop a
loudspeaker stand — and that is what
| am looking at here.We chose a
rare-in-the UK |BL LS40 to see how
Americans condense down the horn
sound into something that will fit into
the lounge - even a U.K. lounge. Is it
a mini-Westminster? No, it's a mini-
Everest DD66000, which is a very

different animal to the Westminster!
A Westminster comes with a bass
and midrange horn; the DD66000 has
a midrange horn only, using conven-
tional bass units; two 15in monsters
no less! The LS40 uses a similar drive
unit arrangement.

Adopting an altogether
less visceral approach to music
reproduction is a new design from
Roksan, the TR-5, fitted with a ribbon
tweeter. It isn't an electrostatic but
ribbons can give superior results
to domes and reproduce strings
really well. Electrostatics are very
specialised, only a handful of manufac-
turers making them worldwide. They
are expensive and need mains power.
Across the treble regions at least,
where metal domes and horn loaded
tweeters can give miserable results,a
ribbon tweeter can give an electro-
static a run for its money.As always,
this is the theory but the practice can
be different.

Nowadays the Chinese imagina-
tively produce anything that has ever
been devised by mankind's fertile
inventiveness, if not always so well,
and this includes ribbon tweeters.
This is why they are suddenly
becoming common on commercial
loudspeakers. Cheap they are;
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d out
‘Which delivers the
knockout blow!

cheerful many are not. Happily, our
B&K measuring microphone and Clio
measurement system can easily sort
the cheap from the cheerless, as you'll
see in this review. Happily, Roksan
have long experience and keep a firm
grip on their sound so the chances of
the TR-5 getting a 'cheerless’ ribbon
were slim, But is the end result a
match for an ESL-57?

Or should you just forget wacky
designs that seemingly attempt the
impossible, and miss the point in
the process, and instead buy a good,
modern conventional loudspeaker
like B&W's new CMS5? Perhaps a
Quad will forever be a Quad and a
Tannoy a Tannoy, and neither can ever
be distilled into a stand-top package.
This raises issues of balance and
maturity. B&W loudspeakers do not
conspicuously excel in any one area,
they just manage to do everything
respectably in a well-balanced way.
Okay there's always too much treble
(a B&W trademark) but otherwise,
weaknesses are hard to find, leaving a
confused buying public happy to make
them one of the UK's most popular
brands. The small standmounting CM5
in this report is brand new and fought
its corner rather well on not being
wacky, | thought...
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BoweraaWilkins

Bowers sWiiking

B&W CM5 £790

hilst the Roksan the CM5's bass had real punch. it most metal cones and you can hear
and JBL loudspeak- was tight and fast, yet powerful too, this with strings in particular, where
ers try to escape which is a great blend of properties metal cones are just too 'shiny’
today's two-way that | suspect will appeal to a wide sounding to be convincing. The CM5
design idiom, B&W range of listeners. There's no deep scored in being highly detailed and
happily stay with a bass rumble but the speaker has bass  insightful as well, to a degree the

standard and consistent engineering pace, and that's rare. others could not match.

approach to their loudspeakers. They Midband is conspicuously clean So in spite of the B&W CMS5's

use distinctive yellow woven Kevlar and clear. | don't find Kevlar quite so excessive treble it was still the best

cones for their bass/midrange units, neutral; it has its own slight 'schhh’ balanced loudspeaker of the group

almost always accompanied by an sound. But it is less coloured than and has considerable strengths.

aluminium dome tweeter. The

bass unit is loaded by a port

because it gives the lowest bass MEASURED PERFoBMANCE

from a small cabinet. Another The standmount CVi5 has a smooth and The CV5 looks like a clean

consistent feature of B&Ws is even frequency response over the most  sounding, well balanced design meant

critical music frequencies. B&W use a for near wall use. It will have the usual

simple, first order high pass crossover brightness to its sound B&W prefer

to feed the tweeter however and this however. NK

gives measured response undulations

caused by phase cancelation, a feature

in our response plot that can be seen as

SOUND QUALITY dips, but t';lese v':irv with microphone FREQUENCY RESPONSE

B&W have set the tweeter to {and head) position. All the same, +20

dominate and it is very obvious ERUTEEICTRGITITRERE L | M| TS i

most of the time. There's a 10kHz and this will add a bright edge B

VERDICT 9 O9® thin hiss to upper treble that to the sound, at least when full range @

A great small loudspeaker, but comes from the measurable recordings are played. Bass _’0"5 down

compromised by excessive treble life in Filgh frequency/ utput: smoothly below 100Hz to suit near

from a not-so-wonderful tweeter. . ] rear wall placement. The port peaks at
As the Eagles 'Somebody' gets

r 1 . S : 50Hz, quite a high frequency, and will |

B&W CM5 - £790 W12} |.ts. stride it's plain to hear add punchy weight to bass. M 100 . Ik 20k
Bower & Wilkins the S'Ibl|ant c?ntent from Glenn Sensitivity was good at 86dB from  Green - driver output

(© +44 (01903) 221 500 Frey's vocals is emphasised. one nominal watt of input, so amplifiers

their use of a simple first order
crossover to the tweeter, which
they claim gives a purer upper
midband.

iC

. Red - port o
WA (R STORTA Cymbals sounded thin too and of 40 Watts or so will give high volume. s utput
FOR the t\:‘veeter sounded overly As a Ioa‘d the QMSs are very reactive IMPEDANCE
] ] prominent and none too couth. JELDEI LT IRHCIET GO ERY L] o
- cohesive bass/midband In all other ways, the CM5 paid to this by B&W. Amplifiers give e

- very detailed
- good bass quality

varying results when faced with a load

like this. The bass unit had a 4.1 Ohm 30
DCR and measured impedance with

pink noise was 7 Ohms.

was simply more adept in what
it did than either the |BL or
the Roksan, and tweeter apart,

FER possessed cleaner, tighter and

- excessive treble level ” The loudspeaker’s decay spectrum i
T e punchier bass Ithan the bloated was clean enough, with no strong
JBL or the reticent Roksan. overhangs so colouration will be low.

- incohesive g g
For a relatively small cabinet
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ROKSAN TR-5

oksan's new Kandy TR-5
stand mounting loud-
speaker is a complete
contrast to the |BL LS40.
Where the latter has
been tailored to be a
real room shaker with no absence
of treble, the TR-5 really is a ribbon
tweeter with a bass unit attached. I've
designed this sort of arrangement
myself in the past and know the dif-
ficulties — most of which the TR-5
doesn't try very hard to avoid! First
out, most physically compact ribbon
tweeters don't reach lower than
4kHz — far too high to crossover
smoothly with a bass/midrange unit.
Yet Roksan ignore this, as do manu-
facturers like Zu | have to say, and
pair it with a 130mm (5in) coated
paper bass unit all the same.The
bass/mid driver must be small if it is
to struggle up to 6kHz — an almost
impossible task. But of course, a small
bass/midrange unit isn't going to give
you kick-arse bass. Never mind, with
a cabinet of reasonable proportions
it is possible to get slightly over-
damped bass that suits near-wall
placement - and bingo! we have a
loudspeaker. But what sort of loud-
speaker do we have!
| was hardly aware that the
loudspeaker actually had a treble
unit, its treble was so smooth and
character-free. The TR-5's ribbon
tweeter sounded almost silky smooth
and all but 'not there'. Close miked
cymbals high in the mix on Steve
Earle's 'Copperhead Road' had just
the slightest hiss to them, but still
they were clean and easy on the ear,
although | was using the Icon Audio

£895

MB845 power amplifiers that lack
the sting of much solid-state. Roksan
Kandy amplifiers will likely do nicely
though.

The gap betwixt mid and treble
was pretty obvious, | have to say, and
| was often aware that vocals had

in their sound, easy on the ear and
very enjoyable | felt, rather more so
than their metal dome tweetered
competition. Yes, Nigel Kennedy
sounded wonderful through them.
The TR-5s are a breath of fresh air in
possessing-a simple, easy delivery that

VERDICT @O0 £

Easy on the ear and tidy all round, this
standmounter is warm sounding yet
fun to listen to.

AN TR-5
ksan Audio Ltd
f +44 (0)20 8900 6801/2
ww.roksan.co.uk

£895

| FOR
- easy sounding midband
- smooth, extended treble
- clean bass

| RGAINST
- midband warmth
- light bass balance

a softened presence. Listening to

Renee Fleming singing
Madame Butterfly for
example, where there
was little upper treble
in the music to excite
the tweeter, then | was
listening to the bass/
midrange unit working
almost alone, making for
a very mellow sound.
However, the upside
to all this was that the
TR-5 could be turned
right up in volume and
remain easy on the ear,
and that is what | found
myself doing often.
Even when positioned
close to a rear wall
bass wasn't heavy, and
for many this may be
the TR-5s greatest
drawback: it has a
light-ish balance. All the
same, bass quality was
very pleasant and in
smaller rooms — |4ft or
less — the TR-5s may
work nicely with room
modes to sound just
right in terms of overall
balance.

In spite of their
weaknesses, the TR-5s
were beautifully clean

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

is soothing and enjoyable.

- little deep bass

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

Frequency response of the K2 TR-5 is
characterised by a broad dip between
the bass/midrange unit and the ribbon
tweeter, extending from 1.5kHz up to
4kHz; sufficiently wide to be audible,
heard as a softening of the sound,

with reduction of vocal intelligibility.
The ribbon tweeter works from 4kHz
upward it seems, much like others

of its size, and inability to integrate
with a standard bass/mid is a common
difficulty Roksan have not overcome in
the TR-5. The tweeter itself works well
enough, although the 16kHz spike in its
frequency response may well be heard
as a ‘sting’ at times.

Output from the bass/midrange
unit is smooth and even, low frequency
output falling away gently below 200Hz,
an over damped response appropriate
for near-wall mounting. The K2 TR-5's
bass rolls down slowly, supported by
healthy output from the port at 55Hz,
which measured +6dB up on forward
output at 80Hz. In medium sized rooms
it will go low, whilst sounding tight and
fast, but not bass heavy.

Sensitivity was low at 84dB so
reasonable amounts of power will be
needed - at least 40 Watts - for high
volume. A high measured impedance
of 8 Ohms contributes to this, and as a
load the K2 TR-5 is peaky and reactive
in the mid-band, although quite well
damped in the bass where it needs to

draw amplifier power.

A very strong feature of the K2 TR-5
is an unusually clean decay spectrum
that suggests it will be free from
colouration - more so than most. So a
super clean sound is likely.

The K2 TR-5 is likely to sound
tonally balanced, have tight, punchy
but not overblown bass, highly detailed
treble but a somewhat soft or warm
quality to its midband. NK

FREQUENCY RESPONSE
+20

+10
d8
0

0
<20
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20 100 -~ Ik

Green - driver output
Red - port output

IMPEDANCE
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JBL LS40 £999

he JBL LS40 is the most
characterful design of the
group, largely because JBL
are a U.S. manufacturer of
large loudspeakers, includ-
ing many horns. |BL narrow
down the parentage of this foud-
speaker as being ultimately the Project
Everest DD66000.This is a behemoth
with two |5in woofers no less,a mas-
sive midrange horn and a tweeter.
With a weight of 142kgs, it is heavier
than the Tannoy Westminster Royal SE
| mentioned earlier! In scale, the LS40
is less ambitious, coming in at a more
manageable |3.5kgs. It still has a horn
loaded tweeter and horn midrange
however, just like the Everest, plus a
pulp cone woofer; only the sizes being
different. The LS40's S5¢m (2in) tita-
nium midrange driver, horn loaded to
fire forward in a controlled manner, is
especially unusual and you can see its
large, flared throat in the pictures.
So what's this all about? In a
nutshell, dynamics. It's about giving
a loudspeaker a punchy and exciting
sound, which subjectively is what big
horn loudspeakers do well, often
at the expense of smoothness and
subtlety. But many of us — perhaps
most — like a loudspeaker that can
seemingly put a performance into
a room, rather than paint a sedate
picture of it between the loudspeaker
stands. How well did the LS40
manage!
The LS40 has very strong bass,
as we suspected from its measured
frequency response which shows
output steps up and is prominent
over the bass region below 200Hz.

Bass lines jumped right out of the
cabinet as a result and had enormous
presence in the room, the prominent
bass lines of Angelique Kidjo's

CD:s swelling through the room

with pervasive power, for example.
However, the port makes a big

contribution so there's
plenty of low bass, but
quality isn't so good,
bass notes sounding

soft and ill defined. | had

reservations at times,
with Skunk Anansie's
'Hedonism' to mention

just one example, where

the bass was cabinet
bound and sometimes
of peculiar quality.
The midband,
by way of contrast,
sounded smooth and
clean — and there was
just the expanded
dynamic horns are
renowned for. So
Skin's voice fairly leapt
from the speaker, her
challenging delivery
deftly conveyed. |
revelled in vocals
through the LS40, so
clear and projective
were they.
Unfortunately, the
tweeter has an obvious
sting and could sound
ragged too; often it
was too forward to
be acceptable | felt;
much better is possible
nowadays.

+

execution isn't.

The LS40 tries to be a large
loudspeaker but it doesn't manage it
too well, mainly because detail design
was poor. Tidied up, with cleaner bass
and smoother treble it could excel,
so the essence is there, even if the

VERDICT @ 9@
Captivating sound, but crude treble

and overly heavy bass allied to
boxiness limit its all round appeal.

£999

JBLLS40

Harman Consumer UK
© +44 1707 278100
uwww.ibl:aem

FOR

- fine midrange dynamics
- powerful deep bass

- punchy nature

AGAINST

- poor quality treble

- medicre bass quality
- boxy thrum

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

Our third octave, pink noise analysis

of frequency response of the JBL

LS40 shows a relatively even result
nicely aligned horizontally along the
0dB datum line. However, the treble
unit is +3dB up above 7kHz and the
bass unit has an impressive subsonic
output down to 20Hz. Qur more detailed
stepped and gated sine wave response
reflects this, but multiple peaks and
troughs obscure the overall trends. This
is a common problem with horns; they
have a very uneven response under
measurement. Subjectively the brain

is aware of this but it cannot detect it
with certainty, so the sound is balanced
and even, but the quality is different’
(less svelte) in its unevenness. The
tweeter will sound obvious and spiky
though; its chamber is likely the
problem.

The port is +7dB up at 80Hz,
making it no less than +12dB up on
forward output so it has a big presence
at 40Hz, meaning the LS40 will rumble
strongly at low frequencies: it has big
bass. However, there’s no bass peaking
so it isn't resonant bass and the LS40
will likely sound well controlled, if
powerful at low frequencies.

Sensitivity was average at 87dB,
disappointing for a large enclosure
with horn loaded drivers, especially as
overall impedance measured out at 6.2

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

Ohms. The decay spectrum was clean
except for a small amount of overhang
at 150Hz that may add some thrum or
thickness. Distortion levels were low.

The LS40 will have a distinctive
sound measurement suggests. The tonal
balance is even but there is unevenness
across the midband and highs are
accentuated and all this will reflect in
the sound. Big, deep bass will impress.
NK

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

+20

Hz Ik

Green - driver output
Red - port output

IMPEDANCE

50
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here is merit in balance,
and in this group B&W's
new CM5 standmounter
shows how convincing a
well honed loudspeaker
can be, with only the
tweeter being a blemish. However,
some people seem oblivious to this
sort of effect and for them the CM5
will tick just about all boxes. It has
great bass for its size, which makes it
sound fast and punchy, it has a super
clear midrange and plenty of detail,
plus excellent stereo imaging. Ignoring
the emphasised treble; as | played a
wide range of music the strengths of
the CMS5 became apparent. The pecu-
liar bass line of josefine Cronholm's
'In Your Wild Garden' made |BL's
LS40 sound as if it was in trouble;
| couldn't hear into what the bass
player was attempting to achieve with
a sustained note that made the LS40
seemingly stall. The CM5 got right
into what was happening, putting both
space around the player and inject-
ing sufficient detail to make the bass
player's fret work and intentions obvi-
ous. By any standards the CMS has
insight and at low frequencies it illu-
minated the performance by bringing
out more of what was happening than
most small loudspeakers. Drum solos
were punchy and enjoyable, so being
conventional didn't hold any draw-
backs here. The CM5 is expensive for
its size but it is also very capable.

In contrast the chunky looking
JBL LS40 was bloated, making bass
power a priority. Listeners who want
subsonic power to move their chest
will find it here though; the LS540 goes
way lower than its rivals and has far
more heft as well. It does play bass
lines too; | could hear individual notes
in the heavy, walking bass line of
Angelique Kidjo's 'The Sound of the
Drums' quite easily, but there was a
boxy warmth, making it seem that the
whole assembly was under pressure
and working hard.What actually
happens here is that delayed energy
from the box is coming out through
the cone, giving the boxy sound.

Strong bass that runs deep
certainly made the LS40 the most
powerful sounding loudspeaker of
the group and in this respect it made
a stab at being a mini-DD66000. The
horn midrange unit was the bit |
admired most though. Not only did
it remind me that a three-way with
a decent midrange unit sounds more
seamless than most two way designs,
but also that vocals can sound very
alive, strongly embodied and all-of-a-
piece through a projective horn drive
unit. Jackie Leven singing 'Sad Polish
Song' had depth to his voice, strong
dynamics giving him a presence that
was gratifyingly powerful. Here the

CONCLUSION

LS40 was impressive and lived up to
its promise of a horn sound from a
small box. Pity then that the tweeter
was so poor, being something of
a blemish on a promising package.
Ignoring this, as some listeners may,
| would say the LS40 is successful
in capturing the essence of a
horn loudspeaker like the massive
DDé66000, if a little compromised by
JBL's distinctive voicing that's short
on subtlety. You never know, matching
it to a smooth vinyl front end with
a nice full sounding valve amplifier
might really make this a usable
loudspeaker.

The Roksan K2 TR-5 is a great
speaker to listen to. Strictly speaking

vocals had a soft edged demeanour
and had to ignore the effect. The
TR-5 really does a great job in spite
of this — and its light bass. It offers

a better take on music than most
dome-tweetered rivals, especially its
competitors here. I'm very sensitive
to treble quality, perhaps because |
have lived with electrostatics, and

for me Roksan's ribbon would likely
be a clinching advantage in a buying
decision. All the same, it isn't quite an
ESL-57 clone | have to say, even if it is
as easy on the ear.

As always, final choice is personal,
especially when each of these
loudspeakers has a sound made
distinctive by their 'voicing' for the

"the Roksan offers a better take on
music than most dome-tweetered rivals,
especially its competitors here. ..

it isn't accurate and Audiosmile's
Kensai | reviewed in our June 09
issue managed to combine ribbon
tweeter and dynamic bass better,

if at greater cost. But immediately
when | heard the TR-5 | liked it, and
continued to after extended listening.
The upper midrange dip lessens detail
and insight, but it also makes for a
very smooth, easy sound that almost
magically lacks the hard midband
glare of CD. It was a "turn it up"
loudspeaker. if | did this with the JBL
| was overwhelmed by its bass and
strung by its treble, and if | did this
with the B&W the tweeter became
difficult to tolerate and the upper
midband proved unforgiving. So the
TR-5 is a real smoothie, but its ribbon
tweeter ensures there's still plenty of
clean treble. Okay, | was aware that

market place. A pity really, because
they all have merit and with a little
bit of honing each could be made
more neutral ambassadors of their
particular idioms. |BL certainly have
something to offer, but the LS40
needs refinement. B&W know what
they want and just do it; there's

no doubt that much of the CM5
impresses. In this group Roksan's TR-5
was the easiest and most immediately
relaxing listen, showing that ribbon
tweeters have a lot to offer. It may
not have the delightful purity of the
Quad Musikwiedergabe ESL-57 |
spent a little time in front of at the
Munich High End Show a few months
ago, but it has its own easy manner
that beguiles. A points win to Roksan,
then, even if there was no straight
knockout.

R

ROKSAN

ROKSAN
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AV receivers wouldn't

they be cheaper and

easier to operate!”,

| once asked John
Dawson, founder of Arcam. "No",
was his reply. | was wrong again, and
Rotel's RSX-1550 receiver appears
to back him up. From a dedicated
Japanese audio manufacturer, it dis-
cards a lot of video paraphernalia and
majors on audio, so appears to be a
great potential choice for those that
want good sound quality. But there
are no savings to be had, as it costs
a surprisingly high £1,400. Can the
RSX- 1550 justify its price?

