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welcome

EDITOR What is it that we find so intriguing about products like that in our lead

Noel Keywood review this month, lcon Audio's industrially dimensioned MB81 valve amplifier?
Gl editoiE@ER ol coill | have always loved the look of big valve amps, but then | would wouldn’t

| — to paraphrase a certain infamous lady. Not everyone is turned on by
power stations — or so | thought. But nowadays they are it seems, after seeing

DESIGN EDITOR
Faiza Chunara

tel: +44 (0) 20 8206 6018 reaction to these monsters in our office. That
Z(r)r:)éilz ;3:rg(31)u7c£tailz&1?-f?\:§rld.co.uk . h.i-ﬁ prOdlfCts s-hou'ld 1 P rem”? -
time where form simply but eye catchingly
PRODUCTION EDITOR followed function, as in the Garrard 401 or Mkl Land Rover say,
David Noble is an interesting possibility. There may be more behind the slow
tel: +44.(0) 20 5296 6019 emergence of fantastic valve amplifiers like the MB8I from Icon
emal dissifed@hiainolld.co.uk Audio, that you can read about in our review on page 10.We will, |
SALES MANAGER am sure, be seeing more big tube amps like this.
Louise Palfrey Rafael Todes, our illustrious contributor who plays violin in the
tet: +44 (0) 203 005 4927 Allegri String Quartet and has spent time immersed in the London
:z:);il' ;)t?sg)(gﬁ?}iagﬁg (?:?Jk Philharmonic, really, really wanted to take home Magneplanar’s
) o 3.7i loudspeakers. So he did , living with them for many weeks:
ADVERTISING EXECUTIVE you ¢an read his review on page |S. He loved them, if with a few
Brad Francis reservations. We also used them in the office, with the Icon Audio
tel: +44(0) 1923 677 256 MB8| amplifier and Creek Evolution 100A, and we felt the same
ren-(r)nb;il: ;d‘t/“egt?s)i;;éaigngggco.uk — fantastic. For classical music they are superb, even if they don't
capture full orchestral forces Rafael says; for much Rock they also
PUBLISHER shine. But a high quality powered subwoofer would be a boon, even
Noel Keywood a necessity for heavy Rock.
e-mail:  publisher@hi-fiworid.co.uk The vinyl LP just won't die. Even if we wanted to ignore it, we
FREE READERS CLASSIFIEDS could not. Looks like Technics are having trouble ignoring it too,a
tel: +44 (0) 20 8 206 6019 Facebook petition begging them for the return of their much loved
e-mail: classifieds@hi-fiworld.co.uk SL-1210 Mk2 Direct Drive turntable. Take a look at https://www.
facebook.com/TechnicsPetition that has attracted over 13,000
ZEBSCRIKTJ?%?MQ 820 580 likes — incIL.Jding c'me from me. And what a fascinating and even
fax: + 44 (0) 1442 827 912 controversial device it is too, as you'll find when reading readers
e-mail: hifiworld@webscribe.co.uk responses to our bearing upgrade in the February issue. See page 36.
And finally, staying with the subject of vinyl, you'll see that suddenly, over Christmas, vinyl
PHOTOGRAPHY

David Noble expert and contributor Tony Bolton passed away. One minute he was fine and chirpy — and loving
tel: +44 (0) 20 8206 6019 what he did as a reviewer, next minute he had gone — | was shocked.Tony was totally dedicated,

very popular and could stir debate; we will all miss him.There's a tribute to Tony on page 89.
WRITERS

Paul Rigby, Rafael Todes, Tony Bolton, Noel Keywood, editor.
Jon Myles, Martin Pipe

v testing (see www.hi-fiworld.co.uk for full explanations of all our tests)
hi-fi world

To ensure the upmost accuracy in our product reviews, analyser, using pulsed and gated sinewaves, in a large
Audio Web Publishing Hi-FiWorld has extremely comprehensive in-house test room to eliminate the room’s influence. Pickup arm
gluus‘:)laociostdio facilities, and our test equipment - from big names like vibration is measured with a Bruel & Kjaer accelerometer.
Conlan Street, ! Rohde & Schwarz and Hewlett Packard - is amongst the No other UK hi-fi magazine has in-house testing, and
London W10 SAP most advanced in the world. none has access to such advanced tests across all types
www. hi-fiworld.co.uk Loudspeakers are measured using a calibrated Brue! of equipment. That's why you can depend on Hi-Fi World
& Kjaer microphone feeding a Clio-based computer reviews.
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NEWS

email:news@hi-fiworld.co.uk

news

WHARFEDALE DIAMONDS

Replacing the Diamond 00 Series, Diamond 200 comprises two standmount speakers and three
floorstanding models, plus a centre speaker for home cinema use. The first Diamond 200 Series
model to launch is the Diamond 220.Available now, this model has a 130mm mid/bass driver. It
is the direct replacement for the Diamond 121 from the outgoing Diamond 100 Series. Price is
£199.95 per pair. Don't miss next week's Hi-Fi World for an in-depth review of the model.

The remaining Diarmond 200 Series models include the Diamond 210,a compact speaker
for rear/surround duties or stereo applications where space is at a premium (£149.95 per pair)
plus three floorstanders: the Diamond 230 (£499.95); Diamond 240 (£699.95) and Diamond 250
(£999.95). The Diamond 220C home cinema centre speaker (£199.95) completes the range. The
bass and midrange cones are fashioned from woven Kevlar and incorporate semi-elliptical ‘break-
up’ areas, visible as raised "V’ shapes on the cone's surface. The dust cap is blended and treated
which incorporates a ferrite magnet system and a waveguide around the fabric dome.

Also featured is a Slot-Loaded Distributed Port, first introduced in the outgoing Diamond 100 Series. Instead of the usual circular
reflex port all Diamond 200 Series models incorporate a port that exits at the base of the speaker cabinet, loaded by a slot that is created
by the plinth.

Go to www.wharfedale.co.uk for more information

CHORD 2QUTE & HUGO TT

Essentially a Hugo in a Chordette chassis, Chord's 2Qute contains the same Spartan 6 FPGA and
supports up to 32bit/384kHz audio via COAX and USB and 24bit/192kHz over optical. DSD64
is supported on all jnputs and DSD 128 is supported via coax or USB (all via DoP).The new DAC
also gains a switch to move between coax, optical and USB digital inputs. The device features
a Class 2 USB input which, because of the 2Qute’s home=-system orientation compared to
Hugo's more mobile aspirations, has been
galvanically isolated. Price is £995.
The new larger desktop-orientated
device offers wider connectivity
including a USB-B input, XLR outputs and
two 6.35mm headphone outputs.

Hugo TT gains a new larger chassis, remote control, an alphanumeric LED display with
input/sample rate data and the addition of supercapacitors. It can handle up to 32bit/384kHz
audio via coax and USB and 24bit/ | 92kHz over optical plus DSD64 on all inputs and DSD 128
via COAX or USB (all via DoP). It now benefits from an asynchronous B-type USB connection
for both the SD and HD USB input, a new BNC coaxial and optical (TOSLink).

The Hugo TT also has A2DP Bluetooth capability and uses a custom-made module with the
aptX codec to feed a digital signal directly into the DAC circuitry while retaining the same Spartan 6 FPGA. Being a home-orientated device,
the TT has been designed to run continuously from the supplied charger, however Chord's engineers have also improved the battery and added
Supercap energy storage, extending the battery life as well as improving performance. Price is £2,995.

For more information call 01622 721444 or click on www.chordelectronics.co.uk

McINTOSH D150

Mclntosh has launched the new D150 digital preamp,

a DSD and DXD compatible digital preamp. With its

five digital inputs (two coaxial, two optical and one

UUSB) plus balanced and unbalanced connections for

both variable and fixed volume audio outputs, the

USB input accepts up to 32bit/384kHz signals and

supports DSD64, DSD 128, DXD 352.8kHz and DXD

384kHz. Its two coaxial and two optical inputs accept

up to 24bit/ |92kHz signals plus its DIN input also

connects to select Mclntosh SACD/CD transports/players.
The D150 also boasts a built-in headphone amplifier. The device uses the same DAC as the D100 and features an

eight-channel 32bit/192kHz D/A converter (used in stereo Quad Balanced mode). Price is £3,495.

For more information, call 0/202 911886 or click on www.mcintoshlabs.com
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PHILIPS FIDELIO NCIL

The Philips Fidelio NCIL on-ear headphones are battery-free with a direct digital
connection to your iOS device via the Lightning connector. The digital to analogue
conversion (DAC), amplification and noise cancellation take place in the headphones
themselves,

The Philips Fidelio NCIL headphones use a hybrid Active Noise Cancellation
approach, with four microphones detecting ambient noise before inverting the signal.
Two ‘FeedBackward’ microphones positioned next to the headphone drivers provide
noise cancellation at low frequencies, whilst the two ‘FeedForward’ microphones
positioned on the outside of the headphone extend the bandwidth of noise cancel-
lation. Price is €299.

For more information, click on www.woox.com/news

STREAMAMP

New from Cabasse is the StreamAMP, a compact four-channel amplifier.
Centrally stored digital music files from downloads and CD rips can

be streamed via the Wi-Fi or Ethernet connections, all controlled by
the new StreamCONTROL app for iOS and Android. Locally stored
music from a tablet or smartphone can be accessed via Bluetooth and
a high-definition connection can be made using the StreamAMP’s Wi-Fi
direct mode.StreamAMP is fitted with four loudspeaker outputs while
the preamplifier section includes two analogue RCA inputs, an optical
SPDIF input, a preamplifier output and a subwoofer RCA output. Price
is £448. Go to www.cabasse.com for more information.

NEW ECLIPSE APP
ECLIPSE has added a free Android
control app to the AirPlay TD-M|

DENSEN B-130XS

Densen’s B-130 has

desktop system.The new app enables always had the option
Android users to wirelessly control of adding a FabelDAC
the TD-M| system. Functions include: internally. In the new
wireless audio playback from an Android B-130XS, this feature
device, sort and display music on an has been enhanced. It
Android device by genre, artist, album is now prepared for
and song; switching between power- the forthcoming top \
on and network standby and volume of the line Densen
adjustment plus some useful functions internal DAC. This
that cannot be undertaken on the DAC will have USB,
peaker unit, such as a dimmer and Toslink and COAX inputs. The B-130XS can control this DAC directly, by
auto-standby (automatic switching to either the Gizmo remote or by the pushbuttons on the front panel of the
network-standby when there is no B-130XS.
operation or signal input for a certain The pre-amp stage of the B-130XS, based on the B-275 reference
period).Access Google Play to find the pre-amp, has three separate power supplies. Densen uses its own
new app. microprocessor-controlled relay attenuator, for volume, having 200 steps
Contact www.eclipse-td.com/uk or call where each steps accounts for 0.5 dB.The power amp stage of the B-
020 7328 4499 [30XS is based on the basic design of the B-350 power amp, delivering

80W. Price is €3000. Go to www.densen.com

LINDY MINI

Lindy has announced the release of its Mini-Headphone Amplifier and Splitter.
Specifically designed to improve the overall sound quality and volume of portable
music players such as MP3 players, smartphones and tablets, the rechargeable Lindy
Mini-Headphone Amp and Splitter features dual amplifiers built-in bass booster.
Thanks to an intelligent power switch, users can enjoy up to twelve hours of
continuous playback from a single charge. Output is amplified |120%, reducing the

power demand on the smartphone/music device when playing audio tracks, whilst ‘é T S \
users can drive larger, more powerful headphones. 3 L e~ -
A second 3.5mm stereo port allows users to share their music by plugging in an ’

additional set of headphones.
Price is £22.98.
Click on www.lindy.co.uk or call 01642 754000 for more information.

