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“Get up and drive your funky soul!”
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1he heart and soul of music

Precision, a luxury and highly regarded loudspeaker range from Tannoy, built to deliver music as it was meant to be heard.
With audiophile features such as double-magnet drivers, hand-built crossovers and mass-load cabinet tuning, Precision
has music at its heart and soul. Across two stunning floorstanding models, a compact stand-mount and matching
centre channel speaker, Precision delivers breath-taking detail and musical dynamics. Built around a brand new
6 inch (150 mm) version of Tannoy’s world renowned Dual Concentric™ driver, the contemporary cabinets boast premium
fit and finish in a choice of colours. Powerful, passionate and incredibly precise, Precision gets to the heart and soul of

music like no other speaker in its class.

@ TA'WOY tannoy.com
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Welcome to the Hi-Fi Choice
Yearbook 2014 - a very special
edition celebrating a fantastic year
of audio for music fans and hi-fi
enthusiasts alike. Inside this 164-
B\ »\# page bumper issue you'll find the
\ | ultimate collection of the greatest-
ﬁ sounding hi-fi products to pass
through our respected reviewing
process over the past 12 months. Every product is a
coveted Hi-Fi Choice badge winner applauded by
our team of hi-fi experts and music fans below for
a winning combination of outstanding audio
performance and value for money that stands above
its peers. For this essential guide we have gathered
over 70 top-performing audio components and
accessories from 19 different categories so that you
can compile your ultimate auditioning list of must-own
hi-fi to build a great-sounding system tailored to your
individual needs.
What's more, our eight-page Music Reviews section
compiles the year’s finest album releases to show off
your system while our Retro pages revisit yesteryear kit

Q Acoustics Concept 40 that's still worth tracking down. Enjoy!
BADGES EXPLAINED Lee Dunkley Editor
OUR AWARDS
Follow us:
EDITOR'S RECOMMENDED: GROUPTEST twitter.com@HiFiChoiceMag facebook.com/hifichoice.co.uk

CHOICE: Products that WINNER:
Awardedtothose wefeelmeeta Comparative tests
productsthatare highstandardof canonly have one
judgedtodeliver performance winner, and this
outstanding badge saysitall!
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CD PLAYER/DAC/PREAMP

EDITOR'
CHOICE

Creek

Fvolution 50CD

This neat CD player incorporates DAC and
preamp capabilities, breathing new life and
versatility into the format

nce a vestigial box with

no inputs and a single pair

of analogue outputs, the

humble CD player is
increasingly becoming a preamp with
a DAC and optical disc transport built
in. Gone are the days when it was
seen as an end in itself, now it is to all
intents and purposes a digital music
centre. Creek’s Evolution 50CD silver
disc spinner is precisely this, and is
perfectly placed to take on the market
leader, Audiolab’s 8200CD.

To basic CD playing, it adds several
digital inputs, a Bluetooth option and
source switching allied to a volume
control, so you can plug it straight
into a power amplifier. It also offers a
degree of operational refinement that
Creek hasn’t previously been able to
give. To wit, you get a slot-loading
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mechanism, backlit control buttons
and rather nice OLED display. It
comes with a system remote control
that integrates with other Creek
components too.

Although a real ergonomic success,
some may wonder why there is no
front panel volume control facility on
that handsome front panel. Designed
to form the centre of a digitally
connected system, if you mistakenly
lose the remote control suddenly
you've lost one of this machine’s most
important functions.

As you’d imagine, the back panel is
bristling with features like its five
digital inputs (two optically isolated
Toslinks, one galvanically isolated
USB, two transformer isolated
coaxial), and two digital outputs plus
a Creek RC remote control bus. You'll

O DETAILS

PRICE
£950

ORIGIN
UK/China

WEIGHT
5.5kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
430x60x280mm

FEATURES

© 2x Toslink;

2x coaxial
digitalinputs

®1x USBinput;

1x aptX Bluetooth
input (optional)

® 2x digital outputs
®1x RCA phono out;
1x balanced XLR out
® Wolfson WM8742
DACs

DISTRIBUTOR
Creek Audio Ltd

TELEPHONE
01442260146
WEBSITE
creekaudio.com

REVIEWED
HFC 385

also like its choice of RCA phono and
balanced XLR outputs. You can toggle
through the digital inputs on the front
panel SRC (source) button.

Under the hood, there’s more than
the usual attention to detail that
you’d expect to find in a good
mid-priced machine such as this.
There’s a 25W toroidal mains
transformer, with three separate
secondary voltage windings for
analogue and digital circuitry.
Low-impedance, specially chosen
power supply capacitors and voltage
regulators are fitted for the best
possible sound, and organic polymer
capacitors pop up at key points in the
analogue and digital circuitry, along
with high-grade WIMA polypropylene
capacitors in the output filters. Two
Wolfson WM8742 24-bit DACs run
in dual differential mode, and Creek
says that special low-jitter clocks are
fitted. The analogue reconstruction
filters in the output of the DAC use
high-grade OPA2134 op-amps in
each channel, configured in balanced
mode. This offers symmetrical
filtering and both single-ended and
balanced output capability with low
impedance high-current output
capability. The slot-loading mechanism
is an amalgam of ruggedised
specialist parts that were chosen
specifically for their durability and
good sound quality. It gets custom



The Evo 50CD
istoallintents
and purposes a
superb digital
music centre

servo control software, to which
much effort was devoted to write,
says Michael Creek.

Sound quality
The sound is very well rounded and
enjoyable across the board. Tonally,
it’s unmistakably a Creek, which
means the bass is a little warmer and
more sumptuous than some leaner,
meaner rivals — while the midband is
a tad smoother and more spacious.
But this also means the player is less
intense in the upper midband, giving
a more laid back sound than some.
Where CD is concerned, many will
think this to be no bad thing. Overall,
it gives it a marginally more
‘analogue’ feel than immediate rivals
such as the Audiolab 8200CD, which
comes over as obviously less beguiling
to listen to — albeit it no less fun.
Push REM’s Welcome To The
Occupation into the slot-loading drive
and you’ll be greeted by a very nice
noise. Overall, the sound is well
balanced with the slightest warmth in
the upper bass, which gives things a
pleasing body. More valuable, though,
is the fluidity of the bass guitar work,
which modulates up and down with
an ease that you don’t expect from
digital. It integrates beautifully into
the music and underpins Peter Buck’s
ringing Rickenbacker guitars further
up. Michael Stipe’s vocals sound

CD PLAYER/DAC/PREAMP

highly impassioned as if he’s really
pushing himself, and the 50CD
captures the urgency brilliantly
without ever sounding raucous. It
picks through the wall of multi-
tracked guitars with ease, placing
them in a wide soundstage and giving
them space. The drum and cymbal
work is also excellent, with a light,
airy top end that’s decently smooth.
This essential musicality isn’t lost
when you move to electronic music
either, showing the player is basically
very well balanced. Yello’s Of Course
I'm Lying is a deep, brooding song
done on soft, smooth analogue
synthesisers and the Creek captures
their timbre nicely, showing its skill
at conveying subtle, low-level details.
Tonally it’s smooth with that big fat
bass showing itself off again, as does
its nice airy upper midband; Billy
Mackenzie’s backing vocals are
wonderfully carried, sounding eerily
pure and natural. It’s also good at

You'll need to spend
upwards of 10 times
the Creek’s cost to

get animprovement

rhythms, but here you begin to notice
it doesn’t have the rottweiler instincts
of the Audiolab 8200CD, which
seems to drill down into the interplay
between the snare and hi-hat with
more energy and commitment,
making the Creek sound just a little
laid back by comparison. Dynamically
it is very good and it captures the
accenting on peaks slightly better.
Moving to the digital inputs, and
via USB it proves a fine partner to
a MacBook Pro running Audirvana
Plus. It's worth noting that — in its
current version — the Evo 50CD only
offers decoding at up to 24/96 using
this input, rather than the 192kHz
sampling frequency that’s possible
(any higher sampling frequencies will
be downsampled to 96 or 88.2). This
doesn’t seem to adversely affect the
sound, though, and The Scorpions’
China White at 24/96 is as powerful
and punchy as we would hope, with
wonderful texture to the cranked-up
electric guitars. The soundstage is
suitably vast, the speakers seemingly
disappear into the room as we are
assaulted by those power chords,
making for a visceral sound. At the
same time, the stinging cymbal
crashes and wailing vocals never
quite step over the breach into
harshness, while still making a real
impression. We can hear the typical
Wolfson DAC sound — a big but

slightly loose bass allied to a spacious
midband that extends up to a well-lit
treble that gives cymbals a satisfyingly
metallic feel — and it works well here.

The Eroica Quartet’s reading of
Mendelssohn’s Octet Op.20 at 24/96
is a delight, the fine DAC section is
well able to convey the delicacy of
string tone. It’s with this sort of music
that hi-res digital really comes into
its own; suddenly CD doesn’t seem
fit for purpose any more. Here, the
Evolution 50CD serves up a spacious
recorded acoustic with satisfying
depth, convincing scale and a fine
sense of the feel of the concert hall.
The music flows in an enjoyable and
tuneful way, giving an immersive
listening experience. Again, it doesn’t
quite have the searching, forensic
low-level detailing of the Audiolab,
but it sounds no worse for it — indeed
tonally it is sweeter and more
palatable with the 8200CD sounding
a little sandpapery. In absolute terms,
there’s a slight diffuseness to the
sound and a lack of true three-
dimensional image projection, but
you’ll need to spend many times the
Creek’s cost on an exotic high-end
DAC to get a dramatic improvement.
Yes, this talented new machine really
is rather good.

Conclusion

Creek’s avowed intention is to
produce an excellent package that
manages to combine real operational
flexibility with convenience and
top-notch sound. And overall it has
succeeded — sonically this new
machine is excellent, proving a great
long-term listen. It’s also highly
flexible and is rather nice to use too
— thanks to the sleek slot-loading CD
drive, backlit buttons and fine OLED
display. As such, if you're looking for
an excellent do-it-all digital device,
this is an absolutely essential
audition. It makes a great case for the
continued existence of compact disc
players, no less! @

|/ Choice [N

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY LIKE: Slot-loading

Y % % % % mechand backlit

................................... buttons; sweet,
musical sound
DISLIKE: No fascia
mounted volume
controls

WE SAY: Excellent
sounding, highly

1.8.8.8.8 ¢

FEATURES versatile silver
* * * * * disc spinner
OVERALL

1 8. 8.8 .8 ¢
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Black velvet.

Vinyl is black. Notes are black. Anodised aluminum is blacker than black. The much-acclaimed Confidence C1 Platinum is
the epitome of a point-source loudspeaker in a new black design. Mesmerizing with superb qualities of precision, from an

incredibly capable, dramatic, spectacular bass to silky-clear, subtle, velvety highs. It features Dynaudio’s innovative DDC

technology, the legendary Esotar? tweeter and expertly built and elegantly finished cabinets, making it the finest sounding
and most distinguished two-way Confidence yet. The new Confidence C1. It's intoxicating.

wiees. DNAUDIO
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Cyrus

CD Xt Signature

ive years ago, Cyrus’ Peter
Bartlett told HFC his
company was investing
hundreds of thousands of
pounds in its very own optical disc
mechanism. Many in the audio
business would have thought this
to be about as sound business sense
as taking a huge bag of money and
throwing it into the sea. Let’s just say,
when you can buy any DVD-ROM
drive, tweak it lightly and chuck it
in your CD player for pennies, Cyrus’
new Servo Evolution mechanism
doesn’t appear to make commercial
sense — especially with the curtain
seemingly coming down for compact
disc as hi-res begins its ascent.

The decision to bet the farm on a
superlative CD mechanism not only
gave its own silver disc players a new
lease of life, but has made them
sustainable into the future — as well
as permitting the release of products
such as this. Despite the continuing
demand for CD players, there are
very few people selling bespoke,
high-quality CD transports any more.

Sound quality

The essential sound of the Cyrus is
smooth, stable and rhythmically
coherent. It has a mastertape-like
ease and flow to the music, and
instruments are rendered realistically
in the recorded acoustic like few
other transports we've heard. Despite
its diminutive physical dimensions,
the scale and general confidence of
the sound is immense. The only thing
that marks it down from seriously

high-end designs is its bass, which
isn’t quite as prodigious as you’d

get from a five-figure Esoteric, for
example. It’s solid and confident, firm
and articulate — and certainly a good
deal stronger than the transports in
similarly priced CD players.

The taut bottom end feeds up to a
most excellent midband which seems
very good at digging down into the
spaces between the notes on music
with repetitive beats, be it the jazzy
strains of Herbie Hancock’s I Have A
Dream or the thumping drum and
bass of Goldie’s Inner City Life. Rather
than a perfunctory reading of the
rhythms, it pushes right into the
music to retrieve the entirety of the
note. Compared with the excellent
but cheaper Audiolab 8200CD (the
sort of CD player prospective CD Xt
purchasers will be upgrading from),
there’s a more relaxed and supple feel
to the music as a whole. It sounds less
stressed, less brittle and more like an
organic event before your very ears.
Indeed, this really defines the Cyrus;
it has a sense of ease that simply
doesn’t sound like digital. The music
flows organically, rather than coming
over as forced or artificially enhanced
in some way.

Treble is excellent too, being crisp
and smooth and well extended.
Again, it’s amazing how a transport
can change the ‘feel’ - if not the
actual tonal balance — of the high
frequencies. The shimmering cymbal
work on Rain Tree Crow’s Pocketful
Of Change is something to behold,
sounding so spacious and three

O DETAILS

PRICE
£1,750

ORIGIN
UK

WEIGHT

3.6kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)

215x73 x360mm

FEATURES

@ Servo Evolution
mechanism

® Backlit LCD

®1x optical; 1x
coaxial digital out
® Cyrus MC-BUS
connections

DISTRIBUTOR
Cyrus Audio Ltd
TELEPHONE
01480 410900
WEBSITE
cyrusaudio.com

REVIEWED
HFC 386

CD PLAYER

dimensional set in front of David
Sylvian’s moody vocals. This open
top end helps enormously in the
transport’s excellent rendition of
spatial clues; rarely do you hear a
three-dimensional soundstage so
convincingly recreated from a 16-bit
digital disc. Percussive instruments,
which play a big part on this track,
seem like they’re being reproduced in
Cinemascope, such is the immersive
sound that stretches wide left and
right of the loudspeakers. Only the
very best CD players (transport and
DAC combinations) can pull this trick
off in our experience.

Conclusion

It’s an awful lot to spend on just’

a transport, but we have never heard
anything that comes close at this
price. The Cyrus CD Xt Signature
doesn’t quite have the measure of the
ultra high-end designs still on sale,
but it’s a lot cheaper. It brings a sense
of openness and dimensionality to
compact disc that you rarely hear,
along with a wonderfully smooth,
even and stable sound that’s rare in
its solidity and sophistication. Good
news then, CD is still alive and
kicking — don’t throw away your
little silver beer mats just yet! ®

' Choice IS

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY LIKE: Stable, spacious,

Y % % % % musical sound;

................................... slot-loading design
VALUEFORMONEY  pis] IKE: Disc

* * * * Y mechanism struggles

................................... with poordiscs
BUILD QUALITY

***** WESAY:Superb
................................... ‘affordable high-end’
FEATURES silver disc spinner

* %k k

* %k k k
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Quad

Flite CDS

his is the latest version of
Quad’s CD player, and a
clear step up from most
budget offerings. Quad
players started in the mid eighties
with the 66, which was targeted at
buyers willing to spend a little more
to get a better performance, but was
never intended to be a high-end deck.
The company’s silver disc spinners
have always been overshadowed by
its superb range of electrostatic
loudspeakers, so its players are still
less well known than perhaps they
should be. The headline feature of
the Elite CDS is the 24-bit/192kHz
upsampling DAC, replacing its
predecessor’s 24/96 converter.