The Rotel doesn't in fact drop all
the bits | was alluding to as "rubbish”,
just many of them, which | will detail
later: From its basic specification it
also loses arguably more contentious
items, like two amplifying channels;
this is a 5.1 receiver, not 7.1 like
most, including the all-conquering
Onkyos which are my benchmark
in the field. Since the Back channels
are synthesised from the Rears
ina 7.1 set up and this puts four
loudspeakers at rear for three up
front, it's a defendable decision

f you got rid of all the
rubbish that festoons

to make, but it does eliminate
the option of bi-amping the front
loudspeakers for better quality.
What you get then is a 5.1
channel receiver that delivers well
over 100 Watts per channel, our
measurements show. It can be made
up to 7.1 by the addition of a two
channel (stereo) power amplifier.
It has four rear panel HDM! inputs
with full processing from them (1.3a
standard) and one HDMI output
to the TV. Connect up a Blu-ray or
perhaps DVD player and you can play
CD, video DVD and Blu-ray discs. If
you buy the newly released (in the
USA) Oppo BDP-83 player then you
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Lacking the superfluous video functions of its rivals, Rotel's new RSX-1550
is designed as an audiophile AV receiver rather than a 'jack of all trades
and master of none'. Noel Keywood decides whether it's for him...

can also add SACD and DVD-Audio
discs to the roster of audio formats.

The RSX-1550 does not handle
native DSD code from SACD,
transcoding it to PCM at 88.1kHz
rate for its 24/192 spec. onboard
DACs. So SACD:s will play through
the Rotel, but not to full quality, our
measurements confirmed.

From Blu-ray the RSX- 1550
handles Dolby TrueHD and DTS HD
Master Audio losslessly compressed
formats, as well as PCM up to 24/192,
so all high definition Blu-ray audio
formats are catered for.

Rotel fit a very respectable
VHF/FM tuner, an AM tuner but
not DAB, or internet radio through
an ethernet cable from an internet
router. The ethernet socket fitted is
for a computer connection requiring
proprietary software; the Rotel
cannot read computer music files via
this link, unlike the similarly priced
Onkyo TX-NR906 | reviewed in our
March 09 issue.

Finally, the Rotel has no phono
stage. Obviously, it will accept an
external stage, but this brings up
another issue: Direct mode as it is
usually called. Rotel offer a Bypass
mode, so an external phono stage
isn't routed through the input ADC,
which degrades quality. Where Pure
Direct on Marantz and Onkyo
receivers bypasses the ADC, all DSP
settings as a result, and displays, the
Rotel has no such ability - a pity. |
usually hit the Pure Direct button
to ensure | bypass all the toot
embedded in most AV receivers and
there is a definite improvement in
focus and resolution. So Bypass is
useful for an external phono stage,
but it doesn't perform the usual Pure
Direct function, and the Rotel needs
this facility | feel. Not for no reason
do Marantz and Onkyo fit this as a
large ‘panic button' for distressed
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audiophiles!

| was happy to see no mention,
nor any sign of, THX Cinema modes
or Audyssey loudspeaker tuning.
Measurement and listening show the
Audyssey loudspeaker equalisation
system manages nothing either useful
or intelligent, and automatic level
adjustment sets rear loudspeakers
too high, yet it gets much else nicely
sorted. With the Rotel it is all done
manually. For more details see the
handbook at www.rotel.com/content/
manuals/rsx | 550.pdf. Distances
(time delay) and loudnesses can
be adjusted. Although there is no
graphic equaliser, there are spectrum
extreme trims to tweak upper treble
and lower bass, known as Contour
Setup.

There are 7.1 preamp outputs
for external power amplifiers, and a
7.1 multichannel analogue input for
connection of older SACD and DVD-
A players lacking HDMI.

Rotel fit lines of Composite and
S-Video inputs on the rear, which |
find a little baffling as these are now
archaic — one set would do. There is
one set of high quality Component
analogue inputs and one output
for analogue monitor connection.
Analogue video can be sent out as
digital over HDMI, but digital video
cannot sent out as analogue through
the Component outputs, so, say, a
video from a Blu-ray player cannot
be sent to an analogue monitor or
projector. Upscaling is provided, so
DVD can be upscaled to HD spec.
but as most DVD and Blu-ray players
do this internally, as do most TVs,
again it's a feature | see little need for.

Unfortunately, the receiver's
front panel carries no inputs at all,
nothing for an iPod, nor anything
for a video camera. The dot matrix
display panel isn't very large and its
displays are spindly and inelegant.



The On Screen Display (OSD) for
the TV is also prosaic, in operational
methodology, sparse symbolism and
crude graphics. It's none too easy
to comprehend and the handbook
isn't much help either. | suspected
the origins of all this lie in a Chinese
factory and sure enough the Rotel is
Made in China. This makes for a poor
user experience and I'm surprised at
how companies like Rotel and Denon
seem uncomprehending about such
things in a market so dominated by
Onkyo and Marantz who do it all so
much better.

At least Rotel fit decent
loudspeaker outlets at the rear, ones
that don't wobble and accept 4mm

plugs, as well as spades and bare wire.

SOUND QUALITY

Spinning CD in a Samsung BD-P1600
Blu-ray player acting as a transport,
digitally connected via S/PDIF using
an optical TOSLINK cable (because
Samsung reclock their outputs for
incredibly low jitter) it was fairly
obvious that the RSX-1550 gave a
full-fat version of the Rotel sound

| know and respect. The Stranglers
singing 'Always The Sun’, from the
'Dreamtime’ album, had real bite to
leading edges from the drums, and

a firm presence from Jean Jacques
Burnel's sinuous bass lines. With hard
etched outlines, a sufficiently wide
timbral palette able to well express
differences between instruments

and a captivating sense of depth

that allowed the stage to fall away
backwards convincingly to provide

a sense of depth, | found the Rotel
had its own charms and soon relaxed
into using it with a wide variety of

HamI esRes LT T

Rock and Classical albums.

It does have an etched-from-
stone feeling of solidity to its sound.
The Rotel is strong in providing a
good, solid drive to music with real
kick in the bass, the like of which is
only improved upon by the similar
sounding by slightly more svelte
Roksan stereo amplifiers. | think
classical enthusiasts may question
the hardness of tone brought to
strings, but there's usually a trade-
off somewhere. Where the Rotel
neatly sidesteps overall criticism is
in its ability to impress a sense of
dimensional composure on the sound
stage, so where an Onkyo will sound
very powerful in the bass and full
bodied, it is a bit more blancmange-
like in its sound stage imaging
qualities. Hard and firm outlines
aren’t quite its strength.

So spin Compact Disc through
the Rotel RSX-1550 from a decent
transport and it rocks in a satisfyingly
earthy way, yet it has some svelte
audiophile properties too. Re-
connecting via HDMI to the Samsung
and spinning a 24/96 PCM recording
of Chris Botti's 'Live' concert on Blu-
ray again brought forth fine dynamic
contrasts, a silky smooth trumpet
yet one made of brass, not another
metal more ferrous in nature.The
Rotel was fully able to convey the
usual easy, uncomplicated mix from
the sound desk that you get from
these 24/96 HD concerts, and the
commensurately full bodied sound of
the instruments within a large space
that imparts a good live atmosphere,
bringing the glory of a good HD
recording right into the home. In this
area Rotel’s receiver excels, at least

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

if you like its type of presentation,
and | think most people would. Only
Marantz manage to inject a little
more sparkle, avoiding the structural
hardness of the Rotel's sound, if not
improving on its depth of staging and
sense of dimensionality.

Spinning the Trondheim Soloists’
24/192 Blu-ray music disc of
'Divertimenti’ again brought forth
a richly textured and full bodied
delivery from their strings, with what
was almost a growl from bowed
downstrokes across the lower
strings; the Rotel's strong dynamic
resolution helped give instruments
force. As usual, straight PCM gave the
best results, very tidy and
well composed, whilst
Dolby TrueHD was a little
soft on transients, which
surprised me a little, and
DTS HD Master Audio
was vivid with an impres-
sively large sound stage.
Dolby True HD usually
comes out well, close to
DTS and uncompressed
PCM through most
receivers when | make
this comparison, so quite
why the difference here |
do not know.

Another difference,
but an expected one, was
the relatively mediocre
sound from the SACD
Divertimenti disc (played
on an Oppo DV-980H). This usually
provides a smoother, more svelte
delivery than PCM, at least when
played through quality DSD decoders
like those to be found on Onkyo's
excellent PR-SC886 preamplifier |
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Tucana 1l

The Tucana was Leema Acoustics’ first

hi-fi electronics product. Within a short
time it established itself as a true reference
amplifier winning many prestigious awards.
The new Tucana Il extends both the
performance and features, to set a

new world-wide benchmark.

‘lucana 1l

Borrowing heavily from developments pioneered in the staggering

Leema Reference Series Altair IV amplifier, the Tucana Il is an even more

accomplished performer than its multi-award winning predecessor.

Improved dynamic range, resolution of fine detail, and remarkable clarity
help the Tucana Il present music with life-like verve into even the most

fussy of today's audiophile speakers. This highly refined amplifier can

deliver over fifty amps to each channel with a vice-like grip and precise

control of the loudspeakers.

Please visit

New features on the Tucana Hf include an MP3 input, balanced input,
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headphone output, direct input selection, adjustable input gain, and

a balance control. to find your nearest dealer

The Tucana Il helps even the most complex music make complete sense.
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reviewed in the July 2009 issue. Not
through the Rotel though, which
came across as unfocused and a little
coarse. | found this held with other
SACDs played on the Oppo, so whilst
it copes with the format, it does not
really do it justice. All those with a
large SACD collection may well want
to look elsewhere, Onkyo paying
most attention to getting the best
from DSD code.

VHF/FM had a nice even balance
as measurement suggested it would,
with neither the slight softness that
is common, and no treble spikiness
either, both effects arising from the
ripples of a misterminated mpx filter.
Rotel engineer this section well, so
lovers of ye olde quality radio will
be greeted by a solid, tonally well
balanced and punchy sound with
plenty of bass kick, always useful on

noticed that Steve Wright's voice on
Radio 2 was a little more forward
than usual, and vocal consonants
quite strong, but this is likely because
the midband has no droop to soften
detailing. The stereo stage was well
defined, again probably because
higher frequency information was
being fully conveyed. But with

solid bass and a full bodied sound
both Rock and Classical were well
reproduced, if with the dry, solidly
structured quality that the amplifiers
posses.

The tuner must be manually
tuned in using a list of stations
because auto-scan sensitivity was
too great - even with a poor indoor
dipole | tried - to avoid settling on
distant repeat transmitters, unwanted
noise and suchlike. So Classic FM
came in at 100.6MHz and 100.9MHz

REVIEW

to decide which was best, noise
being just detectably lower with

the correct (for Central London)
100.9MHz frequency. But then,

many AV receivers suffer this sort of
thing. For assessment | used a large
outdoor array as always, aimed at the
Wrotham transmitter that serves
Central London | should add, to get
the tuner into full quieting where hiss
is at a minimum.

The remote control has its own
logic, one | did not find especially
easy, but this is usually just a matter
of familiarity.

CONCLUSION

Listening to music through the Rotel
RSX-1550 from CD, DVD-Audio

or Blu-ray, | appreciated its rock-
solid delivery, soundstage depth and
generally svelte performance. The
VHF/FM tuner was impressive too, so (@RS IR{EEIkFPIN]]

the receiver manages very well at a www.rotel.co.uk

fundamental operational level. It does —

VERDICT 0O 0@

Fine general sound quality, but very
short on features at a high price.

ROTEL RSX-1550 £1,400

ROTEL UK |

what it says on the can, and does it FOR N
well. Sadly though, it could have been |~ most digital formats
better still. Let down by poor user - good VHF/FM tuner

menus, dubious styling, mediocre - punchy sound

displays and an absence of features, it

may struggle in a fiercely competitive AGAINST

Radio 2, the station that once was
Virgin, Heart and the many others. |

The chunky Rotel produced 112 Watts into

8 Ohms and 170 Watts into 4 Ohms, most
loudspeakers nowadays being nearer 4 Ohms
than 8, so it will deliver plenty of punch in
practice.

Distortion was very low right across the
audio band, and especially at high frequencies
where the analyser was measuring noise rather
than the usual crossover distortion, reminding
me that Rotel are a hi-fi company and know
how to design a good amplifier. Input sensitivity
was on the low side at 370mV via CD in, so
low output external phono stages may require
a high volume setting. Noise was low enough
with ‘Bypass’ mode selected, but mediocre
as usual due to the budget ADC in circuit
with Stereo selected. These days sources are
usually digitally connected, avoiding the input
ADC, which here reaches 22kHz and no further.

CD worked very well, with flat response
to 20kHz, low distortion (0.22% at -60dB) and
noise. DVD and Blu-ray based PCM at 24bit
resolution gave even lower distortion (0.1%
at -60dB) than CD, so the Rotel can resolve
differences rather than smothering them, and
96kHz sample rate bandwidth extended to a
respectable 43kHz {-1dB). Although bandwidth
with 192kHz sample rate also reached 43kHz
at’-1dB instead of dropping like a stone at
48kHz due to the anti-aliasing filter, it smoothly
rolled down to measure -7dB at 90kHz, so the
Rotel has 24/192 DACs and usefully extended
supersonics.

Rotel say the SACD from an Oppo DV-
980H set to deliver raw DSD via HDOMI was
converted to PCM, either in the Oppo player
{an HDMI handshake can reset to PCM, Oppo

with auto-scan and it would be
difficult for most first time users

just aren't enough.

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

say) or in the Rotel itself, sample rate being
flagged up as 88.1kHz and analogue bandwidth
measuring a respectable 33kHz. Since
distortion at -60dB measured 0.24% against a
possible 0.03% or so for DSD decoded well, the
Rotel only handles SACD for convenience, not
to fully realise its performance.

The VHF/FM tuner is a good one, with
wide flat-ish response to 17.5kHz before an
mpx filter cuts in to remove pilot tone at 19kHz.
Only a small termination ripple from this filter
can be measured, bringing treble down by -1dB
or so at 10kHz to slightly soften treble. Hiss
was low at -70dB at full quieting, this being
achieved with 1TmV or more from the aerial.
Distortion was reasonably low and channel
separation fine.

The RSX-1550 turns in a very tidy
measured performance all round. It isn't up to
Onkyo standards, but it gets closer than most
and sound guality should be good. NK
Power 112W
Frequency response (Direct)
6Hz-57kHz

82dB
-80/-87dB

Separation

Noise (A/D, Direct)
Distortion 0.02%
Sensitivity 370mv
Damping factor 32

CD/DVD/SACD
Frequency response (-1dB)
2Hz-20, 43, 43kHz
81dB
-108/110/110dB
0.22, 0.1, 0.24%

Separation
Noise
Distortion (-60dB)

www,hi-fiworld.co.uk

market. Sometimes, good intentions

-no DSD decode
- no display mute
- no internet radio

VHF TUNER

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

Signal for minimum hiss
Sensitivity (stereo)

18Hz-17.5kHz
38dB

0.22%

-10dB

TmV

60V

CD FREQUENCY RESPONSE

d,ﬂl‘ FFT _ CH1, vs  FREQUENCY/Hz

CD DISTORTION

THD 23456789 Input RHS

Freguel
608 0.2246995 7 |f 10.048 nl
CHZ s 0

vs  FREQUENCY/Hz

ft d2 d3 d4 45 d6 d7? d8 d9
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rom the spry, smooth, expan-

sive panel sound of Quad’s

2805 electrostatics to the clar-

ity, space and speed of Martin

Logan Spire hybrids, from the

translucent cohesion of Vivid’s
B| moving coil multi-ways to the gripping
lyricism of Tannoy’s Prestige Kensington
Dual Concentrics, there is so much to
choose from if you have over £5,000 to
spend on a pair of loudspeakers.

The choice can’t be likened to
alternative cover versions of the same
song, either - because Quads use
dramatically different technology to
the Tannoys to physically produce the
sound, for example. It's not just about
slightly different renditions of the music
heightened by marketing hype then, but
basic differences in the way the music is
played, thanks to the fundamental physics
of the transducing process itself.

Indeed, the diversity is so dramatic
at this price point that buyers looking to
spend one tenth of the money should
thank their lucky stars, as they have far
less profound decisions to make. For
example, if you want ‘warm’ then there’s
the Q Acoustics 050i, and if you want
‘cool’ the KEF iQ50 does the job. For all
other combinations, refer to a couple of
products from Monitor Audio, Mordaunt
Short and Acoustic Energy and that's
your lot. Mind made up in the space of an
hour or two in a dealer dem room, with
no searching “how do | listen to music?”-
type questions needed!

Where then does the £5,250 Kudos




C30 come in, in the great scheme
of high end loudspeakers? Well, in
engineering terms, it’s thoroughly
conventional; no charged pieces of
plastic film here, or curious metal
domes and curvy cabinets. Instead,
it’s fair to say that this loudspeaker
is completely straight down the line,
with the only ace up its sleeve being
its high quality drive units used, and
the loving way in which they’ve been
installed in a well made but standard
enclosure.

Sadly then, this won't buy you
bragging rights at your nearest
audiophile club or with your friends
down at the local pub, but that’s to
miss the point. Whilst I'd always in
theory prefer an intellectually elegant
solution, ultimately what matters is
whether the solution in question
actually works. The lkeda iT-407
tonearm is a perfect case in point,
as it looks like something out of the
ark, being utterly conventional in
design with no trick technology.Yet it
nevertheless is made with superlative
precision, and both measures and
sounds, superb. A wonder of modern
science the SME Series V may be with
its stealth bomber looks and fancy
magnesium materials, but still the
lkeda feels smoother to the touch
and sweeter to the ear...

Obviously then, what counts is
how well Kudos have fettled those
expensive but conventional Seas
drive units, specifically a 120mm
paper (with Nextel stiffening) coned
mid/bass unit allied to the high end
Crescendo tweeter, plus another
120mm driver acting as a passive
woofer only (making them effectively
a ‘two and a half way’ design).
They're all aspirated via a minimalist,
low order crossover populated by
audiophile components, including
Clarity Cap capacitors and silver
wiring.

The sizeable 1,120x200x270mm
enclosure is constructed from solid
18mm MDF, with a choice of cherry,
sycamore, walnut, rosenut or oak
veneers done to a high standard,
while rosewood and ebony are
available at extra cost. There are
two bass ports, one rear mounted
and the other firing down to a black
lacquered wooden plinth. Inside the
boxes, the enclosures are subdivided
internally, so that each cone driver is
loaded by its own separately ported
sub-enclosure. The ports themselves
are large and flared, and have the
option of foam bungs. Round the
back, two pairs of good quality gold
terminals are mounted through a
solid recessed panel.

The overall impression is of a
well made loudspeaker, but still it’s
fair to say that they don’t exactly

‘wear their price on their sleeves'.
From the outside at least, you'd
struggle to imagine them costing
more than Monitor Audio’s GS60
for example, at well under half the
sticker price. Still, one thing | did
heartily approve of is how easy

the Kudos C30 is to position. They
seemed to work well from the word
go in my medium sized listening
room, although I'd say they're not so
comfy closer than 30cm from the
rear wall. | toed my review pair in
just a little, but only slightly. Do make
sure than the spikes anchor into

the carpet properly though, as these
are long, tall cabinets with a highish
centre of gravity.

REVIEW

sounded no less urgent through the
C30s than others, yet didn’t quite
have the bite. Still, the song flowed
beautifully, romping along with all the
enthusiasm of a puppy in a park.
Moving to the modern structures
of 4hero’s ‘Give In’, and again | found
the soft warmth of their bass evident,
but if anything it had a euphonic
effect. Low bass is limited, lacking
the subterranean extension of my
reference Yamaha NS1000Ms for
example, but slightly further up the
bass guitar fretboard the big Kudos
floorstanders sounded richer and
more ‘fruity’, filling up the room with
a sumptuousness that underpinned
the song beautifully. There is the
slightest sense of both the ports

“through the C30s, the song
flowed beautifully, romping along
with all the enthusiasm of a

puppy N a park.

SOUND QUALITY

The Kudos C30s have an interesting
sound, but much as | liked it, | could
never describe it as neutral. Switching
from a loudspeaker such as the
Vivid Bl or the Quad 989s that
were - at different times - also in my
listening room and both of which
sport smoother response plots, it
was obvious that there’s a degree
of top end lift going on, giving the
sound an atmospheric presence.
Of course, if the Kudos drive units
were less than couth, this would be
less than pleasant but happily this
wasn't the case, so whilst the treble
was certainly explicit, it wasn’t hard.
Likewise the low bass, which although
prominent was pleasantly tuneful,
making for a big, bouncy sound.
What we have here then is
a large box that announces its
presence to the listener - it’s not
about dissolving into the ether as per
the Vivid B, but rather providing an
interesting and enjoyable rendition
of the music. The Who's ‘Won't Get
Fooled Again’ via vinyl LP showed
me just how enjoyable they could
be. Obvious as the treble is, they still
sounded polished and sophisticated,
with very little grain or grit at any
volume. Indeed, there was the sense
that some of the rough edges of
the music had been gently removed
whilst the intrinsic detail had been
preserved in all its finery.| heard a
deliciously ‘ripe’ bass guitar sound,
clean and compelling snare drums
and silky,atmospheric hi hat cymbals.
Roger Daltry’s classic rock vocals

www.hifiworld.co.uk

working, and also the cabinet playing
its part, but it’'s not an unpleasant
effect and doesn’t impede what is a
commendably supple and fluid low
end.