8 MARCH 2015



NEWS

ONKYO BUDGET INTEGRATED & TURNTABLE

Onkyo has introduced the A-9010(UK), an integrated stereo amplifier
delivering up to 44W and including 2 MM phono equaliser, phono
inputs and grounding terminal for turntable connection.

With five analogue inputs, one line output and a set of
phono inputs, users can connect a wide selection of audio source
components. Independent headphone amplifier circuitry includes gold-
plated banana-plug-compatible speaker terminals with transparent
screw knobs. The A-9010(UK) has chunky knobs for volume, tone
(balance, treble, and bass) and input selection.

Including Onkyo’s high-current WRAT (Wide Range Amp Technology) system,
based on low-impedance architecture to control the speaker drivers, even when
impedance fluctuates and the load on the receiver increases, the A-9010(UK) sits
at the gateway to Onkyo's Pure Hi-Fi amplifier range comprising two mid-range
integrated amps (A-9030 and A-9050), a high-end A-9070 integrated and three flagship
Reference Series products (A-9000R integrated, M-5000R power amplifier and the P-
3000R pre-amplifier). Available only in black, price is £199.

The company has also announced a new turntable, the CP-1050, featuring a low-
torque direct-drive motor.The body is constructed from thick, vibration-damping
MDF and the quartz-lock-controlled platter is die-cast aluminium.An aluminium $-
shaped tonearm with detachable head shell includes a MM cartridge.

A button on the top left of the deck changes rotation speeds to accommodate
playback of both LPs and 45s (an adapter is included for 7" records), while four anti-
vibration feet are height-adjustable. The phono outputs are gold plated and there is a
dedicated grounding post.An RCA audio cable with earth and a detachable smoked
acrylic dust cover are included. Price is £399.

Call 08712 001996 or click on www.onkyo.co.uk for more information.

CES 2015 - THE BIG PEEK

This year’s CES show in Las Vegas has come and gone. Here's a quick peek at some of the audio
equipment on show with brief details.

Highlights from Audio Research included the G Series amplifiers: the company's first range built
around the recently launched KT 150 valve. Look out for the GSPre preamplifier, GS150 power amplifier
and GSi75 integrated amplifier.

Constellation Audio features distinguished designers such as John Curl, Bascom King, Peter Madnick
and Demian Martin and was assembled by two of the founders of Continuum.The company’s new
Inspiration line was on show including the Preamp 1.0 and two power amps: the Mono 1.0 and Stereo
1.0.

Crystal Cable was showing The Cube, a compact integrated amp due later this year, featuring the
Light Drive system developed by sister company Siltech.

Forthcoming products from Dan D’Agostino included the MLife, D' Agostino’s first design to
incorporate wireless streaming and an amp for home cinema applications called the Cinema Standard.

Parisian audio outfit Devialet offered a new concept, the Phantom an all-in-one wireless speaker
system with ADH amplification at its core.

Turntable outfit European Audio Team (EAT) showed its new entry-level model, the C-Sharp.
Incorporating a suspended carbon fibre sub-chassis, it includes a weighty sculpted aluminium platter.

French valve amp creator Jadis demonstrated its latest model, the 1-50: an amalgam of chrome, brass
and glowing glass, incorporating the latest KT 150 valves.

High-end brand Krell showed its latest integrated amplifier the Vanguard with the option of an
integrated digital module that adds USB, HDMI and Ethernet connectivity plus wireless streaming via
Bluetooth with aptX support.

From California’s Magico was the limited-edition M Project. This £130,000-per-pair; built-to-order
speaker was created in celebration of its 10th anniversary.

Over to Kansas now and Martin Logan showed its new flagship, the Neolith. Three years in the
making, Neolith combines an electrostatic radiating surface with front- and rear-firing subwoofers.

French CD experts Metronome Technologie included its CD transport the Calypso plus Le Player
and the CD+ Converter.

PrimaLuna expanded its mid-level ProLogue Premium range with new products like the ProLogue
Premium Integrated Amplifier.

Handcrafted in Vicenza, ltaly, Sonus faber's new Lilium floorstanding speaker incorporates
technologies trickled down from the Aida, with an unusual 3.5-way driver configuration including an
infra-woofer that fires from the top of the speaker.

Designed and built in Japan, the TechDAS, which created the Air Force One turntable, featuring an
air bearing, adjustable air suspension, a silent outboard vacuum record clamp, has now announced the
Air Force Two, a more affordable deck forged upon the same engineering principals.
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s we gingerly pushed an
MB8I| amplifier down
the business centre cor-

ridors, people gawped in
surprise. Everyone was
westruck, even if they
didn't fully know why. Women stared
quizzically whilst men stopped and
were eager to ask about it.

And that's why you may want to
own an lcon Audio MB8| 200 Wart
valve amplifier. It stands out. catching
everyone’s attention. Although
not 'styled' as such, its appearance
powerfully speaks to people ~ and
you can't say that about much hi-fi
these days.

MARCH 2015

Icon Audio‘s MB81 power amplifiers lit up our listening
room — and that's the point. Here are amplifiers no one

can miss, Noel Keywood finds.

Light Power

Functionality? Yes, every part of
this extraordinary beast has a job
to do, some parts explaining why
most hi-fi companies shy away from
building an amplifier based on Russian
industrial transmitter valves. The
spectacular glow from their heaters
is achieved at a price: they need a
large, dedicated filament transformer
that adds significantly to weight
(55kgs) — and cost.

And then there's the price:
£10,000 a pair. OK it isn’t so big
by hi-fi standards and it’s less than
many modern hi-fi items. — but it isn't
cheap.

And finally, Icon Audio’s new

babies are not really intended for
general use. Designer and founder
David Shaw wanted to build this
amplifier for his own use, but he felt
others may be interested too. Trouble
is, those white top caps on the GR8|
valves have lots of volts on them and
are potentially dangerous.To avoid a
fry up, David says he will only sell this
amplifier to buyers he has met and
vetted first. An amplifier like this must
be easily serviceable to keep it safe,
so the owner has to be in contact
with the factory, in the way that any
transmitter would be serviced by
trained engineers, not those using it.
It may all seem extreme, but in




the world of valve amplifiers there

is a trend toward such ‘boutique’
products. Audio Research of the
USA started the trend back in 1975
with the D-150 tube power amplifier
that weighed 60kgs, no less. Tim De
Paravicini kicked off EAR in the UK
in 1976 with the 100 Watt EARS09,
while Japan can perhaps claim to be
first into the tube fashion contest
with disco amplifiers that use the
rare Western Electric 212E. lcon
Audio took to the big 845 valve
some years ago within their MB845
monoblock amplifiers. The new MB8I
continues this trend but uses the
Russian GU-8! ruggedised military
transmitting pentode that is still
available and not too expensive at
around £60.

There’s a stonking great 12V
heater in the GU8| that draws
10A, meaning it's equivalent to a
120W light bulb — and that’s why it
glows so bright. With two GU-81s
working in push-pull this means 20A
for the filaments so the MB8I has
an independent heater transformer
inside one of those big, black
screening cans at the rear of the
chassis. The other cans house mains
transformer, output transformer and
chokes.

David Shaw told me he does
not run the GU-8s at anything like
the 500 Volts they'd see normally,
but at around half this. So they're
not sizzling monsters waiting to zap
the nearest living organism. Switch
on wasn’t accompanied by a thrum
from the transformers, but there was
— as expected — a thrum from the
loudspeakers until the circuits had
settled, within seconds.

The GU-81s emitted a sudden
and intense glow when | switched
on; they light up like a lighthouse.
The mains switch is at the front of
the chassis, so there'’s no need to get
within striking distance of the top
caps either!

For maximum power output
fixed bias is used, meaning occasional
bias adjustment is necessary — hence
the front panel meters. They monitor
current, in conjunction with another
front panel switch that selects
between them, or in its Off position
shows power output.

There are also ‘hum buckers’,
small potentiometers that adjust for
minimum hum from each amplifier.
A user must occasionally adjust for
minimum hum from the loudspeaker,
but it is at a very low level and only
audible when close to the speaker.

Life can get a lictle technical

when trying to explain the
Sensitivity switch on this amplifier,
but I'll keep it simple. It's a three-
position toggle switch, selecting

H, O or L - meaning High / Off

/ Low sensitivity. lcon suggest L
(i-e. low sensitivity) is used. This
gives best measured performance
and tightest bass by applying
maximum feedback, so lowering
output impedance and increasing
damping factor. It makes the MB8|
insensitive, needing 2.7V from a
preamplifier for full power output.
Most can manage this easily, but if
they have a gain of x3, or perhaps
no gain, then only silver disc players
will drive these power amps to

full volume.The argument is a tad
academic because full volume is

220 Watts and most users won't
get near to needing all that power.
All Icon Audio preamplifiers can
drive the MB8Is easily and | used an
Oppo BDP-105D Blu-ray player and
lcon Audio PS3 phono stage without
difficulty.

Switching sensitivity to High
gives the MB8| a normal input
sensitivity and better matches low
output external sources, such as
low gain phono stages. Then there’s

ton 'y = v/,,“
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REVIEW

The rear panel carries 8 Ohm and
4 Ohm loudspeaker terminals,

a Sensitivity switch that alters
feedback levels and an IEC mains
input socket.

loudspeakers with lean bass suddenly
sound better balanced | find from

my own World Audio Design 3008
amplifier, with feedback switched off.
So what you hear in use depends
upon your loudspeaker, to some
extent your room — and what setting
you choose will rest upon your
personal preferences. For the most

4l
nmn

Another five transformers/chokes lurk underneath, plus hard

wired audiophile components.

the O, or Off position. It doesn’t
mean sensitivity off, so much as
feedback off. Switching feedback off
further increases gain and therefore
sensitivity. However, distortion goes
up too and bandwidth decreases,
although the amplifier remains flat to
10kHz before a slow treble roll off.
As usual, with no feedback
output overload becomes much
more progressive, but as we are
talking about 3% distortion caused
by soft clipping at 250 Watts | don't
think this is going to affect many
users. Without feedback under-
damped loudspeakers will start to
sound loose in their bass, as well as
boxy, but conversely well damped

part | used Lo when listening to the
MB8 s, since this gives just 0.1%
distortion, best damping and is what
David Shaw recommends.

SOUND QUALITY

Valve amplifiers need a good 30
minutes before they give their sonic
best so | was careful to give the
MB8Is one hour warm up.

I ran the amplifiers with
Tannoy Kensington Gold Reference
loudspeakers. Sources were high-
resolution digital from an Astell&Kern
AK 20 player, connected via optical
digital link to an Oppo BDP-105D
Blu-ray player, with its ESS Sabre32
DAC.This player also allowed me to
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Hugo, the DAC by which
all others are judged

“Superb” “Breaks all records”
Kok s ek ook ok sk sk

What Hi-Fi Sound and Vision, Hi-Fi World

grouptest winner “A game-change e’

“A landmark digital product” Hi-Fi Critic

Kokdokk “My reference DAC”
Editor’s Choice, Hi-Fi Choice head-fi.org

“Chord’s best-ever DAC” “Incredible”
Hi-Fi + avforums.com

“Spectacular” “Remarkable”
Ken Kessler, The Telegraph theear.net

[AVTech media WHAT HI'FI?
AWARDS 2014/15 Y.\ 2014

; ~ DACs
BEST = GH END USB DAC ) Best DAC £1000+

CHORD ELECTRONICS Chord Hugo
HUGO

I I THE WORLD’S FIRST REFERENCE-CLASS
ugo MOBILE DAC/HEADPHONE AMPLIFIER

® Home and mobile use (10hr+ battery) Unique custom-made Chord FPGA
® Five digital inputs (inc. Bluetooth) ® Playback up to DSD 128 and 384kHz PCM
® Use as a digital preamp ¢ Built to last

© CHORDo - @ChordAudio £ facebook.com/chordelectronics

Chord Electronics Limited sales@chordelectronics.co.uk www.chordelectronics.co.uk




play CD via the Sabre32, and since
it has remote control of volume
through the Sabre32's 32bit internal
digital volume control | was able to
drive the MB8Is direct.