The unit is a little unusual looking,
having a three-quarter width sculpted
aluminium case with crenellations at
the back, and an understated fascia
with the minimum of controls — just
four to cover the transport functions
and disc open/close. The display is
basic but clear to read, although the
rather wobbly disc tray lets the side
down a bit at this price. Inside the
CDS gets a new transport mechanism
and servo system, custom designed by
Quad engineers; track access is swift,
but the button layout is confusing at

HifiChoice YEARBOOK 2014

first. A new master clock is fitted, as is
the aforementioned Crystal CS4398
24-bit DAC. Quad says high-quality
electronic components are specified,
with multi-layer circuit boards. Round
the back there are analogue outputs
and proprietary Quad Link
connectors, plus an IEC mains input.

Sound quality

As soon as the Quad’s laser lights
the silver disc inside up, it becomes
abundantly clear that this is a rather
special-sounding device — one whose
sonics are commensurate with its
higher price. The Elite CDS boasts a
beautifully detailed, delicate yet
powerful sound.

Kicking off with New Order’s
Vanishing Point, the opening few
phrases display a wonderfully natural
drum machine sound (if there is such
a thing!), with an excellent sense of
timing. The music isn’t thumped out
at the listener in a brutish way, but
still manages to be tremendously
impactful and invigorating. Vanishing
Point can tend to sound really rather
compressed and muddled on lesser
players, but here it is neither; the
Quad signposts the snare drum accent
playing once every four bars that rival

C DETAILS

PRICE
£800

ORIGIN
UK/China
WEIGHT
4.5kg
DIMENSIONS

(WxHxD)
321x70 x 310mm

FEATURES

® Crystal CS4398
24-bitDAC

©1x RCA phono
line output

® Quad Link
connector
®Tray-loading
CDdrive
DISTRIBUTOR

International Audio
Group Ltd

TELEPHONE
01480 452561
WEBSITE
quad-hifi.co.uk
REVIEWED
HFC 383

decks either gloss over or completely
miss. And yet it all seems so effortless
and undramatic, the CDS shows no
sense of strain. Behind the frenetic
drum track glides some beautiful
keyboard work, chiming like only
early digital synths should. Vocals

are gorgeously smooth yet float like
clouds over the main mix, rather than
being submerged. Most impressive of
all is Peter Hook’s bass guitar work;

As soon as the laser
lights up, itbecomes
clear thisis a special
sounding device

suddenly it appears effortlessly in
front for all to hear, and wonderfully
tuneful. Everything is set perfectly in
its place in the mix, too.

Conclusion

Randy Crawford’s You Might Need
Somebody is wonderfully spacious,
with elements of the mix glistening in
perfect focus. Rhythmically the song
hangs together superbly, and the
player’s transparency allied to its
smoothness makes for an effortless,
but nonetheless engaging listen @

| Choice NN

OUR VERDICT

SOUND QUALITY LIKE: Wonderfully

Y Y % % % open, clean, natural

................................. sound; build quality

VALUEFORMBNEY  pISLIKE: Fiddly

* * * * 1 ergonomics; basic

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ display and wobbly

BUILD QUALITY disc tray

Y % kK K wEsAY: Highly

FEATURES accomplished mid-
ice CD spinner

% F K price

OVERAL

% % %k kK
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saturn-R

minimalist-looking player
from most angles, the
Saturn-R doesn’t even
have any buttons for its
DAC section visible on the front
panel, yet it has all the key flavours
of digital input including USB. But
that’s not all because there are digital
outputs too, two sets of them, one
direct from the transport mechanism
and the other from the DAC. Which is
a first in our book. And lest you think
that Rega has taken the guts of an
Apollo-R and the salient parts from
its DAC and stuffed them in one box,
there is at least one key indicator that
this is not the case. The USB input is
a proper asynchronous type that can
accept up to 24-bit/192kHz signals
— full HD digital audio in other words.

Sound quality
While warming the Saturn-R up in
the other room and even at low level
it becomes pretty apparent that it has
a rhythmic integrity that is so far
ahead of the norm it’s uncanny. There
are very few CD players that can do
pace, rhythm and timing well, but
this is a member of that select club.
Equally clear is the slightly forward
nature of its presentation. If you are
looking for tonal sweetness it may not
be for you. If, however, you want
to feel like the performance is taking
place right in front of you, then it is.
Sound is a shallow thing, quite often
a very nice thing, but not the reason
why we love music. It’s the heart of
the music that this CD player gets to
so well, it reveals tone and imaging,
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but these are secondary to interplay,
musicianship and composition. The
various layers in a mix become
apparent and the energy and feeling
even more so, it literally refreshes the
parts that other CD players don’t even
know exist and in an extremely
coherent fashion.

Rega’s Apollo-R does a similar
thing but is a little cruder, while
the Saturn-R is more revealing and
subtle. Live recordings are made
obviously live and menacing pieces
such as Massive Attack’s Inertia Creeps
become even darker. What we love
most of all is the way it revives your
music collection. This machine
reveals what’s good about them,
what’s interesting and — critically —
why it is that you purchased them in
the first place.

And, of course, it’s a fully fledged
DAC. In selecting USB, we discover
that file playing delivers a more
refined result than the disc and nearly
as an engaging one. The timing
remains strong and is superior to a
number of pretty decent standalone
DAGs. If you want a rich and relaxed
sound just hook up a laptop running
JRiver and you will get as much out
of the converter, you will also find
yourself having a lot of fun.

Jeff Beck and Joss Stone’s rendering
of I Put A Spell On You has plenty
of rhythmic solidity and you really
appreciate Beck’s fabulous playing,
more perhaps than Stone’s voice, but
that could be a matter of taste. We try
a number of tweaks with the Saturn-R
to see how much more it can do,

O DETAILS

PRICE
£1,580

ORIGIN
UK

WEIGHT

5kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
432x82x325mm

FEATURES

® Digital inputs: 2x
optical; 2x coaxial;
asynchronous USB
® Digital outputs:
2x coaxial

® Outputs: single
ended RCA phono
® Supported sample
rates: 44.1kHz,
48kHz, 88.2kHz,
96kHz, 192kHz

DISTRIBUTOR
Rega Ltd
TELEPHONE
01702333071
WEBSITE
rega.co.uk
REVIEWED
HFC 384

the most effective is a PS Audio P5
mains regenerator. This gives the
player considerably more refinement
by cleaning up the sound and letting
it deliver a lot more hi-fi virtues. It
doesn’t enhance its ability to engage
and enthral, but does give the sound
more depth and tonal richness, and
these are nice things to have.

Conclusion

If you are into hi-fi in order to get
greater enjoyment out of your music
collection, there are few CD spinners
that will do a better job than this one.
If on the other hand you are a
dedicated audiophile, the lack of
finesse and holographic imaging may
not be to your taste. But ultimately
hi-fi should be a conduit to the glory
of music and in this respect the
Saturn-R is in another league to the
majority of the competition.

It’s not such a shiny piece of male
jewellery and the remote is initially
baffling, the red display can also be
hard to read in bright light. This aside
we can think of no reason why every
music lover in the land does not need
to own this CD player. With the
comprehensively equipped DAC it can
also do wonders for your downloads
and hi-res files ®

| Choice NN

OUR VERDICT
LIKE: Enjoyable and
. 0. 8.0.8 ¢ i

musically engaging
2. 0. 0.0.8 ¢

CD player
DISLIKE: Finish is
notas slick as some

WE SAY: If you like
music you will love the

* * * * Saturn-R. It reaches the
parts that few digital
components can

2 0. 0.0.8 ¢
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RECOMMENDED

CD PLAYER/INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER

Exposure
1010 Series

vailable with black or

silver anodised aluminium

fascias, the 1010 CD player

and 1010 integrated amp
extol a rather British restraint. The
steel casework isn’t as robust as some,
but construction is solid. The sharp
lines of the CD front plate house a
simple array of push-button relay
controls that operate all functions
with a gentle press. The CD tray feels
a little flimsy, but operates smoothly
enough. The matching amp is
reassuringly weighty and sports the
same silky aluminium fascia as the
CD player. Around the back of both
units connections are retained in
sturdy backplates securely fixed to
the chassis. Exposure claims some
internal components in the 1010
series are shared from its higher
priced models.

The amp has three pairs of RCA
inputs, a fixed gain AV input and a
tape record connection. Single-wire
speaker connection is enabled by
flush-mounted 4mm shrouded
speaker sockets.

Sound quality

Right from the very outset this
combination commands your
attention. Together the components
seem to deliver a passion for music
that just gets your toes tapping, and
they achieve a rare balance between
accuracy and soul.

Ben Harper’s Gold to Me leaps from
a stable soundstage with absolute
authority. Bass lines have powerful
weight, yet clear leading edges that

help you lock into the compelling
drive of the track. The Exposure
combo comes across as having
brilliant timing and infectious rhythm,
especially around the lower registers.
Yet this pair also possesses a true
lightness of touch, a smooth,
informative midband coupled with

an airy treble that suggests the
combination is very even-handed in
delivering all the music on the disc.
The CD player successfully picks up
on Harper's subtle rubbing of guitar
slide on steel strings way back in the
mix. Equally, hand chimes in the track
are tightly focused and continue long
after some other budget CD players
have lost some of the decay detail.

Switching to Mutya Buena’s track
Just A Little Bit confirms the system’s
natural ability with timing and
rhythm. It locks straight into the
funky groove, with cleanly separate
bass, drums, vocals and brass all
gelling into this modern soul classic.

Turning back the clock with a spin
of Saint-Saéns’ Organ Symphony can
show up budget systems as they
struggle to wrestle the bass weight
with critical midband detail, but in
this instance the combo doesn’t panic.
Organ weight is convincing, although
things get a little congested when the
full orchestra joins in.

Strong rhythmic bass control is
usually the preserve of ‘muscular’ amps
and smooth, lifelike vocals generally
come from plenty of midband detail
or valves. Given there’s only a claimed
50W on tap and no tubes in sight,
where is this magic coming from?

O DETAILS

PRICE

CD player: £415,
integrated
amplifier: £445

ORIGIN
Malaysia/UK
WEIGHT

5ka/7kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD) CD/amp:
440x90x 310mm
FEATURES

® Analogue RCA
output and optical
out(CD player)
©50W per channel
RMS 8 ohms (amp)
® 3 analogue RCA
inputs (amp)

® Fixed gain AV
input; linelevel ‘tape’
output (amp)
DISTRIBUTOR
Exposure
Electronics Ltd

TELEPHONE
01273 423877
WEBSITE
exposurehifi.com

REVIEWED
HFC379

The 1010 player excavates plenty of
rich detail from CDs and treble energy
feels extended. It gets to some extra
truth that other players smooth off for
an easier listen. In isolation this could
be too revealing in the wrong system.
At the other end of the spectrum, bass
power can be punchy and full, so
again, a mismatched amp or inefficient
speakers could lose the quality
message this player dredges up.

If the 1010 CD player is a class act
for the money, then the 1010 amp is
a bargain. Where the CD finds extra
treble and bass detail along with great
timing, the amp has a flair for relaying
the emotion of music. Great timing is
preserved and its wonderful midband
helps get all the pivotal information
and intonation around voices and
instruments. Bass has weight and
attack, yet also warmth and agility.

Conclusion

The real magic happens when these
components work together. Where
the CD could be too revealing,
particularly on harsher tracks, the
amp helps with some forgiveness and
extra insight into the music. Like any
great double act, they play to one
another’s strengths and support each
other when things get tough @

| Choice IS

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY LIKE: Rhythm and

Y % % K K timing; treble detail

................................. and tuneful bass;
VALUEFORMONEY understated looks

% % % % K DISLIKE: Display hard

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ toread; otherwise

BUILD QUALITY nothing at this price
* * * * WE SAY: Revealing
""""""""""""""""" player with great
FEATURES timing, extended treble
* * * * and strong bass
OVERAL

% % %k kK
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maraniz

Marantz

CD6005/PM6B005

esiding on the very first
rung of the Marantz silver
disc-spinning range ladder,
the CD6005 has the very
same reliable CJDKT690 disc playing
mechanism fitted to its predecessor,
feeding a Crystal Semiconductors
CS4398 DAC, digital filter and noise
shaper IC. The major concessions to
modernity are the new remote control
and a front panel USB input for iPod.

The PM6005 integrated amplifier
gets rather more drastic surgery,
following the fashion for offering a
bundled DAC built in, meaning you
can hook up anything that outputs a
coaxial digital or Toslink signal and
play it direct through the amp via the
built-in 24-bit/192kHz high Crystal
Semiconductors CS4398 (as per the
CD6005). High-quality Japanese
Sanken 2SA1694 and 25C4467
output transistors are used to deliver
a claimed 2x 45W RMS per channel
into 8ohms.

Generally, the quality of finish seen
in both these components belies their
low prices. You're never really aware
you're in the cheap seats, so to speak,
because the controls work smoothly
and there are no disconcerting bangs
and pops.

Sound quality

As you might expect, this Marantz
combo sounds big, fat and warm.
Both components have been voiced to
hide their budget origins as well as is
possible, and they don’t sound like
your average, cheap, screechy budget
hi-fi separates. Indeed, they’re so

HifiChoice YEARBOOK 2014

good that you can put them through
some pretty accomplished, high-end
speakers and they still won't give the
game away.

First, each component in isolation.
Driving a Creek Destiny 2, the
CD6005 sounds very nice indeed.
Treble is crisp and spacious — maybe
not the world’s sweetest or best
finessed — while midband is smooth
and open with a good sense of image
placement. Bass does its own thing
happily, sounding surprisingly strong
and tuneful for a cheap deck and the
result is very enjoyable.

Running the PM6005 from an
Audiolab 8200A CD player, it’s spooky
how that rich, slightly soft and hazy
sound of the CD6005 is repeated with
its matching amplifier. The rather
sudden action of the volume control
gives too much loudness from around
nine o’clock to 12 on the dial, making
it hard to trim lower listening levels
easily. But when you've got used to
this, you'll struggle not to like the
big-hearted nature of this integrated.
It seems to bounce along with a smile,
determined to enjoy whatever you
play through it, without a care in
the world.

UB40’s One in Ten is very tuneful,
the Marantz pushing out plenty of
bass that sounds surprisingly supple,
while the midband is wide and airy,
with lots of detail to the percussion.
Vocals aren’t as smooth as they might
have been, but never grate; indeed
the amplifier’s only real sin is that of
omission, as it fails to drill down into
the low-level detail.

I DETAILS

PRICE
CD6005: £350
PM6005: £380

ORIGIN
EU/China

WEIGHT
6.6kg/7.6kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHXxD)
440x 338 x105mm

FEATURES

o CD,CD-R/RWand
USB (iPod) playback
® Support for WAV,
MP3, AACand WMA
music files (CD)
©24-bit/192kHz
Crystal
Semiconductor
CS4398 DAC(CD)
® Quoted power
output: 45W RMS
into 8ohms (amp)
®5RCA line inputs,
2digital inputs
(amp)
DISTRIBUTOR
Marantz UK

TELEPHONE
02890279830
WEBSITE
marantz.co.uk
REVIEWED
HFC 381

Put a warmish, softish CD player
together with a warmish, softish
integrated, and there are no prizes
for guessing what sort of sound they
make. But the great thing is they’ll
suit percussive, but tonally light and
bright speakers — such as the Acoustic
Energy AE301(HFC 369) standmounts
—down to a tee. Hook them up with
the powerful Q Acoustics 2050i (HFC
365) floorstanders and you have a
very synergistic combo. It’s as if
Marantz has designed a system to be
used very successfully in ‘real-world’
budget conditions, and compensated
for the stark nature of many
inexpensive speakers.