Moving up the scale, there’s a
delicacy and precision to percussion,
helped no doubt by the fine quality
tweeter, that catches the leading
edges of the notes deftly yet relays
them with finesse. On this track,
vocals came over in a pleasant if
slightly recessed manner; there’s a
sense that the C30 isn’t projecting
them with the clarity of some price
rivals, and neither do they have the
accuracy of placement either. | found
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) OUR CURRENT PRE-OWNED STOCK LIST:

AMPLIFICATION

T+A Power Ptant. Ex-dem, unmarked. HiFi Choice
Best buy award. Stunning integrated amp and a great
saving on new price. Finished in silver. (£1499) £POA

NAD Master Series M3 integrated amplifier. One
owner from new and only 6 months old. HiFi Choice
Editors Choice award. Balanced design with duat
mono amplification. Stunning performance. Unmarked
condition, boxed, manuals. (£2300) £1395

T+A Caruso. One box CD, Tuner, amplifier. Can be
used with the built in speakers or as a pre with other
amplification or with active speakers. Just got a best
buy award in HiFi Choice group test (June 2009).
£1695, ex-demo. £POA

Wavac MD805m Valve monoblocks. 1 owner from
new and very very rare indeed. Stunning reviews.
cost new (£17000) 16 months old only, unmarked
condition, original boxes and packing. Price includes a
5-year warranty for the new owner. £6995

Plinius P8 Power amplifier. Boxed in excelient
condition. One very minor mark to front plate. One
owner from new, great reviews. (£3600) £1495

MBL 7008 Integrated amp. 1 owner, boxed, manuals.
As new condition. Brilliant reviews. (£6500) £4878

Van den Hull (VDH) Array A-1 pre-amplifier. One
owner from new and a very rare item indeed. Cost
best part of £3000 when new, this pre-amp will
surprise many with its incredible performance. £1395

MBL 6010D Reference Pre-amp. Boxed in as new
condition, one owner from new and a huge saving on
new price. (£16800) £7999

Quad 909 Power Amp. One owner, 4 months old.
Unmarked, boxed, manuals. (£999.95) £625

ASR Emitter Il Exclusive (Version Blue). One owner
from new and approx 18 months old. This is the full
4-box version (150kg!) with built In power conditioners.
Comes with the essential original 20amp power
cables. Black with silver side cheeks. Unmarked
condition and a unique opportunity. Latest model with
gold circuit board. (Retail cost new £14500) £7995

Eastern Electric MiniMax Pre. Boxed in as new
condition, one owner from new and only a few months
old. 5 year warranty. FREE Chord SuperScreen mains
lead (£95) Fantastic reviews. (£1195) £795

DIGITAL

T+A Music Player. Ex-demo, unmarked in silver.
Stunning CD player with network capabilities and also
digital inputs. (FM Tuner and internet Radio). HiFi
Cholce Best Buy award. Good saving on new price.
(£1999) £POA

MBL 1431 CD Player. This Red Book CD Player
has been heralded as the best CD Player that can
be bought for under £4000. CES announced “The
new king of the affordable high-end CD Player”. One
owner fom new in silver. Unmarked condition. Boxed,
manual, remote. (£3200) £1999

> Please ask about

unbeatable part-exchange

programme.

Naim CDX2 - One fastidious owner from new and only
24 months old (2007). Unmarked condition, boxed,
manual. (£3250) £1895

Raysonic 228 two box cd ptayer. Stunning red book
cd replay. One owner, upgrade vintage Mullard NOS
valves included (cost £300). Unmarked condition.
(£3800 - £4100 inc valves) £2495

Accustic Arts DAC1 mk4. Fully balanced or single
ended operation, current spec. One owner from new,
unmarked condition. Boxed, manual. 5-year warranty
for the new owner. (£3950) £2295

Mcintosh MCD201 SACD player. One owner from
new in outstanding condition with original box/packing.
Great reviews. Buiit in pre-amp, so can be used
directly into a power amplifier. (£3495) £1895

Sugden CD21 Series 2 one owner from new,
unmarked condition, boxed, finished in the premium
Graphite, manuals, remote. (£1400) £895

Linn Ikemi CD Player. Absolutety mint condition. One
owner, boxed, manual. A simply stunning red book

cd player. Uniquely, the Linn has an AES/EBU digital
output, making it an excellent transport for use with a
high end DAC. (cost new £2000) 5-year warranty £949

MSB Platinum DAC lil. One owner from new.
Amazing Stereophile review. Boxed, manuals,
unmarked. With volume control and balanced
analogue input. (£6600) £3650

LOUDSPEAKERS

Acoustic Energy AE1 mkiil reference speakers

(£2441). Finished in the premium Piano black with

matching AE1 reference stands(£400). One owner,
unmarked condition. New was £2841. Now £1395

Audio Physic Scorplo boxed as new in Cherry, one
owner from new, excellent condition. (£3800) £2495

Kilipsch P-39F Flagship Palladium Speakers.
Simply breathtaking with stunning recent review by
Stereophile magazine. Ex-demo with a few minor
marks. Finlshed in the Merlot veneer. (£14798) £POA

Audio Physic Avanti V speakers. Finshed in the
Macassar Ebony (premium finish), ex-dem. Unmarked
condition, sensational performance and reviews.
(£9823) £POA

Quad ESL 2805 electrostatic speakers. Flnished
in black, one local owner from new, boxed, manual
excellent condition. Price includes a 5-year warranty
for the new owner. (£5500) £2995

Focal Electra 1007 Be speakers with original
matching focal stands. One owner from new, Classic
Finish. Cost new including stands £2900.00 a bargain
at £1650 inc. 5-year warranty.

Audio Physlc Scorpio il - Latest model, finished in
cherry, ex-dem, unmarked condition. (£3773) £POA

Revel Performa M22 Speakers. One owner from
new, boxed in cherry. A couple of minor marks.
Stunning performance. (£1700) £895

our
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Manger 103/3 ZeroBox ZB speakers. One owner,
around 30 months old. Very rare, cost new today
£7.5k for standard finish, £8.5k in Bumr veneer finish
of this pair. Boxed, excellent condition, slight fading

to one of the Burr Veneer joins, under the laquer with
no marks anywhere on the external finish. This minor
blemish Is reflected in the bargain price of only £3295.

MBL 111E Loudspeakers. Finished in black. One
owner from new, very very rare. (£24500) £15475

Tannoy ST200 supertweeters. Top of the range
and only 4 months old. One owner from new. Boxed,
unmarked. Being sold only as a package witht the
Superlinks below. (£1200) £749

Tannoy Superlinks - for use with any Tannoy
supertweeter. 1 owner only 4 months old. As new
(£300) £150

ATC SCM19 in Cherry, 1 owner, as new. (£1524) £995

ATC SCM 50 ASL active speakers in Yew, one
owner, unmarked. Current spec (£9415) £5495

ANALOGUE

SME 30/2a - complete with SME V tonearm. One
owner from new. Boxed in excellent condition. Price
includes a low hours Ortofon Rohmann Cartridge that
cost new over £1000.(£15000) £7995

Eastern Electric Minimax Phono Stage. This
probably holds a record for the most outstanding
reviews of any product currently available. Boxed in
unmarked condition. One owner from new, only a few
months old. Simply sensationai (£1495) £949

Whest PS20 compiete with MSU20. One owner from
new, stunning 2-box phono stage in black, original box
and packing. Incredible reviews. (£1299) £595

MAINS CONDITIONING

QED Qonduit MDH6 mains block. 6-way mains
filtration and protection hub. Unmarked condition,

a bargain at this price. (£239) £119

Vertex AQ Taga - 6-way distribution mains fitter.
Great reviews. One owner from new, unmarked.
(£868) £595

Vertex AQ Jaya, boxed with manual, some very slight
marks, one owner. (£302) £225

isotek Gil Minisub, boxed new, unused. Huge saving
on new price. (£599) £425

Isotek Premium Mains Cable. Boxed as new - 1.5m
- Three Core Annealed Oxygen Free Copper for better
signal transmission - (£75) £49

CABLES

Vertex AQ HiRez Solfonn XLR interconnect. 1.5m.
8 months old. Original Technology demonstrator for
the new HiRez range of cables. As new condition,
stunning performance. (£2990) £POA.

HMS Sestetto Mk2 XLR Digital Cabte. Wonderful
digital aes/ebu cable with original box and packing.
1m Length, 110ohm - £95

PEACE OF MIND CHARTER
« § year first owner warranty on all new and pre-owned equipment*
* 14 day no quibble exchange plan

« ‘Industry best’ part exchange prices
* Free room optimisation consultation using our proprietary software

terms & conditions apply




strains of Kraftwerk's ‘Musique Non
Stop’, and these loudspeakers did
less well. Here | could discern the
C30s ‘editorialising’ just a touch too
much for their own good. Where
both the Yamaha NSt000M and the
Vivid Bl tried their hardest to do

a disappearing act on this track, the
C30s were very much the elephants
in the room.True, they imbued the
song with a satisfyingly big bass
once again, but it was obvious that
in terms of speed they couldn’t
hold a candle to the other two.
They seemed to sit on transients
slightly, slowing them down and
reducing their dynamic impact,
whilst at the same time adding a
‘thump’ all of their very own.Across
the midband, the C30s threw out

a wide soundstage, but it was quite
diffuse all the same, seeming unable
to commit to precisely where
particular elements of the mix were
supposed to be.Again, there was a
subtle loss of low level detail across
the midband, although the treble
was if anything
over explicit,
adding an artificial
atmosphere that
simply wasn’t
present on the

REFERENCE SYSTEM
Sony TT-S8000/0L Silver/Ortofon Winfield turntable
A.N.T. Audio Kora 3T Ltd. phono stage

| did still enjoy

the Kudos C30 via
Kraftwerk, but felt it
wasn't telling the whole
story all the same...

Frequency response of the C30 is

REVIEW

CONCLUSION

With over £5,000 to spend, you need
to know what you want before you
go out and buy it. Some will want
the forensic precision of a speaker
such as the Vivid BI, others will crave
the delicate and dark sounding Quad
2805. If you're minded to choose

an altogether more characterful
loudspeaker however, you could

do worse than consider the Kudos
C30. It’s not all things to all men,

but those seeking a large, airy and
spacious sound that’s nicely finessed
will like it. Moreover, it should prove
a fine match for somewhat cold and
clinical sounding transistor power
amplification, which will gain in
expression going through these. In
absolute terms then, the Kudos C30
is not a great loudspeaker, but it's

an interesting and enjoyable one all
the same. If you're in the market for
a sizeable and sumptuous sounding
floorstander, make sure you give it an
audition.

Sugden IM4 integrated amplifier
Yamaha NS1000MV loudspeakers
- i Vivid B1 loudspeakers

e Vg Siigle) Quad 989 loudspeakers

VERDITT 0000

Big hearted sounding, musically adroit
floorstanders, although not quite the
last word in neutrality.

| FOR
- overall musicality
| - pleasant tonality
- finessed treble

AGAINST

- high end ancillaries needed

- cahinet colouration |
- midband clarity

- bass grip

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

with just a little cabinet colouration

Ultimately then,
this big and expansive
sounding box is just
a little too charac-
terful to be suitable
for all types of music.
Although tuneful, its
low end is a little slow
and too prominent
for some, whilst the
midband has a pleasing
tone but can seem
opaque with music of
the highest intensity.
Treble has space, pace
and grace, but like the
bass can seem a little
obvious. The Kudos
C30 certainly plays a
tune weli, but is not
the most dynamically
accomplished with the
last few percent of a

around the 700Hz region clearly seen
from rear port output (red trace), as
well as the forward decay spectrum.

The C30 has heen engineered to
sound big and very lively. Its treble
is very prominent though and may
overwhelm all else. NK

dominated by tweeter output +5dB
above that of the hass/midrange unit,
a massive lift that will make the C30
sound obviously bright, by a consid-
erable degree. This is not an accurate
{oudspeaker by any stretch of the
imagination but has been voiced to
stand out in the showroom perhaps.
Output from the bass/midrange unit is FREQUENCY RESPONSE
fairly fiat and even, extending down +20

to a peak at 80Hz our third octave
analysis shows, a classic under-
damped response that will give lively
bass. The large rear port lifts output
around 50Hz, and it measured 7dB

up on forward output at 80Hz so its
contribution to subsonic output is
considerable, giving the C30 plenty of
bass heft.

The impedance curve has some
steep slopes so it is reactive around
2kHz. The bass unit has a 3.5 Ohm
DC resistance but overall impedance
measures 7.1 0hms with pink noise.
With a sensitivity of 87dB the C30 does
not need huge amounts of power to go
loud but it is not an especially load ail
the same, by current design standards.

A 200mS decay spectrum showed
the C30 is reasonably free from
colourations except for some overhang
at 80Hz where the cabinet peaks. The
bass and midrange look clean though,

this beautiful slice' of modern soul
music suited the Kudos C30 perfectly,
making a very nice noise indeed.
Switching to some beautifully
mellifluous ‘rare groove’ courtesy
of Isaac Hayes and ‘Cafe Regios’,
and once again the big Kudos boxes
were in their element. Whereas my
other references tried harder to tell
me what was happening with the
recording, warts and all, the C30s 2 100 K
Green - driver output
Red - port output

didn’t care for such pedantry, and
instead jumped right into the groove.
As people used to say in the old
days, “they have a lovely tone”. Well,
maybe it’s not an accurate one, but
it's a pleasant one all the same, and
this flattered this venerable recording
brilliantly. The result was a beguiling,
breeze through five minutes of the

IMPEDANCE
50

vicious snare drum
thwack. Still, its sizeable
physical presence and
naturally rhythmic gait
means that it doesn’t
sound strained, nor
ever like it’s trying too
hard.

best soul musicians of the early
seventies (Isaac Hayes’s backing band
was the Stax house band, Booker T &
The MGs); it was unalloyed joy.
Moving to the lean, electronic
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Visit our website at www.hi-fiworid.co.uk or
send your emails to lettersChi-fiworld.co.uk.
Letter of the month wins a pair of KEF iQ30
louvdspeakers and one years FREE

subscription to Hi-Fi World.

LETTER OF THE MONTH PRIZE

KEF iQ30 LOUDSPEAKERS

Letter of the Month

ONE WAY

The comment on the ‘mediocre bass
response’ of unipivot tone arms in
the Origin Live Conqueror arm review
brought to mind an experiment | did
a couple of decades ago with a Keith
Monks mercury unipivot arm.

For those who don’t recall the
Keith Monks, it was a quite interesting,
innovative design originating around
1970 or so.There were two particularly
interesting design factors.The first
and most obvious were the mercury
baths used to transmit the signal
from cartridge to the arm leads.The
signal went from the pickup to 4 pins
in the pivot area that sat in 4 small,
mercury baths and then to the output.
This allowed the entire arm (wand
with counter weights) to have no solid
connection so it could simply be picked

| up off the pivot post. This made it

simple to change cartridges even with
the non-detachable head shell and to
have multiple arm/pickups set up and
changeable in seconds. The mercury
baths; though, were most responsible
for the loss of favor of the arm in later
years (as well as the very low effective
mass) as moving coils took over from
moving magnet pickups. The mercury
was really not that good an electrical
conductor and while it was fine for the
higher output moving magnet designs
it was too poor for the lower output
moving coils. And that’s not to mention
the open air mercury baths evaporating
into the atmosphere in one’s listening
room.

The second feature was the one
that was relevant to my experiment.
Normally a unipivot is simply a
hardened, very sharp point that fits in
a cup in the arm. But the Keith Monks
point never contacted the cup itself.
Instead there was a circle of tiny ball
bearings just below the cup and the

Order Now!

Imprint

e a

The azimuth of a cartridge affects phase, as Adjust+ shows so ‘
cogently. Is this why Unipivots, whose azimuth varies, have a

'sound' ?

point of the unipivot fitted into them
until contact was made without the
point itself taking any load.

| decided to try mass loading the
pivot area of the arm. | wasn’t worried
about harming the unipivot point with
the extra load because of the design
explained above.And | figured that
since the extra mass was at the pivot
point | wouldn’t significantly affect the
effective mass of the arm. | piled a
large amount of Mortite (sort of like

BluTac) on top of the arm at the pivot.

And to make it appear reasonable

I wrapped the Mortite with some
aluminum foil and topped it with a 45
RPM adapter.

Everything tightened up.The
improvement in the bass was most
noticeable but the increased focus and
detail was obvious bottom to top. By
the way | need to admit that the idea
for the mass loading was not original
with me. | got it from Magnepan, the
speaker manufacturer, who at the
time made a unipivot arm (with more

conventional bearing arrangement) that
employed high mass in the pivot area.

I have occasionally wondered why no
one ever pursued this concept further.
It could lead to an arm that combined
the advantages of both the unipivot and
conventional format.

Allen Edelstein

New Jersey, USA

Thanks Alan. | too once used

the Keith Monks but mercury is
poisonous, difficult to handle, suffers
an oxidised surface scum and used
to rot the copper pin contacts, |
seem to recall. | soon fell out of
love with it! Having used Decca
International, Hadcock and various
other Unipivots | eventually gave
up on the idea, as none of them
seemed to offer a particularly firm,
well defined sound: it was all too
nebulous for me. Since looking
closely at the importance of
correct headshell azimuth, using the
Adjust+ measurement and set up
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system from Dr Christian Feickert,
in our September and October 08
issues, | suspect allowing a cartridge
freedom of movement in this plane
is not a good idea, even if you do
pile weights on top. These days, a
better understanding of the sonic
properties of an arm's structure

is being pursued, by us using an
accelerometer to measure headshell
behaviour and by Karl Heinz Fink
who reports similar findings using a
Polytec laser interferometer.

NK

Gl0 IC D ISE?

The DIY features included in Hi-Fi World
which have set the magazine apart
from the competition seem to have
changed greatly in character. In one
way this is good since at one time all
we seemed to get was yet another valve
amplifier until virtually all the possible
circuit configurations had been used up
and little else. While | like valve amps
and building them, | did find myself
thinking that the budding speaker
builder or digital constructor was not
really getting much of interest. Things
have changed greatly now, speakers

are now taking centre stage to a large
extent probably because they are the
main interest of Peter Comeau, | would
suggest that a better balance could be
struck.

I found myself interested in the
remote control unit recently introduced,
thinking that here was a unit |
could probably use. | had gained the
impression, rightly or wrongly (wrongly
as it turned out), that it would be in a
separate box.This would have enabled
me to replace the pot in my home
built 211 integrated with a motorised
version and bring out the motor leads
to the external unit. | could omit the
components for input switching which
I do not need and program it to my
remote control. As presented it will not
do that and is not even retrofittable
to previously constructed pre’s. Since
remote volume control is so useful,
and remote input switching so rarely
used, a simple externally housed
control unit which can be added to a
standard World Design pre, or a home
constructed integrated could prove very
popular. How about it?

Noel Keywood’s review of the Icon
Audio MB845 is a good example of
the kind of review which seems to have
a broad appeal even amongst those
who would never dream of buying one.
A review of something so different to
the norm almost guarantees to raise
the curiosity and makes very interesting
reading and a good read is what sells
magazines. Noel does, however, seem
just a little confused about the hierarchy

of the 21| family of valves. Basically the
hierarchy is this.

211 - Described by General Electric
as a General Purpose Pliotron it is a
medium mu power triode which means
that it has a high anode impedance. This
makes it suitable for Class B transmitter
service. It can be used as an audio amp
but requires a high impedance load
and is unable to provide a lot of current
even with the grid at zero volts. For
good power it must have either a very
high HT voltage or the grid must be
driven positive, Class A2, which places
big demands on the driver stage.

805 - A development of the 21/
specifically for transmitter use it is a
high mu power triode with a very high
anode impedance. The grid has to be
driven positive to get any real current

Radio stars - the tall 211
(VT-4C at left) and
squatter 845 both provide
superb sound quality.

through it, eminently suitable for class

C radio work. It is possible to use it as
an audio valve but it isn’t really suitable.
For hi-fi use it is a non - starter.

845 - Specified by RCA as an audio
power triode this is not a radio valve, it
is a straightforward audio valve. It is a
fow mu power triode with @ moderate
anode impedance and will pass plenty
of current without need to drive the grid
positive, indeed the grid is not designed
to handle grid current so this should be
avoided.The 845 has a higher anode
dissipation than the 21| and can deliver
more power. It's requirement for consid-
erable negative grid bias voltage means
that lots of signal volts are required.