Even with the amps set to Lo
sensitivity there was no trouble
generating enormous volume from a
setting of 70 on the Oppo’s control.
Playing taxing material like Angelique
Kidjo's 'Aye’ album (CD) with its
powerful bass lines at very high
volume the MB8Is sounded relaxed
and in control. They have strong bass,
and plenty of clean low-end power.
| was aware of the enormous bass
push of these amplifiers and the
laconic ease with which they deliver
lows. | did start to realise | was
playing everything super-loud, where |
don’t normally do this —Willy DeVille
is singing 'Spanish Harlem' (24/96)
at full nightclub level as | write this,
his guttural voice having a big, solid
forceful presence.

A little earlier | span Lady GaGa's
'‘Monster' (CD) at a ridiculous level
to see how the MB8Is would deliver
the track’s huge subsonics and it
just shrugged the whole thing off;
vast power is a non-issue.The huge
dynamic contrasts of this amplifier
were made very obvious with Safri
Duo’s 'Samb-Adagio' (CD) where the

explosive electronic percussion work
was unrestrained in power.

Overall, the MB81is are well
balanced and not especially charac-
terful. They sound vastly powerful
because of their unrestrained
dynamics, yet at the same time they
are easy-going and gentle up top. |
set the Kensingtons to have a little
treble lift yet even with this | noticed
no treble character. Bass has a big,
gently muscular quality. There’s simply
no hardness nor strain. It is like an
encounter with a whale: not intrin-
sically threatening, yet at the same
time there’s a lot of heft there!

The MB8Is have a lovely deep
soundstage, roughly on-par with big
845s. | was aware of this with pieces
like 'Marasa Elu', sung by The Creole
Choir of Cuba (24/48) where the
space in which the performance took
place permeated our large listening
room, seemingly turning it into a
small church. The mournful lead vocal
hovered in front of me, surrounded
by the small choir — a lovely
performance, made large by this
amplifier's generous sound staging
and lush delivery.

The Beatles sounded equally
large and lifelike on ‘This Boy'
from the LP Mono Masters.There
was a sense of John Lennon at the

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

With LO sensitivity switched in, meaning
maximum feedback and flattest response,
the MB81 measured ftat across the audio
band from its 8 Ohm winding, output
rolling down to -1dB at a respectable
28kHz. With no feedback (0) response
narrowed a little, the -1dB frequency
reducing to 20kHz.

The 4 Ohm tap measured -1dB down
at 3.4kHz and -3dB at 10kHz with max
feedback, meaning the 4 Ohm tap will give
a warm sound ,as this degree of treble
roll off is high. Reducing feedback to zero
had little effect.

The easiest solution to this difficulty
is to use a single 6 Ohm winding that
feeds equal power to 4 and 8 Ohm loads,
if less power than matched windings, or to
use a feedback summing point; | suspect
lcon will choose one or other in final
samples to eliminate this problem.

As it stands the MB81 suits 8
Ohm loads, into which it delivered 220
Watts for just-visible distortion on an
oscilloscope (2%). In practice overload
is progressive even with maximum
feedback (i.e. LO) , distortion measuring
1% at 120 Watts, and 3% at 253 Watts
- this is effectively the maximum usable

power. The 4 Ohm tap gave similar power
figures.

With LO sensitivity selected, input
sensitivity was very low, 2.7V being
needed for full output. However, with
the voltage gain available sensitivity
won't seem low; the MB81 will go very
loud from 1V in. Noise was low too and
hum around 3mV, enough for hum to be
just audible at the loudspeaker, if not at
a distance, as with all directly heated
triodes.

The highest damping factor
measured 3 (maximum feedback) and the
lowest was 0.4 with no feedback (8 ohm
output).

The MB81 works well as an 8 Ohm
amplifier but the 4 Ohm tap will give
a warm sound as things stand. lcon
Audio may well be able to cure this by
altering the feedback arrangement in the
final design. Massive power is available
- 250 Watts no less - so its huge MB81
transmitting tubes do a good job and this
is one impressive device, its one current
but eradicable flaw notwithstanding. NK

220 Watts
12Hz-28kHz

Power
Frequency response

REVIEW

microphone in front of me, sounding
forceful and fluent in his delivery.

CONCLUSION

Not many people dream of running
an amplifier like this. | know from
a vast 21 | amplifier we once built
for a Hong Kong customer in 1994
that such amplifiers are a rich man’s

sport — one most appreciated in the

Far East.And although the MB8I

was designed in the UK, it is built in

Icon Audio’s Chinese factory. | say
this to get the MB8I into context.
It is a breathtaking sight to behold
and equally impressive to hear. High

Fidelity doesn’t get more impressive

than this.

Noise -100dB
Distortion 0.16%
Sensitivity 2.1V
Damping factor 3
FREQUENCY RESPONSE

DISTORTION, 10kHz, 1W
sove irons Sose
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ICON AUDIO MB81
POWER AMPLIFIER
£10,000 (PAIR)

OUTSTANDING - amongst
the best.

VERDICT

A powerful and eye-catching
amplifier that packs massive
punch.

FOR

- smooth, easy sound
- big dynamics

- appearance

AGAINST

- heat

- weight

- 4 Ohm limitation

Icon Audio

+44 (0)116 244 0593
www.iconaudio.com
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\e concept of the planar magnetic

speaker dates back to 1969 when Jim

Winey, Magnepan's founder, became

frustrated with electrostatic speakers

and tried a thin-film magnetic version

of the electrostatic skin.The rest is his-
tory and Magnepan has firmly established itself as
the leader in this technology.

Jon Myles recently reviewed the 1.7 in the
July 2004 edition of Hi-Fi World, while the model
I'm reviewing here is based on the 3.7, released
in 201 1. The changes which make the 3.7i are
small, significant but confidential, so technically
speaking they cannot be described here! Suffice
it to say, having heard these speakers at the
Whittlebury Show, | got very excited with what
they were doing and was champing at the bit to
have a more extended listen.

The panel's dimensions are |.8m high, 61cm
wide, and 4.1cm deep, making them each a
possible one-person lift — but they are heavy
at around 28kgms each. At the rear of the
speaker, there are treble and midrange bridging
connections which offer the opportunity to
insert a supplied resistor to attenuate each
ribbon.

The user has a choice of speaker
arrangement, as they are ‘handed’, the treble
panels can either go inside or on the outside. |
found the soundstage in my room to be more
preferable with the treble panels on the outside.

Location within a room is critical; the
speakers work best when they are toed-in, with

optimum bass when the speakers are 3 feet from
the rear wall.

SOUND QUALITY

First up on my Inspire Monarch turntable was a
classic jazz album, Kenny Burrell's ‘Midnight Blue’
on the Blue Note Label. | was immediately struck
by the immense ease and transparency of the
sound. The hi hats are sizzling with no overhang
or slur, like they are in the room.The conga
sounds similar, it has a life-like quality that leaves
me awestruck.

Having been a fan and longtime user of B&W
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REVIEW

802Ds, the Maggies shine a blinding recording of the Schubert Piano Trio
light on the limitations of the box in Bb, played by the Beaux Arts Trio
speaker. There is no cabinet noise,no  on the Philips label. The first major
phaseiness, and what is left is as shock on hearing this is the way the
piano comes out. Due to the use
of multiple drive units on a box
speaker, a piano is in effect split
into two, three or four different

instruments from the top of its b 6

range to the bottom, as each
drive unit takes its range.The b 6

Maggies unify this to amazing -
neeravarmncn | [J| MAGINEPAN

v i LY

SERIAL NO, ~—E‘( M-TDE INU

e

MAGNEPLANAR® LOUDSPEAKER
MODEL: MG 371

AMPLIFIER

X

MIDMANGE ( ATTENUATOR

effect. There is startling clarity
to Pressler’s playing (the pianist
in the trio), the piano sounds
almost vocal. The violin sounds
truly beautiful, a rich sumptuous Rear panel of the main speaker. Note the abil-
sound — maybe a little too sweet ity to slot in resistors to attenuate the different
and sumptuous having heard this  panels to alter the frequency balance of the
group live several times? sound.

The physical representation of

instruments from the 3.7is is music. There is less of a sense of the

massive, they appear in space in pin-point imagery that | get with my

my room almost twice normal B&Ws, the left-to-right imagery is

size. quite good, maybe a bit smudged like

There is something hyper- a camera shot with Vaseline on the

real about other aspects of the lens, but the layering backwards of

DWM bass panel, an optional extra performance. The Maggies tend to the orchestra is less impressive.

which adds body to the sound. Can  shine a bright spotlight onto the There may be a perfectly

be used as a single stereo or dual ste- leading musical line, at a cost of the reasonable explanation for this; the

reo pair. accompaniment. This reminds me a speakers being bipolar fire backwards
little of the Linn Sondek’s party piece  as well as forwards and in my room,

of spotlighting a tune. The result is which has plain walls, the sound
that as a listener you are drawn in
and intoxicated by the sheer
beauty of sound.

pure as the driven snow.
The tenor sax is as I've
never heard it béfore,

sweet with a massive
presence, and vying for
my attention - it just
sounds captivatingly right.
I have no desire to get
up and change the track,

My wife returned from a
trip abroad, took one look
at them, and pronounced
that they “had to go”.
| persuaded her to listen
to them, and she sat

Ill MAGNEPAN ce !Au'«lﬂm L;:Jr‘:'ﬁll::l-

‘g
BATY
ATTEN

it is truly transfixing.
Planar magnetic

speakers are prone to
having less bass than
speakers with motors.
Magnepan make some
additional bass panels
which can support the
lower regions but having
experimented with a
panel, | feel that their
use is unnecessary in my

spellbound, and then got up
to dance, grabbing my hand!
| suppose | would have to
register the infamous wife
acceptance factor as being
minus five, perhaps a bit waves bouncing off the rear wall may
damning, but with the caveat  be confusing the imagery.
that the Wife Audio Rating Fearsome orchestral anger is
(WAR) was much higher! quite well portrayed, but the visceral
Herein lies the paradox; power of my 802Ds is not there in
for objects that are so large  full. The leading line is always crystal
and dominant in a room clear, but the supporting texture is

DWM connector panel panel, stereo with pass
through and optional attenuation.

room. The bass quality they have a sweetness and partially smoothed out. Some of the
is good, a shade less gentleness which belies their  bass and midrange detail is getting
powerful than the B&Ws, looks. lost in the flurry as full orchestral

but no disgrace. There's
a slight lack of the
plosive quality you get
on a good box speaker,
however.