Conclusion

Designing budget separates such as
these is the art of the possible and it
all comes down to how cleverly you
make the compromises. Neither of
these components will threaten the
best £1,000 product, but nor will you
be lamenting the fact that you haven’t
spent such a sum. Essentially, any
transgressions are those of omission,
they won’t offend, but they don’t give
you as much as other, pricier designs
will. Anyone that’s interested should
go and audition them. We're sure you
will be beguiled @

| Choice [N

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY LIKE: Open, smooth
Y % Y%k J  warmsound; fine build
................................... at the price; styling
VALUEFORMONEY  pISLIKE: Flimsy
* * * * * binding posts on
sunpauaLry " eampler

WE SAY: Excellent
* * * * budget CD player

and amplifier with a

FEATURES .. .
surprisingly fine sound

% %k ok k
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Marantz

SAB005

his Marantz has the feel

of a good camera; all the

controls are crisp, positive

and delicate. The brushed
metal fascia is superb, and is
agreeably sculpted to avoid the
generic blandness that afflicts many
Japanese products. But perhaps the
major point of differentiation from its
mainstream £1,000 rivals is that the
SA8005 offers two-channel Super
Audio Compact Disc playback. This is
very much a legacy format now. What
will prove more useful for most UK
audiophiles is its USB, optical and
coaxial input-equipped DAC, so it
can play a far wider range of formats.
As well as PCM computer music files
at up to 24-bit, 192kHz, it includes
Direct Stream Digital (DSD), which is
the native coding system for SACD.
Better still, it does ‘double speed’ DSD
(ie DSD5.6). This runs at twice the
data rate, giving theoretically superior
sound, and the SA8005 is currently
one of the few machines on sale that
is built for this.

Sound quality
The job of a £1,000 CD player is to
provide an obvious improvement to
the rather two-dimensional sounding
machines populating the sub-£500
price bracket. However, the SA8005 is
unlikely to be used with the very best
ancillaries money can buy, so it does
need to be reasonably easy going — a
high intensity, full-on sound may well
grate in a mid-price system, after all.
With this in mind, the Marantz hits
the spot perfectly; it is a powerful and

confident sounding machine, far
more so than any budget CD player
or DAC, which will sound rather

thin and veiled by comparison. It

has a relatively full-bodied tonality,
although you’d never call it ‘fat’ or
‘euphonic’. Via a really high-end
amplifier and speakers, it still sounds
musically rewarding, yet feed it into
the sort of system it’s more likely to
be used with, and it fits perfectly.
There’s lots of detail, a strong bass, a
decently open and realistic midband
and a smooth, warmish treble. Stereo
imaging is expansive and location
within it pretty good; it also takes a
fair crack at dynamics.

Given the SA8005’s highly agreeable
personality, our first port of call is My
Bloody Valentine’s When You Sleep.
It’s a searing wall of feedback and
assorted studio effects overlaying
cracked up, compressed guitars. This
track is very good at forcing mistakes
from front ends, but the Marantz
copes manfully. It is uncomplaining
and workmanlike - it just gets on
with the job of playing the song
without any fuss. Oh, and it is also
without a searing, harsh treble or a
forward upper midband, too. So we
can say that this is a seriously couth
CD spinners; it falls into no traps that
give away its status as a relatively
inexpensive product in the great
scheme of hi-fi things.

Via SACD Simple Minds’ New Gold
Dream is superb; it proves to be a big,
confident sounding player that gives a
slightly warm and rose-tinted view of
the world. It sets up a wide recorded

S DETAILS

PRICE
£1,000

ORIGIN
Japan
WEIGHT

8kg
DIMENSIONS

(WxHXxD)
440x106 x 341mm

FEATURES

o CD, SACD, CD-R/
RWand DAC
playback

® Support for WAV,
MP3, AAC, WMA,
DSD2.8 and DSD5.6
©24-bit/192kHz
Cirrus Logic
CS4398 DAC
®Discrete
headphone amp
DISTRIBUTOR
Marantz UK
TELEPHONE
02890 279830
WEBSITE
marantz.co.uk

REVIEWED
HFC390

SACD PLAYER/DAC |

acoustic, although it doesn’t hang
back as far as we’d like, and proceeds
to make music in an enjoyably
effervescent way. The player really
catches the timing of the music, and
gives a great sense of flow from verse
to chorus to verse. It unravels the
various layers of the mix in an easy,
unaggressive way — making for an
informative sound that seduces more
than it thrills.

The SA8005 is never boring, but
it lacks the intensity and vitality of
some of the better, more expensive
machines. Certainly though, it proves
most able considering its price; there’s
a sense that Marantz has carefully
measured it up against its rivals and
made it just a little better.

Conclusion

The SA8005 is one of those
unerringly capable designs that gets
on with the job in a most agreeable
way. It’s an excellent, highly effective
disc spinner with handy DAC
functionality built in, but a few years
into its life it may well spend most of
its time playing hi-res DSD music
—when DSD5.6 could be as common
as 192kbps AAC is now. Factor in the
player’s fine build quality, and what’s
not to like? @

| Choice IS

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY LIKE: Warm, smooth,

Y % % % % sophisticated sound;

................................... facilities; build
VALUEFORMONEY  pig) JKE: Not quite as

* * * * * detailed as somerivals

................................... WESAY: Super

BUILD QUALITY sounding, well made
* * *** mid-price disc spinner
FEATURES

* % %k

OVERAL
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Krell
Cconnect

ith the Krell Connect you

get to choose from two

flavours: for £2,500 you

can buy the streamer itself,
while an additional £1,000 gets you a
high-quality internal DAC fitted. Both
variants play a plethora of files — the
important ones being FLAC and WAV
at up to 24-bit/192kHz, but ALAC,
AAC, Ogg, WMA and MP3 are also
supported. Our review sample comes
with the DAC built-in, but the cheaper
version simply has a digital output,
making it ideal for those that already
have a digital converter or DAC-
equipped CD player.

Being a Krell it is compulsory for it
to look big and bold, and so it does.
The central section sports a long LED
light that glows red or blue depending
on the mode - standby or operating.
To the right is a small 320 x 240-pixel,
90mm diameter backlit LCD screen.

Sound quality

Unsurprisingly, there’s a distinctive
Krell family sound to the Connect —
one that impresses and charms in
equal measure. The powerful,
percussive, fluid bass is great, as
Propaganda’s The Chase proves. The
synth bass line modulates up and
down with heady aplomb, sounding
wonderfully untroubled by what is
going on further up the frequency
scale. At the same time, the Connect
cuts through the track’s dense wash
of synthesisers, throwing out loads
of detail and a capacious soundstage.
Treble is svelte and smooth too, and
timed beautifully — the Krell manages

to bring all of the music together in a
believable, coherent and organic way.
At first listen, it presents itself as a

light, bright and tonally spry device,
but it’s so much more than this, as it
plays a clever trick of rendering the
music in a very clean and detailed
fashion, yet is never harsh or
objectionable. Indeed, when it’s been
on for a few hours, it acquires a
seductive creaminess to its tonality.
For example, Steely Dan’s Deacon
Blue comes over in a beautifully lucid
way; Donald Fagen’s deadpan vocals
sound unusually animated and
tuneful, while backing saxophones
and trumpet have a believable timbre
to them that’s rarely heard in a digital
source component. Walter Becker’s
delicate guitar work is better etched
than we are used to, while at the
same time it never descends into
brittleness. Indeed, the way the
Connect allows all the elements to
play along with one another is a joy
to behold - it manages the deftest of
party tricks of enthralling yet never

tiring the listener. It doesn’t just give a

sense of the recording, it nails it.
Move from CD-quality to high-
resolution recordings, and there’s
a proportional increase in sound
quality; just as it should be; the music
acquires extra energy, detail, drive,
power and precision right across the
frequency range. Treble becomes
slightly smoother and a lot more
sparkly, bass is firmer and fuller
and the midband widens out even
more and drops back, showing the
Connect’s ability to create a superbly

e
"

O DETAILS

PRICE
£3,500

ORIGIN
USA

WEIGHT

81kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
433x88x427mm

FEATURES
©6t024-bit,
44.1kHz to 192kHz
PCM playback
®FLAC; Ogg;
WAV; WMA;
Apple Lossless;
md4a; MP3files

@ ESS Sabre
ES-9018 DAC chip
©® RCA and balanced
XLR outputs

DISTRIBUTOR
Absolute Sounds
TELEPHONE
0208 9713909

WEBSITE
absolutesounds.
com

REVIEWED
HFC 385

NETWORK MUSIC PLAYER/DAC

spacious recorded acoustic given half
the chance.

Wings’ Band On The Run is an
unalloyed pleasure; it’s a great album
that to our mind has never sounded
right on vinyl or CD, but at 24/96 via
the Connect it comes over as tonally
fulsome, spatially three dimensional
and musically gratifying. Once again
the Krell’s basic character shines
through; things are fast and thrilling
with fantastically dynamic pan rolls
crashing across the soundstage, left
to right then back again.

The Connect is consummately
neutral and transparent, letting all
the richness of recordings come out
while capturing their full visceral
impact — it’s quite a thing to
experience. This means that unlike
some rivals, which seem to have been
voiced in one way or another, it works
uniformly well across a wide range of
source material.

Conclusion

We have tried many different
machines at this price point and the
Connect can hold its own. Of course,
it’s always a matter of taste, but it’s so
neutral, open and transparent that it
doesn'’t tie itself up in knots trying to
flatter one type of music or another ®

| Choice NN

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY LIKE: Naturally musical

Y % % % % sound with power and
punch; build quality
DISLIKE: Some may
want fascia controls
and a larger screen

WE SAY: Superb
sounding high-end
streamer with real
musical appeal

BUILD QUALITY

% %k k k

FEATURES

* %k k
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 ONE-BOX SYSTEM

RECOMMENDED

ffectively, this is a box with
loudspeakers, amplifiers,
DSP and a network-
enabled preamp all built
in. It streams music from network-
attached storage, smartphones,
tablets, USB sticks and ye olde MP3
players, and can work as a standalone
system or part of a multi-room setup.

Music comes via AirPlay (from
Apple iDevices), or from the UPnP
streamer. There’s also aptX Bluetooth,
which is what many will use. It plays
internet radio and works with Spotify
Connect. There’s also a USB socket
(which can play out the digital signal
from an iPhone, iPad, iPod - or off a
USB stick). There’s an optical digital
input too for DVD players, gaming
consoles etc. and a 3.5mm analogue
input, although disappointingly no
RCA phono sockets.

The mu-so sports six drive units
behind its front grille, including two
tweeters, twin midband drivers and
two elliptical ‘figure of eight’ bass
units. In a nod to the famous Linn/
Naim ‘Six Packs’ of the eighties,
they are actively driven by six
(STMicroelectronics TA516B/
STA311B 75W Class D) amplifiers.

Sound quality

We haven’t heard anything quite like
the mu-so before. It fills a medium-
sized room with sound in an effortless
way despite not being a full-sized

HifiChoice YEARBOOK 2014

system. Not only that, it isn’t just
‘sound’ that it makes, but a
convincingly musical performance
that has an integrity and a rightness
that you just don’t expect from a
single box such as this.

We discover the mu-so works best a
good way from rear or side walls,
where it can breathe properly. The
bass never booms, but is nicest about
50cm out into free air, with the unit
firing in the direction of the listener
roughly at ear level. This done it gives
you a commanding performance,
seeming to do the reverse of the
‘music squeezed through a toothpaste
tube’ effect. Its front speaker baffle is
small, yet the scale of the music
completely belies this. It has a
TARDIS-like quality, except the other
way around where what comes out is
far larger than from where it came.

Tonally it’s surprisingly neutral
when correctly sited. Bass is really
taut and a good deal more extended
than you might expect, although you
never get the subterranean growl
of the bass line from Supertramp’s
Child Of Vision that you'd find in a
full-sized hi-fi. Its ability to reproduce
the middle and upper notes of the
bassline is excellent, though, as well
as conveying the keyboard work in
a crisp, undiluted way. The talent
that the Naim has at distinguishing
between different strands of the
mix regardless of how loud or quiet

O DETAILS

PRICE
£895

ORIGIN
UK/China
WEIGHT
13kg
DIMENSIONS

(WxHxD)
628 x120 x 256mm

FEATURES

® UPnP; aptX;
AirPlay; wi-fi

® Ethernet; USB
type-A; optical
digital and 3.5mm
analogue inputs
©24-hit/192kHz
DAC

® Quoted output
power: 6x 75W

® Support for WAV,
FLAC and AIFF
(24/192); ALAC
(24/96); MP3; AAC;
0GGand WMA

DISTRIBUTOR
Naim Audio Ltd

TELEPHONE
01722426600
WEBSITE
naimaudio.com
REVIEWED
HFC 391

they’re playing marks it out — its
combination of clarity and power
is genuinely special.

The midrange isn’t as expansive or
as translucent as a separates system,
but again it’s so much better than a
normal one-box offering. It lets you
follow the flow of the music, listen
into the mix and enjoy things just as
you should. Indeed it’s remarkably
uncompressed and unconstrained;
you can even feed it pounding house
music like Who’s In The House by
The Beatmasters, and it doesn’t get
flustered. It goes loud and retains a
sense of rhythmic integrity and
dynamic ease that seems to defy the
laws of physics. Because of this, music
seems easier to listen to than you'd
expect from something this size. At
first there’s a sense of subconscious
confusion while your ears attune to
what they’re hearing, rather than
what you expect to hear.

Feed it a Deutsche Grammophon
recording of Beethoven’s Pastoral
Symphony and even this type of
programme material comes over in an
impressively natural, unalloyed way.
Of course, it can’t reproduce the space
and the scale of the recording in its
entirety, but it does capture the
textural feel of the orchestra as well
as the flow of the music. It’s also
good at signposting differences in
dynamics, so you can sense how the
music broods then builds up to a
crescendo. The treble surprises here
too, giving a spacious feel and
marking out the recorded acoustic
well in spatial terms.

Conclusion
There’s no doubt that the mu-so is a
superb product; it’s no substitute for a
full-size hi-fi and doesn’t set out to be,
yet it provides music from a one-box
system of a clarity and power that is
absolutely exceptional.

Factor in its excellent wireless and
streaming capabilities and it’s an
extremely persuasive package @
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Primare

NP30

his box of tricks is based
on the MM30 ‘media
board’, a £1,300 add on
that slots into ports in
Primare’s 132 integrated and PRE32
preamp, turning them into fully
fledged network players. As well as
placing this module into its own
isolated case, what the extra cash
buys you in the standalone NP30
streamer is a dedicated power supply
and output stage with an extra buffer,
alongside a wealth of connectivity.
Digital inputs include USB type A
and B (asynchronous) for hardwiring
laptops or iPods directly, alongside
S/PDIF inputs shared over three
optical (Toslink) and only one coaxial
(RCA) socket. Wi-fi is catered for via
a rear-panel stubby antennae, but as
this is limited to 16-bit/48kHz, the
Ethernet port is our preferred
solution. Output-wise alongside a pair
of line-level RCAs and an S/PDIF
(RCA), there’s a pair of XLRs, which
are fully balanced right from the DAC.

Sound quality

From the opening bars of Devon
Sproule’s Don’t Hurry For Heaven
streamed via a 16-bit/44kHz FLAC
rip over Ethernet and with the NP30
driving our preamp from its balanced
outputs, we know we're in the
company of an experienced beast.
The Primare isn’t like many a
streamer or digital front end, which
all too often sonically leap straight
out of the speakers like an eager
puppy, with dazzling zing that may
be initially impressive, but quickly
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becomes tiresome. Instead it is quite
the opposite, being more relaxed in
character with a refined tone that’s
a joy to listen to for hours on end.
In this respect it reminds us of a
top-flight vinyl rig when a given arm,
cartridge and turntable are working
in perfect harmony to provide a
sound that’s effortlessly balanced.
This sonic trait seems to stem from
the NP30’s midrange, which remains
smooth and lucid without being in
any way forward or overly attention
grabbing, helping to bring out the
best in Sproule’s unforced singing.
The way it stays true to Devon’s
relaxed vocal style tells us it’s happy
to sit back and let the music flow with
natural rhythm and pace. With the
slow-rolling melody of Sproule’s The
Easier Way, the streamer gives the
melody just the right amount of
bluesy ambience, presented in a
convincingly proportioned soundstage
so the percussion and slide guitar
have space to express themselves.
Moving on to a 16/44 ALAC rip of
Dennis Wilson’s Pacific Ocean Blue
highlights the NP30’s ability to
stay on its toes, anticipating grand
dynamic swings, which it delivers
with ease while ensuring the music
maintains consistent levels of energy
and momentum without any
overhang. The funky and more
complex grooves of this track really
lets the Primare show how effortlessly
natural sounding it is. The soundstage
is again expansive and accessible and
as you'd expect of a streamer in this
price bracket, instruments are well

NPIO

I DETAILS

PRICE
£2,000

ORIGIN
Sweden

WEIGHT

8.5kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
430x95x370mm

FEATURES

® Burr-Brown
24-bit/192kHz
upsampling DAC
® Wi-fi and Ethernet
streaming

e USBand S/PDIF
inputs

® XLR,RCAand
S/PDIF outputs

© WAV/AIFF/FLAC/
ALAC/MP3/AAC/
WMA/OGG

file support
DISTRIBUTOR
Karma-AV
TELEPHONE
01423 358846
WEBSITE
primare.net

REVIEWED
HFC 387

separated. But what’s more telling

is how we can hear each instrument’s
unique characteristics when
pinpointing them within the
soundstage. The track’s bass guitar
sounds tight with slightly rolled-off
EQ, while the rhythm guitar rings
with more echo and the cymbals
sound crisply defined.