Both the 211 and 845 are very
linear. In working with these valves |
have found that for best sound an HT
very close to the maximum of 1250 is
needed. If @ moderate voltage is applied
and then progressively raised a point
occurs where the afterburners kick in
and the sound takes on the colour and
life that these valves are renowned for.
This is rather inconvenient since power
supply is greatly simplified if the HT is
kept below 1000 and at these higher
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voltages more bias is needed and the
grids more difficult to drive - but it is
well worth it.

There is a world of difference
between the Icons and the parallel
single-ended amp HFW built. From my
experience | would guess that the single
ended would blow the push-pull Icons
into the long grass. Single-ended well
engineered really is that good.You really
don’t know what the 211/845 can do
until you've heard a good single-ended.
luse a 211 single ended at 1,200
volts HT which | built |2 years ago.

It has never given a day’s trouble and
easily delivers enough power for my
12”Tannoy Monitor Golds in 65 litre
cabinets. Musical bliss!

Dave Dick

Thanks for the interesting letter
Dave - and the earwigging at the
Bristol Show! The exigencies of

life are a little beyond my control
—as hard as | try! — so if amplifier
designer extraordinaire Andy Grove
is with us we can publish superb
valve amplifier designs, but when he
goes to work for Audionote, then
we cannot. And when loudspeaker
designer extraordinaire Peter
Comeau joins us we publish great
loudspeaker designs, but when the
Chinese lure him away, we cannot.As
much as I'd love to be able to wave
a magic wand, Harry Potter-style,

to solve this problem | am afraid
there will always be dark forces | am
unable to defeat! Good designers are
not easy to come by, and we only
ever publish DIY articles and circuits
that meet the highest standards,
something everyone appreciates. I'm
aware that our quality amplifier and
loudspeaker designs are popular and
much discussion is taking place on
this subject, so | am trying to rectify
the situation.

Look at the RCA spec sheet for
the 845 and you will see it described
as a "modulator and audio valve" so
it is used in transmitters, if not as an
output device, so transmitting valve
is a common enough if perhaps loose
description. Please allow me a little
journalistic leeway here!

I'm sure readers will be
interested in your observations,
and your experiences with a 21|
amplifier. NK

HARD TALK

I would like to disagree with Noel. It

is probably the first time, but it is not
strictly on a hi-fi issue, so | am not too
worried. In June 2009 he said he can’t
trust hard drives. He further argues
that one doesn’t have to back up

CDs or LPs. | don’t think | am alone

in having numerous CDs ‘failing’ or
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having the odd LP becoming unplayable.
If that happens then you try to replace
the article in question, you don’t give

up on the format.The difference with a
hard drive is that if it fails your whole
collection is lost. Even if you still have
the original music it may still mean a
lot of work to recover from the loss. In
the letter Noel was responding to, Brian
Garner had proposed a RAID system

to keep a constant back-up. | would
say for a music only collection this is
unnecessary and largely self defeating.
Disc failure is measured in Mean Time
Before Failure (MTBF). RAID systems are

Detritus of modern life - a pile
of dead hard drives!

constantly backing up, so all the hard
drives are working a lot. This means their
chance of failure becomes greater. It
also means the noise level and energy
consumption goes up. This system is
designed for constantly changing storage.
What most people would actually need
for a music collection is an external hard
drive, less than £100, and just back up
when they have added significantly to
their collection. The rest of the time you
can turn it off, stick it in a cupboard,
whatever.

I would also disagree that hard
drives have not improved in reliability.
I have had a number of hard drives
fail, but none for the last six years or
so. | think that might be related to the
‘umbrella principle’. Take an umbrella and
it won't rain - back up your hard drive
and it won't fail. One final point, there
are hard drives available that don’t use
fans for cooling and are supposed to be
near silent. | haven’t tried one myself so
can’t comment - anyone out there with
experience?
Brian

Ah, but you need to be aware of
probability Brian, because if you have
not suffered a hard drive failure in six
years | think it likely you are about to
suffer a massive one soon! Needless
to say the magazine as well as myself
at a personal level uses hard drives
and although things have got better
as you say, we still suffer massive

failures from time to time. Apart from
all the piddly Flydrives and suchlike
that expire regularly, | bought an early
LaCie | Terrabyte drive for video
storage and its controller packed up
in just three months. Luckily, the discs
were okay and | managed to retrieve
all data simply by instailing them in the
host computer, but losing 1 TB of data
means whole music, picture or video
collections to could up the swanny,
not just a single disc or tape. So large
capacity hard drives have the potential
to row us into a lot of trouble,
something that is worth bearing in
mind. NK

It's a fair point to make, | think, that
hard drives are not as hardy as some
believe. Just because one person
hasn't had an HDD failure in no

way means another person won't!
With this in mind, you do have to

be rigorous in backing up your hard
drives, be they for music or anything
else. That's why | think Naim's system
used on the HDX is an elegant

one; left permanently on, the HDX
will back its primary drive up to its
reserve drive, discreetly and usually
in the middle of the night. The system
has been criticised by some for being
over the top, but obviously only by
those who have been lucky (so far} in
life's hard disk lottery! DP

SPIN DOCTORING

I have been an avid reader of Hi-Fi
World for the past few years and notice
that from time to time you mention

the Technics SL-1210 (or SL-1200)
turntables, usually in answer to reader's
letters wanting a reasonable mid-price
solution to spinning the black vinyl! As
the owner of a NAD 533 Turntable
(re-badged Rega Planar 2) fitted with a
Goldring Electra cartridge, | was pretty
sure | was missing out on a lot of the
information contained on my black stuff.
The rest of my kit (Cyrus 2 + psx amp,
TDL RTL3 'speakers) seemed pretty.
good at reproducing CD (from an Arcam
CD73). So | thought...lets give it a go...see
if I can improve my vinyl sound quality.
So, as | already had a mint Rega RB250
(on my NAD) to hand, the first thing was
to find that turntable. The obvious e-bay
source turned out to be a bit frustrating. |
think too many people have been reading
Hi-Fi World and are chasing all those
Technics decks that constantly appear
on the site. Prices for a turntable in
some far off place (which you can't even
inspect first hand) rising to anywhere up
to £/80-£200 (plus £30 delivery in most
cases). So | took the alternative route

of checking the Free Ads websites....and
Gumtree came up trumps! The Advert
said the turntable was only purchased in
late 2006, never raced or rallied (being
part of a bedroom set-up) and still with
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all the original paperwork (instructions,
sale receipt, warranty). No box, but hey-
ho you can't have it all. The guy lived
only about 60 miles from me too and
wanted £150! So | e-mailed him asking
if it was still available and (cheekily) if
it was, would he accept £135 (thinking
that paid for my diesel costs). The reply
was positive...Yes it was still for sale and
yes he'd accept my offer. So a date and
time was agreed and [ set off to deepest
Romford!

Upon arriving at the address, the
door was answered by an affable young
man (in his mid-twenties I'd guess)
and dfter saying hi to his Mother, | was
ushered upstairs to the mixing room, aka
the chap's bedroom. There he had two
SL-1210s, a mixing thingy and a D} CD
thingy...along with amp and behemoth
(unidentified) speakers. | was thinking
‘pity the neighbours'.

The turntables were both
immaculate and had obviously never
left the bedroom since he bought them.
He showed me the original receipt,
demonstrated that it actually worked
(playing some Drum'n'Bass) and the
money exchanged hands. He discon-
nected the Technics and | went over to
pick it up from the shelf upon which
it stood. My God | uttered... the thing
weighed a tonne (eleven kilos to be
precise) and | was immediately struck by
its rugged construction (investment cast |
think with a rubber cover).

After | had got it home, | studied the
instructions and then truly marvelled at
this fine piece of Japanese Engineering.
Okay, so the arm is not rated (by the
audiophile press at any rate) but just
feel the quality, marvel at the little pop-
up light that helps you guide the needle
into the groove or the way the on-off’
switch clicks positively between positions
(and then doubles up as the red strobe
source). | don't particularly see the need
for the pitch control with its green light
(the speed seems spot-on) but it again
feels good in operation. Compared to my
piece of MDF, for that is the basis of my
old NAD 533, it shouts value for money
(I'd even go so far to say I'd actually PAY
£450 for a new one!).

Anyway, | ordered an Origin Live
arm mounting plate / adaptor and
bought a new Goldring 1012GX to fit
(as this seems to be highly regarded by
the Hi-Fi press). Once it had all arrived,
| then stripped the Rega arm off my
NAD (5 mins) and carefully dis-mantled
the Technics (for that is basically what
you have to do in order to fit the arm)
bagging up and labelling all the fixings
to make sure they went back into the
correct holes on re-assembly.The whole
operation took me about an hour.

With the arm fitted, | mounted the
cartridge (using a downloaded template)
making sure the screws were tight, then
sat down with a beer to have a listen to



Rush of Blood to the Head by Coldplay.
Well... what a difference to the NAD!
Obviously, for a proper comparison |
should have fitted the new cartridge

to the NAD and then having a listen

(I could have also done the same with
the previously un-Rega'd Technics...
simply replacing the cartridge). Anyway
I was too impatient so it was gung-ho
straight on and | can only comment on
what | have now. The bass seems soo0o
much tighter.The mid seems at least
20% better too...more clarity. So | am
pleased and the whole exercise has
cost me about £290 (I've yet to ebay
the Technics arm and the remains of
the NAD but | am confident of getting
back at least £40 thus reducing that to
£2501).

There are other improvements |
can do.. Michell Tecnoweight (£70) SDS
Isoplat mat (£80) to name two that
spring to mind (let alone external power
supplies, strobe disablement, etc, etc)
but do you know what, | might not even
bother! It sounds great as it is, looks
bloody amazing (I've had mates around
saying wow look at that!) and it has
hardly cost me a bean. There are lots
more kids out there swapping turntables
for Df CD thingys and downloads onto
laptops so look at the free-ads (I'd steer
clear of inflated e-bay prices) and bag
one of these classic pieces of Japanese
hi-fi, grab a Rega arm (£130), adaptor
plate (£40) and fit it with a Goldring
1012GX.Then settle back with a beer
and a smoke, pop on that favorite
LP and allow yourself a smug smile!
regards,

Garry Capon (Aylesbury)

Thanks for that Gary. Now the single
hole fixing Rega RB300 has been
replaced by the curious three-hole
bracket secured RB301, older RB250s
and 300s may become more common
second-hand. Trouble is they will
always be popular, so bargains may

be rare. But anyone wanting the best
from this combo should consider the
latest RB30| because it improves on
the RB300. For lots of lovely pictures
and a nice, simple explanation of

the Technics Direct Drive system

and improvements to it, go to the
Soundhifi site at www.soundhifi.com/
SL-1200/index.htm. NIK

Hi Gary - we've been banging on
about modded Technics '1200s for
about five years now, and | think the
message is finally getting through
that they're brilliant things to tweak
up. However, it still amazes me

that so many people discriminate
against them because of their D)
connections; don't forget that before
all that they were called SL120s,
and came fitted with SME pickup
arms (and usually Shure M95EDs or

Another chance to feast your eyes upon this exotic combo!
It's an SME V one-piece cast magnesium tonearm with Koetsu
Red MC cartridge, mounted on a Technics SL-1210 turntable
fitted with a Timestep external power supply by Soundhi-fi.

suchlike) via specialist hi-fi dealers!
They ended up being adopted by DJs
in the late nineteen seventies because
they're the toughest compact and
affordable turntable around, as
anyone who's ever had them apart
will have discovered. DP

BACK CUE

| have been a subscriber to your
excellent magazine (got to say that to
get this printed!) for the past 4 years
and have been a keen enthusiast of the
Technics direct drive turntables, having
purchased an SL1500 way back in
1977 when | was living and working in
the UK. In about fan 07 | renewed my
interest in quality music reproduction
and splurged out on KEF 203 speakers
driven by a NAD M3 and NAD M5
SACD player, supplemented by a
Velodyne DD 15 effectively Bi-Amped
with the NAD.

The equipment is excellent. Even
so ! could never convince myself that |
was listening to the artists rather than
a recording when playing my SACDs
of jazz and classics. So | renewed my
interest in Vinyl and turntables after
reading your articles on the subject
over the years.Your series on direct
drives and the arm mods to a Technics
SL-1200 convinced me that this
represented the way to go, as compared
to Mechano sets with separate motors
and platters driven by elastic bands!! So
I went and bought myself an almost new
SL-1200 MKkl for the princely sum of
$500.00 and proceeded to equip it with
an Origin Live modified Rega RB250
arm fitted with an Ortofon Rondo blue
MC cartridge and the Isoplatmat. The
unit is mounted on a 30kg slab of fine
grain, milled sandstone supported by a
lightly inflated cycle tyre. The system will
shortly be augmented with the World
Designs Phono3 valve amp. which | am
now building
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Now this is where | take to task

all those who immediately go into
paroxysms of acoustic delight whenever
they apply a mod to their equipment
and are deluded into believing they are
hearing an improvement to the sound!
They often are most certainly not. These
would be the same people who want
to switch off the strobe light on the
SL-1200 which they can see, whilst the
unseen transformer is rattling away like
a cowbell in a stampede!!

For instance, the platters on the
Technics turntables have a rim on the
outer edge that really serves no more
use than being cosmetic. However, if the
mat is any larger than 287.2mm (and
most are | believe) it can be of critical
importance when adding this mat to
the platter because all it will do is sit on
the rim edge with no contact where it
matters. The result is indifferent sound
qudlity and in fact an impairment, as |
very quickly discovered. I will say | had
not added the little cork pieces, provided
by Origin Live, to the platter which
effectively raises the mat above the
rim as these were offered as an option
for sound improvement to be tried
subjectively. Indeed, the soft rubber mat
offered with the SL-1200 also overlaps
this rim! The use of a record weight (I
machined my own from cast lead) can
make matters worse, predicated on the
stiffness of the mat, as it will deform the
record during playing.

The heavy copper mats becoming
popular are even more of a problem
as even copper will effectively oscillate
or vibrate at a harmonic if treated like
this and at 3mm thick they will not
distort to contact the platter!! Otherwise
they represent an excellent option as
they add a relatively dead mass to the
‘rotating system’. For anyone contem-
plating using any sort of mat on the
SL-1200 platters, it can be no more
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Pure Sound Rubato copper
turntable mat.

than 287mm in diameter if it is to
correctly seat on the platter, anything
larger than this is worse than useless,
unless it is machined with an undercut
at 286.5 to allow for the rim.

It was at this point that | decided
to evaluate the properties of the SL-
1200 as a whole, looking at both the
electricallelectronic and mechanical
aspects of it’s design.

The first obvious improvement was
to remove alf AC from the unit, and
especially the transformer which is a
positive source of both electrical and
mechanical noise. | commenced to do
this when it was brought to my notice
that a DC power supply was available
from an independent supplier. It duly
arrived and | commenced to read the
tech info at which time | referred to the
service manual circuit diagrams for the
Technics. The DC output of this unit is
designed to be easily soldered to the
existing inputs to the rectifier bridge,
thus the novice does not have to worry
about polarity. However, here is the
conundrum: the bridge across which
we are connecting the shiny new DC
power is part of the reason why we are
replacing the internal supply in the first
place! It is not a particularly powerful
device and to boot we are going to use
only two of the 4 diodes in the rectifier
bridge all of the time to conduct the
current, depending on which way around
we connect the two wires.

This prompted me to investigate
the connection of the new DC supply
directly into the regulator circuit by
carefully removing the rectifier bridge on
the main circuit board and connecting
the external DC supply to the positive
and negative points. In fact, | believe
the ‘stiffness’ of the power regulation to
the motor control driver can be further
improved by increasing the value of
the output capacitor C3 (now 22uf) to
about 270uf (I am currently working on
this).

The power regulator used on the
SL-1200 is rated at 4amps. Some have
suggested that the regulator itself should
be replaced with an external supply,
but I do not believe this is required. |
do understand from a forum site that a

company in the UK does in fact offer an
external power supply to do this job, but
I have had no luck contacting them.

The enhanced power regulation will
be particularly advantageous to those
using the 2kg copper mats as more
current will be required to bring it up to
speed and sustain exact speed due to
the added friction on the spindle thrust
bearing.

Which now brings me to the
ultimate improvement, the bearing
assembly. This consists of a 7.125mm
spindle rotating in a phosphor bronze
bush, the thrust bearing for which is a
sliver of what appears to be ceramic
contained in the bottom bearing seat.
The ‘fit’ of the bearing is not exactly
of high precision, as movement of the
platter can be detected when the platter
is alternately lightly pressed down at the
rim across it's diameter.

I have come up with a much
improved proposed design which uses a
I 4mm shaft ground from solid carbide
and which incorporates the platter taper
and top record locating spindle all as
one piece. This will rotate in a precision
honed bearing fitted to a tolerance
of 0.005mm.The thrust will be taken
by a ceramic ball housed in a PTFE
hemispherical pad and rotating in an oil
bath.The whole will be housed in a sofid

H

Here's our solution to the dif-
ficulty of centering an LP on
the spindle, a spring loaded
tapered sleeve. It's a bit sim-
pler than Nakamichi's !

brass housing designed to be an exact
replacement for the existing unit. | am
expecting my first prototype to be ready
sometime in late August.

I have also made a solid 5mm thick
copper arm-adapter plate, this has not
made any startling improvement to the
sonics that | can honestly detect, but
seems to have improved the response of
the cartridge to the torture track on the
Hi-Fi News test record (band 9)

Finally, the existing support feet
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should be replaced by 5 (one in the
centre) soft sorbothane hemispherical
type supports (available from many
suppliers) and which will lower the
centre of gravity as far as possible.

Yet another interesting aspect of
Vinyl, what is the accepted tolerance on
the hole in the middle?? And what is the
industry accepted size for the spindle?

I have found there to be a startling
variation with as much as 0.4mm. In
fact, using the Technics spindle of 7.125
as a guide, the looseness of some
records is quite alarming!! Here again
the quality of reproduction must suffer
as the record is now rotating out of
centre, as most probably are!

| have specified a diameter of 7.25
for my new spindle.and am prepared to
open up the hole with a reamer if | get
an LP that is too small.

| believe that if all of the above
modifications are carried out then the
effect will be to have an excellent quality
turntable that will out-perform most of
the elastic band models selling at silly
prices.

On a final note, no pun intended, |
read your technical reviews with much
interest. However, do you think you can
be more consistent in the way you do
or do not provide measured data. For
instance in a recent article on a tone
arm you provided a graph which in my
mind condemned this particular arm for
it's very high resonant peak at 250Hz.
However when reviewing the new
carbon arm from Origin Live, 4 pages
on, you supplied no data whatsoever.The
cynic might be caused to think that this
is because it is to bad to publish!!
Mike New
Sydney, Australia.

Hi Mike. That is all very interesting

- real hardcore DIY and there's
nothing quite like it! | presume the
UK supplier to which you allude

is Soundhifi who have put a lot of
info up on the 'net. Readers can
find then at: www.soundhifi.com/SL-
1200/index.htm. As Soundhi-fi have
a stand at most UK Shows and the
ever enthusiastic Dave Cawley bends
my ear at length over the issue of
turntables, arms and every thing to
do with them, I'm‘sure you can get
into contact with them; Dave isn't
backward about coming forward, as
they say. Anyone wanting an SL-1200
modded should contact Soundhifi.
We run a couple of old Pioneer
Direct Drive (PLC-590s) as test
mules and | am wondering about

an SL-1200 as a future replacement.
Your observations on the Technics
bearing are intriguing and we look
forward to learning about your new
replacement. However, if you over-
size the spindle this will draw howls
from users; better to under-size so
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esy Nakamichi UK

The turntable that centred discs for you: Nakamichi's amazing Dragon.

all LPs drop on. Eccentricity results
in a wow component at 0.55Hz and
if this is big enough it does degrade
pitch stability; there's a small loss
of grip in timing. Nakamichi once
solved this with one of the world's
more complicated turntables, | seem
to remember. And | must carefully
centre our DIN Wow & Flutter test
disc, using its locked outer groove,
to get representative speed stability
figures from turntables under
measurement. So eccentricity is an
issue.A small, lightly sprung tapered
sleeve would auto-centre discs
however (I've just thought of it!)

- see my diagram. It's simpler than
Nakamichi's solution.