My favourite torture track forces are unleashed.
for speakers is the ‘Dies Ray Gelato's ‘The Full Flavour’
Irae’ from Britten’s Sinfonia (CD) is beautifully recorded on the
da Requiem, it employs huge  Linn Label and through the Maggies,
forces and textures, and there is sheer aesthetic sonic

Next, a favourite is brilliantly recorded by pleasure in hearing the astounding

a vintage Decca team, and life-like presentation. Where the
Side view of the conducted by the composer.  B&Ws are dry and studio-like, the
The speakers give a good Maggies get down and party.

Speaker, 4.1cm dee,
. P account of the The transients are razor sharp,
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tcorve cTuudio—
Pure Valve Phono Pre-Amplifiers
If vou are serious about vinyl you should read this:

Our three phono pre-amplifiers
have consistently won top awards
in Hi Fi World, Hi Fi News, and Hi
Fi choice, and other countries
whenever they are reviewed.

The brilliantly conceived 1950's
RIAA equalisation for LP
reproduction calls for a simple low
noise valve stage which attenuates
treble according to frequency. This
may be done easily in stereo with
three valves preserving the minute
musical details recorded in the
groove giving a “warmer” satisfying
sound without emphasising surface
noise and scratches that older vinyl
is prone to have. Whilst technically
speaking modern solid state
designs work well, their complex
multi stages “lose” something in
comparison to valves and often
sound cold, clinical and
uninteresting, lacking the passion
and emotion in the music whether
it be Vivaldi or the Verve. Whilst the Compact Disc is stuck with its dated 1977 software, Vinyl technology continues to
advance. Improved stylus shapes and tone arms keep pushing the technical boundary on what can be recovered from an LP
groove and with an Icon Audio phono stage can reveal simply astonishing results, even from 1950’s recordings. As the
definition of equipment improves we have refined our designs to maintain the focus and presentation to be without any
“mechanical” or contrived quality.

The PS3 Mk II. This design is unique in having a “state of the art” power supply including a valve rectifier, two special “chokes” for ultra smooth power, a unique
pure valve referenced and regulated circuit to give DC current of the very highest purity. Our very low noise high definition double cascode pre amplifier then uses
the superb 6SN7 output valve. Optional British made moving coll transformers, or our newly developed “premium” type suited to the finest moving coil pick up
cartridges. Capable of exceptional performance and very low noise when connected to the best MM or MC pickups.

MK | version awarded 5 Globes “Exceptional Valve phono stage of fantastic ability” - NK HiFi Worid 2008.11. “OUTSTANDING PRODUCT” - Hi Fi News 2010.07

PS3MKI

The PS1 MKII.

Our original design updated with improved separate power supply both valve and
“choke” regulation. This may also be fitted with our high quality “in house” made
moving coll transformers suited to the finest moving cofl pick up cartridges.

MK | awarded “5 Globes £” - Hi Fi World 2010.08

All with the important MONO switch as
' featured in the Hi Fi Worli Beatles review!

-
yn

.

i

;"-

The PS2 Improved. A simplified “one box” version of the PS1 MK I1. Comes with an all
important substantial power supply, a carefully tuned circuit all hand wired, with
selected valves for optimum performance with moving magnet or high output moving
coil designs.

Awarded “RECOMMENDED" - Hi Fi Choice 2013.01

Wl our amplifiers are designed and finished in Loicester. Warranty and service is done by the engineers that designed themt so You can be sure of long ternt performance. Ml of our amplifiers are hand made using
“point to point” soldering without using printed circuit boards. This allows the use of bigger audiophile (uality components easy servicing. upgrades and modifications. lligh quality components are used throughout
ineluding an “ALPS™ volume control. silver plated PTFE audio cable SCR capacitors audiophile resistors. 4 choke regulated power supply adds richness to the sound quality that siticon devices alone are unable to do.
Bespoke upgrades available including sitver/copper capacitors. vatves and design. All original designs by David Shaw made exclusively in our ouwn factory.

PS2mm from €599.95(MM only) PSI from £999.95 (€1.199.950) PS3 from €1.899 (€2.099 MC) (o rs1n. Buy direct from us or your dealer. (Part exchange welcome)
www.iconaudio.com  sales@iconaudio.com Lo Ma‘ 351 Aylestone Rd Leicester LE2 8TA UK



The rear view of the ribbon.
This comes with a cover to
protect it in transit.

the trumpet positively gleams, and
the percussion mesmerises. Ray
Gelato's voice is totally natural. There
is complete clarity in the way the
different instruments are portrayed.

| haven't ever heard this track sound
better.

CONCLUSION

On several levels these speakers
are truly astonishing. They are
extremely good value-for-money, as
few speakers at this price can come
close to the level of musical insight
they bring. | find myself excited at the
prospect of playing a new recording
on the Maggies as they bring out
the sheer joy in the music-making
and the deepest sentiment in the
material; they are by far the most
emotionally affective component I've
ever had in my system.

They can reproduce the music
of small forces of musicians like
no others | have heard, casting an
almost magical spell on the listener
with their extreme beauty of sound.
And they are the closest thing | can
think of to the often overused word
‘musical’.

Like a great conductor who
shows the audience how to listen,

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

Frequency response of Magnepan's
Magneplanar MG 3.7i was similar to
that of the 1.7 we reviewed in the July
14 issue. There is a plateau lift of lows
from the bass/mid-range panel over
highs, of around +4dB our analysis
shows. This will add body to the sound,
bringing it into line with that perceived
from a typical box loudspeaker (panel
loudspeakers sound lean by nature).

Output from the 3.7 was consistent
over the full height of the panel. However,
it was not consistent laterally, as the
relative phase of the output of the panels
changed. The smoothest result - and the
best sounding one with pink noise - was
off-axis with the narrow vertical high
frequency panel on the outside when
seen as a pair,

This is unusual; the tweeter usually
works best on the inside because of
the wavelengths and physical distances
involved, but the 3.7i integrates best with
the tweeter on the outside, the speakers
facing down the room, or toed in slightly
toward listeners,

Juxtaposed with the tweeters on
the inside, a large midrange dip appears,
producing @ warm, bland sound balance,
albeit with plenty of low midband and
strong upper treble - a ‘boom and ting’
effect some may like.

This was with the jumpers installed,
directing full output to the midrange
and treble drivers. Inserting 1 Ohm
resistors, supplied and recommended,
pulled outpyt down by a small, almost
negligible 1dB, so subjectively the
resistors supplied affect response little.

Resistars of 2-4 Ohms would have more
audible effect, but they would make

the 3.7is sound dull. The only potential
benefit of using the resistors supplied is
to make the ‘speakers an easier load, so
as not to threaten the life of amplifiers
unable to handle a load that sinks to a
low 3 Ohms.

This brings in the issue of sensitivity.
Producing a meagre 83dB sound pressure
level (SPL) at 1 metre, from one nominal
Watt (2.8V) the 3.7is are very insensitive,
meaning they need a lot of power to
go loud. Measuring out at 4 Ohms
impedance they also draw current, much
more than most loudspeakers. Transistor
amplifiers are designed to cope with a
4 Ohm load of this (resistive) nature, so
no problem in outline. However, this will
shake the power supply when volume is
turned up, so the 3.7s may well magnify
amplifier deficiencies,

A small amelioration is that
sound power decreases less with
distance than with a normal (monopole)
box loudspeaker, -3dB per metre
measurement showed, so at a distance
the 3.7is improve on their deficit, even
though they don't manage to eradicate
their 7dB disadvantage. The 3.7is need
sturdy 100 Watt amplifiers — minimum
- 3§ partners,

Panel loudspeakers live or die by
their lack of box colour, and the 3.718
measured well here, as expected. With
no box behind to reflect sound back
out through the drive units, a 200mS
decay map showed the speaker has low
coloration, but not no coloration. The

REVIEW

they have a way of dragging the
listener closer to the heart of the
music.

Despite their crystalline clarity,
they are the polar-opposite of being
‘monitors’. They make tiny differences
between cables and equipment
harder to identify through the sheer
force of their personality. This doesn't
make life any easier for nit-picking
reviewers like me! For raw musical
insight, however, very little I've heard
comes close.

REFERENCE SYSTEM

Inspire Monarch turntable
SME V arm

Lyra Scala cartridge

VAC Phi 200 monoblocs

VAC Signature Mk2a Preamplifier/phono preamp

Esoteric K-05 CD player
B&W 802D speakers
PS Audio PS10 mains regenerator

bass/mid panel in particular is a little hot,
possibly because of an absence of air
load damping, but its output falls away
faster than that of a box loudspeaker,
giving a different and better overhang/
colouration pattern to that of a box
loudspeaker. There is, all the same, a
strong overhang at 40Hz and a lesser one
at 80Hz, suggesting there is likely to be
perceivable character to bass.

The new Magneplanar 3.7i now
measures well enough in response terms
to be a serious high end challenger
amongst panel loudspeakers. Offering
dipole bass and a box-free sound, plus
smooth upper treble, it works well in
all areas. The 3.7i needs big power,
like all magnetic planar drivers, but this
is a small drawback against its many
strengths. NK

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

MARCH 2015

MAGNEPLANAR
3.7i £7500
(depending on
finish)

DWM BASS PANEL
£1100 (each)

OUTSTANDING - amongst
the best.

VERDICT

These speakers put

most others to shame.
Transparency like no other.

FOR
beautiful sound
reproduce many
instruments with integrity
- massive sound stage

AGAINST
ugly

- bass lacks impact
room dependent

Decent Audio

+44 (0) 56020 54669
info@decentaudio.co.uk

19



SUGDEN AUDIO
SAPPHIRE Series

An open window on musical performance

SUGDEN AUDIO launched the first ‘Solid State Pure Class A’
integrated amplifier to the Hi Fi market in 1967

Today The Heritage Continues with Dedication and Enthusiasm. High Quality Audio Products for the Discerning

SUGDEN AUDIO

www.sugdenaudio.com 01924 404088 Rescuing music from technology

Designed and Hand Built in England




FEATURE

More on Maggies...

NOEL SAYS...

| listened to the 3.7is in-house, running them from the 220 Watt lcon Audio
MBS8| valve amplifier | review in this issue, as well as the Creek Evolution
100A.

For sources we used an Astell&Kern AK 120 portable high-resolution
digital player feeding an Oppo BDP-105D Blu-ray player, used as a DAC as
well as a CD player. We span LP on a Timestep Evo Technics SL-1210 Mk2
Direct Drive turntable, fitted with SME309 arm and Ortofon Cadenza Bronze
MC cartridge feeding an Icon Audio PS3 valve phono stage.

The 3.7is were positioned with the vertical treble ribbon on the outside.
which measurement showed gave flattest response. We swapped them around
to ribbon on inside, but as measurement suggested this dulled the sound by
suppressing upper midband whilst high treble remained strong, making for an
incohesive presentation; they were not used like this as a result.

The soundstage sounded properly proportioned with the panels well
apart, 7ft between centre lines being a minimum, and no ‘hole in the middle’
appeared with this wide spacing, when the panels were toed in slightly. Bass
would be strengthened by use against side walls, but this is rarely practical as
it demands a long narrow room.

Our 25ft long and [9ft wide listening room offered little modal support
for deep bass and in this respect the Magneplanars got no help from their
surroundings. An 18ft long room — about ideal for these speakers — would
have enough floor space to accommodate them and add some room gain
at 30Hz from the length mode, plus extra boost from a (narrower) width
mode.