As with the Sproule album, the
Dennis Wilson material highlights
that it’s blessed with an analogue
richness that’s as reminiscent of a
top-notch phono stage as it is a DAC.
Wilson’s vocals flow with a languid
ease that tells us what we're hearing
is about as close to the album’s studio
sessions as we’re going to get within
our listening room. The music is full
of atmosphere that seems to bring to
life the energy of the recording.

Conclusion

Behind the NP30’s top-quality
understated casework lies a
deceptively smart product. Its
dedicated app is one of the easiest
and most intuitive, making the
Primare a breeze to get to grips with.
Its DAC is seriously good, giving the
music a sophisticated mellow tone
that both digital and analogue fans
will enjoy in equal measure ®
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Ruark R/

n the coat tails of a slew
of stylish and successful
radios and speaker docks,
the R7 is Ruark’s most
ambitious — and expensive — radio
product yet. It combines DAB and FM
tuners, CD-quality aptX Bluetooth,
DLNA network streaming, internet
radio, CD playback, auxiliary
analogue and digital inputs and
a 2.1-speaker configuration in one
beautifully crafted unit the size of
a saxophone case. The R7 is the
reinvention of the radiogram,
especially when mounted on its
spindle legs (it also comes with puck
feet), combining cutting-edge audio
technology with yesteryear looks that
wouldn’t look out of place in Mad
Men Don Draper’s Manhattan pad.
The rear side’s metre-long panel has
more than enough acreage to provide
clutter-free sockets including dual
RCA phono line inputs, a Toslink
optical, S/PDIF coaxial and a handy
USB socket for charging mobile
phones and tablets. Two 750hm
F-type inputs are provided for DAB
and FM aerials. As you'd expect for a
£1,999 product, Ruark has turned its
back on Class D amplification and
under the hood is 160W power supply
coupled to linear Class AB discrete
component amplifiers.

Sound quality

Although it can’t handle DSD, we kick
things off with the CD layer of The
War of the Worlds SACD. Not only is
the output surprisingly powerful, but
the sonic quality seems so good that
we have to check that it'’s the PCM
downmix we’re listening to and not
DSD after all. Richard Burton’s

sonorous Eve of War introduction is so
rich and detailed you can hear the air
drawing into his lungs between
sentences and it almost sounds as if
he’s in the room with us. When the
strings kick in, the R7 reveals its
subwoofer is no shrinking violet and
its out-of-the-box setting requires a
smidgen of attenuation in order to
eliminate reverb and optimise the
bedrock for the building blocks of the
higher frequencies.

The overall musical spectrum is
impressive and the cabinet seems
immaculately tuned so that there’s no
coloration. The higher frequencies of
the wailing synth and flute are pin
sharp and blend wonderfully with
the midrange of the acoustic guitar.
Overall, the Class AB amplification
delivers an energetic and lively sound
that’s as cosy as a Martian’s heat ray.
Sonic steering is good too, with
impressive stereo imaging, the
various frequencies of the chimes
and bells at the start of Time on Pink
Floyd’s Dark Side Of The Moon, for
example, sounding dynamic and
shooting off in all directions around
the room.

Network streaming includes FLAC
and WAV, but is hit and miss with
ALAC files, with the R7 able to
decode some 24-bit/48kHz tracks,
but not 16-bit/44.1kHz. At least it
automatically skips unplayable tracks
in a playlist. One successful stream
in terms of decoding and quality
includes the wonderful Hey Laura
by Gregory Porter, an iTunes AAC
download. His vocals are deep
and beautifully rounded, gliding
effortlessly in harmony with the
tinkling piano and percussion.

O DETAILS

PRICE
£1,999

ORIGIN
China

WEIGHT
30kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
1,000 x175 x
400mm

FEATURES

©CD (CD-Audio,
MP3), DAB, DAB+,
FM, MP3, WMA,
AAC, FLAC, WAV,
A2DP, aptX
Bluetooth

© DLNA streaming
over wi-fi with UPnP
©2x5.5in dual
concentric drivers
#1x 8in long-throw
subwoofer

DISTRIBUTOR
Ruark Audio
TELEPHONE
01702601410
WEBSITE
ruarkaudio.com

REVIEWED
HFC384

Bluetooth streaming from an iPhone
is pleasingly reliable and boasts an
aural quality that almost matches the
unit’s CD playback, just falling short
in terms of sonic headroom and
clarity. With John William’s main title
theme from Jaws the threatening
double bass two-note sting is strong
and punchy and you can push the
volume to its maximum and still
listen comfortably, although the sub
starts reverberating and the higher
frequencies of the percussion and
woodwind sound a tad shrill. The
radio tuners are well implemented,
and the R7 does a commendable job
with DAB transmissions, especially
fully orchestrated classical music,
Beethoven’s Pastoral symphony, for
example, is detailed and articulate
but smooth and balanced throughout
as the piece escalates in intensity and
diminishes in equal turn.

Conclusion

No audiophiles are going to chuck out
their hi-fi separates system in order to
accommodate it, but the R7
radiogram reboot is a great deal more
than simply an attempt to cash in on
the current vogue for retro-looking
systems. On build quality and design
alone it goes some way towards
justifying its price tag (especially
compared with some of the designer
console tables that are available), but
what seals the deal is that it’s a real
pleasure to operate and, more
importantly, it delivers a remarkably
powerful and pleasing sound @
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Sony HAP-5T

Sony has eschewed streaming for a hard
drive in its new one-box HAP-S1 hi-res
music maker, and the gamble has paid off

new range of hi-res music

machines sees Sony make

a welcome return to the

hi-fi arena. Things got
difficult back in the late nineties,
when MP3 files began to replace CD.
The company’s instinct had always
been to maintain control of the entire
music recording and replay chain,
from record company to format to
player. But for once, Sony was caught
on the hop. The next generation of
music listeners wanted their content
free and easy — and certainly not tied
to anyone’s hardware. Belatedly, it
responded with its range of ‘Network
Walkmans’ running the ATRAC
format, but it was like trying to push
water uphill — the world wouldn’t
listen. History tells us that just a
couple of years later, Apple seized the
opportunity and wrestled the whole
shebang from Sony’s grip with the
iPod and iTunes.

HifiChoice YEARBOOK 2014

Now though, Sony is back with a
subtle but clever evolution of the
digital music player. First announced
at IFA in 2013, the HAP-S1 high-
resolution music player sets out to
give easy access to high-quality digital
music in a sleek, one-box package. It
has a 500GB hard drive built in, and
so forms the heart of a large music
library — and importantly it has clever
new software that lets you transfer
your music library from your Mac or
PC with ease.

There’s more, it doesn’t just play
FLAC and Apple Lossless (ALAC) files
at the normal resolutions, plus all the
other lower-quality compressed file
formats, it also supports PCM up to
24/192 and the latest incarnation of
DSD. In short, it’s the first affordable
‘music jukebox’ that can genuinely
claim audiophile credentials.

This isn’t the first hard-disk
drive-based music player, as many

O DETAILS

PRICE
£800

ORIGIN
Japan/China
WEIGHT

5.8kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)

265 x 88 x304mm

FEATURES
©500GB hard-disk
drive (expandable
via USB)

© DSDIFF(DSD), DSF,
MP3, WAV, WMA,
AAC, FLAC, ALAC,
ATRAC, AIFF
support

® Quoted power:
2x 40W/4ohm

® Headphone
output
DISTRIBUTOR
Sony Europe Ltd
TELEPHONE

0207 3652413
WEBSITE
sony.co.uk

REVIEWED
HFC 382

will well know. We have already seen
a slew of such devices appear on

the market. In fact, the closest thing
in existence to the HAP-S1 is the
Brennan JB7, which is an altogether
less audiophile proposition, as we
shall see.

Sony is serious about its new
one-box system, having resisted the
temptation to use cheap, low current
consumption, high power Class D
power output modules. Instead, it
has stuck with Class AB operation on
sound quality grounds. Its power amp
is of dual mono construction, and is
said to have extended bandwidth to
exploit hi-res audio sources, up to
100kHz. It’s mounted to a sturdy
chassis of 3mm thickness aluminium,
and a low-noise cooling fan is fitted.
This sits on eccentric insulators, made
from specially chosen rubber.

The HAP-S1 sports a low-loss EI
ferrite core power transformer, and
careful attention has been paid to
earthing, with a single ground point
and high-strength epoxy glass
circuitboards said to be twice the
thickness of rivals. Trick power supply
capacitors are fitted, selected for
sound quality, the company says, as
are carbon resistors. Special signal
switching relays are fitted in lieu of
semiconductor switches. Overall
quality of construction is excellent
considering the price.



Like a21st
century CD
jukebox, the
HAP-Slisan
elegant beast

Before you use the Sony in earnest,
you’ll have to hook it up to your home
broadband network; there’s a choice
of wired or wireless, with a built-in
antenna for the latter — no nasty
stubby plastic masts hang out from
behind. Migrating music from your
computer is done via Sony’s HAP
Music Transfer software
(downloadable from the Support
section of the Sony Europe website),
which runs on Windows or Mac and
automatically copies all your tunes
to the hard drive via your home
network. Usefully; it does this in the
background, so we are able to play
music from the hard drive, or any
other source while it dutifully
downloads our many files.

Being a hard disk-based system, it
gives instant access — there’s no lag
between the track you choose and
when it starts playing. Also, you
don’t get dropouts as it isn’t subject to
network glitches, and your computer
can remain switched off while you're
playing music. It works so well we’re
surprised more manufacturers haven’t
done it. Our only observation would
be that it would be great to be able
to record directly from an analogue
source, so that you can archive your
LPs or tapes too. But you can, of
course, record LPs on your computer,
which the Sony will automatically
copy then play.

Sony products are always models
of ergonomic excellence, and the
HAP-S1 is no exception. The large
right hand volume knob is easier to
use than an up/down button, and the
selector knob to the left works well
with the colourful display. In use, it is
easier to operate than any network
music player — it functions more like
an ‘instant CD player’ than a
computer audio product, it’s old
school and none the worse for it!

Sound quality
The S-1 features Sony’s Digital Sound
Enhancement Engine, which is
designed to make low bit-rate files
sound more palatable, and to “restore
missing data from compressed audio”.
In truth, though, it does not do
precisely this — rather, it guesstimates
what should be in the upper part of
the audio band, and also what was
in the tail end of the waveform that
was chopped off by the MP3 or AAC
compression algorithm, and adds it to
the music file. A nice feature to have,
but ideally audiophiles should stick
with the original hi-res music files
rather than trying to magic them
better via a clever DSP!

Auditioning starts via its analogue
and digital line inputs, to gauge the

amplifier section. This proves to have
a smooth, detailed sound that is
nicely animated — although tonally
slightly thin on Freeez’s Southern
Freeez via LP. There is also some
splashiness to the treble and some
lack of air and space, although it is
pleasant enough. The digital input is
better, with a cleaner and more open
sound, one that is very enjoyable
in its way. It proves to be fun with
a big-hearted, animated sort of
character, and gets on with the job
in a satisfying manner. The HAP-S1
also features a built-in internet radio
tuner, using vTuner, and this works
well, despite the depressingly low
bit-rates used by the broadcasters.
Still, it’s fine for background music
and handy extra functionality.
Moving to the delights of the unit’s
internal hard drive, it serves up the
best sound we've heard so far from
some of our hi-res PCM files; Wings’
Band On Run is very detailed and
clean, with lots of atmosphere and a
natural rhythmic flow. Dynamics are
good, and when fed with beautifully
rich source material such as Kate
Bush’s Snowflake in 24/96, it gives
a fine account of Kate’s piano work.

Sonyisback witha
subtle but clever
evolution of the
digital music player

REM’s Texarkana at 24/192 is great
fun, with oodles of power and
impressive dynamics. With hi-res files
it makes a very nice noise then, but
you are always aware of a slightly
opaque midband, and a sense of the
music being processed.

Dropping the bit-rate down provides
a chance to try the unit’s DSEE
facility; a 256kbps MP3 of Jon and
Vangelis’ I Hear You Now is nice
enough. With the Sony system
switched off, the HAP-S1 catches the
track’s warm and fluffy sound, and
makes a decent enough job of the
rhythms too. Switched on, it really
does improve things, adding some air
and space to the hi-hat cymbal work;
the bass sequencing is more distinct
and tuneful, and the lead synthesiser
line carrying the melody has better
resolved leading edges. Jon
Anderson’s voice is a little less
muffled, but fractionally brighter and
more sibilant, however. Overall, this
seems to be a worthwhile facility,
especially on lower bit-rate MP3s,
although contrary to what Sony might
claim, it’s not able to make a sonic silk
purse out of a sow’s ear.
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The best we hear the HAP-S1
sounding is via DSD. Miles Davis’ So
What, from Kind of Blue, is a joy.
There is a great sense of space, a nice
natural swing to the rhythms and a
lovely lustre to the trumpets. The
Sony also manages to summon up
a decent sense of the depth of the
recorded acoustic — which we know
to be a very capacious thing.
Instruments are fairly well placed in
the soundstage, although there’s
never really a sense of them being
nailed to the furniture in your
listening room. This is fair enough
though, considering the relatively low
price of the unit, and all in all it is a
solid performer.

Conclusion

Five years or so ago, the brave new
world of computer audio grew up into
hi-fi separates with hard-disk drives
inside. Products from companies like
Brennan, Cambridge Audio and
Yamabha offered instant playback of
computer files from standalone boxes.
Then streamers appeared, and the
whole industry began to rally around
this model. Sony’s HAP-S1 (and its
bigger HAP-Z1ES brother) are the
first to elegantly combine the two
technologies, giving the best of both
worlds. It works rather like a 21st
century CD jukebox, offering instant
music, and plenty of it — but it
seamlessly integrates with your
computer and its music library via
your home network.

The Sony HAP-S1 is a special
product then, offering an impressively
easy and pleasant user experience,
allied to excellent build and finish,
flexibility and decent sonics. At £800
it’s not going to be the greatest
sounding system around, but it’s good
at the price, and its rivals can’t offer
anywhere near the same functionality.
Indeed, it’s quite an audacious little
product, showing a Sony Corporation
back on the front foot. Life has just
got a little bit more interesting @
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with longevity. The components featured above — Ref10, CD3 and Ref 75 - the latest additions to the world-farmous
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RECOMMENDED

iNiBl;

owhere on the top three

sides of the packing box

can you see the word

Arcam. Instead, this
portable DAC is described as a
‘miniBlink’, with ‘123’ added on one
surface. Now this isn’t because Arcam
is a modest company with much to
be modest about, it’s because the
Cambridge-based operation is selling
this little device into a market that
neither knows nor cares who or
what Arcam is. In other words, the
miniBlink is unashamedly a mass
market, consumer audio product.
And why not?

Arcam has been quick to market
with an extensive range of wireless
and/or network-equipped DACs. This
shows that the company has been fast
to recognise the potential of a brave
new audio world where mobile
phones and tablets are now our music
sources. Indeed, we're getting to the
stage now where computer audio is
designed for dads with their ripped
CD collections, while the cool kids
are content with their mobile devices
and downloads!

So the miniBlink is squarely aimed
at a younger demographic, and
maybe their more hip, groovy and
swinging parents too — but certainly
not at folk who have concerns that
aptX may not be a sufficiently
high-fidelity medium to transmit
digital audio over.