We cannot, in all cases, measure
an arm for entirely physical reasons
(i.e. we don't have it to measure!).
If it is fitted and reviewed off-site
it isn't always practicable to break
down the entire turntable and
arm assembly for shipping to our
London offices for measurement,
where it must be built again, before
being disassembled for return. Why?
One reason is time and the other
is shipping damage: the boxes are
thrown from lorries and the more
we move a delicate item the more
likely it is to suffer damage.This is
a significant issue and causes a lot
of grief; the Inspire turntable in this
issue arrived with what we thought
was an eccentric motor pulley, but
after travelling far across Britain to
fit a newly machined pulley Inspire
found the motor spindle was bent!
This was caused by it being thrown
off a lorry. Old Classics sent in for
review in makeshift packing suffer
especially and we advise they are not
shipped by couriers because of the
likelihood of damage. So as usual, it's
a case of Cock-up, not Conspiracy!
We try and measure arms though,
using an accelerometer to assess
vibrational signature, and are
surprised by how much interest this
has generated around the world.

You do not have to write
peons of praise to us to get a letter

published. We publish letters solely
on the basis of their general interest
to readers. NIK

Hi Mike - thanks for your excellent,
considered contribution. As you'll
probably have read by now, last
month | tried a Timestep power
supply for the SL-1200 (and also
fitted an SME Series V and Koetsu
Red too).The results were breath-
taking, and whilst I'd not expect
everyone to similarly equip their
SL-1200s, it just shows you what's
possible when serious attention is
paid to the power supply.

My only other comment is about
mats; | find the SL-1200 (with beefier
power supply or not) doesn't like
mats that are too heavy, such as the
Rubato pure copper mat (reviewed in
the May 2009 issue of Hi-Fi World).
Whereas the SDS Isoplatmat adds
a small amount of useful mass to
the platter, giving a less edgy sound,
the Rubato seemed simply to get
the Technics motor servo working
overtime, resulting in a more forced,
strained sound. So | think there's a
‘critical mass' there, and we need
to find it. With this in mind, I'd be
interested in your or anyone else's
follow up comments. DP

My Domestic Director (Significant

Other) has decreed that | can only listen
to my hi-fi at levels not much higher
than conversation level, which is very low.
My present loudspeakers are the Linn
Index II. At low levels these loudspeakers
sound insubstantial and weedy. | need

a pair of loudspeakers that perform

well at low volume levels. A friend of
mine who distributes Harbeth locally
says his brand of loudspeakers is
suitable for such listening purposes. He
recommended the HL-3P (now in ES-2
guise) and Compact 7 models to me.
However, | countered him by saying

that these are low to medium efficiency
loudspeakers. | have heard reviewers say
high efficiency loudspeakers sound lively
whereas low efficiency loudspeakers are
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more laid back and duller (volume levels
not mentioned). Therefore, the latter
require high-powered amplifiers to bring
out the sound (presumably resulting

in high volume levels). This would be
prohibited in my domestic environment.

I covet your comments on these
statements and request your recommen-
dation for suitable loudspeakers that will
sound good at low volume levels in a 2.5
x 3 m (sparsely furnished) living room.

| listen to middle-of-the-road music.The
Index are connected to the Linn Classik
but | do have a range of amplifiers from
the Naim NAIT (1) to the Quad 909.
best regards,

S. P. Tan

Upper Thomson Road,
Singapore

Hi Simon. Sounds to me that what

you really need are headphones. It is
almost impossible to get much from
loudspeakers at very low levels, as all
low level information is smothered by
background noise, perhaps of crickets
where you live.A pair of KEF iQ30s are
worth investigating as they are compact,
will take up little of your room's space
but also sound lively and dynamic. NK

| think you're in a bit of a muddle
here, S.P! Starting from first
principles, you have a smalt listening
room for which you need smallish
speakers. If you get big ones (or even
medium size floorstanders), they

will simply set the room off with all
manner of booms and thuds. Speaker-
room interaction, or lack thereof, is
your priority. With this in mind, the
Spendor S3/5s mini-monitors (£725)
are a good starting point, with a very
clean and smooth and even sound. |
use a pair in my smaller secondary
listening room, and find them most
enjoyable; far superior to the likes of
Linn Indexes. There's now another
one to consider too; the Audiosmile
Kensai. These are about twice the
price of the Spendors, and use ribbon
tweeters and metal mid/bass units, so
are a bit more engaging and analytical,
but even more transparent than the
already very impressive Spendors.

In both cases, these mini monitors
need a decent bit of clean power, but
your Quad 909 would suit perfectly
here. Although | agree that some
other designs of similarly modest
efficiency can sound a little 'sat upon’
and lifeless until they're given lots of
Watts to play with, both these sound
great at low levels. DP

Dear Sir.You know [ think that music
critic from the Telegraph is right. You
don’t need great hl-fi to appreciate great
music and performance. How many of
us started listening by playing 45s on
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Audiosmile Kensai - a very high quality miniature for small rooms.

Mum and Dad’s radiogram? Or getting
a cassette Walkman for Christmas? Or
indeed receiving an ipod for a landmark
birthday? The fact is, hi-fi is no longer
the “must have” product for many
because times have changed We have
all moved on. Except, that is, the hi-fi
retail business. | expect magazines such
as yours to defend the hi-fi retailers
because you, like them, are a part of the
industry. But let'’s face it, how many of
us have really had a good experience
buying hi-fi? Either now or in the past?
How many of us have wanted to buy
something to find out it's only available
many miles away? Or a retailer can’t (or
won’t) sell an item in one town because
you live in another and they have agreed
with the manufacturer not to provide
items by mail order.You see, it’s not the
hi-fi that has a problem.These days it
sounds better than ever. It's the way hi-fi
manufacturers choose to interface with
me, Joe Public. Why do lots of people
flock to Tesco for a £16.99 CD spinner?
Because it’s convenient and good value,
not because it’s the best they can buy.
Recently you reviewed the excellent
new Rega deck. It costs £500! How can
a music loving teenager with shallow
pockets even dream of such things?
“Aaah “, you say. “T'was always thus”.
Yes, it was. | was one of those spotty
teenagers who took the number |2 bus
to Regent Street and spent a couple
of hours drooling in the Sony shop
circa 1976 (I wanted an Elcassette).
But because music and hi-fi was in the
“mainstream” for consumers | cobbled
together what | thought was hi-fi fairly
easily and cheaply. Nowadays the young
don’t have to.They have their ipods or
phones. Music at their convenience. Not
the convenience of record companies or
hi-fi manufacturers and retailers. Things
have changed. iTunes has destroyed the
record industry. The Walkman destroyed
hi-fi. Not the concept, but the way music
is consumed. Actually the Walkman (and
the iPod) deliver music at a far higher
level of quality than | was listening to
in the early 1970s (BSR decks and

radiograms). | suppose | was lucky. |
went into pro audio from school working
for the Decca Record Company at their
West Hampstead studios.

Those days of fabulous Tannoy
monitors, 12 inch SME 3009s fitted
with Decca-London cartridges, Scully and
Studer tape machines and Neve desks
Aaaah. All powered by Quad amps, by
the way.

Now | have a nice hi-fi, not at
the cutting edge.With a couple of
record decks, a Garrard 401 and a
Technics SP10. Rogers LS8as bi-amped
by Musical Fidelity X50s. | also use a
Michell Argo powered by a Hera. | listen
to the music on this system. not the
sound it makes. The reason? | love music.
Just like you and hopefully just like the
critic in the Telegraph who so flustered
readers to this magazine. How great is
it to be silenced by the performance ?
To feel the room around Miles Davis
and the group? To be lifted by the
performance that hi-fi can bring.

An astronomer named John
Dobson brought telescopes into the
street and just waited for people to
ask if they could peer at the stars
through them. He brought the science
of astronomy to the people by being
with the people, demonstrating the
wonders of the universe. Why can’t
hi-fi manufacturers do the same? Why
aren’t the demonstrations in shopping
centres everyone can be a part of?

You don’t need silence to appreciate
the performance and you don’t need

protected dealer networks to market
great electronics.

So here’s the test. Let’s see hifi on
the streets and hear it too. Let alf the
major manufacturers or retailers market
real value for money entry systems
and let’s all remember that we listen
to hi-fi because it brings us closer to
the emotion, the reality that was the
performance. I'm going to continue
reaching for the unreachable. Right now
there’s a teenager somewhere looking in
a shop window vowing to one day “own
one of those”. Let’s hope it’s not a 2 /st
century Elcassette!

Keith Gooden

Hi Keith - you make some very
salient points. I've long been worried
about how hi-fi is going to be sold
to a new generation of customers
in 'mature' markets such as the UK.
The problem is that because we had
our great hi-fi boom in the nineteen
seventies, most specialist retailers are
still using a thirty year old approach
to selling hi-fi. Whilst there's nothing
at all wrong with high quality dem
rooms and top quality advice (indeed,
it's the Holy Grail), the way this is
presented to the public could | feel
do with a little more thought.

Most retailers function almost
as a library; it's like a club you
join, which you attend to gather
knowledge.You seek it out, and
you obey its protocols, and then
somehow it rewards you for your
travails. Nowadays though, | think hi-
fi retailers have got to start moving
more towards the customers (both
pyschologically and physically), and
make them realise they really need
that great hi-fi, even if they don't
know they do yet. | am afraid this
involves better people skills and
sales techniques than are found in
many dealers, which is why some
are struggling now. But | remain
convinced there are still a great many
good dealers around, despite what
some forum denizens say. | certainly
meet a good few on my travels, and
as | always say, there's absolutely no
substitute for finding a decent dealer
and listening for yourself. If you'll
excuse the pun, the simple process of

REGA PLANAR 3 - too expensive for modern teenagers?
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auditioning two products side by side
speaks volumes! DP

Tip

My current system consists of a Project
RPM4, Denon 103r, Michell ISO (Tom
Evans modified), Grado RA| headphone
amp and Grado 325i headphones. |
would like to upgrade my turntable to a
Michell Tecnodec as | feel the Project is
not doing the rest of the system justice.
The reason | am writing is that I'm
stuck about which arm would suit the
Denon, as | understand that Denons are
fussy about arm choice.

Don’t get me wrong the Denon
sounds good with the Project; however
this has been my first and only turntable
and so | don’t know any different. | have
my eye on. a Michell Tecnoarm or a
Origin live modified RB250; would these
be suitable? | have a budget of approxi-
mately £1,000 but would stretch a bit
further if necessary.Your opinion would
be gratefully received.
regards
Steve Taylor

Spending £,1000 on an arm for a
budget moving coil cartridge costing
around £300 seems like overkill to
me Steve. | know the Denon is hyped
up on the 'net by those who have
heard no better as a 'giant killer',
but it is not. It provides a tidy sound
that is good for the price. A few
years ago the rather bland sounding
DL103 could be had for around
£100 and the brighter DLIO3R for
£180, attractively low prices for
what masquerade as high end items
I'll admit, but that appears to have
become £280 recently so the picture
has changed. Both work well in a
Rega RB250/300 arm and need no
‘better. If you want to move up the
ladder without spending too much
try an Audio Technica AT-MC09

MLII moving coil cartridge. It truly

is a bargain, providing a taste of MC
greatness. NK

It's common knowledge amongst the
small but very vocal band of Hi-Fi
World-reading Denon DL103 fans
that Noel and | are not huge fans

of this cartridge! And as such I'd
agree with Noel that actually you
should simply upgrade the cartridge
to an Audio Technica AT-OC9 (or
personally I'd go for the AT-33PTG).
But given that you may well take
issue with our feelings on the DL103
and wish to retain it, then | would
indeed go for a Michell TecnoDec, as
it is a considerable improvement on
the Pro-ject. As to which choice of
arm, the Jelco SA-750D plus extra
Sound Hi-Fi cartridge stabiliser
weight, would be ideal for the DL103
to give of its very best. However,

if you're looking at upgrading

your cartridge soon anyway, I'd go
ahead and get the matching Michell
TecnoArm a, which would track the
likes of an Audio Technica OC9 with
greater success, and work well even
with top quality, premium priced MCs
such as the new Ortofon Cadenzas.
DP

Over the years components have come
and gone in my system, searching for
ever better sound quality and musical
enjoyment. 've made a few sideways
and some backwards steps in this hobby,
but have a pretty well sorted system in
terms of musical enjoyment, and that
is the aim of this game. My system
comprises Musical Fidelity NuVista 300s
driving Sonus Faber Electa Amator s,
fed by a front end of Chord Blu/Dac
64 Mkil.Whilst only the Chord’s can be
considered modern, | view the NuVista
and EAlls as classics, and have no
intention of replacing them unless they
fail. Besides, they still got that swing, or
more appropriately they have rhythm,
dynamics and indefinable groove that
connects me to the music which is
primarily 70s funk, soul and jazz.

I've been searching for my ideal

and had'my Musical Fidelity XPre v3
on hand for comparison.The EAR was
more musical, the notes decayed and
had more body, i.e. a cymbal sounded
like a cymbal not a piece of metal,
and a double bass had body. Was it
10 times better than my MF X Prev3,
no, but it was definitely more musically
involving. Ideally I'd like to demo the
EAR 868L in my system, but that isn’t
going to be possible, so I'd appreciate
your comments on how the EAR 868L
compares against the MF Audio Copper
sonically?

Facilities wise, they give me the
same connectivty, and both have remote,
so it's down to the musical presentation.
I intend the preamplifier to be in my
system for the long-term, so want long
term satisfaction:
regards,

David Waterman

An interesting question, David. Here
we have two (to use the dreadful
term that Noel hates!) 'state of the
art' preamplifiers that showcase the
respective strengths and weaknesses
of each design approach. Starting
with the MF Audio, and it's simply

a transformer volume control,
admittedly a very well made one

Noel says, replace the Denon DL103r (left) with an Audio Technica
AT-0CO09 MLII (right), but not every reader will agree!

preamplifier for a while, and have used
Musical Fidelity XPre v3 as a stopgap. |
auditioned a modified Music First Audio
Classic Copper pre-amplifier with Mkll
transformers in my system, and was
very impressed by the top to bottom
coherence, and level of additional

detail | heard. | was fortunate to see
Billy Cobham live at Ronnie Scotts, so
playing back his Live in Europe | found
his band transported into my lounge. !
don’t want to use the usual hi-fi cliches,
however [ heard into the recording

and the instruments sounded like real
instruments, i.e. the cymbals shimmered
instead of sounding like pieces of sheet
metal.

So you ask, what’s the problem,
namely the EAR 868L which has equally
glowing reviews. | have a lot of time for
EAR designs and am always impressed
by their show demonstrations. | just
auditioned the EAR 868L at a dealers

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

with top quality components. The
EAR of course is an active valve
design from one of the acknowledged
masters of the art. Sonically, the MF
Audio is 'drier' and more quiet. By
comparision, the EAR adds a touch
of warmth (just a tad) to the signal,
making for an ever so slightly more
diffuse sound, with less solidly placed
instruments within the soundstage
and a slight loss of low level detail.
However, the EAR also shows just
how dry the MF Audio is; the latter
gives a more orderly presentation,
but it is more lifeless too.All is in

its box, present and correct, but
somehow the music has less bounce,
less animation, less sense of purpose.
Outright (global) dynamics are
better on the MF Audio, but still the
microdynamics (rhythmic accents)
seem superior through the EAR.
Ultimately, both products are superb,
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and it's really six of one and half a
dozen of the other; simply buy the
one you think suits your system and/
or your music tastes better. Looking
at your preferences, my hunch is that
you'd enjoy the EAR more. DP

STAGE SHOW

After a couple of decades where my hi-fi
interest has been in hibernation | got
myself a Squeezebox about a year ago.
Suddenly it was fun again. One thing
sort of led to another and | got myself a
couple of Martin Logan Purity 'speakers,
a Lyngdorf DPA-I preamp, a Transparent
Power Isolator 8 and my old CD player
got thrown out. | guess | got a bit
carried away, but now it was even more
fun. | then started to contemplate what
to do with my rather old record player, a
Walker CJ-55 with a Mission 774 arm
that | bought in 1981 Also here one
thing led to another, now it has new
cabling,Van den Hul 502, a new pick
up, Benz Ace Low, a new motor, DC 200
from Origin with the advanced kit, and

o Made f2 Eul--l.‘ly Hiperingd®

have been trying to find some info and
comments about the Sugden but it
seems impossible, so now | am turning
to the experts. Do you have any idea
how well my Sugden stands up to
today's standards? If | were to look for
an alternative that should give a real
improvement in sound what kind of
price range would you suggest, | am
talking about soundstage, details etc.As
I mentioned | am really not dissatisfied
about the sound today but that darned
upgradeitis won’t stop itching.

best regards

Stefan Lagerquist

Sweden

Oh dear Stefan - looks like you've
got another dose of ‘hi-fi man flu',
doesn't it! Your Sugden phono stage
is good, like everything Sugden

has ever made in my opinion, but

it is not quite up with the latest
and the greatest. Whilst | realise
that phono stages are immensely
subjective (more so than you'd

A tube preamp like the EAR 868L brings sweet life to music.

last but definitely not least new oil and
counter weight (76 grams instead of
standard 62} from Audio Origami. | must
say | didn’t know that my old Genesis,
King Crimson, Cat Stevens, Emerson
Lake and Palmer, etc, etc, had it in them,
what a joy.

But now to my dilemma. | have
this Sugden Optima Phono Amplifier
and even though | must say | am really
happy about the sound coming out
of it | am a bit curious what could be
achieved with another phono amp. |

think), | personally would suggest you
invested in an lcon Audio PS3 if you
can possibly afford it. If soundstaging
is your priority, as you say, then this
just about beats everything I've heard
under about £3,000. Being a valve
design, it is definitely on the warm
and euphonic side, but isn't that

the point (and joy) of vinyl anyway?
The result is a truly big sound that's
expansive in terms of stage depth.
and left-to-right soundstaging, as well
as having a thumping bass and sweet,

airy top. By comparison, all transistor
phono stages sound ever so polite;
you'll get a more clinical, matter-of-
fact presentation that rather misses
out the heart and soul of the music.
That said, there are some such as
the AN.T. Audio Kora 3T Ltd. which
don't quite fall down into this trap,
simply giving a slightly more ordered
version of the lcon Audio PS3's big
hearted presentation, so if you can
also audition this then please do too.
DP

TOTALLY WIRED

I just subscribed from overseas to your
splendid magazine and | enjoy reading
every page of it, even the vinyl section,
although | got rid of my own vinyl and
turntable a few years ago. But hey, you
never know, | might start again in a few
years.

It is absolutely exciting that the old
MM and MC techniques are still being
developed and improved significantly. |
now have what | consider to be quite a
good middle of the road set — according
to high end standards that is, anyway.

It consists of @ Marantz SA8003 SACD
player, a Marantz PM7200K! integrated
amplifier (which |, of course, only use in
direct source and Class A), and B&W
DM604 S3 speakers.

Recently | adapted my cablework
from standard to better stuff and |
installed Padis Furutech high end fuses.
The power cables are now Inakustik
Black and White Referenz PC 1502,
the power wall plug is HMS, the
interconnect is Inakustik NF {02 Black
and White Referenz and the LS cable
is Inakustik bi-wire Black and White
Referenz LS 1002 (4x2,5 mm*2).

Until recently | used a very thick
Eagle single wire cable (4 mm*2).When
| applied the Inakustik LS cable for
the first time |, of course, got rid of the
terminal bridges on the B&Ws. At first
I was really happy with the increased
detail in the sound reproduction.
Especially the mid-high was much
cleaner, more detailed and focused and

The listening experience at house of linn is so good - demonstrations last for hours....

Do the tune-dem.

HOUSE OF LINN
Europe’s Leading Linn Specialist.

Owned and Run by Former Linn Staff

www.houseoflinn.com A info@houseoflinn.com & +44 (0)161 766 4837
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A tube phono stage with
regulated tube power supply,
for that extra bit of silkiness,
the Icon Audio PS3.

also more prominent. But there was
something missing: with the mid-high
dominating the scene the sound was
very aerial and there was much less low.
The sound had become harsh, it lacked
musicality, a certain fluidness.

So, | was left with very mixed
feelings: | was happy with the better
detail but the sound had gone. | decided
to revert to my old Eagle cable, perhaps
it being so thick took care of a good
tight bass reproduction? But before | did
this | decided to try a weird experiment:
I put the bridges back but I left the
bi- wire Inakustik assembly in place
(basically this is single wire with double
cross section). Much to my astonishment
(and contentment | must say) | got
everything back. The tight strong bass,
the pleasant fluid musicality and | kept
the increased cleanliness and detail in
the mid-high.

So what was the conclusion here?
The improved sound quality is brought
along by using a better loudspeaker
cable indeed, but bi-wiring has only
an adverse effect? Or is this just a
peculiarity of my system? The answer
actually lies in the sheer thickness of the
cable: putting back the bridges physically
doubles the available cross section for
both bi-wire terminals.