SOUND QUALITY

Magneplanar’s 3.7is were a bit disconcerting: they are one of the
best loudspeakers | have ever heard — but their lack of bass impact may be a

fatal weakness for lovers of rock. A few classic tracks suffered particularly. Spinning Phil - Collins'l Don't
Care Anymore’ on 200gm LP, the opening drum solo was cleanly outlined but lacked visceral punch. From
panels this size | expected more and felt a bit cheated. However, with a massive image painted up in front

of me and Phil Collins singing ethereally down from a superbly smooth canvas devoid of blemish, | was still
transfixed. Switching in a Magneplanar DWM bass panel — hooked up as B loudspeakers to a Creek Evolution
[00A amplifier — added some extra heft. but not as much as | would have liked.

In spite of this loudspeaker’s measured performance, in our room the 3.7is lacked deep bass power and
this most affected tracks like Lady Gaga's '"Monster', where massive quantities of deep bass power from a
synth are part of the artistic construct; without this element the track lacked the thunderous impact of its
subterranean synth line and the song seemingly lost its delivery vehicle. A DWM panel helped, but it was
insufficient to fully compensate; ‘Monster' needed more heft and our Tannoy Kensington’s beckoned from afar.

With a choir singing Veni Creator Spiritus, backed by the Chicago Symphony Orchestra (24/96) the 3.7is
constructed a massive soundstage before me, the choir stretching upward toward the Gods. Toed-in slightly
they delivered a soundstage of concert hall dimensions, on which singers were well differentiated, one from
another, and there was a conspicuously smooth and cohesive quality much like that I've heard from Audeze

magnetic planar headphones.
With simple vocal deliveries like Diana Krall's 'Narrow Daylight' the lack of box boom,
.? overhang, colour or any other blemish gave the sound extraordinary purity, quite beyond
that of conventional loudspeakers. The ribbon tweeter did at times have a bit of bite to it,

' making for viciously fast transients from strummed steel string guitars, such as those of

Nils Lofgren’s ‘Keith Don't Go'.

Nigel Kennedy's Stradivarius violin was larger than I've ever heard it, I'll swear,
exhibiting a lovely sense of body that made me almost able to reach out and

touch it. For performances like this few loudspeakers could compare to the

Maggies; box loudspeakers seem laughably restricted against them.

Magneplanar’s 3.7i is a wonderful loudspeaker, but its restricted

bass impact will be too strong a limitation for some | suspect, unless
a powered subwoofer is used; Magneplanar’s own DWM panels were

none too effective.
Noel Keywood
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JON SAYS...

The Magneplanar 3.7is do many
things well — and, in fact, some things
exceptionally well. But they aiso have
some drawbacks to my ears.

First to the good points, though.
In terms of soundstage, imaging and
depth of field they are truly impressive.
Being a full-range panel ribbon design
with both forward and rear dispersion
they can fill a room with a clarity and
atmosphere few traditional box loud-
speakers can even come close to.

Play acoustically-based music
such as Pierre Bensusan's ‘Altiplanos’
and the leading edge of the guitar
work is a delight. Even more impres-
sive, you can actually tell where he
switches from his traditional guitar to
a Lowrien $22 throughout the album.
That's the detail and resolution that
comes from a large panel loudspeaker.

The same goes for Portishead's
‘Dummy’ where every little studio
embellishment can be heard loud and
clear, while Beth Gibbons' voice has
an intoxicating realism that makes you
believe you are listening to a living,
breathing human being instead of a
digital reproduction.

Indeed, | heard that qual-
ity on all vocal reproductions and
with solo acoustic instruments. The
Magneplanar’s really shine in this
regard. Treble has a slight edge to it
— just enough to add some tension to
music but not so much that it veers
into unpleasantness.

But moving to the likes of Lady
GaGa's ‘Monster’ found an inherent
lack of low-end punch. When this
track’s bass comes in it's there for a
reason — to knock you off your chair,
get a smile on your face and make you
dance round the room like an idiot.

Here, the Maggies seemed a little
short. Bass is there and does have
definition but there’s a lack of absolute
power and slam. Similarly with Jackie
Leven's mournful ‘Working Alone/A
Blessing’ the rhythm section can't quite
manage the power needed to give the
track the scale it truly deserves.

Things are helped by the addition
of the Magnepan DWM which brings
greater definition to the like of Phil
Collins' drumming and — admirably
— doing so without adding any slug-
gishness or drag to the overall sound.

But it still doesn't dig exceedingly
jow and I'd speculate the use of a
powered subwoofer correctly tailored
to the Maggies may be the better solu-
tion for some.

For those whose tastes veer
towards more hard-hitting rock or
bass-heavy dance music then, careful
audition is definitely recommended.
Jon Myles
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n increasing number of

people are using network
attached storage devices
to handle their collec-
tion of digital music files.
feer all, what's not to
like? One small box can contain a
veritable living room’s worth of CDs,
ripped LPs or high-resolution down-
loads — and when connected to your
chosen streamer make playback from
an armchair as easy as can be.

Except there’s one problem. Most
NAS drives are not purely for hi-fi
replay. Instead, they will store music,
pictures, videos and any other digital
files you care to mention.

Which is all well and good...but
perhaps not ideal when it comes to
getting the best sound possible from
your music.

Which is where the £1600
Melco NI A Music Library comes
in.Yes, it's a NAS drive — but has
been engineered as a high-end audio
component whose sole purpose is
to store and feed digital files to your
chosen streaming device.

Jon Myles.

As such it comes housed in a
standard-sized, hi-fi rack size unit
with an OLED display on the front
and an on/off button on the left.
combined with four control buttons

on the right.

Look under the hood and you
find 4TB of hard drive storage,

a high-quality power supply and
audiophile-grade components
throughout.

Round the back there’s a
specific IP port for connection to
your streamer/network player with
an additional port for control and
ethernet.

The pre-installed media server
means no configuration is required
while the front panel OLED display
gives track data, system set-up
information and access to the menu
tree.

Full power-on takes an impres-
sively quick |5 seconds and in a
number of hours of use the Melco
never once dropped its connection
to the streamer.

USB 2.0 and 3.0 sockets allow

REVIEW

for importation of music files or the
attachment of extra storage capacity
if those 4TBs are not enough.

SOUND QUALITY

If you ever believed all hard disk
storage was essentially the same then
the Melco has the ability to make you
think again.

The attention to detail and
research that has gone into the basic
design is certainly impressive — and
it translates into a sound quality that
is a step up from any other network
attached music library I've heard.

What immediately struck me
was the crystal clear clarity of the
delivery. Hooked up to a Chord
streamer and playing through our
resident Tannoy Kensington GR
loudspeakers powered by Icon
Audio’s new powerhouse MB8|
monoblock amplifiers (see review
elsewhere in this issue) the amount
of detail the Melco delivers is quite
astonishing.

Paul Simonon's bass on 24/96
files from The Clash’s ‘Sandinista’
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A dedicated hi-fi network attached storage device from Japanese
company Melco can take your music collection to a new level, says

elco
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“The terrific KEF LS50 standmounters show no
sign of losing their sparkle after dazzling our
readers for a second successive year."

What Hi-Fi? Sound & Vision

UND
SAISION
2():22 FEB
2015

ULTIMATE STUDIO EXPERIENCE LS50

oy : WHATI T WHiTH P12 More than fifty years of groundbreaking innovation,
AWARDS 3013 AWARDS 7013 our LS50 mini monitor applies KEF’s latest acoustic
e — technologies from Blade and beyond to deliver
the uncompromised sonic purity, accuracy and trans-
parency we originally pioneered with the
legendary LS3/5a professional studio monitor for
the BBC.The good news is that you no longer have
to be a sound engineer to enjoy the startling
illusion of presence it creates.

&er 1350

Now available in High Gloss Piano White.

www.kef.com/LS50

GP Acoustics (UK) Limited
Eccleston Road. Tovil. Maidstone, Kent, MEIS 6QP, UK T, +44 (0)1622 672261



REVIEW

Three USB sockets on the rear panel allow for the importing of music files as well as connection of
additional storage devices and back-up to other hard-disks. Two RJ45 are dedicated for connection to

your own network and streamer.

was firm and fulsome, with a tactile
quality that pined me back in the
seat.

There was an absolute lack of
graininess or smear and instead a
natural, pristine quality to the sound,
bringing out often missed details in

of music | chose.With a dense piece
of music such as John Coltrane’s
‘Ascension’ the Melco managed to
pick apart the cacophony of sound,
allowing me to track individual
instruments with ease.This piece isn’t
the easiest listen for even die-hard

"what immediately struck me
was the crystal clear clarity of

the delivery"

even the most familiar of tracks.

Playing Nick Cave & The Bad
Seeds’ ‘Where The Wild Roses
Grow' | could hear the sharp intakes
of breath in Kylie Minogue’s vocals
between the individual lines, while
instruments had a clearly-defined
timbre to them.

It might be a cliché, but it really
did sound as though a veil had been
lifted from the music. Playing the
same track through my own Western
Digital NAS drive there was still
detail and atmosphere but not the
same level of precision the Melco
delivers.

This extends to whatever genre

jazz fans but the Melco lets you hear
the interplay between the various
musicians and the rhythmic swing of
the track.

Of course, the sound quality is
going to be very much dependent
on the quality of the streamer and
its DAC — but what the Melco does
is let you hear exactly what they are
doing.

To that end it's probably the ideal
digital front end for anyone looking
to house a large music collection
— especially if that contains a good
deal of high-resolution tracks.

For the Melco allows the extra
information in such recordings to be

Inside lie to 2TB Seagate hard drives, a switch-mode power
supply (top) and digital processing and control cir¢uitry.

heard. On The Smiths’ ‘The Queen
Is Dead’ (again 24/96), for example,
there’s a cavernous quality to the
soundstage that is purely sumptuous
— rich, resonant and totally engaging.
Johnny Marr’s overlaid guitar
work can be clearly made out, while
Morrisey’s vocals are suitably gruff.
There'’s so much more detail than
you'll get through a standard Red
Book CD player, but no lack of attack
or verve.
Melco say they designed the
NIA to be an audiophile storage
system and front-end for the digital
generation — and to that end they
have succeeded in a massive measure.

CONCLUSION

The Melco NIA is a truly impressive
piece of equipment for anyone
looking to house their music
collection in one place. Bags of
storage, simple to operate yet
possessed of a gorgeous sound — it
comes unreservedly recommended.

WHO ARE MELCO?

The name may be new to
many — but those readers
sl 08 MELCO N1A
from the 1980s. MUSIC LIBRARY
nuoq;pmy!a!e; : £1,600
' branched out o the corm- 220220
‘ futes st becoming OUTSTANDING - amongst
the best.
’ VERDICT

A truly hi-fi storage device
that combines ease of
operation with stunning
sound. A must listen for
those with large digital music
collections.

FOR

= clean, clear precise sound.
- detail

- ease of operation

AGAINST
- nothing at the price

Kog Audio
+44 (0)24 7722 0650
www.kogaudio.com
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An exciting NEW range of high-end
interconnects and speaker cables from Naim...

During the development of The Super Lumina range is
Statement, Naim's flagship the result. Consisting of audio
amplification system, they began interconnects and speaker cables,
a project in parallel to design a the range is capable of meeting
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. . Call Jordan Acoustics to find
cable construction and material
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§ NOTE: Naim only available from our bournemouth store.

O O World Class | Audio Systems

| 01202911 886 | 1 store
| 01592 744 779 store

| www.jordanacoustics.co.uk



USHER

AT JORDAN ACOUSTICS

BE-20 diamond (pair)
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£15,750.00  20% deposit then
£420.00/month x 30
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Oppo's new HA-1 headphone amplifier combines balanced operation with one of the best
DACs on the market. Noel Keywood finds that makes for a truly mesmerising performance.

u may think £1999 is a
bit steep for a headphone
amplifier, but Oppo's HA-
| offers a lot more than

other headphone amplifiers.