All the miniBlink has to be is small,
cute and ultra easy to use — and it is.
It weighs just 40g and measures 60 x
30 x 75mm (WxHxD), meaning it’s
small enough to be portable. Indeed,
Arcam intimates that this is how it

sees many miniBlink customers using
it, flitting between friends and family
music systems for the few years we
have before everything on sale gets
Bluetooth connectivity built in.

It’s claimed to be “as easy as 1-2-3”
to set up, and so it proves. All you do
is unpack the unit, plug it into the
USB power supply that comes
in the box, switch your device’s
Bluetooth on (if it isn’t already) and
press the miniBlink’s one button to
pair it. This done, it will light up a
lovely shade of violet. Oh, and don’t
forget to plug the supplied RCA-to-
3.5mm cable into your hi-fi; there’s
also a 3.5mm-to-3.5mm lead included
too. The whole process is done and
dusted in just under a minute.

Shows that aptX can
be great withalively,
detailed and just
plainfunsound

Arcam says “much” of the miniBlink
is taken from the company’s £160
rBlink. This is the audiophile version,
with an S/PDIF output and a swanky
alloy case. The miniBlink feels like
a very light plastic pebble; it’s
beautifully surfaced with a gloss
finish, but you wonder how long it
will last without being scratched.

It sports a Burr-Brown PCM 5102
24-bit DAC, which is a fine design;
we think the biggest limiting factor
won’t be this, but the very cheap USB
power supply and the rather modest
connecting leads. Although adequate,
the miniBlink would surely sound

O DETAILS

PRICE
£90

TELEPHONE
01223203200

WEBSITE
arcam.co.uk
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significantly better with either or
both of these upgraded.

Audiophiles shouldn’t worry about
aptX. Standard Bluetooth sounds
gruesome, but this special wireless
protocol that piggy-backs onto it
offers decent sonics. It’s claimed to be
as good as CD, but we’ve never heard
it that good; rather it’s best described
as matching top-quality AAC, which is
certainly no bad thing.

Sound quality

When it’s had a few minutes to warm
up, the miniBlink shows that aptX
can be great with a lively, musical,
detailed and just plain fun sound. For
example, Grace Jones’ Private Life
comes over with plenty of power

and passion driven from an aptX
compatible smartphone. The
miniBlink shows itself to be

excellent at capturing the song’s
dynamics, and there is a similarly
impressive punch to Sly and Robbie’s
percussion work, with a lithe, supple
bass guitar and wonderful thwack to
the bass drum. Tonally it’s not the
deepest, darkest sounding thing we
have ever heard; instead it has a
bright and spry sort of nature that
picks out loads of detail with zest and
vigour. But you'd never call it hard; it
comes over as being a well executed,
low distortion design.

Conclusion

The miniBlink is ideal for its intended
market, giving portable music fans

a taste of quality sound that they
may not be used to, yet it remains
highly enjoyable to more tweaky

hi-fi types too @
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Chord Electronics

HUQO

Sounding like no other digital converter
that we've ever heard, Chord's DAC/
headphone amp is a landmark product

ne of the disappointing
things about digital audio
is its timing. It just doesn’t
quite seem to accurately
reproduce all the nuances you hear in
music when listening in real time. If
you go to a jazz club to hear Randy
Crawford sing, then go home and
play the CD it just doesn’t have the
natural ebb and flow of the live show.
In this respect, vinyl LPs do better.
Sure, they have a multitude of other
problems, but always seem to time
more convincingly when played on
a decent turntable. The reason for
this, according to Chord Electronics
designer Rob Watts, is that digital
audio is fundamentally constrained
by (what, if it were a television you’d
call) its frame rate. Because it has a
limited number of samples (‘frames’)

HifiChoice YEARBOOK 2014

per second, it can’t completely
accurately resolve the ‘inter-aural’
timing of the music. Watts thinks
this is a serious flaw, and the lower
resolution the digital signal is (ie CD
compared to hi-res), the more acute
the problem becomes.

Rob isn’t a digital audio engineer
by training, this discipline was in its
infancy when he studied electronics
engineering at Cardiff, back in the
eighties before co-founding DPA. He
also researched pyschoacoustics, and
this has stood him in great stead for
what he is doing now. All his designs
— from the early DPA Enlightenment
DACs of the nineties to the ground-
breaking Chord DAC64 — have shown
an understanding for the problems of
digital audio that go beyond simple
considerations of frequency domain

CDETAILS

PRICE
£1,400

ORIGIN
UK

WEIGHT
0.4kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
100 x20 x132mm

FEATURES

© 32-bit/384kHz,
DXD, DSD64,
DSD128

@ aptX Bluetooth,
optical, coaxial,
2x USBinputs
©6.3mmand 3.5mm
headphone; RCA
phono outputs

® Rechargeable
battery operation
® \Volume/output
level control
DISTRIBUTOR
Chord Electronics
Ltd

TELEPHONE
01622721444
WEBSITE
chordelectronics.
co.uk

REVIEWED
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distortion. Rob says that — in simple
terms — the brain samples sound
in real time every 4 microseconds,
whereas CD refreshes its ‘frames’
every 22 microseconds. It's CD’s
inability to work as fast as the brain
that causes its problems in the time
domain, why it doesn’t sound natural.
And the unique design of the Hugo
DAC addresses precisely this failing.
He contends that conventional
digital filters don’t have the ability to
properly resolve musical transients.
Their poor ‘frame rate’ effectively
chops off the leading edges of some
notes, meaning the brain can’t
recognise them as music in the way it
does when hearing it live. His Watts
Transient Aligned digital filter is
designed to address this, by sampling
the ‘frames’ faster than usual and
interpolating the values for the lost
‘frames’ in-between the captured
ones. This is done using a huge Xilinx
Field Programmable Gate Array,
rather than off-the-shelf chips from
existing manufacturers. Using an
FPGA lets Rob write his own code for
the WTA digital filter, and those in the
Hugo are more sophisticated than any
that have come before because of the
vast number of gates the new FPGA
has. He’s worked in a digital filter
with a far higher tap-length than that
seen in stock DAC chips — 26,000
in the Hugo compared with the



Those ‘windows’
indicate the
Hugo's status
using a variety
of colours

approximately 150 in standard DACs.
For this reason, the Hugo should
sound different to every other DAC
around. The Xilinx FPGA also has
another trick up its sleeve. It
consumes just 0.7V of power, which
is dramatically lower than older such
devices. This has made the idea of an
ultra high-quality portable, battery
powered DAC possible — and Chord
ran with it. Indeed it’s a double win,
because you get the sound quality
benefits conferred by not having an
AC mains transformer throwing noise
into the DAC, and also the portability
benefits too. The Hugo can be used
everywhere. We've even plugged it
into the auxiliary inputs of a
Nakamichi car system and used a
Sony Xperia Z phone as a Bluetooth
source! The brilliant thing about the
Hugo is that the same FPGA that gives
it its special sound, also makes it the
most handy DAC you could ever own.
Chord hasn’t stopped there. The
DAC supports PCM formats up to

The Hugohasan
ease, afluidity and
anaturalness that’s
truly unique

384kHz including DXD and will
natively play DSD64 and DSD128

in DoP format. It also has a very
high-quality digital volume control
and the choice to run the Hugo as a
line-level device like a normal DAC.
It has headphone and RCA phono
outputs, plus USB, optical and coaxial
digital inputs, and aptX Bluetooth. All
of these functions are controlled by
small unlabelled buttons on the body;
while inside the unit’s large lens,
LEDs light up in different colours

to indicate source selected, battery
charge status and Crossfeed setting.
There’s also another separate lens
that shows — by different colours —
the sampling frequency. It’s all quite
confusing at first, but perseverance
pays off and you’ll begin to find it a
very intuitive little gizmo.

Sound quality

We review a lot of fine hi-fi, but it’s
very rare to come across something
quite as special as this. The Hugo has
an ease, a fluidity and a naturalness
that’s unique; as far as its ability to
make music flow in an organically
enjoyable way, we've heard nothing
quite like it.

Anyone that has owned a Chord
DAC64, QBD76 or Qute will know
what we’re talking about, as there’s
something about these (other Rob

DAC/HEADPHONE AMP |

Watts) designs that seems to go
beyond what’s normally expected of
digital. The Hugo goes further still,
and the difference is centred around
the way the music flows. It simply
doesn’t time like others, it presents
the music in an organic way that
you don’t equate with digital. The
improvement is most obvious on
16/44 (ie CD), where the filtering
papers over the cracks that aren’t as
obvious with higher-resolution music,
but you'll hear it everywhere.

Put on simple female vocals such
as Kate Bush on Oh England,

My Lionheart through a good
conventional DAC and you'll get a
decently warm, fulsome performance
that sounds impressive in hi-fi terms.
But through the Hugo you’re pulled
into the music as it mesmerises you.
You become far less interested in the
hi-fi aspects of the performance, and
drawn like a moth to a flame, right
into the song. It’s only when it’s
finished that you realise the
soundstaging was superb, the detail
resolution amazing and the tonal
balance silky smooth. It pulls this
trick off again and again.

Play REM’s Welcome To The
Occupation, for example, and
suddenly you’re pulled into the
music’s natural groove. The band’s
playing is so beautifully syncopated
with one another and the Hugo shows
this to you like no other DAC we've
yet heard. It’s like it has a sixth sense.

It is impressive in hi-fi terms too;
bass is powerful yet wonderfully
supple, bouncing up and down like a
giant rubber ball. The midband is
startlingly open and detailed, and
soundstaging is sublime. Able to lock
individual elements in the mix in
space like they’d been etched into
granite by a laser, it reminds us of
studio-quality analogue open-reel
tape in this respect. Even on older
low-fi recordings — like ELO’s Turn To
Stone — you can hear Geoff Lynne’s
vocals bouncing off the four walls
of the studio vocal booth, and this
is completely independent of the
umpteen channels of guitars, drums,
strings, etc also going on in the mix.
At the same time his voice drips with
harmonics that you normally don’t
hear with CD, these coming to the
fore because it feels like a layer of
distortion has been washed away —
it’s like someone’s wiped the CD lens
clean. Treble is on another level too.
The Hugo doesn’t sound bright,
but when there’s a hi-hat crash it
resounds around, sparkling pristinely
and then seemingly taking twice as
long to decay as you'd expect. This is
the sort of trick we’ve only heard from

high-end vinyl tracking super-
expensive moving coil cartridges, or
the best dCS digital converters costing
10 times the price of the Hugo.

Cue up Beethoven’s Pastoral
Symphony on CD and you can hear so
much air and space to the music that
you think you're listening to a 24/192
hi-res file. It’s all so smooth, open and
airy, yet this high-resolution sound
is so brilliantly integrated. Unlike a
number of multi-thousand pound
DACs we've heard, it doesn’t just do
detail, rather it strings everything
together in a most convincing way.
It’s so expressive and emotive you
wonder why you ever doubted CD.
And running the gamut of hi-res
options the Hugo offers, things get
better. DSD via the USB input is
breathtaking, giving an icily clean
and pristine sound yet it simply isn’t
recognisable as digital. 24/96 PCM
via FLAC is most people’s idea of
hi-res, and this too is a joy. We've
never heard Wings’ Band On The Run
sound quite so lifelike before. The
really fascinating thing, though, is
what it does to decidedly lo-fi music
files, like a 192kbps MP3 of Daft
Punk’s Get Lucky. We've played this
file across a multitude of DACs over
the past year or so and never heard it
sound so musically satisfying before;
indeed it seems better than most
other DACs playing the CD!

Conclusion

In the Hugo, Chord Electronics

has made one of the finest digital
converters in the world — and it just
happens to be portable. It works
brilliantly as a fixed-level output DAC,
but has an excellent digital volume
control that can drive a power
amplifier with ease, and is also great
powering a good set of headphones.
This is a landmark product because
it makes all flavours of digital sound
so nice to listen to. And as many
fellow vinyl aficionados will agree,
that takes some doing @
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NAD
D 1050

ew Acoustic Dimension, as

the company used to call

itself, has made quite a

splash with a range of
affordable electronics set into a new
form factor by industrial designer
David Farrage, who has also done
NAD’s VISO I speaker dock, among
other things. Like its partnering D
3020 amplifier (reviewed HFC
January 2014), the D 1050 DAC
sports a radical casework that can be
used either horizontally or vertically.
It has a very swish front display that
backlights the input selected and the
sampling frequency — the large knob
selects the digital source and there’s a
3.5mm headphone socket.

This new NAD box feels nice to use
— although the action of the source
selector switch isn’t the slickest — and
you can’t help liking the rubberised
case with its bright metal grille set
behind it. This gives a welcome
element of visual flair to an otherwise
quite utilitarian device. The back
panel is very busy indeed - it offers
balanced XLR outputs, as well as
standard RCAs. One pair of optical
and one pair of coaxial digital inputs,

ASsE A
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plus a single asynchronous USB.
Inside, there’s a Cirrus Logic CS4398
Delta Sigma DAC with active
oversampling filters. Signal paths are
said to be ‘ultra short’ on multi-layer
circuit boards and surface mount
components. Power is supplied by a
very modest-looking wall-wart type
switched mode unit.

Sound quality

This proves something of an enigma
as in many ways, on some music, the
listening panel rates it as an
exceptional performer, yet on other
music it seems to fall off the scale and
sound nowhere near as convincing.

It also divides opinion, as one of the

three consistently marks it down a bit,

while the other two rave about it.
The D 1050 has a characteristically
NAD sound, which is to say it has an

apparently quite dark and velvety sort

of tonality with a little bit of upper
mid edge for good measure. One
listener notes a lack of top-end
sparkle to the high treble, making
Beth Rowley’s vocals on Little
Dreamer sound a bit unatmospheric,
while the piano is slightly processed

CDETAILS

PRICE
£399

ORIGIN
US/China
WEIGHT

kg
DIMENSIONS

(WxHxD)
58 x186 x 208mm

FEATURES

016 to 24-bit/32/
441/48/88.2/96/
176.4/192kHz

® Asynchronous
USB, 2x coaxial,

2x optical amplifier
®Balanced XLR
outputs
DISTRIBUTOR
Sevenoaks Sound
&Vision
TELEPHONE

01793 461650
WEBSITE
nadelectronics.com
REVIEWED

HFC 379

and synthetic sounding. But still one
panellist declares: “This is one of the
best, I can hear her singing with the
musicians, it is good with leading
edges and extremely expressive”.
Another agrees that it is great for
attack transients, sounding very fast
and expressive, adding that it makes a
compelling case for itself musically.
The third panellist isn’t so
impressed, saying that it just doesn’t
have the definition of rival offerings,
and is somewhat lacking in tonal
balance. He admits it times well on
guitar tracks, but suggests that this
could be down to it being a touch
mid-forward. He comments that it
does really rather badly on
Kraftwerk’s Man Machine, which is
not what you’d expect from a DAC
you’d previously thought “times well”.
Even the biggest fan of the DAC on
the panel agrees that: “It makes a
complete horlicks of Kraftwerk”!

Conclusion

This is a very ‘Marmite’ product and
while two members of our listening
panel love it, the other is left out in
the cold. So — more than any other
DAC that we’ve reviewed in the last
12 months - this is something that
you will really need to give a proper
audition to before you buy e
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DISLIKE: Styling
won't win everyone
over; wireless setup
not intuitive

WE SAY: Brilliant one-
box music system with
quality to spare
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PRODUCT OF THE YEAR
Multi-room systems

Best multi-room system £500+
Bluesound

“There's a new leader in the
wireless multi-room music
market - Bluesound combines
high-res audio and ease of use

in one impressive system.”

HIGHAUDIO

SLUESOUND

HiFi for a wireless generation

BLUESOUND IS A 24-BIT NATIVE, PURE DIGITAL WIRELESS STREAMING MUSIC SYSTEM.

Even 16-bit CDs have only about half of the audio spectrum that the master recording holds and that’s a whole lot more than MP3s have left in them.
With more than a decade of compressed audio piping through earbud headphones and cheap dock players, the time has come. The portable players
we all love have created a new way of listening to music, but there hasn't really been much there to hear. Until now. Enter true 24-bit HD digital audio.

FOR THE

£ Bluetooth’

B&W e T7 « BLUETOOTH SPEAKER SYSTEM
Introducing the pick-up-and-play hi-fi speaker. Perfectly
sized for bedrooms, kitchens and gardens, T7 is B&W's most
portable, versatile wireless system yet.