Adamant to apply proper bi-wiring
to my system | choose to add a separate
Inakustik Black and White Referenz LS
502 (same cable as LS 1002 but single)
for the mid/high section and use the full
width of the LS1002 for the low section.
At the amplifier terminals | had to apply
sturdy WBT plugs in order to securely
combine the three cable ends in one
terminal. The result is okay now. | have a
sound that is detailed and balanced and
listening to older albums | hear so much
detail that they sound different to me,
not in an unpleasant way, more like an
adventure: as if | hear for the first time
the instruments separated.

So: cables matter and bi-wiring
with a better cable changed my system
sound quality very audibly, notwith-
standing what high end skeptics may
claim.

My hi-fi set can be viewed at http://

my.hifi.nllindex.php?user=13835. One of
the thumbnails shows the bi-wiring on
the loudspeaker.

Met vriendelijke groet,

Rudy Deblieck

Opglabbeek.

Thanks for your experiences Rudy.
Yes, cables do make a difference and
it is always interesting to hear others
say so, since nothing can be proved.

| always use Van den Hul carbon
sheathed cables as they are very
smooth sounding and cohesive, but
others find them too faid back. It's
very much horses for courses. NK

ANALOGUE FOR ALL!

If we want to push analogue then I'd
suggest we go back to when BBC Radio
One had their Radio One Roadshow,
when the then radio celebrities were
followed in a sense as idols or icons.
How about using the technique to
allow people to listen to how audio can
sound, having a roadshow with known
celebrities that own real audio, doing
audio gigs as do musicians and bands
etc. I'm sure very many more people
would follow true audio knowing a
celebrity has the stuff. The Radio One
road show had a large lorry or van,
went to places like Brighton, W-5-M,
Liverpool, Manchester, etc. The Radio
One Roadshow was a success traveling
the country selling the music and the
celebrities etc. With a concerted effort
and obviously some one to do it, then
CD and vinyl may have a chance in the
future.

Reading the Collins - English
Dictionary it shows digital as any
number between | and 9, etc, the
dictionary shows analogue as an object
or some thing to measure an object.
So what is an object? A statue, a vase,

_.
q
1

a dustbin, an atom! If then analogue
represents an object, then analogue
is everything that exists and digital is
only the number of things that exist!
So therefore everything is analogue!
from the largest object to the smallest.
In mathematics then, zero is absolute!
and | to 9 etc are only theatrical
unless there is energy or mass, so digital
doesn’t exist unless we have energy and
mass.

The marketing of digital is extremely
clever but maybe now over the top,
so therefore as analogue is everything
that exists why don’t we advertise it so,
certainly more than we do. Digital is
fictitious unless we have analogue, it’s as
simple as that. Let’s start realising that
digital and computers are just another
tool in our armoury. Many thanks for a
fine magazine.
J.S. Ridsdill,
Somerset

Jeremy, | fove the thought of
'theatrical' numbers as you put,
perhaps doing a stage show for

us? But | know what you mean.
The funny thing about digital is

— it isn't! All signals are anatogue,
including digital ones, so digital is
analogue in any case. In truth it is
digital code on an analogue signal.
This is somewhat hypothetical until
you reach the problem of high date
rate digital signals being transmitted
down a cable. Then the analogue
bandwidth of the cable must be
sufficient to support the analogue
bandwidth required by the digital
signal - if you see what | mean! This
was for a long time a problem with
computer cables; data rates increased
but the cables were not able to
support them - result, computer
crash. Parallel cables were worse

Radio 1 roadshow travelled around the UK to spread the
message and the fun. Should hi-fi do this?

ww.hi-fiworld.co.uk
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than serial, because serial can be
more easily constructed to possess
very high analogue bandwidth and
thus support very high digital data
rates. That's why modern computer
interconnects are simple little things.
End of lesson. Theatrical digits are far
more entertaining methinks!

] am sure the industry would
do roadshows, if it had the BBC's
budgets. | read that the license fee
brings in £4bn per annum. NK

OLD FRIEND

I have only fairly recently began to
buy and become a fan of ‘Hi-Fi World".
What a gem of a magazine it is! | am
specially delighted with the articles

Sony TC765 open reel tape recorder
- a blast from our analogue past.

on “vintage hi-fis" to complement the
advertisements for these items. | noticed
in one issue an advertisement for “Hi-Fi
Yearbooks” - ( & Hi-Fi Lovers Bible’). |
myself have tried (in vain) to purchase
old copies of these. Would it be possible
to have a special edition published to
feature the best of those over several
years - specially as lots of your readers
are into vintage hi-fi.

Finally, having read your superb
article on Reel To Reel tape recorders
- what about a Reel! golden oldie article
about Battery Portable machines. | have
two UHER 4000s but sadly | don’t
know of anyone who can repair one. Is
there someone out there who can?
Roger Marsden
Sheffield

Glad to hear you like the mag, Roger.
I'm having something of a reel-to-reel
revival myself at the moment, with

a Sony TC765 just having moved in
chez Price, much to the bemusement
of ‘her indoors' who isn't currently
having anything to do with it! (Still, as
an aside, this time last year | bought
her a Sony WM-DC2 Walkman for
£30 and she's now well and truly
weaned off her iPod Nano, and taping
my Peter Gabriel LPs onto new old

stock Chrome cassettes she's bought
on eBay via my Nakamichi 600! So
heaven knows what will happen
next...) Anyway, my fave tape recorder
fixer upper is I.C.P. Electronics
(+44(0)1202 684446) in Poole, down
on the South coast. They're a long
way away from you, so you might

like to make local enquiries; do a bit
of sleuthing around the local video/
electronics repair shops; someone is
bound to know someone. Also, check
to see if there are any hi-fi clubs in
your area; that would be a good way
to get a lead, too. DP

Twenty five years ago | could still, just
almost, buy a budget LP for £5. Choice,
however, was pretty limited with CD
replacing LP. | don’t know what that £5
equates to today, but it will still buy me
a CD, and the choice is much greater,
especially if you include “2 for £10”
offers, which can include relatively recent
titles such as Paul Weller’s '22 Dreams'.
I never used to shop at HMV, but for
the past 10 years I've made most of my
purchases there, as there is always a
bargain to be had. At the moment one
of their never ending sales is on and
I've acquired many, many albums at
low cost.

Out of curiosity | had a look
on their website, and | found other
bargains: Byrds 5 CDs in | think card
sleeves boxset: £12 with free postage!
I asked in-store how much it would be
to order, and was told £23, which was
a bit of a surprise. So | just ordered it
myself. Being on the minimum wage
P'm quite limited to what | can spend
on music and video. But at times even
| have to raise an‘eyebrow and ask
myself just how much lower prices
can go? Incidentally, on their website,
| discovered 'The Beatles Remasters'
available in September. Apparently, its
been an on-going process for the last
four years. Details at EMl.com and more
at Collecting Beatles.com. Just hope they
sound better than the standard issue.
The first four titles will be in stereo.
yours faithfully,
Stephen Furley
C.Durham

Yes, the low price of many CDs at
HMV is a bit of a shock, but then
new titles are still £15 or so, LPs
are now £25 and Blu-rays £30.What
does that say about the state of the
market? NK

EMPIRE CALLING

Id like to thank you for publishing my
letter on the Empire Troubadour Record
Deck. I dare say one will turn up and

I look forward in anticipation to you
obtaining one, to see how good it really
was (by the standards then.)

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

Thanks once again, it was very
Scottish of you.The highest Accolade |
can award.
best regards
Billy Gunn of Scotland

YOUNG PIONEERS

My thanks to Raymond Hodge for
asking, and yourselves for answering,
the question regarding what cartridges
are suitable for the PL-707 turntable
(May 2007). On the subject of modifi-
cations | must admit to be reluctant

to attempt any substantial alterations.
Replacement of the mains cable,
removing the Perspex cover when
playing and placing on an MDF board
supported by Focalpods is all that | have
been prepared to do.When [ bought the
turntable in 1985 | remember being
surprised to see that the phono plugs
had been gold plated. More recently the
correspondence concerning tone arm
design in Hi-Fi World has reinforced

my suspicion that the turntable was

a well developed, sophisticated design,
best left alone by me. Weakest link |
suspect is the PC-6MC cartridge which
has the unusual MC design feature of
a renewable stylus. After deciding to
write | thought it might be informative
to compare the sound of the PL707/
PC-6MC/Project phono SE against

my CD player using Sennheiser 650
headphones and Creek OBH 21SE. |
think the Cambridge Azur 840C is very
good but with a clean stylus the PL707
was clearly better with my 70’s Prog
Rock - more dynamic, sharper transients
and superior 3-D soundstage. Does NK
have any opinion regarding Pioneer’s
idea of using the ‘Dynamic Resonance
Absorber’ in the graphite composite
arm?

Robert Smerdon

Devon P.s.

The fact that it uses a graphite
composite material suggests it wiil
differ to many arms and may well

be very good. Dynamic absorbers
usually attempted to suppress the
arm / cartridge resonance, not arm
tube resonances. Irrespective, Pioneer
made some good turntables many
moons ago and you PL707 seems to
be one of them. NK

MICHELL SHOCK

Thank you for the past advice on my
Michell TecnoDec. | had every intention
of upgrading to a Gyro at the Bristol
Show but was seduced by the sound
of the Naim XS amplifier and bought
one so had to content myself with a
Technoarm A still partnered by the
Ortofon Blue with the addition of a
Cambridge P640p phono stage. | will
eventually change the cartridge to

an Ortofon Black and will probably
have maximised the potential of the



Got a Michell TecnoDec? Then get a GyroDec SE, says David!

Technodec by this time. What do you
think?

My current problem is the gulf of
difference in sound between my vinyl
and CD collection. | have a large CD
collection which currently plays through
an Eastern Electric Minimax player
and Musical Fidelity Tri Vista DAC. A
smooth sound without the excitement
and dynamics of Vinyl. Many of my CDs
are quite rare jazz issues and | would
like to enjoy these to the full. | enjoy
the Tri Vista DAC and the Minimax
always sounds better when it is a part
of the system.Would a Cyrus CD Xt SE
transport be worth considering?

My final query is regarding my
stand mounted Dynaudio 1.3 speakers.
For some time | have thought that
floorstanders would make a huge
improvement, but would want something
of the same quality as the Dynaudio.

Loudspeaker leads are Sonic Link
$300, interconnects are a mixture of
good mid price choice from Chord,
Sonic Link with Nordost Blue Heaven
connecting the DAC to the amplifier.
Room size is approximately 7 meters by
3.25 meters.

John Belcher
Bristol North, Somerset

Hi John - first up, | think you should
still go for a GyroDec SE when

you reasonably can. There's not a
huge price difference (and you'd

get a good price for your TecnoDec
second-hand), but the Gyro really
pushes ahead in almost every way
(providing it's set-up correctly). This,
plus the TecnoArm, plus your existing
Ortofon Blue, would fit the bill nicely
- and you can upgrade the cartridge
when the stylus finally wears out, so
you've got good value from it. As for
the CD, your DAC is excellent, and
it will fly with a Cyrus CD Xt SE
transport, which is a fair way better
than the Eastern Electric MiniMax's
mech. I'd do the speaker upgrade last
quite frankly, as only then will you
know what you really need. Come
back to us when you've got your
sources sorted! DP

CLASSICAL SCORE

Having known a few classical musicians,
I gather that they often follow the
performance with a score, or if a detail
is unclear or even inaudible because
of poor recording or reproduction

they compensate automatically. Those
who are record collectors frequently
concentrate on their own instruments
and have an interest in matters of
performance style, which is usually
discernible even in very old and poorly
reproduced recordings. However, those
of us who just want to enjoy the
experience, and maybe are unable to
read music, hope to hear something
approaching the fidelity of a live
concert, which is why we are willing to
spend sometimes inordinate amounts
of money on records (of all kinds) and
equipment. The expectations are quite
different so there should be no room for
disagreements.

Yours faithfully,

R. Mark Hodgson

Bromyard Home

DUST BUSTER

I have had many dusty things happening
in my house recently. | have around 500
hundred bits of vinyl in the house, both
singles and albums. | would imagine with
all the dust kicking about the house and
the vast amount of vinyl kicking around
very cheaply from charity shops, also
most likely dusty, it might be an idea

to invest in a proper piece of kit for
cleaning vinyl.

I note that you covered the Keith Monks
machines, but, in terms of pricing, this
could be beyond a lot of your readers.
There does seem to be a few cheaper
alternatives available (Okki Nokki,
Moth, VPI) | was wondering if any of
these (I am thinking about the law of
diminishing returns) can provide 80

- 90% of the performance at half the
price. | feel pretty sure that my missus
would be none too happy if | spent two
grand on a record cleaning machine.
Any advice ?

Ewan Scott

Project Engineer,
Aberdeenshire

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk
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Well Ewan, you're in luck. Let me
direct you to the July 2009 issue

of Hi-Fi World and my review of

the Moth Mk.ll.Pro on p.103 which
should do the job nicely for around
£450.This solid, neat — if rather noisy
— record cleaner will go much further
than removing the dust from your
vinyl, although it does that very well.
It will reach down into those dark
grooves and wrench out the gunk
and muck that loves to collect there,
improving the overall sound quality
of your records. Even brand new
records will benefit from a session
with the Moth. One thing, though,
iffwhen you buy the Moth, they’ll
probably try and foist their own
cleaning liquid at you. It's a decent
recipe but | much prefer the alcohol
free LArt Du Son (try www.audiod-
estination.co.uk ) which is much
kinder to vinyl and, in my opinion, is
more effective. PR

TOP CuT
| greatly enjoyed (and agreed with) the
robust responses from NK and DP to
the Daily Telegraph's reviewer’s letter!
Are Salisbury and Cambridge not in
deepest Telegraph country?

I have been investigating USB
and SPDIF outputs from a PC running
Windows XP to a Quad CDP99!l as a
digital ‘pre-amp’, to Cambridge Audio
Dacmagic and Terratec Phase 26 DACs.
The SIPDIF is via the PC internal ‘192
kHz’ sound card. | find | am unable to
get data outputs above 48kHz and
using Foobar 2000 and Winamp players
I get no output at all from 96kHz files.
Cambridge Audio suggest that this is
a limitation imposed by the USB, but
I would thought this need not apply
to the SPDIF output. Is this a genuine
hardware limitation or is Bill Gates
keeping us to the DVD/BD 48 kHz | 16
bit digital output limitation to keep in
with Hollywood? (a naughty suggestion,
but one wonders...) —
David Land
Glasgow

Hi David. | have had the same
problem using free Audacity

editor software. It can be set to
produce a 96kHz sample rate file
but measurement shows an upper
frequency limit of 24kHz is being
imposed, so the data stream is being
down sampled to 48kHz somewhere
in my PC. | suspect the sound card
at present. The reason | am told, is
to ensure perceived compatibility:
that is, when the data stream is sent
to external convertors it will play,
because most handle 48kHz, but few
96kHz. Readers with experience in
Sound Cards (I'm a little rusty here!)
may like to throw some light on the
issue. NK
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“The quality that can be
gleaned from this amp is a fine
introduction to the joys of the

valve sound”

The WDKELS4 features a pair of EL84 valves in Push
Pull configuration per channel, providing two channels
each 18 Watts into an 8 Ohm load. Available as a 5
input integrated amplifier with ALPS volume control.

WDKELS84 kit £499
WDKELS84 built and tested £649

“Ihe result is an amplifier that
combines majesty, transparency
and rbythmic boogie factor with
the ability to swing and sing on
all types of music”

Often described as a 'sweet sounding’ valve, our particu-
lar implementation of the KT88 makes sure that it is
driven to its ultimate performance. Available as a 35W
stereo power amplifier with single input volume control,
or as a relay switched integrated with five inputs.

WDS88VA kit £989
WDS88VA built and tested £1289

“WDHDS3S is a single-ended
design with the power pentode
wired up in triode configura-

tion for added purity and is as

quiet as a mouse”

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
output transformers that can be switched to drive any
headphones between 16 to 300 Ohms.

WDHDS3S kit £398
WDHD3S built and tested £528

“Ihe one aspect that stands
out is the easy ability to resolve
instruments and voices ... bass
quality and definition is a
revelation”

Cabinet kit (pair) £349

The aperiodic enclosure offers the bass clarity and defi-
nition of a larger closed box, together with the efficiency
and easy amplifier load necessary for users of valve

amplifiers. Available with SEAS STD soft dome treble
unit, or high performance SEAS Millenium treble unit.

WD25A STD kit (pair) £269
WD25A EX kit (pair) £699

“Ihe WD2ST always sounds
crisp and taut, but can 'rum-
ble' menacingly giving impres-
sive physicality reminiscent

of far larger boxes. Imaging

is superb, the midband is also
special; it's very open with
masses of detail about the con-

dition of the recording”

Cabinet kit (pair) £549

Pl B ]
o niete wi1th 1

Cunningly arranged as an aperiodic enclosure leading
to a lower sealed compartment, the WD25T combines
the optimum damping of aperiodic loading with the
bass extension of a large closed box. Available with
STD soft dome or high performance Excel treble units.

Both the WD25 kits are based around a SEAS 26cm
(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
types of amplifiers.

WD25Tv2 STD kit (pair) £329
WD25Tv2 XL kit (pair) £499

0¥

Il parts are included - all vou need is a screwdr




atellites and sub-
woofer systems aimed
at the home audio mar-
ket usually get a sceptical
reception from us; we
rejected a Teufel system as
unsuitable for the magazine recently,
for example. But Cabasse were brave
enough to travel from France all the
way to Bristol in the depths of last
winter to show off their satellite and
subwoofer combo and Cabasse's PR

man implored me to take a listen.
Forever being open minded(!), | did
just that and thought they did sound
very nice and tidy. | was followed by
many Hi-fi Worlders and everyone
agreed — so here's our take on the
Cabasse iO2 satellite and subwoofer
system. It may not suit hardcore
audiophiles, but it did have some

Noel Keyw:
Cabasse's

unusual strengths.

Now to me the iO2 looks
like a glimpse of the future from
somewhere back in the late 1960s.
Hovering spheres atop vertical
wooden columns supported by a
circular base plate aren't quite "today’,
and if little green men jumped out
then | would suddenly see the joke.
But they didn't whilst | was reviewing
the iO2s, the only time they lost
contact with terra firma being when
a visitor nearly knocked one over,
because they are top heavy. The
satellite loudspeaker on its stand
(£900 each - ouch!) is I12cms (3ft
8in) high but weighs a comparatively

www.hi-fiworid.co.uk

ood enters the Space Race with
i02 speaker system...

light ISkgs (33Ib). The Santorin 25
subwoofer (£800) however, weighs a
substantial |9kgs (42Ib) and has a 250
Watt amplifier inside.
The iO2 system can be
connected up to any normal hi-
fi amplifier. Both left and right
loudspeaker leads go from
amplifier to the
subwoofer. Another
pair of leads are then
connected between
the subwoofer
and each satellite.
The subwoofer is
best sited at centre
between the satellites,
or as Cabasse show it
in their handbook, to
one or other side. The
subwoofer amplifies
bass only (200Hz
downward) combining
the channels to give
mono bass from a
single, downward firing,
high power bass unit.The
output to each satellite is full range
(200Hz upward), the signal passing
through the subwoofer unfiltered
(i.e. there is no high pass filter).
Each satellite has an input blocking
capacitor that helps filter out all bass.
Within each sphere lies a
midrange unit and, on a pillar; a treble
unit, so the satellites are effectively
point sources. The subwoofer has
rotary controls to set level and
cut off frequency. | have always
found these devilishly difficult to
set properly without a measuring
microphone and spectrum analyser
and see no reason for the frequency
control in this design. The level
control could have a calibrated
detent too, as it is possible to level
match satellites with subwoofer in
a proprietary system such as this.
Cabasse need to put a little more
effort into this so the customer
isn't left to twiddle in an ad hoc
manner to get a decent result. The
settings | used were 9 o'clock on
Gain and highest frequency (fully
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clockwise) on Frequency, relying
on our measuring system to guide
me. The Gain control is too coarse,
small movement producing large
volume changes. Also, the subwoofer
wasn't able to produce much power
without sounding very strained, even
distorted. Cabasse are expecting
too much from it: producing full
output at 25Hz results in enormous
cone excursions; setting a lower
limit of 40Hz would avoid this. The
subwoofer needs more thought
put into it, based on listening and
correlation with measurement.
When | tried to turn it up a little,
the cabinet really started complaining
and | got the impression the unit was
working up to its limits.

Cabasse have obviously tried
to squeeze decent performance
from the satellites. Measurement
shows they could have smoother,
less accentuated treble but they
are still no worse in this area than
the £1,000 JBL LS40s | review in
this issue. Combine this with a
unintrusive visual presence and you
do end up with a serious satellite
+ subwoofer system. It gives single
channel (i.e. mono) bass below
200Hz so some stereo effect will
be lost and, with AV sources in
particular directional panning of say,
the deep roar of a piston engined
aircraft will be compromised because
all the lows will come from one
stationary source, but only buffs will
likely notice this and object. With
extra satellites, on stands or off,a 5.1
system can be built.