Inside lies one of the best

DAC chips currently available, an
ESS Sabre32, and on the front panel
a bright indicator panel shows no
fewer than eight inputs that can be
selected, including Bluetooth trans-
mission from a mobile phone or por-
table player.Add in a fully balanced
headphone amplifier output and you
start to see that what I'm reviewing
here is a long way down the road
from normal headphone amps; it is
almost a complete hi-fi — sans source
— if you listen exclusively on ‘phones.

But let me work backwards from
that balanced headphone output, to

MARCH 2015

explain what the HA-! is all about.
fts role in life is to send a very strong
signal to Oppo’s own, insensitive PM |
planar magnetic headphones, making
it seemingly specialised and narrow in
purpose, but in truth the challenge of
driving these phones to their
utmost ability pays dividends
with all other designs.

The HA-| has a conven-
tional 1/4in (6.35mm) jack
socket on the front panel
for headphone connection.
Alongside it sits an unusual
socket that attests to the
HA-1's special purpose: it
is a 4-pole XLR socket able
to deliver a balanced output
to headphones. Here’s what
this entails.

Hi-fi equipment is

generally moving towards balanced
working these days and this includes
high-end headphones.As you'd
expect, the point is to improve sound
quality and this it almost always
does. Some design engineers object
that the whole thing is a
fiddle, a deception foisted on
end-users — and technically
they have a point, but in my
experience balanced working

‘@’

works: it gives a cleaner
sound.

With headphones, balanced
simply means each earpiece
is connected to its drive
amplifier independently, just as
loudspeakers are connected
independently. This eliminates
a shared “earth return”
meaning in practical terms

0000



that what is usually a lightweight
twin-core cable with screen, between
player and headphones, becomes two
twin core cables = often a twisted
pair — with an optional screen.

Balanced headphone working is,
then, largely a cabling issue with the
headphones, as well as a connector
issue because a 4-pole electrical
connector is required — another
difficulty. Either a 4-pole jack is used
(2.5mm, 3.5mm or 6.35mm) or an
XLR connector, mini or full size.
Oppo have used a full size XLR with
4 pins (most XLRs are 3-pin). It all
gets a tad confusing, unless like me
you often have your head buried in
an electronics component catalogue
— sad, | know!

But I've soldered up leads to
connect my Oppo PM-Is to a fully
balanced Astell&Kern AK240 portable
player and know the virtual impossi-
bility of soldering two screened
cables to a tiny 2.5mm 4-pole jack
plug.

Boxed with the HA-| was
— thankfully — a short fully balanced
flexible cable that plugged straight
into my PM-Is. If you're interested in
an HA-1 for its balanced headphone
output | hope this little explanation
makes you aware of the issues.

To deliver a strong output to
the insensitive PM-1s, Oppo have
designed high-quality balanced
analogue amplifier drive circuits, fitted
with an analogue volume control, a
motor driven Alps that allows remote
control. This means they've bypassed
the ESS Sabre32's own internal 32bit
digital volume control.

As well as driving headphones,
the HA-| can be used as a preamp
to drive a power amplifier and

REVIEW

Balanced (XLR) sockets and unbalanced phono socket inputs and
outputs, plus a full range of digital inputs and a Bluetooth aerial.

silver disc players (CD/DVD/Blu-ray)
and iPads (1V), if connected via their
analogue outputs.

Most sources will be connected
digitally of course, and to this end
Oppo have equipped the HA-| with
just about every input you could
wish for, all digital being processed
by the superb ESS Sabre32 DAC of
course. Rotating the Source button

to have a lot of gain, x200 (46dB)
for MM and x2000 (66dB) for MC,
minimum,

The casework was solidly made
and very well finished, having a
brushed black satin surface. Pressing
in the Source button brings up three
display panel options: input level
meters, a spectrum analyser or a text
Status display, The only peculiar issue

"silky smooth, deep and rich in its
sound, it gets the best from the on-
board ESS Sabre32 DAC chip”.

at top left lights up a pictorial display,
showing analogue RCA phono
socket inputs, analogue XLR socket
inputs, USB DAC with the warning
BYPASS appended (the volume
control is bypassed), a front panel
USB digital input for iPod, iPhone or
iPad, an optical S/PDIF digital input
and an electrical RCA S$/PDIF input
(both accept 192kHz sample rate),
a balanced AES/EBU S/PDIF digital
input and — finally — a Bluetooth

A bar graph display with short-term peak hold (red) reveals
music energy spectrum.

loudspeakers. For this purpose it

has both unbalanced phono socket
outputs and balanced XLR socket
outputs. There's little gain, just x|.8
or 5dB, inadequate for low gain/
output external phono stages and
low output mobile phones (0.3V), but
plenty enough for all else, meaning

input so music can be transmitted
across the lounge from a mobile
phone or portable player equipped
with Biuetooth. So theress little the
HA-| cannot work with; only those

wanting to hook up a record deck via

an external phono stage need to be
aware that the phono stage will need

here was that all digital inputs were
flagged as |6bit, including 24bit test
files flagged in meta-data as 24bit, so
something needs attention here. It
got sample rate right, but this is to be
expected.

The unit weighs a substantial
5.9kgs, or 13Ibs — for good reason.
Oppo make the point that they use
a high-quality linear power supply,
with weighty toroidal transformer, to
feed the Sabre32 DAC and all digital
circuitry — and in my experience this
does give a bigger, weightier sound
than that from cheap, lightweight
switch-mode supplies that are
increasingly used these days.

A width of 254mm, depth of
333mm and height 80mm make the
cabinet reasonably compact.

SOUND QUALITY

For most listening | used an
Asteli&Kern AK 120 high-resolution
portable player connected by optical
digital S/PDIF cable (Toslink), playing
24/96 and 24/192 high-resolution
files, as well as ripped 16/44.1 CD
files. But | also used a MacBook Pro
laptop computer connected via USB
and a Samsung phone with Bluetooth
and 24/96 music files that it/ Android
can play (unlike iOS), even though
Bluetooth uses CD sample rate and
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Function.

ROKSAN

K3 Integrated Amplifier & CD Player

Roksan’s K3 Series of hi-fi electronics put sound quality first. But more than just sounding great, they're also
effortlessly simple to use and come in a design that anyone would be proud to put at the centre of their
music system.

The K3 Integrated Amplifier has been built with today’s discerning audiophile in mind. Boasting five Line
Levelinputs, an exceptional Moving Magnet phono stage and superior aptX® Bluetooth technology; it is an
ideal hub for all manner of audio sources. There is power and bass drive in abundance, with superb sound
staging and engaging detail that is both refined and enjoyable.

The K3 CD Player is a high-quality source component that delivers a rich, almost analogue, sound
performance that perfectly matches the Integrated Amplifier’s delivery. When using these products
together, you have a package that is truly unrivalled for the price.

Distributed by Henley Designs Ltd.

HENLEY
T:+44(0)1235511 166 | E: sales@henleydesigns.co.uk | W: www.henleydesigns.co.uk




compression.

At this quality level, headphone
listening is worrying! Oppo's PM-|
planar magnetic headphones have
silky smoothness that gives them an
almost creamy quality and the HA-|
emphasised this, making for a sound
better than that from most full-sized
hi-fi systems.The ESS Sabre32 is a
very mild sounding DAC if there ever
was oneg; it even has too little ‘bite’
for some of those used to traditional
digital, but this is one reason | love
its sound — and in the HA-| it all got
better.

At this very moment, a trumpet
is somewhere outside my head at
top right with a cornet just below
it, as both play complementarily
against each other, whilst a trombone
oomphas slowly at the centre in
my cranium in Wycliffe Gordon
& Friends ‘Back Home in Indiana’
(24/192).A ukulele strums at far
right, again outside my head. The PM-
I's image beautifully from the HA-1,
instruments occupying a wide arc
through and beyond my music soaked
cranial cavity, individual instruments

taking up precise position,
seemingly Jocked firmly into
place.

There's no sign of digital
harshness, horns sounding rich
and brassy in Haydn's ‘Variations
on a Theme' played by the
Berliner Philharmoniker (24/96),
¢ymbals crashes sounding
deliciously sonorous, without
hint of that ‘bandsaw’ quality
digital can bring to such events.

The HA-I quite obviously
has firm dynamics, the kick drum
and bass line in The Eagles ‘Busy
Being Fabulous’ making this point.
What | could also hear here was the
clean edges to transients and pin-
sharp timing that balanced working
brings, as well the way individual
instruments were better separated
from each other. Balanced working
in headphones cleans everything up,
as if the soundstage was washed free
of crud, leaving instruments sounding
spick and span; even the final, short
drum roll of this Eagles track was
perfectly picked out, with firm
dynamics and machine gun precision.

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

The S/PDIF digital audio electrical input
accepted up to 24/192 PCM code, giving
a flat audio response to a very high
90.6kHz through the analogue outputs.
The S/PDIF optical input also worked
24/192, unlike many that still reach 96kHz
sample rate maximum due to limitations
in the optical input receiver. Distortion
was minimal at -60dB, just 0.013%, and

FREQUENCY RESPONSE, 192k
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EIAJ Dynamic Range a massive 124dB
with 24bit PCM.

Likewise, playback via USB from a
MacBook Pro was accepted at 32/384,
no less. Note that this was a 24/192
test signal, upsampled and interpolated
to 32/384 by the Mac, and accepted
by the HA-1 at this resolution, 32/384
appearing on the front panel display. This
does not improve the signal, however,
and in practice dynamic range was 5dB
less than S/PDIF, likely because of USB
receiver noise. The full benefit of 192kHz
sample rate was resolved all the same,
analogue bandwidth measuring 2Hz to
92kHz. The HA-1 works only as a USB
DAC; no signal is made available through
USB for recording, since there's no
internal ADC.

Bluetooth frequency response
measured flat to 20kHz but as always
compression/transmission noise limits
EIAJ dynamic range of this system, to
98dB measurement showed - but this
is still a very good value, close to CD's
102dB,

No gain is available to USB; output
measured 2V maximum from Phono
sockets and 4V from XLR and the volume
control does not operate; volume must be
adjusted digitally in the source device,

At full volume, with 6dB of gain
showing on the front panel display (but
only 5dB achieved), the HA-1 delivered

REVIEW

HOME SCREEN SELECTION

SPECTRUM

Home screen selection options com-
prise an info display, music level meters
or spectrum display.

CONCLUSION

The Oppo HA-1 is a superb
headphone amplifier. Silky smooth,
deep and rich in its sound, it gets the
best from the on-board ESS Sabre32
DAC chip by partnering it with a
high-quality linear power supply and
audiophile components.

With a huge range of inputs,
including Bluetooth and USB, this is
great way to run headphones of any
hue and description, as well as fine
way to drive a power amplifier and
loudspeakers.

a high 9V output through its XLR outputs
before overload, so it can drive any
power amplifier, since most need 1V.
The phono outputs overloaded at 4.4V
maximum and front headphone four-pin
XLR 7.3V - all values way above what
would be needed in any system under
any circumstance.

Gain was a modest x1.8 (5dB)
maximum from analogue input to outputs,
so the HA-1 is limited in its role as a
preamp., best matching high output
sources such as silver disc players (2V
out). Frequency response of the analogue
section was very wide, extending beyond
100kHz, and down to 2Hz. Distortion was
also low at 0.003% for 2V output.