PIONEER ¢ N-50 ¢ MUSIC STREAMER
Award-winning audiophile Network player supporting AirPlay®
and DLNA wireless technologies, allowing you to stream
music wirelessly from your iTunes libraries or i0S devices.
When connected to your home network, you can also enjoy a
wide variety of online music services remotely.

£799 aotBy | €)Bluetooth’
[A]

NAD e D 7050 « NETWORK AMPLIFIER / DAC
Combines NAD’s most advanced digital platform, Direct
Digital technology with Apple AirPlay® Wi-Fi streaming to

create the ultimate plug 'n play solution for wireless music.

[al

AirPlay

oofd | 3 Bluetooth

NAIM ¢ MU-SO e WIRELESS MUSIC SYSTEM

Combines Naim’s expertise in streaming, amplification and

loudspeaker technology. Mu-so is the stage your music deserves,

bringing you closer to the songs that inspire your life.

Airplay

WHAT HI-FIZ
socfd ) Bluetooth K—l

BLACKOR
MONITOR AUDIO WHITE
AIRSTREAM S200
WIRELESS SPEAKER

The award-winning Airstream S200
Wi-Fi speaker concentrates state-of-
the-art functionality, advanced digital
processing and powerful amplification
within a smaller than the average
one-box system.

£100 GIFT VOUCHER'
£799 FoRHIGH ResoLUTION Music OIODUS
— DOWNLOADS Uz
OR LESS “Byredemptionfrom o 2o

s MUSICIS BACK

'y

BLACKOR
SILVER SONY e HAP-S1
HI-RES AUDIO PLAYER SYSTEM
Take your music enjoyment to new heights with Sony's new
HAP-S1 500GB Hi-Res audio system with 2x40W analogue
amplifier; easy music file transfer and smartphone browsing.

apt

€ Bluetooth’

RUARK AUDIO ¢ MR1 e BLUETOOTH SPEAKER SYSTEM
Standing just 17cm tall, the MR1 speakers feature 20W of Class
A-B amplification, a 75mm mid/bass unit and 20mm tweeter
in each enclosure. The handcrafted cabinets are finished in a
choice of rich walnut veneer, soft white or soft black lacquer.

£90  Bluetooth
=2
ey

ARCAM e miniBlink « BLUETOOTH DAC
Arcam miniBlink: Hi-Resolution Bluetooth Streaming DAC in
new micro-format. Incredible value and peerless sound quality
from Bluetooth. The full suite of Arcam Analogue and Digital Hi-Fi
technologies in one tiny new wave product.

AWARDS 2014

NAIM e UNITIQUTE 2
ALL-IN-ONE STREAMING SYSTEM
All-in-one system featuring a 30W amplifier, FM/DAB/Internet
radio and wired and wireless connections to play network
digital audio. UnitiQute 2 can play USB-stored music files of
up to 32bit/192kHz resolution.

PLEASE NOTE: SOME BRANDS/PRODUCTS ARE NOT AVAILABLE AT ALL STORES. SPECIAL/ADDED VALUE OFFERS ARE NOT IN CONJUNCTION WITH ANY OTHER OFFER (NICWAOQOO). ADVERT VALID UNTIL 17/12/2014. E&OE

click
collect

NOW AVAILABLE

www.SSAV.com

SEVENOJd<KS

S OUND & VISION




WHAT HI

PRO-JECT * ESSENTIAL Il * TURNTABLE
Entry-level “plug'n’play” two speed turntable with single piece
aluminium tonearm and pre-fitted Ortofon OMbe cartridge.

£649

ORLESS

ARCAM « FMJ A19 ¢ AMPLIFIER
Arcam’s award-winning A19 integrated amplifier delivers
50W per channel and includes seven analogue inputs
along with a MM phono input.

£799
OR LESS

&
£1499

OR LESS

ARCAM e FMJ CDS27 / FMJ A39 « CD / AMPLIFIER
Introducing Arcam’s audiophile Class G integrated amplifier
and SACD/CD player with Network streaming up to 192/24
for class leading sound quality.

£249

OR LESS

NAD e C 556 e TURNTABLE

Time to enjoy vinyl collections with extraordinary quality!
With a minimalist design, the C 556 turntable offers accurate
reproduction by using performance-focused parts and

components that put music first.
£399
ORLESS

apt €) Bluetooth’

NAD e D 3020
AMPLIFIER / DAC
Features digital and analogue
inputs plus the convenience
of wireless streaming with its
Bluetooth capability.

£249
OR LESS

£249
OR LESS

NAD e C516BEE / C 316BEE * CD / AMPLIFIER
Received an outstanding product award from Hi-Fi News
magazine who descrided the C 316BEE is an “absolute barn-
stormer of an amplifier”. The C 516BEE is the perfect partner.

MARANTZ ¢ CD6005 / PM6005 » CD / AMPLIFIER
Replacing the 6004 models, the 6005 amp gains digital inputs
using the same 24-bit/192kHz DAC as the CD player which now
features enchanced USB playback and improved performance.

£599

OR LESS

£499

OR LESS

ROTEL ¢ RA-12/RCD-12 « AMPLIFIER / DAC/ CD
Amplifier with DAC that supports iPod USB and Bluetooth
audio streaming. Includes four analogue line-level inputs and
a phono input. The RCD-12 CD player is an ideal partner.

£100 GIFT VOUCHER’
rormicrresoLurionmusic [ Hi-Res
DOWNLOADS FROM QOBUZ

onfrom Soy. Ofec ants 0062015 MUSIC 1S BACK

£699 UES

ORLESS =eoi| ) Bluetooth
=

SONY « MAP-S1 « MULTI AUDIO PLAYER SYSTEM
It's all right here - a powerful 2x50W amplifier; tuner and CD player
integrated in an elegant compact unit. Just add speakers and you
are ready for an incredible Hi-Resolution Audio experience.

click
collect

NOW AVAILABLE

ROKSAN e K3 ¢ CD / AMPLIFIER
New integrated amplifier with aptX Bluetooth, a phono input plus
five additional line inputs for other sources. The K3 CD player is the
perfect match for the K3 amplifer: Three finish options available.

& -
Y -~ -~
e T= ‘P

£1899

OR LESS

'WHAT HI-FI?

ROKSAN e CASPIAN M2 e CD / AMPLIFIER
The M2 amp boasts 85wpc and five line inputs while the
matching CD features a 24-bit DAC plus dedicated power
supplies for the outputs.

DENON e D-M39DAB e CD / DAB SYSTEM
This micro component system gives you clean dramatic
sound, and more life to iPod and iPhone music libraries via
its digital USB input. Includes DAB/DAB+/FM tuner.

www.SSAV.com

PRO-JECT ¢ 1 XPRESSION CARBON ¢ TURNTABLE
With its Carbon armtube and supplied Ortofon 2m Silver cartridge,
the 1 Xpression Carbon sets new standards in its price range.

{399 'WHAT HI-FI?
’ |

ARCAM ¢ irDAC » DAC
Designed to be the heart of a digital system. Includes
asynchronous USB and a direct iPod input to optimise sound
quality. Allinputs can be controlled through an IR remote
that will also control iPods, iPhones, PC and Mac computers.
WHAT HI-FI2
£599 m

OR LESS

AUDIOLAB ¢ M-DAC * DAC / PREAMP

Award-winning DAC featuring a USB input with
asynchronous data processing along with two coaxial and
optical digital inputs. High-res 24-bit/192kHz music files can
be played via its coaxial input.

AUDIOQUEST ¢ DRAGONFLY v1.2
DAC / HEADPHONE AMP

An affordable and easy-to-use device that delivers
far superior sound by bypassing the poor quality
sound card that is built into your computer.
DragonFly is a sleek, flash drive sized
Digital-Audio Converter that connects to
a USB jack on a Mac or Windows PC,
turning any computer into a true
high-fidelity music source.

OR LESS

£399
ORLESS NAD e D 1050

DAC / HEADPHONE AMP
The best way to add Computer
Audio and HD Digital to your
hi-fi system. In fact, all digital
sources will get a boost when
the D 1050 takes over for the
inferior digital circuitry found
in everything from Blu-ray,
DVD and CD players, to music
streamers and set-top boxes.

£1499
ORLESS

NAD ¢ M51 e DAC

This award-winning DAC / pre-amp features optical, coaxial,
USB and HDMI inputs, all of which can handle files up to 24-
bit/192kHz. The M51 will truly transform any system.

£SSAV
.COM

[al
MARANTZ » M-CR610 ¢ CD / DAB / NETWORK SYSTEM
Enjoy great sounding music from diverse sources, including

Internet radio, music-streaming services, mobile devices, TV and

other digital audio sources.




BOWERS & WILKINS e 685 S2
At home on a stand, wall or book-
shelf, the versatile 685 S2 is ideal

for stereo and home theatre uses
in most rooms. And performance
is enhanced with the addition of a
Decoupled Double Dome tweeter:

) e

Price excludes stands

BOWERS & WILKINS

683 S2

The versatile 683 S2 is ideal for
stereo and home theatre use. Its
performance is enhanced with the
addition of a Decoupled Double
Dome tweeter along with new bass
driver construction techniques and
an FST Kevlar midrange driver.

£1149 hﬁ&mﬁ
OR LESS

KEF LS50

An innovative concept derived
from the legendary LS3/5a.
Rarely the case in such a
compact design, the LS50
monitor delivers a rich, multi-
dimensional 'soundstage
experience’ that is out of all
proportion to its size.

£799

OR LESS

WHAT HI'FI?
|_awarps 2014 |

SONOS
THE WIRELESS Hi-Fi SYSTEM

The Sonos Wireless HiFi System delivers
all the music on earth, in every room, with
deep, richly textured sound.

One year of music included.
Buy any Sonos player and claim 365 days
of Deezer Premium+ worth over £100

EEZER

DENON e HEOS

WIRELESS MULTI-ROOM

MUSIC SYSTEM

HEOS by Denon is a Wireless Multi-
Room Sound System comprising a
family of great-sounding music players
for your whole home. There is a free
app to control them from your i0S

or Android phone or tablet. You can
enjoy your favourite streaming music
services, internet radio or your own
music collection and set-up is a breeze.

|gh HEOS

s DENON

© spotity (napster’ Setunein =+ -DEEZER

PMC e TWENTY-22

An astonishingly natural balance
and high dynamic capability are
the hallmarks of this speaker. It
creates a precise sound stage
and profound bass performance
from its compact cabinet.

£1970

OR LESS

WHAT HI'FI?

CLA\M FREE

MC TWENTY
SPEAKER STANDS
WORTH £295

MONITOR AUDIO

SILVER 6

2.5 way speaker system
combining excellent dynamics
with a naturally rhythmic
sonic character and tight,
controlled bass. The Silver 6 is
an outstanding communicator
of music and film audio.

£999
OR LESS

PSB IMAGINE MINI
(WALNUT OR CHERRY)
Meet the newest and smallest
member of the ultra-stylish
Imagine Series. The deceptively
small Imagine Mini makes

a big impact on an already

CLAIM FREE impressive range of award-
PSB PFS- 27 winning speakers.
SPEAKER STANDS
WORTH 199 Ll UMITED

90 DAYS TO BE AMAZED
© 90 Days Risk Free Trial

© 20% Off For Your Second Heos Purchase
 Try Spotify Premium - 60 Day Free Trial

£SSAV
COM

Q ACOUSTICS e CONCEPT 20
Atruly remarkable award-
winning speaker which delivers
a level of sonic performance
previously only available to
audiophiles able to invest in
high-end models.

£349%5 %

OR LESS

Price excludes stands

BOWERS & WILKINS
CM10S2

The flagship floorstanding
speaker of the CM Series sets a
new standard for performance.
It combines technologies
taken from across B&W's
ranges. The result simply
sounds and looks beautiful.

£2999

OR LESS

Q ACOUSTICS

2020i

This award-winning
bookshelf speaker exudes
quality, delivering extended
bass, an open mid-range,
astonishing transient
response and exceptional

high frequency clarity.
£169%
STANDARD FINISHES. OR LESS
GLOSS FINISHES £219.95
B&W e P7 GRADO e SR325e
HEADPHONES HEADPHONES

OR LESS

NAD e VISO HP50
HEADPHONES

SENNHEISER
MOMENTUM HEADPHONES

£199%
ORLESS

FOR THE LATEST PRICES AND OFFERS VISIT WWW.SSAV.COM OR C

Stores Nationwide
We have a national network of
stores and a hard-won reputation
for outstanding customer service.

Website

Visit our website for a stream-
lined on-line experience with an
- outstanding product selection
Best Independent Retailer (Large) plUS the latest product news

Consumer Electronics X 8
Award Winner 2014 and store infomation.

awards 2014

. WINNER °

Consumer Electronics

Bishop's Stortford® 01279 506576
Bristol® 0117 974 3727

Brighton 01273 733338
Bromley 020 8290 1988
Cambridge® 01223 304770
Chelsea® 020 7352 9466
Cheltenham® 01242 241171
Chorleywood® 0845 5046364
Epsom® 01372 720720

Exeter® 01392 218895

Please Note: Some brands/products are not available at all stores. Special/added
value offers are not in conjunction with any other offer (NICWAQO).

ADVERT VALID UNTIL 17/12/2014. E&OE

Guildford 01483 536666
Holborn® 020 7837 7540
Kingston® 020 8547 0717

Leeds (Wetherby) 01937 586886
Loughton® 020 8532 0770
Maidstone 01622 686366
Norwich® 01603 767605

Oxford 01865 241773

Reading® 0118 959 7768
Sevenoaks 01732 459555

Sheffield® 0114 255 5861
Southampton® 023 8033 7770
Tunbridge Wells 01892 531543
Weybridge 01932 840859
Witham (Essex) 01376 501733
Yeovil® 01935 700078

* THESE STORES ARE FRANCHISED AND OPERATE UNDER
A LICENCE AGREEMENT TO SEVENOAKS SOUND &VISION

SEVENOJd<LS

S OUND & VISION
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O DETAILS

PRICE
£110

TYPE
USBDAC

TELEPHONE
+4790639918

WEBSITE
gnktc.com

REVIEWED
HFC381

OUR VERDICT

THIS CATCHILY ENTITLED
‘Quantisation Noise Killed The Cat’
DAC has the third version of the
analogue board, and plays hi-res
audio (up to 24/192) from Windows,
Linux and OS X computers. Inside

are good basic building blocks for a
budget DAC - the very respectable
Asahi Kasei AKM4430 DAC (the
excellent £3,650 LongDog DAC — HFC
377 — uses similar), Golledge crystal
oscillators running at 22.5792 and
24.576MHz (giving multiples of 44.1
and 48kHz), and an Atmel AVR32
general-purpose MCU programmed in
open source C. Like the Raspberry Pi
PC, this DAC has been designed with
experimentation in mind, so you're
effectively buying a whole world of
fun if you're that way inclined!

Sound quality

Hooked up to a MacBook Pro running
the latest version of Audirvana and
feeding a Creek Destiny 2 and MAD

makes a surprisingly nice noise. We
find ourselves rather mesmerised by
Art of Noise’s beautiful Moments In
Love. There’s no point getting a hi-res
version of this, as it was recorded on
a mid-eighties Sony digital recorder
running at 44.056kHz, but you
wouldn’t know it. The sound is clean,
but not in a sterile way. Rather, it is
smooth, spacious and well textured,
and this is completely unexpected
given its very modest price.
Compared to the Audiolab M-DAC
(at almost six times the price, HFC
368), there’s a slight lack of low-level
detail and it doesn’t give you the last
few percent of the song’s dynamics.

®
4

tonal smoothness and sweetness; in
an attempt to render every last bit of
data off the file, it sometimes sounds
more gravelly than the rather suave
QNKTC. Herbie Hancock’s Rock It at
24/96 shows that the Norwegian
DAC is tonally quite ‘well lit’; it’s
never harsh, but you get the sense
of a crisp autumn morning with
brilliant sunshine throwing
everything into sharp relief.