SOUND QUALITY

Why we all liked these loudspeakers
at the Bristol Show became obvious
when listening to them. Two
properties were striking: they have
fabulous imaging and they also have
peculiarly vivid midband dynamics.
These strengths together hooked
me in straight away and they also
made the iO2 probably one of the
most dynamically vivid loudspeakers
| have heard, even surpassing the Zu
Essence | reviewed last month in our

August 09 issue. Antonio Forcione's
deft guitar work was laid out
forcefully before me in "Tears of Joy'.
The strings cut out of the satellites
and the guitar's body resonances
were made plain. | was quite taken
aback at just how vivid - overly
explicit even? - this track was, and
also how insightful the iO2s were.
For diminutive spheres seemingly
purposed to disgorge little green
men, the way they delivered music
instead was fabulous. Taken by their
strengths | wasn't too concerned by
their weaknesses, which were a lack
of lower midrange warmth and body,
and some spikiness to treble.

With Elvis Presley singing Fever
| could not fault the iO2s. With
iridescent images from extreme left
— the finger snaps used to illuminate
timing — and hand drums quickly
rolling across what seemed like
an open horizon in front of me,

bass in Loreena McKennitt's 'Gates of

Istanbul’ was boomy; what | got was
very recording dependent and both
the subwoofer in itself, and its poor
integration hold the system back. In

contrast, the satellites were lovely to

hear and quite unique in what they
could achieve.

The iO2 system from Cabasse
has some knock-out strengths, but
also weaknesses, and pricing that
is out of kilter with the market
generally. If this and subwoofer bass
doesn't concern you then the iO2
system will otherwise produce a
sound stage more impressive than
most hi-fi loudspeakers.

REVIEW

VERDICT OO0 ®

Satellites that disappear, leaving
only a wide open sound stage
with fabulous dynamics. Mediocre
subwoofer bass though.
Cabasse i02
Cabasse |
©+33(0)298058888 |
www.cabasse.com J

£2,600 |

the iO2s were quite unique. | was
reminded of the great imaging of
early, small Wharfedale Diamonds.
Similarly, these spheres stand out,
setting up one of the best defined
and most open of sound stages | have
encountered for a long time. There's
an explanation: absence of bodywork

eliminates surface wave
interference. As always
though there is a price
to pay: small volume
may mean great imaging
but also means no bass,
and this proved to be
the system's Achilles
Heal. The subwoofer
did not integrate in
well, producing heavy,
undifferentiated bass
that did not euphon-
ically match what the
satellites were doing; it
was neither spry nor
informative. | loved the
sound of the satellites
but have heard better
subwoofers. And

since most powered
subwoofers reach
100Hz, not 200Hz of
this one, alternatives
are not available.

In spite of its
mediocre subwoofer,
the Cabasse's iO2
sub/satellite system
still has properties that
astounded me by hi-fi
standards. But you have
to balance its obvious
strengths against
its equally evident
weaknesses, and its high
price.Whilst plucked
acoustic bass in 'Fever'
sounded fine, electric

| FOR

| - superb sound stage

| - lively midband dynamics
| - insightful

 AGAINST

- mediocre subwoofer
| - limited bass level
- top heavy satellites

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

Our frequency response analysis of the
i02 shows the composite response of
satellite and subwoofer in green and
satellite alone in orange. This makes
obvious straight away that the powered
subwoofer is doing a lot of work. It
gives smooth output from 200Hz all
the way down to 25Hz - extraordinarily
low. This is the sort of performance
expected from a giant Tannoy or
powered Meridian active loudspeaker,
but from a smaller cabinet. During tests
box noise at low frequencies was very
obvious as a long whoomph following
each gated sine wave burst, so this
graph does not tell the whole story. All
the same, the subwoofer doesn't peak
up like most so it should produce even
sounding bass. To achieve this result
Gain wvas set low, around 8 o'clock, and
crossover frequency to a maximum of
200Hz. More or less bass can be tuned
in at will of course.

The satellite has a raised midband
response characteristic our orange
trace shows, with uneven treble from
the tweeter, whose output lifts above
3kHz. Its response being none too
smooth, the i02 is unimpressive in
this area. It is relatively easy to get a
smoother output than this nowadays,
using a better quality tweeter.

Sensitivity was a massive 92dB,
aided by the subwoofer’s output.

All the same, the i02 combo went
extremely loud from one nominal watt
{2.8V) of input. The satellite’s DCR
wasn't measurable and, looking at the

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk
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impedance curve, rising LF Z shows
Cabasse have used a series capacitor
to block low frequencies. Above 200Hz
it is a 4 Ohm loudspeaker, with a
largely resistive characteristic. All in
all, the i02 will consume little amplifier
power and should work well with most

amplifiers, including low powered ones.

The i02 delivers good results for
sat/sub system. Treble output is high
and uneven, so it will sound bright
and not so subtle, a midband lift wil
aid vocal projection and intelligibility
and the subwoofer will deliver heavy
subsonics. NK

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

+20

20 100 A (3

Green - driver output
Orange - satellite only
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The Verve

Cambridge Audio’s new 650A Integrated amplifier is a back-to-basics, no frills product
with some of its predecessor’s spurious circuitry taken out. Paul Rigby is the lucky man

who gets to hear it first...

u know, it’s not just teen-

agers who have ‘issues’.

Even decrepit hi-fi review-

ers get the odd bee in their

bonnets. Mine surrounds

the issue of simplicity. It’s
dangerous to generalise but there
are times, within life, when simplic-
ity is absolutely essential: producing
a fine plate of food (to let nature’s
own flavours flood out); scoring a
goal (through ball via Kenny Dalglish,
picked up by Rush... bam!} and pro-
ducing a serious piece if hi-fi hard-
ware.

Of late, | have felt that
Cambridge Audio just haven't 'got’
simplicity. Reviewing the 740A within
the May 2009 amplifier group test,
| had a problem with the fussy
interface. In this issue’s DAC special,
my problem with the company’s
DacMagic surrounded the inclusion
of a useless set of filters. Too many
cooks...

However, after talking to
Matthew Bramble, project leader
for the design of the 650A, | was
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pleasantly surprised. When discussing
the differences between the 640A
amplifier and the 650A, when he
declared that, “one of the most
obvious differences was that we
took out the A-Bus circuit, the
multi-room circuit (used to connect
control keyboards and the like) out
of the 650A.We did a bit of market
research.We found that most of
our customers at this price point
weren’t using this output at all. If they
were going to go to the trouble of
installing multi-room in their house
they would install the full system.
Removing this A-Bus reduced costs
and freed up board space. This meant
that we could now afford to spend
the savings elsewhere”

Hurrah! Maybe Cambridge
have finally got the point after all?
To be able to take a vox pop of
the public’s wishes says a lot about
how this amplifier was created in
the first place and sets it apart from
other competing designs which are.
produced almost to a yearly rota
within specific targets. The 650A,
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measuring |120x430x350mm, took
two and a half years to come to
fruition. The majority of that time
was taken up tossing ideas from one
designer to another (there are always
several people on the design team),
trying new angles and pitching new
variations on accepted practices. For
example, as Bramble explained, ...
rearranging the speaker terminals on
the back to get better crosstalk at
high frequency.We tested that, after
it was suggested, and it worked so
we included it”

Often, when you work from
scratch, you're working with the
unknown. With the 650A, Bramble
and the other Cambridge designers
were able to go back and tweak and
improve. So, in effect, the life of the
640A was a form of extended testing
period for the 650A.

Despite the slow evolution of
the upgrade from 640A to 650A, the
changes have mounted up to produce
a series of improvements that look
impressive on paper. For example,
with the money saved in dumping



the multi-room circuitry, Bramble
was able to upgrade the volume
pots. “In the past, we'd used carbon
film volume pots at a price that we
could afford then. Now we can use
the ALPS black box plastic film pots
which produce much better channel
balance, and it feels much nicer too.”

In addition to the better pots, all
the internal boards have been re-laid
(the layout of a circuit board can be
as important as the actual surface
components themselves). There
are also some improvements in the
actual circuitry however, such as the
preamp section.

The protection circuitry, CAPS
(Cambridge Audio Protection), was
also tuned. lts aim is to measure in
real time, the current in the output
stage, the voltage across it and so
on. If it sees something it doesn’t like
it’ll trigger. The 640A incarnation of
the CAPS circuit was conservatively
made. However, “With the 650A,
we now allow a greater amount of
current as long as it’s only for short
bursts,” explained Bramble.*This
helps to produces a more dynamic
performance without affecting
the measured power at all. Other
features include a single, larger
transformer with a bigger heatsink
and more power but separate
transformer taps for left and right
channels to give a dual-mono design
in an attempt to isolate the signals.

Bramble was pointed in his
comment that a phono amp has not
been featured. He recognised that
to include one would mean that
other features would suffer due
to subsequent budget limitations
and the phono amp itself wouldn’t

come up to scratch, either. Similarly,
Cambridge resisted. adopting Class D
amplification because the company
doesn’t believe that the technology
has reached a high enough standard
to be beneficial to anything but top-
of-the-line amplifiers. In Bramble’s
words, budget interpretations of the
technology, “have not really cut the
mustard.”

The 650A has been an extended
project and each designer has
considered each feature carefully.

Yet Bramble gets a real kick out of
the amp’s aesthetics. “It looks more
expensive than it really is and we
haven't actually spent lots of money
on this area. If you look at the knobs,

is not as strange as it might appear,
as a top flight reference system will
soon search out another amplifier’s
best (and worst) qualities. in initially
tackling the vinyl source, and Kate
Bush's album, ‘Aerial’ (EMI), it was
immediately apparent, playing the
track T, that the 650A sounded very
different. It’s an obvious observation
to make but the spry solid-state
sound of the 650A removed most
traces of the organic realism that
valves present to the ear.The skin of
a drum, the wood of a drumstick, the
metal of a guitar string.

Yet whilst important, they
are still nuances and it was to the
650A’s credit that the basic, essential

‘Its appeal lies in the fact that it
gets the basics very right, whilst
covering its tracks well so its
foibles don't offend..."

for example, you can see that we've
put skirts on them. Normally, to have
a knob machined to have a skirt on it
is a very expensive process. However,
if you look at the skirts you can see
that they're actually separate from
the knob, it runs inside the skirt.

So we've got the aesthetics of the
skirted knob without paying for it.”

SOUND QUALITY

Pulling no punches, | slotted the
Cambridge right into my high

end 845-based valve reference
system. How would this lowly £300
integrated amplifier cope! This move

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

information of the track was present
and surprisingly correct. Instruments
didn't suddenly hide when the 650A
was plugged into the reference
system. Treble, via cymbals, was good,
whilst the midrange provided all
the detail you could require to get
the flavour and atmosphere of one
of Kate's most eccentric of songs.
However, it was both the lower
midrange and bass that really stood
out for me, as the acoustic guitar had
tremendous grip when strings were
plucked and the bass wielded a heck
of a punch.

This aspect of the 650A’s output
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was further highlighted with the
vinyl version of Yes’ ‘The Yes Album’
(Atlantic) and the track, “Yours |s
No Disgrace’. If anything, the 650A
created more energy and generated
a greater degree of musicality with
a rock beat. Again, acoustic guitar
strumming offered a dynamic attack,
bass guitar was big, bold and throaty,
whilst the drums were large, heavy
and commanding.

One note of caution however,
for both Kate Bush and Yes, was the
well lit - if not bright - nature of
the presentation. It would be wise
to carefully dem the 650A with
complimentary speakers to balance
this aspect of the sound, which is
certainly big and bold with a solid
stereo image and a wide soundstage.

It was at this point, just before |
transferred from the vinyl source to
my CD player, that the 650A decided
to go on strike. The fault was in no
way due to the amplifier, ‘twas mine
own! | had neglected to realise that
budget amps have no business driving
big old electrostatic speakers. How
in fact, the 650A survived for so long
without complaining, is surprising.

However, it was at this point
that it threw in the towel. But whilst
other budget amps may have died
a death, the 650A was saved by its

THE EDITOR SAYS:

The Cambridge Audio 640A was

a commendable bit of kit for its
sub-£300 ticket price, but as PR
says, it tried to be all things to all
men, and didn’t guite convince
anybody. The 650A is an altogeth-
er more focused design, showing
closer engineering attention to
detail, along with a desire to

cut the extraneous bits out. The
result is a success; it’s obviously
grippier and more rhythmically
engaging than before, yet there's
a small degree of extra detail and
finesse too. It manages to sound
both more powerful and dynamic,
yet sweeter too, which can’t be
bad. During its tenure with us, the
650A ended up driving some very
expensive loudspeakers (PR’'s
One Thing Quads, my Yamahas)
and in both cases didn’t roll over
and die without a fight. | found it
could go loud with a good degree
of finesse into pretty stiff loads,
and worked well with both bud-
get sources, like the matching
650C CD player we're reviewing
next month, and with my high end
vinyl set-up, where it really began
to sing. So much so that, given a
good source, | soon forgot | was
listening to an entry level ampli-
fier - and you can’t say fairer than
that! DP

REVIEW

built-in CAPS5 protection system
which prevented any damage and
flashed a coded message on the
fascia (which was decoded via the
manual). To solve the case, all | had to
do was unplug the Quads from my
system and the 650A woke up again.
After hooking up a pair of Acoustic
Reference Radiance Ones, the 650A
performed perfectly through to the
end of the test!

Once the Cyrus/Benchmark CD
source was hooked up, the lively

nature of the 650A hit me in the face:

via the Sugababes’ ‘Stronger’ track
from the album, ‘Angels With Dirty
Faces’ (Island) as the excessive peak
limiting resulted in both a relatively
harsh vocal presentation and obvious,
damaged upper register tones.
Through it all however, the

= =@
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seees

large volume knob and buttons a
go-go. This all reminded me of the
nineteen seventies guitar heroes
with their long hair, unwashed jeans,
spontaneously combusting drummers
and loud, powerful, woofer wobbling
bass. In a sense this is what this
amplifier is too, as it loves powerful,
propulsive music and isn't afraid of
saying so. It's not the last word in
refinement, tonal colour or subtlety
of course, but | was surprised just
how much fun it sounded after going
back to back with my very expensive
high end valve system. Its appeal lies
in the fact that it gets the basics very
right, whilst it covers its tracks well
so its foibles don’t offend. This can’t
be said of many such entry-level
amplifiers.
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Full of energy but with finesse too,
this is an excellent budget integrated.

CAMBRIDGE AUDIO
650A
Cambridge Audio

£350

track offered both drive
and punch from the lower
registers that resulted in
this reviewer doing a spot
of animated foot-tapping.
Playing Carol Kidd's
‘A Nightingale Sang In
Berkeley Square’ from
‘Dreamsville’ (Linn)
confirmed that this
amplifier is no jazz
lover. The double bass
player sounded like
he'd been drafted
in from AC/DC, the
piano took a back seat
and the bass power
demolished any sense
of tonal delicacy. Saying
that, Kidd's vocal
performance was fruity
and wonderfully throaty,
and the acoustic guitar
was both precise
and dynamic. Indeed,
considering this
amplifier’s very modest
ticket price, it did
manage all this really
rather well.

CONCLUSION

The new Cambridge
Audio 650A integrated
is anything but shy,

as a performer and

as an artefact. | loved
its retro styling with
the slab-like brushed
aluminium fascia, the
centrally positioned

Avid Acutus/SME IV/Benz Glider cartridge
Icon PS3 phono stage
Aesthetix Calypso preamplifier
Icon MB845 monoblocks

Cyrus CD-Xt SE CD transport
Benchmark DAC-1S DAC

Quad ESL-57 (One Thing modified) speakers
Acoustic Reference Radiance One speakers

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

| FOR

- powerful bass

- wide soundstage
- CAPS protection!

AGAINST
- nothing at the price

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

The Azur 650A produces 78 Watts
into 8 Ohms and 121 Watts into 4
Ohms under measurement, so there's
plenty of power on tap to drive any
loudspeaker to very high volume. High
levels will stay very clean sounding,
because distortion was very low at
full output {-1dB) right across the
audio band. Interestingly, Cambridge
have managed to suppress crossover
distortion very effectively at high
frequencies, especially at low levels
where it can blight many designs. Qur
spectrum analysis shows lower order
harmonics only, at a total level of
0.003% — very low.

An enormously high upper response
limit of 180kHz (-1dB) suggest the 650A

uses fast bipolar output transistors or
FETs, with plenty of feedback, as this
approach (used by Cyrus and Musical
Fidelity) also minimises high frequency
distortion.

The tone controls are very good,
treble offering fine trim of upper
frequencies with very well defined
properties at low levels of boost and
cut above 3kHz. The same applied
to the bass control, which shelves
response below 200Hz, up to add
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warmth or down to tighten bass. The
curve was ideal for wall compensation

too.

The Azur 650A measures very well

in all
well

Power

areas, showing it has been very
designed. NK

78watts

CD/tuner/aux.

Frequency response
Separation

Noise

Distortion
Sensitivity

THz-180kHz
95dB
-110dB
0.003%
370mVv

Damping factor 60

DISTORTION

(i
(he

7
0,010
0.009
0,008
0.007
0.006
0.085
0.004
0.063
0,002
0.001
o
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ASTINtrew o v

Trew Romance

Astin Trew, Astin Trew & Spendor. No, not a new firm of solicitors, but a dreamboat
of a CD system if you're into powerful, beat driven music, says a doting Paul Rigby...

B n business, in fife or in sport,
there comes a time when the
heady achievements of the first
team begin to dull and recede

| into a nostalgia-coated past.

58 When the youngsters have

filled their heads with knowledge
and starry-eyed ambition, sufficient
to step into the breach and assume
the position of responsibility, they
become the dominant figures. And
so it goes with successful hi-fi equip-
ment...

With this intriguingly posited
system, consisting of the Astin
Trew AT3500plus CD player, Astin
Trew AT2000plus amplifier and the
Spendor A5 floorstanding speakers,
we have a suite of hardware which
has just supplanted its older relations;
the Astin Trew AT3500 CD player,

Astin Trew AT2000 amplifier and the
Spendor S5e floorstanding speakers.
Each upgrade has been carefully
considered. None are what you might
call radical. So why change dramat-
ically, why start from scratch? This is
a system, or a team, with a winning
mentality. And you know what they
say about winning teams.

That is not to assume that the
changes imposed upon each box
are minor or are to be viewed as
a selection of spurious tweaks. Oh
no, this is a system where each box
has evolved into a new and wholly
superior form from its previous
incarnation. Taking the source as
our first example, yes the casing
for the Astin Trew AT3500plus CD
player remains the same.The front
of the AT3500plus still retains its

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

simple and spartan selection of basic
functions with a poor, cramped
display plus a similarly basic yet
practical rear port selection on the
rear, The heart of the system is a
Philips CD 12 mechanism while the
associated DAC is a Burr Brown
PCM1738.Yet, the improvements
are all internal, featuring dampers on
all of its integrated circuits on the
DAC, bonding them with thermal
glue plus upgrades to the internal
cabling. The AT3500plus also includes
an upgraded Philips JAN (Joint Army
Navy) new, old stock buffer valve to
replace the Electro Harmonix EC88,
The AT2000plus fascia and rear
is similarly familiar, and are rather
busier than its CD cousin, mainly
because it has aspirations to be a
part of a multi-room audio and/or AV



unit. Hence, the frontal power amp
input allows you to switch from the
line level sources to a TV for AV use.
This allows your AT2000plus to be
part of a 5.1 set-up controlling just
the front two channels or, alterna-
tively, a stereo system for the TV.
Similarly, a balanced input is present
on the rear which will also support
a multi-room system option along
with Cat5 outputs to allow you to
have a second AT2000 in another
room.A data connection for R§232
and infrared control signals is also
supplied on the rear.

The Class A-biased preamplifier
on the AT2000 has a power supply
that is based on the latest Mk.2
variant of the Never Connected
power supply. Other standard
features include a buffer valve that
controls the quiescent current to
the MOSFET providing a more stable
supply and, hopefully, a sweeter sound
from those 65 Watts per side.

Again, the enhancements to the
amplifier are internal and include
the same internal wiring changes as
that applied to the AT3500plus that
improves the purity of the installed
copper cable, a set of silicon dampers
on the buffer valve and capacitor
upgrades to top-of-the-line Auricaps.