The HA-1 measured well all round.
It’s high quality DAC offers enormous
dynamic range, plus super high
headphone output through a balanced
three-pin XLR headphone connector, all
of which suggests it will provide superb
sound quality. NK

Frequency response (-1dB)

24/192 2Hz-90.6kHz
Distortion (24bit)

0dB 0.0002
-60dB 0.013
Separation (1kHz) 116dB |
Noise (IEC A) -123dB
Dynamic range (EIAJ) 124dB

Output (phono/XLR) 4.4/9V
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OPPO HA-1 £1999
2200

OUTSTANDING - amongst
the best.

VERDICT

A fabulously smooth and rich
sound, with great depth and
plenty of dynamic punch, the
HA-1 is deeply impressive.
Versatile too.

FOR

- smooth, deep sound
- many inputs

- Bluetooth

AGAINST

- low preamp gain

- 24bit identified as 16bit
- no touch screen

OPPO Digital UK Ltd

+44 (0)845 060 9395
www.oppodigital.co.uk
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Compact Digital Amplifier
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“Powerful, detailed hi-fi sound via all inputs makes the Quad Vena a worthy winner”
Group Test Winner, Hi-Fi Choice (November 2014)

Quad celcbrates 77 years of audio innovation with the launch of Vena, a
compact integrated amplifier sporting a wide range of digital and analogue
inputs, plus superior-quality wireless streaming over Bluetooth with aptX
support. D/A  conversion is handled by the same high-performance
24-bit/192kHz chipset used in the company's acclaimed Platinum CD players
and, as onc cxpects of Quad, the Class AB power amp scction is of the highest
quality. Vena is an exceptionally ncat solution for superb sound from any source
- from smartphones, tablets, PCs and Macs to traditional hi-fi scparates. Vena is
beautifully finished in Lancaster grey combined with a variety of high-gloss and

wood vencer enclosures to complement your loudspcakers and living space.

Huntingdon, Cambridgeshire, UK I I A D
+44(0)1480 452561
www.quad-hifi.co.uk the closest approach to the original sound




Stay clear of its LiveStage feature, reckons
Martin Pipe, and JBL's $700 Synchros cans
are a strong midrange headphone contender

BL ‘Synchros’ headphone

range spans the entire

contemporary gamut from

in-the-ear types, through

compact Bluetooth ‘on-

ears’, to its top-of-the-range
S700 headset featured here.This is a
‘closed’ design; it stops the outside
world from leaking into your music
- and vice versa.

A USB cable provides a means
of charging a lithium-ion battery
that resides in one of the cups. This
is needed to power a proprietary
signal-processing feature known as
‘LiveStage’ - which is reckoned to
‘recreate the experience of listening
to live performance’. LiveStage is
engaged by pressing the left-cup’s ‘|BL’
logo.When it's not turned on, the
$700s work in ‘passive’ mode - just
like any other pair of headphones.

JBLs signal-processing must be
followed by amplification to drive
the 50mm transducers. Two cables
(terminated with standard 3.5mm
plugs) are supplied. Both have
hands-free microphones and volume
adjusters for various smartphones
and tablets - one is compatible with
Apple iOS devices, while the other
is described as ‘universal’ (Android).
Both worked with the Sony CD
transport and Benchmark DAC2
HGC (DAC/headphone amp) | was
using for ‘quality’ listening.

Thanks to their die-cast
aluminium body (available in dark-
grey or white) and integrated
batteries, the S700s aren't light at
400g or so.

But thanks to the steel
headband’s sensible adjustment range
and comfortable leather ear cushions,
they're comfortable to wear for
extended periods if my experiences
are anything to go by.

Sound quality on the whole
is very good. A random selection
of electronic dance-music reveals
that bass is deep and solid, without
the artificially-impressive emphasis

that marks some of the premium
headphones being aimed at
urbanistas.

It’s also very good at the other
end of the scale, with a crisp and
insightful treble that doesn't
dominate either.Vocals are a
little subdued in the mix
compared to, say, Sony’s
similarly-priced MDR-IRs,
but speech (e.g., Radio
Four) is acceptably free of
colouration.

They're also refatively
easy to drive, thanks to
good sensitivity. A Samsung
smartphone and even a PC
yielded strain-free listening.

| was impressed by the amount
of detail that could be resolved;
it was easy to pick out various
underlying keyboard noodlings,
percussive motifs and guitar parts in
carefully-crafted albums like Can's
Tago Mago and the Manic Street
Preachers’ Futurology.

The S700s were not as
analytical as my Onkyo ES-HF300s,
which means they don't emphasise
recording weaknesses as much. Keep

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

The JBL Synchros S700 has a distinct
response pattem, different from most
headphones in that there is a distinct
step up in low frequency output below
200Hz, meaning bass and upper bass will
sound strong relative to vocals across
the midband. Most headphones run flat
to 1kHz before output falls to account for
Head Transfer characteristics (or their
absence in fact).

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

REVIEW

Synchro-nicety!

away from
LiveStage, though.
It alters the ~
tonal balance, making

everything sound horribly

thin.

At the same time, it screws
around with the stereo image.
Exactly how this aural abomination
got through JBL's quality-control is
beyond me...

Across the midband the Harmans are
not especially smooth, not a good sign
as it suggests local resonances, phase
additions and cancellations and what
have you; a smooth response gives a
smooth sound and the Harmans are a
way off this.

Frequency response and hence
tonal balance was, however, consistent
across the surface of the headpiece, and
sensitivity quite good at 93dB Sound
Pressure Level (SPL), which is loud, from
a small TmW of input power, which
the weakest portable can deliver. Their
impedance is resistive, like most phones,
measuring out at 36 Ohms:

The Synchros will likely have strong
bass and lower midrange, plus a charac-
terful sound. Their output is irregular. NK

MARCH 2015

wee

SYNCHROS S700,
£260 (TYPICAL)

EXCELLENT - extremely
capable

VERDICT

The overall sound quality
suggests that JBL has utilised
all those decades of speaker-
design experience when
creating its top-of-the-range
headphones.

FOR

- analytical, but not
ruthlessly so
detachable cables

- strong at both frequency
extremes

AGAINST
liveStage sounds abysmal!

- midband a tad recessed
more could have been made
of onboard electronics

JBL/Harman

+44 (0)1707 278113
http://uk.jbl.com
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SOUND

175+ brands already booked
with more to come!

&VISION

THE BRISTOL SHOW

20™ - 227 February 2015. 10 a.m. - 5 p.m. every day at the Bristol Marriott City Centre Hotel

ADMISSION

Adults One Day

€12 on the door | £10 online
Two Days £20

(Additional £8 payable at Show)
Students & Seniors (over 65)
€10 on the door | £8 online
Two Days £16

(Additional £6 payable at Show)
Students receive a FREE

pair of in-ear headphones
worth £9.95!

(valid Student ID card required)
Accompanied Children
Under 16 FREE

www.brisiolshow.co.uk

BRANDS INCLUDE: Acoustic Energy, Acoustic Research, Air Audio, Alpha Design Labs
(ADL), Anthem, Anthem AV Solutions, Apolio, Arcam, Ana, Armour Home Electronics, ART,
ArtVinyl, art:one, Astell & Kern, Atacama Audio, Atlas Cables, Auden Distribution, Audeze,
Audio Detall, Audio Note, Audio Technica, Audiolab, Audiomica, Audionet, Audioguest,
AV Tech Solutions, AVM, AVTech Media, Bedini, Benchmark Media Systems, Blue Honzon,
Bowers & Wilkins, Box-design. Bricasti Designs, Brodmann Acoustics, Bryston, Canor Audio,
Canton, CEntrance, CH Precision, Chord Company, Chord Electronics, Clearaudio,
Cocktail Audio, Computer Audio Design, Computers Uniimited, Creaktiv, Creek Audio,
Cyrus, Dall, Devialet, Diverse Vinyl, Dynamique Audio, Dynaudio, Eclipse, EHD, Elac,
Entotem, Epos, Epson, Exposure, Flamingo Audlo, Focal, Fostex, Furutech, GloveAudio,
Goldring, Grado, Harbeth Audio, Heed Audio, Hegel, Henley Designs, Hi-Fi Choice, Hi-Fi
Network, Hi-Fi News, Hi-Fi Racks, Hi-Ft World, Hi-Fi+, HiFt Critic, Home Cinema Choice, Hutter
Racktime, IAG, Icon Audio, IFt Audlio, in-akustik, IsoAcoustics, IsoTek, Jenving Electronics, JL
Audio, JVC, KEF. Keith Monks, Knost, Kudos Audio, Leema Electro Acoustics, Lehmann, LH
Labs, Light Harmonic, LongDog Audio, Mass Fidelity, MCRU, Melco, Michell Engineering,
Ming Da Vaive Audio UK, Monttor Audio, Music First Audio, Music Hall, Musical Fidelity,
MusicWorks, Nagaoka, Naim Audio, Naim Label, Nordost, Norma, Novafideiity, NuNu
Distribution, Okki Nokki, Onkyo, Optoma, Ortofon, Paradigm, Peachtree Audio, Pioneer,
Plato, PMC, Power Wrap, Pristine Vinyl, Pro-Ject, ProAc, PSB, Q Acoustics, QED, Qobuz,
Quad, Quadral, Quadraspire, RedSpark Music, Rega, REL Acoustics, Rohde & Schwarz,
Roksan, Ruark Audio, Screen innovations, SCV Distribufion, Select Audio, Sient Mounts,
SIM2, Sonic Concept, Sonic Design, Sonneteer, Sony, Sound Fowndations, Spendor, SSC,
Stack Audio, Supra Cables, SVT Sunoko-Vent, Sygnifi TAD, Tannoy, Teac, Technics. Tellunum
Q, Timestep, Tonar International, Townshend Audio, Trinnov, Tsakaridis Devices, Unison
Research, van den Hul, Vinyls Best, Vivac, WBT, Wharfedale, What Hi-F1?, Wilson Benesch,
Yamaha and more booking weekly,

HI-FI, HOME CINEMA, PROJECTORS, VINYL
- THEY ARE ALL AT BRISTOL
And there are lots more surprises in store...

v The UK's largest and longest running
Hi-Fi and Home Cinema Show - now in
its 28th year!

v Visit the What Hi-Fi? magazine stand for
a demonstration or an answer to any
qguestions you might have

Pick up a fantastic Show bargain...
with great deals on most purchases!

£10,000 OF HI-FI TO BE WON
IN THE WHAT HI-F1? SHOW COMPETITION

Speak directly to the journalists, the
manufacturers and the designers!

Enjoy Cabot Circus shopping and
enfertainment area with easy parking right
next to the hotel

Exclusive 2 Month™ FREE trial of Qobuz
+

Receive a FREE Qobuz
24bit Hi-Res Show Album

"Requires credit card validation

GETTING TO THE SHOW

BY TRAIN: Temple Meads Station is o short

distance from the Marriott,

BY CAR: From the M4 take J19 (M32 - Bristol).

Follow signs for City Centre ond RAC signs to

the Show. Far those using sotellite noavigotion o .
systems the hotel post code is BS1 3AD. Eosy -
lacal parking in Cabot Circus cor park ond \h
Broadmeaod ond Bond Street NCPs. -

C¥r- -

www.bristolshow.co.uk

For the latest news and a
full list of brands exhibiting
please visit our website

Organised by

f Y & @ g

In association with

audio ] wharwr?



hilips has won a multitude
of plaudits for its Fidelio
range of headphones
— and rightly so.