Overall then, if USB is your only
option if you're looking for a DAC
and you're on a tight budget, the
QNKTC AB-1.2 is an excellent
product to consider — a perfect
example of how tweakiness and

1.8.8.8.8 ¢

MyClapton speakers, the QNKTC

But the Audiolab doesn’t have the

Valve Audio Devices DAC-10

STRIKING THOUGH IT is, most
customers won’t be buying the
DAC-10 for its styling — it’s what is
under the hood that counts. And
there are six glowing thermionic
valves — two Souz 6SN8S drivers, a
pair of mil-spec CV574 rectifiers and
twin 6N6P double triode valves. VAD
says these have been selected for
reliability and robustness. The
triode valve analogue output

stage operates in pure Class A,

and modern tube best practice is
followed with good new old stock
valves specified, short signal paths
and point-to-point silver wiring.

Sound quality
There is a certain ‘rightness’ to the
sound of the DAC-10. It comes over
as a simple conduit for the music,
letting it blossom and flow.
Sometimes high-resolution files
can disappoint, sounding more
impressive from a hi-fi perspective,
but not necessarily more musical —

HifiChoice YEARBOOK 2014

but not here. Herbie
Hancock’s Future Shock at
24/96 is extremely clean
and ordered, with oodles
of space in the mix, yet
massively powerful, too.
The DAC communicates
the song’s chord
progressions beautifully,
giving a great sense of
the song having a strong
direction to follow. Rhythmically
superb, it doesn’t force the beats out
at you, preferring instead to charm
and beguile the listener. Bass is
amazing enough via 16-bit, but at
higher resolutions it is breathtaking.
The picture is the same for DSD too,
with Alex de Grassi’s The Water
Garden coming over in a natural and
spacious way. Indeed, so open, even
and effortlessly musical is the
DAC-10, that we have to scrabble
around for things to say about it. The
only obvious flag it flies is that it is a
tube design. There is still a little bit of

hiss to be heard at very high volumes
— it’s rather nice and comforting,

but it’s still there whereas a good
solid-state design will give you an
‘inky black’ silence. The bass lacks
that last few percent of tightness, it’s
ever so slightly soft on leading edges,
lovely as it is all the same. Having
said that, the DAC-10 is an auspicious
debut. It’s a wonderfully natural and
enjoyable sound — not something you
always associate with digital audio.
If you're lucky enough to be able to
afford to consider a top-class DAC,
this is an essential audition @

geekiness can raise hi-fi’s game ®

C DETAILS

PRICE

£6,995

TYPE

USB &S/PDiF DAC

TELEPHONE
01604 922704

WEBSITE
valveaudiodevices.
co.uk

REVIEWED
HFC 381

OUR VERDICT

1.8.8.8.8 .
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Korg

DS-DAC-100
1-Bit USB DAC

etter known for its DJ
equipment and musical
instruments, Korg has
recently started launching
a number of hi-fi products. The
DS-DAC-100 is a USB-only DAC and
is the big brother of the portable
DS-DAC-100m USB headphone DAC
(HFC 387). Although principally
designed to drive a decent pair of
headphones, it has a pair of RCA
phono and balanced XLR outputs. It
is a beautifully made unit measuring
207 x 60 x 160mm (WxHxD). It has
a striking appearance that is both
elegant and stylish perched on top of
three spiked feet for support, and
comes with matching spike shoes to
protect surfaces from damage.

In addition to standard PCM, it
supports 1-Bit DSD native playback
from a PC or Mac. An audio driver for
both Windows and Mac operating
systems (downloadable from the Korg
website) is required in order to
support this mode and the higher
sampling rates of audio.

A neat row of LEDs on the front
panel indicates the incoming audio
sampling rate — the last two LEDs
show DSD inputs of 2.8 or 5.6MHz
respectively. In the centre of the panel
is a good-quality rotary control for
adjusting the volume of the
headphone output.

S DETAILS

PRICE
£480

TELEPHONE
01908 304699

WEBSITE
korg.com/uk

REVIEWED
HFC 388

OUR VERDICT

2.8.8.8.8 ¢

Korg’s DS-DAC series uses similar
technologies gained from its
experience with DSD recording,
and its first DSD DAC was released
in Japan in 2012. When used with
Korg’s AudioGate playback and
format conversion software, music is
routed directly to the DAC-100 and
completely bypasses the computer
hardware. The AudioGate software
allows for DSD playback, which is
a particularly good feature. The
software can even convert PCM files
up to 24-bit/192kHz to DSD on
the fly, using the processing power
of your PC to do the work. The
AudioGate software is different from
other proprietary playback software
in that it undertakes much of the
digital-to-analogue processing itself,
rather than using the hardware.
Although the audio quality in
conventional USB DAGCs is better
than using the built-in DAC of the
computer as it is more sophisticated,
the processing is nevertheless done
within the DAC hardware and so the
audio quality cannot be controlled.
Since Korg’s AudioGate software
performs the processing that is
inherent in digital-to-analogue
conversion, all of the audio quality
can be controlled. By using the
computer’s power instead of
depending on external hardware,

-
USB DAC

the processing can be performed in an
ideal and precise manner, which Korg
says results in superior audio fidelity.
The DAC-100 supports single-bit DSD
at 2.8MHz or 5.6MHz and PCM 16
or 24-bit from 44.1 to 192kHz. By
developing both the hardware and
the application, Korg considers that

it is able to ensure comprehensive
audio quality, even on up-converted
file formats.

Sound quality

The AudioGate user interface is

easy to use and has a wealth of
information displayed about the
audio file being played. Starting off
with CD-quality 16-bit/44.1kHz files,
the Korg’s performance is very
enjoyable but not particularly
exceptional. However, with the
AudioGate software playing higher-
resolution FLAC files, the dynamic
range is excellent. In particular, with a
recording of a Vivaldi Cantata on the
album Vivaldi LAmore Per Elvira by
La Serenissima at 24-bit/88.2kHz,
the soprano is musical and effortless
during the crescendos.

We next play a 24-bit/192kHz
recording — Beethoven Piano
Concertos 3, 4 & 5 by the Scottish
Chamber Orchestra — and here the
higher resolution files clearly make
themselves known. The piano, which
is a difficult instrument to record and
sound consistently convincing
throughout the dynamics of a
full-blown concerto, is reproduced
with a sparkling clarity and presence
that is as good as we've heard.

Conclusion

All in all, the sound quality delivered
by the Korg impresses, especially
when playing higher-resolution files.
If you're looking for a DAC that can
play DSD files, then the Korg DS-DAC-
100 should be high on your list ®

YEARBOOK 2014 HifiChoice
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ATC
SCM/

t’s only since the eighties
that ATC has made
domestic loudspeakers,
and even now it doesn’t
change its range very often. This
is the company’s most affordable
speaker yet, as it’s far smaller than
most of its products, but still fairly
big by the standards of most
standmounted loudspeakers.

The two-way design sports a new
ATC designed and manufactured
25mm soft dome tweeter with
neodymium magnet and precision
alloy wave guide, working with a
125mm ATC designed and built mid/
bass unit with an inhouse, hand-
wound precision flat wire coil and
3kg optimised motor assembly.

Compared with many loudspeakers,
the ATC seems rather old fashioned
— but that is because it doesn’t have
any of the features that some regard
as gimmicks, such as elaborately
shaped cabinets or fancy-sounding
cone materials. You might say it is
conservative with a small ‘c’, and
none the worse for it; certainly the
construction quality is excellent.

One trait it shares with all ATCs is
that it needs a lot of power to drive;
the company claims 84dB/1W/1m
sensitivity and this is below par

for a modern loudspeaker, but
understandable considering its size
and infinite baffle design. ATC says

it is an easy load, but it still needs a
serious amount of watts; we’d advise
that at least 40W RMS per channel is
needed to make the SCM7 go loud in

HifiChoice YEARBOOK 2014

( STANDMOUNT LOUDSPEAKER

even a medium-sized room — so do
take care to match carefully.

Sound quality

This little speaker sounds nothing like
your average standmounter. What it
doesn’t do is throw a massive sound
into the room, hanging holographic
images all around. Nor does it thump
out large amounts of bass, or indeed
go loud in an easy and lazy way.
Rather, the ATC brings its own unique
skill set to the party, and few others
can match it. It’s tight, taut, rhythmic,

Not having a big
cabinet thrumming
away unlocks a
whole world of detail

propulsive, expressive and unerringly
musical. More than most it gives you
the sense that music is foremost an
emotional experience.

Bass fans will love its tunefulness,
but miss hearing the bottom octave
of their favourite songs. Its midband
is very good in its way, but doesn’t
sound sumptuous or especially
sophisticated, and the treble is solid
but doesn’t have any special, ethereal
quality. But cue up Isaac Hayes’ Life’s
Mood and suddenly you're engrossed,
absolutely captivated and pulled right
in. It’s the high quality, small and
sealed cabinet that does it; it doesn’t
store any energy and has no bass port
to huff and puff, and the result is that

O DETAILS

PRICE
£810

ORIGIN
UK

WEIGHT
7.5kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
174 x 300 x 215mm

FEATURES

© 25mm tweeter
©125mm mid/bass
® Quoted sensitivity:
84dB/1W/Im
DISTRIBUTOR

ATC Loudspeaker
Technology Ltd
TELEPHONE
01285760561

WEBSITE
atcloudspeakers.
co.uk

REVIEWED
HFC 384

bass transients are lightning fast with
no overhang. At the same time, the
ATC really showcases dynamic
accents, and together this makes

for a seat-of-the-pants listen.

The Smiths’ Girl Afraid is enthralling,
fast and fluid. Tonally it’s a bit dry, but
it still gives a decent sense of what’s
going on in the recording.

Conclusion

Not having a big cabinet thrumming
away unlocks a whole world of detail,
making Herbie Hancock’s Speak Like
A Child a pleasure. Piano has a
solidity of tone that you can’t not
love, while flutes and flugelhorns
have a simple purity that’s only
available when there’s no cabinet
joining in. Even with a light bass,
jazz sounds gloriously propulsive,
the listener getting their rhythm
cues elsewhere. Bliss ®

| Choice NN

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY LIKE: Wonderfully

Yo % % K % propulsive; taut bass;

... clean midband; build
VALUEFORMENEY  DISLIKE: Poor bass

* * * * * extension; needs lots

of power

WE SAY: Fantastic,
characterful speaker
that won'tappeal to all

EASE OF DRIVE

* kK

OVERALL

% % kK
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STEREO SYSTEM
Marantz SA8005/PM8005

PM8005 / SA8005

www.marantz.co.uk

maraniz’

crowned craftsmanship
In stereo

Marantz has been instrumental in conveying the true emotions of musicians by reproducing their music as
faithfully as possible, just as the artist intended. To continue that tradition, Marantz continuously updates its
stereo collection. The result is a totally sublime combination that not only creates spectacular, earth-moving
audio balanced with delicate minute detail but also includes on-board USB-DAC functionality for extreme
versatility. The PM8005 Integrated Stereo Amplifier and SA8005 Super Audio CD-Player / USB-DAC

incorporate the best of Marantz expertise and engineering to produce the purest sound quality.
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ATC SCM19

his is the smallest speaker
in ATC’s domestic range
that has an equivalent in
its professional monitor
series (the SCM20ASL Pro). That
is an active model with a different
tweeter — they share the same mid/
bass unit and physical volume,
despite the numerical difference.
Like other ATC two-ways it’s a sealed,
infinite baffle design because ports
introduce a loss of driver control
below resonance. The acoustic price
you pay for this is reduced sensitivity
and extension, but this is a trade
off that ATC prefers, and power is
relatively inexpensive these days.
The main driver is a 150mm SL
(super linear) spec unit with an
integral 75mm soft dome and 9kg
short coil/long gap motor assembly
or magnet. This is why the SCM19
weighs so much for a speaker of its
size — if audio equipment was judged
by its mass/price ratio it would win
every time. ATC doesn’t recommend
a particular stand height for the
SCM19, but suggests that the
top-most part of the surround on
the mid/bass unit be at ear height.

Sound quality

ATC’s smaller speakers have a
delivery that hits the ground running
so to speak. Immediate, upbeat and
highly entertaining in a youthful,
spirited way. The SCM19 is a rather
more mature loudspeaker, it has

a much more pro audio sound

HifiChoice YEARBOOK 2014

inasmuch as it is very low on
character and revealing in a calm,
restrained manner. It takes a while

to appreciate just how much it lets
through because colouration is so low.
This is a very good thing for the music
because you hear more of what the
artist intended and what they heard
in the control room at the studio.

This is the true advantage of a
monitor, in a world where there is no
absolute sound — we rarely listen to
purist audiophile recordings that
attempt to capture a totally natural
sound — the best we can aim for is the
sound that was conjured up in the
studio, a sound that was arrived at
with studio monitors. And given the
amount of studios that use ATCs you
have a good chance of emulating that
with its domestic loudspeakers.

With Donny Hathaway’s live
recording of The Ghetto that means
massive image scale in height and
depth alongside smokin’ keyboards,
conga et al that build an irresistible
groove. You can hear the recording is
not the cleanest possible, but more
obvious is the atmosphere that takes
over the listening room, it’s a party on
a disc no doubt about it. This ATC has
superb bass, it goes low but is tight
and fully textured. When partnered
with a decent amplifier it stops and
starts with total precision. So when
a pianist uses a damping pedal you
know exactly how he or she is doing
it. This is partly because this is a very
quiet loudspeaker, the box makes very

O DETAILS

PRICE
£1,996

ORIGIN
UK

WEIGHT
17.8kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
265x438x300mm

FEATURES

©25mm soft dome
tweeter

©150mm mid/bass
® Quoted sensitivity:
85dB
DISTRIBUTOR

ATC Loudspeaker
Technology Ltd

TELEPHONE
01285760561

WEBSITE
atcloudspeakers.
co.uk

REVIEWED

HFC 390

little contribution and the absence of
any bass port removes the resonances
that such devices can introduce.
Overhang is not in evidence yet
serious low end is, you can get quick
bass by avoiding deep notes, but that
is not the case here.

Melanie de Biasio’s album No Deal
has the Belgian chanteuse singing
over often quite deep synth bass
alongside piano and a rhythm section.
It’s an inky black recording from
which the SCM19 extracts an
enormous amount of character. The
way the voice has been treated is
particularly obvious, but this doesn’t
undermine its appeal. You can
hear way down into the mix and
appreciate the subtlety of playing
from every member of the band, this
in the context of very open vocals but
quite dark instruments. All is laid bare
but thanks to the speaker’s ability to
stop and start precisely on cue the
timing remains spot on.

Put on something less controlled
like Frank Zappa’s Roxy By Proxy and
you can immerse yourself in the raw
vitality of a well honed live band,
appreciate the distortion in the PA
system and revel in the compositional
genius of the man without effort.
Piano really shows what this speaker
can do. We get totally carried away
with Haydn and Beethoven pieces
that usually fail to keep us interested.

Conclusion

The SCM19 makes a good case for the
assertion that what’s right for the
studio is also best for the home.
Transparency is what you want in
both locales, the engineer might be
listening for something different to
the music lover, but they both want

to hear as much as possible. In that
respect this is a killer product. It tells
you exactly what’s going on in the
mix be it good or bad. It lets you hear
how Jimi or Jimmy or Jeff played the
mind blowing stuff they did and that’s
what life should be all about @

| Choice IS

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY LIKE: Very revealing;
Y % % % % superbbassandfine
................................... timing; well built
VALUEFORMONEY  pyg) IKE: Needs more
* * * * * power than average to
................................... give of its best
BU'L;)UA”TY WESAY: When it
* * * * cognes to bandwidth
EASEOFDRWE """" and transparency per
pound, the SCM19is
* * * * particularly good
OVERAL
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New entry level HEGEL H80 integrated amplifier:

More powerful, less additives, more inputs, more possibilities... But still that addictive HEGEL sound.

HiFi+ (UK 2014):

“It's a well-built, deceptively powerful amplifier with an excellent digital audio stage. It fights well above it's
weight' is a cliché of the highest order, but it really applies here. Excellent!