Moving to the final link in
the aural chain, the two-and-a-
half-way, single-wired, Spendor A5
floorstanders feature a linear flow
reflex port system with a cabinet that
includes reduced physical internal
damping, to diminish low frequency
interference but an increase in the
rigidity of the dampers themselves
to aid the speed of the sound and
reduce possible timing issues. The ASs
feature a new SEAS-sourced, 22mm
wide surround tweeter with a fabric
dome that, says the company, was
chosen for its enhanced transparency
characteristics.

Similarly, the mid/bass unit
created by Spendor is a 15cm driver
with a new motor system and coil.
The cone material is the same as the
S5e — EP38 or Engineering Polymer
38.The driver features a crossover
that is designed to attenuate the
switch from driver to driver, allowing
the midrange portion to reach
high into the treble areas and the
bass part to step down well into
the woofer range in an attempt to
provide a smooth transfer outside
the sensitive 'presence’ band. The unit
features a bullet-shaped phase plug
in the centre, a phase control device
that is said to prevent nasty peaks
and dips. The woofer, also created
by Spendor, was designed to add
punch and depth and is optimised
to operate at low frequencies, being
tuned to take the load over the low

frequency range. instead of the phase
correction cone, it only features a
concave dome which helps to make
it more rigid. Notably, the bottom of
the cabinet features four machined
steel stabiliser inserts, fixed rigidly
into the cabinet, to take the spikes,
that prevents any ‘give’ and ‘play’,
minimising ambient disturbance.

FEATURE

speaker positioning and the like
but quickly became entranced by

a 1981 mastering of Kraftwerk's
‘Computer World' (EMI) when, in
mid-tweak, found myself floating to
my listening position. | was half way
through the album when | came to
my senses. This system just adores
analogue synths, and | was struck

"this is a system that will enchant the
rock fan, and give the electronica
enthusiast palpitations!”

SOUND QUALITY

The system as a whole got off

to a great start, even before |
began my official testing. | tend to
play any old CD when tweaking

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

by the musicality and fluidity of the
performance. In fact, the vibrancy
and enthusiasm generated by the
masterly ‘Numbers’ had me upping
the volume, and again, and then some
more, such was the clarity of the
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Tannoy Prestige customers**

One of the oldest
and most prestigious
brands in the world...
Tannoy Prestige loudspealkers
have certainly always been out

of the ordinary; wonderfully
individual and totally unlike

any other speakers. Distinctive,
distinguished and proud, they
transcend mere fashion and have

w SERIES: All Audic

captured the imagination of music
connoisseurs all over the world.

Westminster Royal SE:
The magnificent 530 litre cabinet
with its complex horn loading
system delivers greatly increased
efficiency with a wave front

area approaching that from real
instruments. Effortlessly capable
of resolving truly low frequencies

Jordan Acoustics
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For the analogue lover there is
a choice of beautiful cartridges,
tonearms and turntables.
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Generations of music lovers have enjoyed the sheer magic of Audio
Note products and now Jordan Acoustics customers can as well...

Music's Finest Conductors
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technology and the finest
components, Audio Note
reproduces music in a way that
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For those looking for a digital
source solution, you can
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separate transport/dac. Each
has astonishing detail and
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Now imagine a range of speakers
that are rightly demanding of the
quality of the partnering equipment
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avalve amplifier and you have a
marriage made in heaven!

The heart of any system is the
amplifier and you'll 3 find a heart
here that seriously glows. Low
powered valve amplification at it's
very finest!

Lastly and just as important,
you have a chaice of the finest
handmade cables to lock your
system together in complete
harmony.

Note and Tannoy
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and reproducing the dramatic
dynamic range of music, the
Westminster Royal SE will move
you like few other loudspeakers
can.

For those will smaller listening
rooms, Tanney has a range of
smaller Prestige models, each just
as special and just as magnificent
in its own way.
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signal and the clean nature of the
presentation.

However, when 1 replaced
Kraftwerk with the Sugababes’
album, ‘Angels With Dirty Faces’
and the track ‘Stronger’, | almost
triggered an accident as the clean
sound was replaced with a frenzy
of peak limiting distortion at very
high volume! It took an athletic leap,
head first, to the volume control to
prevent a small explosion, shattered
windows and a small mushroom
cloud appearing over the roof, gently
lifting into the sky. Actually, the
system coped with this bedraggled
track in a sympathetic yet honest
manner. The worst aspects of the
peak limiting, namely screechy upper-
mid vocals and ear-piercing treble,
were subdued and civilised by the
AS’s inherent warmth to allow the
album to become listenable. However,
the brightness still remained to
an extent, so all was not forgiven.

A highlight of the track was the
strong and controlled bass from the
Spendors that, whilst could never be
described as seismic, was certainly
impressive. The sound stage, whilst
constrained by the Astins, was lifted
by the Spendors although the stereo
image improved when the ASs were
canted in to point directly at the
head.

It was at this point, spinning a
CD featuring such inherent musical
extremes, that | swapped the
AT3500plus with Naim's CD5 to see
how the balance might alter. It did
— but not for the better. The CD5
added brute strength to the bass but

no firesse. In fact, the Naim acted like
a club bouncer, barging into the music
and discarding any detail it didn’t
fancy examining. You could almost
imagine the AT3500plus running
behind it with a large sack, collecting
the broken detail pieces to use later...

This masking of midrange detail
was if anything emphasised when
the system was returned to normal
and then the AT2000plus amplifier
was replaced with a Naim NAC
112/NAP 150 pre/power duo.The
broad frequency spectrum suddenly
took a nose dive into a bucket of
treacle; heavy, yes, but no elegance.
The system cried out for midrange
balance and clarity. It was with a
sense of relief when | switched the
Astin amp back to its rightful place to
achieve it.

Problems did occur for the
Astin/Spendor system however, when
| played Carol Kidd's ‘A Nightingale
Sang In Berkeley Square’ from
‘Dreamsville’ (Linn). In fact, the
general validity of this trio as a viable
system was brought into question
with a jazz approach. Apart from the
rich double bass introduction with
its deep, resonant tonal purity, the
rest of the production suffered. Gone
was the usual breathy Kidd vocal,
her expressive delivery squashed in
a muddy midrange that suffocated
the acoustic guitar solo during
the middle-eight and subdued the
accompanying piano. The excessive
warmth was wholly due to the ASs

the frown was replaced with a
smile when the Can track from
‘Monster Movie’ (Mute}, ‘Yoo Doo
Right', was spun.The musicality

and fluidity returned once again as
the rock-based production slotted
perfectly into the system. The Astin
Trew pairing brilliantly extracted
the subtle Malcolm Mooney vocali-
sations, floating, freeform, behind
the instrumental introduction while
the Spendors supplied magnificent
upper-mid ‘bite’ to the drums along
with the Astin’s love of clarity to give
a sense of cohesive maturity to the
entire performance.

CONCLUSION

Lovers of jazz need not apply, as
there is not enough sparkle in the
treble nor enough air around the
vocals to excite, whilst organic areas
such as acoustic guitar and piano are
hampered. On the other hand, this
is a system that is absolutely perfect
for rock and other beat-driven, high
tempo, music where its mixture of
solid and rhythmic bass plus clean
midrange and treble creates a tonal
balance that will draw you deep
into the performance. A blend of
hardware that cannot keep still — the
Astins and Spendors ooze energy,
midrange lucidity and bass weight
that will paint a silly grin on anyone
interested in music with beats. This
is a system that will enchant the
rock fan, and give the electronica
enthusiast palpitations.

FEATURE

"absolutely perfect for rock and other
beat-driven, high tempo, music...”

because, when the speakers were
replaced with my reference
Quad ESL-57 electrostatics, the
Astin pairing were let off the
leash: midrange tones floated,
treble sparkled via fresh and
crisp cymbals whilst upper bass
was snappy yet firm.

Upon replacing the
Quads with the ASs again,
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REFERENCE SYSTEM

Naim CD5 CD player

Naim NAC112/NAP 150 pre/power amp
Quad ESL-57 {One Thing modified) speakers

Chord Anthem 2 interconnects
Chord Epic Twin loudspeaker cables
Atacama Equinox XLPro SE hi-fi rack
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ASTIN TREW
AT3500PLUS
ASTIN TREW
AT2000PLUS
AstinTrew

@©+44 (0)1491 629 629

£1,179

£1,575

www.astintrew.co.uk
SPENDOR AS

£1,495
Spendor

(© +44 (0)1323 843474
www.spendoraudie.com
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The new X Series Walkman has been touted as the iPod beater which

he new Sony X-Series
Walkman is a touch-screen
digital music player, similar
in concept to the iPod
Touch. Like the Apple, it
features a WiFi internet

browser, and can be used to show
video and still pictures as well as
playing music. Sony have focused
the internet connection on music-
related activities, so as well as normal
browsing, downloading podcasts and
viewing pop videos from You Tube
can be done easily using the built-in
utilities. Noise-cancelling headphones
come supplied, which is a world first
according to Sony. Equally interest-
ingly, the 3" screen uses OLED tech-
nology, the next big thing in full-size
TV displays. Other highlights include
proper push buttons for commonly
used functions like volume, play/pause
and track selection, an FM stereo
radio and Sony's own S Master digital
amplifier in the headphone stage.
The NWZ-X1060 reviewed here is
the flagship model, with a vast 32GB
memory, although a range of memory
capacities (and prices) are available.
One thing that limited the market
appeal of early Sony digital music
players was their use of proprietary
codecs and software.Vitally though,
the X-Series is altogether more
inclusive, playing either MP3 or WAV
(Linear PCM) files and comes with
Windows Media Center || software
for file transfer. Sony loyalists may
find this a strange policy after years
of hectoring about the superiority
of ATRAC, especially as there is no
ATRAC codec on board! The X
Series won’t talk to Sony’s Sonic
Stage software either, so you'll have a
lot of converting to do if you want it
to replace an earlier Sony model.

ON THE ROAD

The NWZ-X1060's built-in FM radio
proved okay, although tuning was
tricky because it is done by scrolling
up and down a list of every frequency
in the band, and the receiver only
updates when the numbers stop
moving, so you don't hear the stations
as you scan past them. Charging of
the built-in battery is via the USB
lead, and because Sony don't supply a
separate charger you have to connect
the unit to a computer for up to
three hours to charge it up. This is
not always convenient if for example
you are way from home a lot.

Before | started serious listening,
| first reacquainted myself with its
main competitor, the ubiquitous Apple
iPod Touch.As ever, the sound was
superficially clean and full of detail via
the Touch, although bass was weak
and the treble had a slightly sibilant
and gritty edge to it. The soundstage
also did not appear to extend much
beyond the headphones (in this case
the excellent Sony MDR-D77).This
is depressing, as we've heard every
generation of iPod get worse in
sonic terms, although needless to say
the packaging and user interface is
sublime, as is the wonderful iTunes
software.

Sonically, when compared to the
iPod, the NWZ-X1060 instantly had
a fuller sound with a stronger bass
line and the headphone stage gave the
impression of being a more refined
design, driving the phones with an
authority that the Apple machine
lacked. Although more effectively
suppressed, the same grittiness was
still there in the background, and this
appears to be a side effect of the
MP3 encoding which was in both
cases |92kbps, the highest that the
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everyone knows Sony is capable of producing, but does it live up to the
hype? Tim Jarman decides, with a little help from Sony's past masters...

Microsoft software supplied with the
Sony will allow. Still, the new Sony will
play 320kbps AAC ripped via iTunes
if you so wish, and it truly sings with
these. So there is sonic gold in the
hills, if you can be bothered to find it!

PAST MASTERS

Sonically the Sony had the Apple
licked then, but how did it fare against
the stiffer. competition of Sony’s

own top models from yesteryear?
Normally, a standalone review of

a portable music player wouldn’t
invite comparisons with this Japanese
company’s illustrious past, but Sony
boldly claim that the X-Series offers
“the best ever Walkman sound
quality”, no less! Oh dear, that’s
precisely the sort of challenge that Hi-
Fi World can’t not take up...

Alongside a lot of decent, worthy
but unremarkable stuff, Sony’s canon
includes the very best Walkmans and
Discmans ever produced, and these
were duly wheeled out to meet the
new challenger. Representing cassette
we have the 1988 WM-DC2, the peak
of development in the cassette line
and bristling with refinements such as
a quartz locked DD capstan motor
and Dolby C NR. For Compact
Disc, the mighty 1989 D-Z555 is the
choice, in the early nineties this was
a serious piece of kit that still stands
up today. For MiniDisc, the 2006 MZ-
RHI will defend the format’s honour
and finally Sony's first real attempt to
take on the iPod, the 2007 NW-HD |
hard disc music player, is brought into
play. This is an impressive amount
of firepower, and not something any
other rival manufacturer, from Apple
to Archos, could muster...

The NW-HDI in its original form
plays ATRAC files only and so the



the Years...

from left to right:
Sony WM-DC2 Walkman,
Sony D-Z555 Discman,

Sony MZ-RH1 MD Walkman,
Sony NW-HD1 Network Walkman,
Sony NW-ZX1060 Walkman (new).
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test model was loaded with suitable
files recorded at 256kbps, this being
the standard “Hi SP” format that the
latest Hi-MD recorders use when
set to “standard” quality. The NW-
HD’s problem has always been lack
of volume and its basic headphone
stage is no match for that of the
X-Series, which is not only much
louder (allowing a wider range of
headphones to be used effectively)
but it gives a much fuller bass sound.
Against this the NW-HD| sounded

a little bland, although for music of

a more gentle nature it offered a
sweeter midrange and a slightly wider
soundstage, possibly both courtesy of
the ATRAC format. The X Series is
definitely an improvement generally
however.

Carrying on with the digital
formats, the MZ-RH{| Hi-MD
recorder was next into the ring. The
recordings uploaded to this were the
same as those used for the NW-HD |
so comparisons were quite straight-
forward. Although Sony claim that
the S Master digital amplifier in the
X-Series is new, the MZ-RH| has a
similar arrangement known as an “HD
digital amp and high capacity coupling
condenser”.The effect is very similar,
on full tilt both give similar levels of
volume and neither fell apart as the
setting was extended. If anything the
MD machine served up even more
bass than the NWZ-X1060 and this
combined with the ATRAC advantage
demonstrated by the NW-HD |
made it an altogether more enjoyable
listen. The two did have an essentially
similar character however, and in the
end | felt that | was comparing two
codecs rather than the two very
different devices.

So far so good then, but now

it's time for the big guns. Although
not strictly a Walkman, the D-Z555
Discman is a practical portable device
and a simply stunning performer.

It offers the sort of “walk-in"
soundstage that the smaller digital
machines using their compression-
based formats came nowhere near
to matching, and the detail it could
resolve was simply stunning.The
angular late eighties styling may make
you expect a hard-edged aggressive
sound but nothing could be further
from the truth, smoothness and
refinement were the main charac-
teristics of the '555. If there was a
weakness it was that the headphone
stage lacked the finesse of that used
in the X-Series and the Hi-MD when
extended, but using the MDR-D77
headphones the sound was so loud at
this stage that it almost felt as if the
world was going to end.

And so to the joker in the pack,
the WM-DC2. Although it may look
like the personal stereo that you once
took to school this particular model
is a real wolf in sheep’s clothing. The
combination of a genuinely stable
tape transport, an excellent head
and top-drawer electronics make the
WM-DC2 as close to transparent
as any cassette portable can be.This
means that the quality of the results
depend uniquely on your ability to
master the tapes and the quality of
the equipment that you do it on.With
the other models | tested there is
nothing much you can do about the
basic quality of the software but the
cassette Walkman lets you take the
sound of your esoteric turntable and
high-end phono stage with you. For
this you'll need a top cassette deck
to make the recordings, so it’s not
an easy thing to do, but if you can
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manage it the results are amazing.To
some extent all the other machines

never let me forget that | was wearing

headphones but with the WM-DC2

| felt as if | was walking through an
invisible concert hall, it really was that
good.Against this there was a small
amount of upper midrange muddle
that has been largely eliminated in
the squeaky clean digital world when
sensible bit rates are used.

CONCLUSION

So, against such stiff competition,

we cannot agree that the X-Series

is the best sounding Walkman ever.
Unfortunately for Sony, they've
already made that, arguably in several
incarnations! However; just because
the PR hyperbole has been found
lacking doesn’t mean that Sony’s
latest Walkman is a stinker. Quite the
reverse in fact, as it’s clearly ahead of
its greatest commercial rival, Apple’s
iPod Touch.The new X-Series is
amongst the most impressive MP3
players that I've heard, and one simply
must hear it before plumping for the
default option iPod the next time you
upgrade.

So why can | feel a tear forming
in the corner of my eye as | flip
through the album covers on that
beautiful OLED touchscreen? |
promised myself that | wouldn’t use
the word “derivative” in this review
but it can’t be done; the best old
Sony personals were often so mould-
breaking that they looked like they'd
been found amongst the wreckage
on the sands of Roswell, but the X
Series feels little more than the iPod
Touch Mk.ll. It is a very fine machine,
but still lacks that essential Sony-ness
we all used to expect from a high end
Walkman.
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State-of-the-art modern music
portable with excellent sonics and
great flexibility, even if it’s not quite
the stuff of legend as with Sony
Walkmans of yore.

SONY NWZ-X1060 (32 GB)
£230

Sony UK Limited

© +44(0)1932 816786

WWWw.Sony.co.uk

FOR
- smooth, powerful sound
- superb build

| - brilliant screen

AGAINST:
- derivative concept
- middling interface
'_-fiddly FM radio
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The all-new
M-series
from ROKSAN

High performance hi-h separates
that will make your heart sing

To find out more about the M-Series of high performance hi-fi separates
from Roksan, and where you can buy them
visit: www.henleydesigns.co.uk

|ENLE|

www.henleydesigns.co.uk, 01235511166

ROKSAN CENTRES OF EXCELLENCE
Midland Hi-Fi Studio, Wolverbampton * Audio Merchants, Glasgow * Sound Cinergy, Aldridge * HG Rapkin, Northampton
Home Media, Maidstone * Kronos Hi Fi, Dungannon * Merlin Music, Melrose * Sevenoaks Sound & Vision, Yeovi/
Sevenoaks Sound & Vision, Southgate * Sevenoaks Sound & Vision, Holborn * Technosound Systems Ltd., Dunstable
Hi Fi Sound, Darlington * Unilet Sound & Vision, New Malden * Videotech, Huddersfield » Zouch Audio, Asby-De-La-Zouch



CLASSICS

In this heavily revised section, you'll find the great
and the good from audio’s glorious past. Most

are seminal designs which have earned their
place in hi-fi history, but you'll also see some

W
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oddities which aren't classic as such, but are
great used buys. The year of introduction is given,
alongside the original UK launch price. Think we've
overlooked something? Then write in and let us
know!

DIGITAL

CAMBRIDGE AUDIO CDI 1986£1500
Inspired Stan Curtis redesign of Philips

CD1 04, complete with switchable digital filter.
Lean but tight and musical performer.

CAMBRIDGE AUDIO

CD4SE 1998  £200
A touch soft in the treble and tonally light,
but outstanding In every other respect.

LINN KARIK 11l 1995 £1775
The final Karfk was a gem. Superb transport
gives a brilliantly tight, grippy dynamic sound,
albeit tonally dry.

MARANTZ CD73 1983 £700
A riot of gold brushed aluminium and LEDs;
this distinctive machine squeezed every last

ounce from its 14x4 DAC -super musical
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MARANTZ SA-I 2000 £5,000
The greatest argument for SACD. This sub-
lime Ken Ishiwata design is utterly musically
convincing with both CD and SACD, beating
most audiophile CD spinners hands down.

MERIDIAN 207 1988  £995
Beautifully-built two-box with pre-amp stage.
Very musical although not as refined as mod-
ern Bitstream gear. No digital output.

MUSICAL FIDELITY

TRIVISTA 2002 £4000
When playing SACDs, the sweetest, most
lucid and lyrical digital disc spinner we've
heard. Old school stereo, pure DSD design.
CD sound is up in the £1000 class, too!
Future classic.

MERIDIAN MCD 1984 £600
The first British ‘audiophile’ machine was a
sweeter, more detailed Philips CD100. 14x4
never sounded so good, until the MCD Pro
arrived a year later.

NAIM CDS 1990 £ N/A
Classic Philips 16x4 chipset with serious
attention to power supplies equals grin-
inducing sonics.

SONY CDP-101 1982  £800
The first Japanese CD splnner was powerful
and involving. Brilliant transport more than
compensated for 16x2 DAC, and you even
got remote control!

SONY CDP-RI/DAS-RI11987 £3,000
Sony’s first two boxer was right first time.
Tonally lean, but probably the most detailed
and architectural sounding machine of the
eighties.

SONY CDP-701ES 1984  £8%0
Sony’s first ever bespoke high end audiophile
machine used a 16x2 DAC to provide a clini-
cally incisive sound; supreme build quality
allied to the pure unadulterated luxury of a
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