While the likes
of the behemoth that
is the Beats brand and its various
imitators may focus on pumped-
up bass and an in-your-face sound,
the Fidelio range has majored on a
smoother, more even tonal balance.

So it would be natural to expect
some superior sound from the
flagship £300 X2 model — and they
do not disappoint.

Purposed for home listening,
the X2s are an open-backed design
featuring SOmm drivers with
neodymium magnets, memory foam
earpads and a sturdy, shielded OFC
cable.

While large, the self-adjustable
lightweight headband means they sit
comfortably on your head without
feeling unduly cumbersome.

That open-back design means
sound leakage is quite heavy — but
that pays dividends in the overall
performance.

Plugged into a Naim Supernait 2
with its dedicated headphone output
the X2s immediately shone, having a
clean, clear and batanced output.

There's an impressive degree of
detail on offer which allowed me to

hear deep into complex recordings
such as Massive Attack’s ‘Mezzanine’,

Bass is well-judged here — having
just the right amount of punch and
clarity but never threatening to
overwhelm what's going on higher up
the frequency spectrum.

If there’s one criticism it’s that
some may prefer a little more
top-end sparkle. The X2s do not
dazzle with an exaggerated treble
but instead err on the side of
smoothness.

That means initial listening can
make them sound a little laid-back.
But give them time to grow on you
and you start to realise they are
instead giving a natural reproduction

REVIEW

of the music.
Play a 24/96 file such as Tom
Petty’s ‘Refugee’ and the leading
edge of the guitar notes
are clearly delineated
and there’s air and

mix,
The same goes

for Daft Punk’s

‘Random Access
Memories’ where top-

end details in the cymbals and
vocals are clearly projected over the
audible over the grumbling bass and
electronic beats.

Switch to Tchaikovsky's ‘1812
Overture’ and the orchestral
crescendos are handled with aplomb
— there’s no sense of a thickening or

hardening of the sound and individual

instruments are easy to follow.

CONCLUSION

The Philips Fidelio X2s are an
excellent set of headphones that
deliver a smooth, even sound with
an openness and clarity that is hard
to beat at the price. Bass is obvious,
without being excessive. They come
highly recommended.

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

The Fidelio X2s have a bass lift of +6dB
at 60Hz, so bass will be obvious.

The Fidelio X2s measure fiat
across the rest of the audio band, with
little of the upper midrange dip most
headphones display, so detail will be
strong. Upper treble looks very smooth,
aven reticent by headphone standards.

Results were consistént as the
earpieces were moved across our
measuring microphone, so dispersion is
good and sound will be consistent on the
ear.

Impedance measured 31 Ohms,

Sensitivity was good at 94dB from TmW
of input.

Overall the X2s measure well. They
should sound smoath and detailed but
with obvious bass. NK

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

20

atmosphere to the

MARCH 2015

Philips new Fidelio X2 headphones offer a refined sound at
an affordable price, says Jon Myles.

PHILIPS FIDELIO
X2 £300

OUTSTANDING - amongst
the best

VERDICT

A refined set of headphones
that beguile, having an even
sonic signature and plentiful
detail.

FOR

- comfortable

- smooth tonal balance
woll-built

AGAINST
- some may prefer a little
more bite

Philips

+44 (0) 20 79490241
www.philips.co.uk
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LETTERS & EMAILS

Visit our website at www.hi-fiworid.co.uk or
send your emuails to letrersehi-fiworid.co.uk.

Letter of the month wins a palr of KEF 0100
louvdspeakers.

LETTER OF THE MONTH PRIZE

KEF Q100 LOUDSPEAKERS

Answers by: NK - Noel Keywood; PR - Paul Rigby; MP - Martin
Pipe; HB - Haden Boardman; RT - Rafael Todes;
RA - Rod Alexander; JM - Jon Myles.

For more advice see Letters from earlier issues at www.hi-fiworld.co.uk/letters

Letter of the Month

CLICK OFF

Shame on you BBC and shame on

you Spencer Kelly.Your piece on high-
resolution audio was factually incorrect,

derogatory to the audio industry, and Spencer Kelly says
generally poor journalism. | have been "There’s a lot of hype in
a fan of high-res audio for some years, the tech world - every-
so my ears pricked up when you were one is trying to sell us

to do a report from CES on this subject,
but to say | was disappointed is an
understatement. | can still remember

a time when the BBC were at the
technical forefront of most things in
the audio world and we waited to see
what kit was used by the BBC before
we made any purchases of our own
(speakers, turntables, etc.). How times
have changed. However I'm sure there
are plenty of engineers in the BBC now

new devices, and making
claims that sound amaz-
ing. Part of our job (on
Click) is to cut through
the PR and explain if,
when and where this tech
might actually live up to
its promise” - his words
on the Click website.
They illustrate a common

who will be cringing at the dire quality Journalistic approach and
of your report. he has, the BBC say, a
It starts off in a very negative way "double first in Computer
calling it the “latest fad” and asking “is Science from Cambridge",
it really a thing, or just a way of selling so he isn't daft, but all
us more expensive kit?” which sets the the same Andy Aldridge
tone of the whole report. | have never thinks his report on high-
seen this attitude taken to the ever resolution digital audio
increasing high-res world of video i.e. was "shoddy".
3D, 4k, 8k that we get rammed at us
most weeks, so | wonder what is behind  on to give two examples of new players, Further on we get a graphical
this kick out at the audio industry who,  one costing $4000 and another the representation of a CD quality WAV
the report continues, want us to buy Sony Walkman costing $1200. file (30 - 40 MB) to a “massive” hi-
“better, more expensive equipment” He then compares the size of a res FLAC file (350MB) that “contains
— so unlike the world of video!! CD quality WAY file to a mp3/m4a frequencies that the human ear can'’t
Then Spencer talks about the “very, file of the same piece of music and even hear — now what’s the point of
very large FLAC files that can be even follows this by using a pixelated and that?”.
bigger than CD quality WAY files". Not non pixelated image to explain the The report goes on to interview
sure what the point is here, but he goes  difference. Will Prentice at the British Library who
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explains that inaudible frequencies can
have a physical affect on the listener
but ends up concluding that a lot of
other things have to be taken into
consideration by the listener and in
answer to the question *is there much
difference between CD WAV files and
huge hi-res files?”, concludes “notionaliy
yes, but very often no”.

Spencer continues with a visit
to Meridian to talk about their
MQA system which holds the same
information as WAV but with the
smaller file size of FLAC.

He goes on to take another swipe
at the industry, accusing musicians of
coming up with hi-res to extract more
money from the public and says that
there is “not even an agreed standard”
that qudlifies as hi-res.

The report deteriorates further by
implying that Neil Young’s support for
the PONO player and accompanying
music download service is just to sell his
music and concludes with a ridiculous
interview with Paul McCartney
climaxing with Spencer shouting
into a corrugated metal pipe — very
informative.

As I'm sure any of the audio
engineers working for the BBC know,
hi-res audio has for many years been
described as any digital audio file above
the standard definition CD format
which has a sampling rate greater than
44,100Hz and a bit depth greater than
16. No mention of this crucial fact ever
entered your report.

SACD (Super Audio CD) was
introduced by Sony in 1997 based on
DSD (Direct Streamn Digital) developed
by Sony and Philips and utilising a
sampling rate of 2.8224MHz i.e. 64
times the CD Audio sampling rate.
Although SACDs are almost defunct
now (but also highly sought after), DSD
remains at the forefront of hi-res audio,
but it didn’t get @ mention in your
report.

As your engineers will also know,
for any given music file the WAV version
will be larger in size than the FLAC
version, which are just two of several
lossless audio coding formats available
to carry standard or hi-res audio.

Your report left the audience with
the impression that WAV was for CD
and FLAC another “huge, enormous,
massive audlo file. Ridiculous.

And by the way, you do not need
a $4000 player to play hi-res audio: |
can play hi-res FLAC files on my phone
using the appropriate free application.

Hi-res files certainly don’t cost
a fortune either, generally starting at
similar cost to a CD and less than a

LETTERS & EMAILS

Sony continue to support high resolution DSD in downloadable
form, but we don't see much of this activity in the UK. In the
U.S., however, Sony demo DSD at audio shows, such is this one
in San Francisco, so people can hear its benefits.

vinyl album.The whole idea of hi-res

is that it is equal to the actual studio
recording rather than a frequency
restricted file (CD) or a lossy file
(mp3 etc.) — and yes the file sizes are
larger, but with modern technology in
data storage this is no longer an issue
and will undoubtedly become more
convenient in the future.

Overall, I'm altogether disgusted
with this shoddy report from Click, the
BBC should be ashamed.

Regards
Andy Aldridge

Sadly, our collective experience
with digital audio was kicked off

by the CD, accompanied by openly
misleading claims it was “perfect”. It
will take a long time to get this out
of people’s heads and the process
isn’t being helped by high-res digital
that isn’t high-res at all — see the
letter below.

Here’s a fact: at -60dB CD
distortion measures 0.2% and high-
res distortion (24bit) measures ten
times less, namely 0.02%. So hi-res is,
by this metric, ten times better. NK

After purchasing a Squeezebox Touch
and ripping all my CD collection to
FLAC a year or so ago, | sold it and am
using Vortexbox software and have built
a ripperiserver out of a compact PC
and a 278 hard drive.

Last week | bought an ifi Nano
DSD DAC (amazing for the money
imo) and connected it to my Marantz
PMI I s3 amp. After much cursing
and swearing due to my non-existent
computer skills, | got it to make a
noise — and a rather pleasant one at
that. However, the DAC has an LED
that changes colour depending on
the sampling rate and dfter playing
some 24/192 tracks and some DSD

Spencer Kelly from the BBC's Click programme visited Meridian
to hear about their recently released MQA (Master Quality
Authenticated) high-resolution digital audio technology. Here
Bob Stuart, founder of Meridian, talks to the press about it.

vrvv vy
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downloads all was good.

I then played a supposed 24/192
album | purchased from a reputable
source to find it was only playing back
in 44/48. It was too long ago to query
it now, but it makes me wonder, do we
actually get what we pay for all of the
time? Its a decent quality recording and
with the Squeezebox | was none the
wiser, but it does make me think twice
before paying, in some cases, nearly
twice the price of the equivalent CD.

Many DACs don'’t show the
sampling rate, so what guarantee does
the end user have that they are not
being ripped off? It could be something
as simple as the wrong file on the
retailer’s server perhaps.Who knows?
Thank God I've just bought some
upgrades for my Technics SL-1210.At
least | know where | stand with that!
Regards,

Neil Macmillan.

Itis possible to both up-sample a
digital recording to a higher sample
rate and re-quantise it to higher
bit depth, usually from CD’s |6bit
to 24bit commonly used for high-
resolution files. The process now
being so simple, inevitably low-
resolution digital files can and — |
am told — are being processed to
appear to be high-resolution when
in fact they are not. Neither process
improves quality, it just changes
data presentation, so it's a dubious
practice to say the least, a scam if
done knowingly and deliberately to

ripped to a 96kHz file and this will
be seen as such by a player able to
flag up sample rate. But the analogue
bandwidth will not change, so there
will be no improvement; a spectrum
analyser such as the Rhode&Schwarz
UPV we use can see the original
spectrum limit — but they're
expensive.

It is the same with bit depth too,
once changed the only way to sense
what might have been is to look at
noise during silences, but | doubt this
would yield a meaningful value for
complex reasons | will not go into
here.

You can reprocess a file at home
if you want, to amuse yourself.The
free Audacity music editor will do it,
as will XLD for Mac. Sound quality
will not change, although when you
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