- Alan Sircom - Editor

The Absolute Sound (USA 2014):
“| hope more people will participate in the deeper enjoyment of music in their homes because products like the

H80 make it more accessible. The H80 is the real deal...and a sweet deal, too.” - Kirk Midstkog - Reviewer

HiFi & Musik (Sweden 2013):
“It will take a while for me to recover after this. This may be the best value for the money | have reviewed in my
carreer.” - Jonas Bryngelsson - Editor

Lyd & Bilde (Norway 2013):
“Home run (klokkeren inntertier)! To say that HEGEL did it right with the H80 is an understatement.
AMPLIFIER OF THE YEAR’ - Lasse Svendsen - Editor




Performance.
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
Level inputs, an exceptional Moving Magnet phono stage and superior aptX® Bluetooth technology; itis 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
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KEF
S50

ustifiably popular, the

LS50 gets off to a great

start thanks to its rather

lovely looks. There aren’t
that many standmount loudspeakers
around that are likely to appease
partners that are averse to having hi-fi
around the home, but this might just
be the exception to the rule.

Its lovely 130mm ‘rose gold’-
coloured, magnesium/aluminium
coned mid/bass driver makes a bold
visual statement. Set into this is a
25mm aluminium tweeter, forming
KEF’s patented Uni-Q array, which
appears to come from a single-point
source — it’s far more than just a
gimmick. Crossover point is 2.2kHz.

The cabinet is really beautifully
done too, with a stunning piano black
lacquer and superb detailing — this
loudspeaker looks far more expensive
than it actually is.

The front baffle is curved and
made from a special polyester resin
combined with glass fibre and
calcium carbonate. The rear panel,
meanwhile, sports luxurious
single-wire terminals and a decidedly
unconventional-looking bass reflex
port. It feels solid when you rap it
with your knuckles, and is quite
heavy given its relatively diminutive
dimensions. KEF claims a sensitivity

of 85dB, which is about middling for
a box of this size.

Sound quality

The LS50 is a larger than life
loudspeaker, throwing voices and
instruments wide into the listening
room, giving that uncanny feeling
of the sound hovering out into the
space, completely detached from
the speakers. Soundstaging is superb.
UBA40’s Tyler is amazing, a vast
expanse of music with each
instrument in the mix located

with laser-like precision.

The treble is really good for a
speaker of this type. It's smooth and
well integrated with the midband,
and nicely spacious too — making for
a lovely, even, full-range speaker that
conveys the air of a good recording.
Indeed, it’s so insightful you can also
hear the tape hiss on Tyler. The only
caveat is that it’s more directional
than you might hope; there’s
definitely a sweet spot; owners will
need some experimentation here.

It has an even, uniform tonal
balance. It doesn’t sound particularly
powerful down in the bass, but what
bass there is, is enjoyably tuneful
and well extended. Ever so slightly
warm, the LS50 doesn’t dry out the
recording, sucking the natural

STANDMOUNT LOUDSPEAKER

O DETAILS

PRICE
£800

ORIGIN

UK/China

WEIGHT

7.2kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
200x302x278mm
FEATURES
®1x25mmAl
tweeter, 130mm Al/
Mg mid/bass driver

© Quoted sensitivity:

85dB/1W/1m
DISTRIBUTOR
GP Acoustics Ltd

TELEPHONE
01622 672261
WEBSITE
kef.com/gb
REVIEWED
HFC 384

tonality out of instruments. Instead,
it allows them to be heard in their
full glory, and this extends to vocals,
where there’s a tangible and
believable timbre. Isaac Hayes’ Life’s
Mood sounds natural, with no sense
that the KEF is editorialising.

Conclusion

Indeed, the LS50 doesn’t add much;
it’s actually a pretty neutral performer
and throws out lots of fine detail from
recordings. It’s great at conveying the
gaps between the beats on The
Smiths’ Girl Afraid, so you can hear
right in and enjoy the attack
transients of the strummed guitar
chords. This gives the speaker real
clarity, and also makes for a
rhythmically satisfying feel. There’s
some slight overhang in the upper
bass, which pads the sound out
slightly, but this aside the KEF is

a snappy thing to listen to. Music
bounces along with heady abandon,
and so do you! @
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Powerful headamp

Output power : 180mW

Headphone Impedance Range : 160 ~ 3000
Frequency Response : 10 Hz - 65kHz

Light weight : 148gm

Rechargeable battery : 8-10 hours continuous usage
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Monitor Audio

Silver 1

little fuller than many
rivals, it’s almost as if the
Silver 1 has been working
out at the gym and power
eating at the same time — and that’s
because it has a larger mid/bass unit
than you might expect, given its
height. Instead of the usual ‘small
footprint, narrow baffle’ design,
Monitor Audio has gone for a 150mm
driver, which makes the speaker wider.
Fitting a 150mm driver where you'd
normally expect something smaller
confers a sense of ease and power
to the Silver 1 that many rivals lack.
The driver’s cone is Monitor Audio’s
standard C-CAM design, with dimpled
RST cone technology it’s stiff and light.
Matching this is a new C-CAM gold
anodised aluminium/magnesium alloy
dome tweeter with a damped rear
chamber and dome venting. This
crosses over from the mid/bass driver
at 3kHz. Both units are rigidly bolted
to the cabinet, and split two ways via
a crossover with polypropylene film
capacitors and silver-plated OFC
wiring. There’s a single bass port on the
back, along with bi-wiring posts.

Sound quality

Here’s a small speaker that sounds
rather bigger than you might expect.
New Atlantic’s I Know sounds
wonderfully crisp and punchy; bass is
tight and has very little sense of any
overhang. The notes from the bass
synthesiser start and stop extremely
clearly; giving a powerful and pulsating
feel. The midband sounds clean and

detailed, the Silver 1s throwing out lots
of information from the innards of the
mix. You wouldn’t call it forward, but it
is certainly explicit and well defined,
and this extends to the treble.

As well as giving a tighter, tauter bass
than you might expect from a budget
speaker, the other benefit of being
small is the stereo imaging. The sound
comes from something close to a
single-point source, letting it fire out
into the room coherently to paint big,
bold, three-dimensional stereo images.
This is partly because the tweeter and
mid/bass unit are located so close
together on the front baffle.

This makes for a wonderfully
expansive rendition of Isaac Hayes
Shaft Original Soundtrack. The
recorded acoustic sounds positively
cavernous, in all three dimensions.
Inside this, instruments are located
with great precision considering the
price of the speaker; it doesn’t give you
electrostatic levels of image location
admittedly, but it’s not that far off.

One of the big problems with small
speakers is dynamic compression —
they’re physically not able to shift
enough air to track instrumental
dynamic changes accurately. Happily,
this small box proves better than
most. This is likely down to the larger
drive unit, plus the very rigid cabinet.
It certainly makes for a decent
performance in this respect; for
example, the frantic firecracker drum
work on Rush’s Red Barchetta is kept
together brilliantly. As the song builds
to a crescendo, the speakers keep

f /i § i

C DETAILS

PRICE
£500

ORIGIN
UK/China
WEIGHT
6.95kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
185 x312x263mm

FEATURES
©1x25mm C-CAM
dome tweeter
©1x150mm C-CAM
bass driver

® Quoted sensitivity:
87dB/1W/Im
DISTRIBUTOR
Monitor Audio Ltd

TELEPHONE
01268 740580

WEBSITE
monitoraudio.co.uk

REVIEWED
HFC390

STANDMOUNT LOUDSPEAKER

getting louder without compressing
or distorting the music, and are very
adroit at communicating the small
micro dynamics of the cymbals, for
example. Ultimately at high levels
there is a slight softening of dynamic
peaks, but it is far less intrusive than
some other similarly priced rivals.

The Silver 1 doesn’t obviously excel
at any one particular aspect of the
musical performance, instead
preferring to relax into the music and
let the listener enjoy it without drawing
attention to itself. It’s surprisingly
convincing with large-scale classical
orchestral music, such as a Deutsche
Grammophon pressing of Beethoven’s
Symphony No.6 (Berlin Philharmonic,
Karajan) just as long as you ‘tune out’
the lack of low bass. It has a wide
soundstage, and it drops back way
behind rear wall. Its surprising clarity
and transparency gives a clear window
on the musical world without sounding
bright or forward.

Conclusion

Overall this is a super little box and
the beautiful finishes merely add
extra icing to the cake. If you're
looking for something that’s small but
perfectly formed, you've found it ®
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Monitor Audio

Silver 2

fter a conservative start to

speaker production, by the

eighties Monitor Audio

was pushing the envelope
with metal dome tweeters — and then
gold domes — and the Silver 2
features just this in a standard 25mm
size. It also has a metal-coned mid/
bass unit, which is unusually large at
200mm and requires a fractionally
wider front baffle than is fashionable
these days. This big driver has been
squeezed in, so that the loudspeaker
doesn’t look too bulbous. It confers
real benefits; larger drivers tend to
have more in reserve, sounding more
effortless and promising higher
efficiency if implemented correctly. In
the case of the Silver 2, it’s quoted at
88dB, which is decent, and it duly
goes a lot louder with the same
amount of power as the ATC SCM7
(reviewed on page 38).

The speaker itself is beautifully
finished and comes in selected
premium quality wood veneers or
high gloss finishes. The sense of
opulence is heightened by the C-CAM
gold dome tweeter and the dished
metal mid/bass unit. The 20mm-
thick, well-braced cabinet is very
sturdy when given the knuckle rap
test, thanks in no small part to single
bolt-through drive units. Monitor

HifiChoice YEARBOOK 2014

Audio says silver-plated copper wire
is used internally, along with
premium polypropylene film
capacitors. The bass port sits
discreetly around the back, and
neat magnetically fixed grilles

are also supplied.

Sound quality

With a large mid/bass driver, this
was always going to be an interesting
contender, and so it proves. It’s an
excellent-sounding loudspeaker,
blessed with plenty of clarity and
immediacy plus weight and depth,
and its very own distinctive, highly
detailed sound. Rather like a lazy,
large-engined luxury car, the Monitor
Audio can deliver all the power it
needs, but does so in a more relaxed
and less forced manner than many

similarly priced rivals. Those big mid/

bass units don’t augment its bass
output particularly, but they offer a
more gutsy yet relaxed presentation
that’s very good at carrying dynamic
accents that most others miss.

Isaac Hayes’ Life’s Mood is a joy.
Percussion is better accented than
most, giving a superior sense of
rhythmic flow, and the crashing
keyboard cadences push out in a
more arresting and explicit way. But
at the same time, the tonal purity is

O DETAILS

PRICE
£650

ORIGIN
UK/China
WEIGHT
9.7kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
230x375x323mm
FEATURES

©25mm C-CAM
tweeter

©200mm RST mid/
bass driver

® Quoted sensitivity:

88dB/1W/1Im
DISTRIBUTOR
Monitor Audio Ltd
TELEPHONE

01268 740580
WEBSITE
monitoraudio.co.uk

REVIEWED
HFC 384

such that the piano sound is
beautifully carried. Behind this,
violins soar in a wonderfully accurate
and expressive way, and the speakers
catch the drama of this great song.

Conclusion

The Silver 2 pushes out a wider
soundstage than its rivals. It can’t
match the KEF LS50 (page 43), but it
isn’t far off and gives a great sense of
space to recordings. You can really
hear inside and drill down into the
low-level detail, in a way that many
rivals simply don’t allow. The Smiths’
Girl Afraid is wonderfully open and
detailed, but still carries the emotion
within the song. Snare drums sound
tight, while treble is delicate and
smooth; the tweeter reveals real
delicacy that makes rivals seem rather
ragged in comparison. The only real
downside is just a touch of upper and
lower bass box boom, but it’s certainly
no worse than any of its rivals at this
price point @

| Choice NN

OUR VERDICT
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Polk Audio
RTIAT

lthough relatively new to

the UK, Polk’s £299 RTiAl

has been wowing American

customers since 2008,
which is a sterling endorsement of its
design. The bi-wireable two-way driver
complement comprises a 25mm silk/
polymer-composite dome tweeter and
a 130mm polymer/mineral-composite
bass mid unit.

Both units were designed using
Polk’s Dynamic Balance technology,
which uses a full-field heterodyning
laser interferometer system to analyse
and minimise driver resonance.

Also chasing down unwanted
contributions, Polk’s Power Port
technology aims to reduce port noise,
or ‘chuffing’. A dispersing cone is
placed at the mouth of the port on the
rear and is designed to improve the
air flow in the same way that a long,
flared port would do on a larger
floorstanding speaker. The claimed
result is lower turbulence at the
mouth of the port and a reduction in
distortion. There’s also a second port
on the front to resonate at the same
frequency as the enclosure’s internal
depth resonance. As the radiation of
the front and rear ports are out of
phase with the drive-unit output,
resonance peaks should be suppressed.

Sound quality

The Als sound quite different to
British price rivals from the likes

of KEE Monitor Audio and B&W.
Whatever benefits accumulated by
the various anti-resonance measures,
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these speakers have been voiced with
extreme skill for a specific result. The
mid-range is beautifully presented
and subtly spotlit to achieve a
tremendous sense of hear-through
clarity and detail. Tonal colours seem
slightly saturated, giving a richness
and tactility to instruments and vocals
you simply don’t expect from a
speaker of this size or price. Likewise,
the speed and expressive reach of the
dynamics are almost scarily good.
Better still, it’s all securely grounded
with an agile, supple bass
performance that, while far from
visceral, is taut and tuneful.

The Al’s ability to present fine detail
in a musically coherent yet uninhibited
manner while bypassing the kind of
forensic analysis that can sometimes
let structural elements of the music
dominate at the expense of tonal
texture and timbral shading is a rare
joy. Here you get it all in a way that
appears to be completely unforced and
natural. For instance, jazz pianist Joe
Sample’s muscular two-fisted keyboard
runs on the classic track Carmel always
sound impressively clean, crisp and
focused on our ever-engaging Monitor
Audio Bronze BX2s. But through the
Als, the tumbling notes seem punchier
and pacier, more pristine yet more
harmonically replete. Similarly, Amy
Whitehouse’s voice on F**k Me Pumps
gains aerobically as well as emotionally.
It’s simply a more powerful presence.

The speaker’s imaging skills are of an
equally high order. Given a bit of space
to breathe (at least a foot from back

O DETAILS

PRICE
£299

ORIGIN
USA/China

WEIGHT
5.4kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
187 x 305 x292mm

FEATURES
©25mmsilk polymer
composite dome
tweeter

©133mm polymer
composite bass
driver

® Quoted sensitivity:
89dB/1W/Im
DISTRIBUTOR

D&M Audiovisual
Ltd

TELEPHONE
02890279830
WEBSITE
polkaudio.com
REVIEWED
HFC 391

and side walls, preferably more)
soundscapes are convincingly
proportioned, as deep as they are
wide. Musicians, singers and
instruments have easily discerned
spatial relationships and, once again, a
sense of palpable physicality that’s hard
to credit given their modest size and
price. Grand piano, the undoing of
many a small speaker, holds no fear
for the plucky Polks. They even make
a decent fist of giving some weight
and harmonic structure to the lower
octaves. In short, they’re a bit addictive.
Remarkably uncoloured, but far
from neutral in the dull sense, the Als
are even handed with all types of
music and, despite obvious physical
limitations, sound expansive with
great bass and dazzling midband
insight. Crucially, they're alive to the
pulse of the music and endowed with
a keen instinct for nailing its beauty. If
their presentation is ever so slightly
hyped, it’s in a good way.

Conclusion

Elegant design, real wood finish, ease
of drive and general unfussiness about
placement only add to our feeling that
the best kind of hi-fi product is a
bargain. You're looking at one right
here. We recommend a listen ®
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PSB

 STANDMOUNT LOUDSPEAKER

Imagine Mini

t's not easy being a Mini.

You're always aware that

everyone else is bigger

than you, stronger than
you and in some respects more
attractive too. You have to fight for
your already modest position in life,
because it’s so easy for other larger
objects to overshadow you.

Sometimes less is more, and when
you're talking about hi-fi loudspeakers
diminutive dimensions can be an
advantage. While little loudspeakers
cannot move vast amounts of air, the
air that they do move is less affected
by cabinet resonances, because it’s
easier to make a more rigid small box.
Then there’s the proximity between
the tweeter and mid/bass driver; the
closer the two are, the better the
‘point source’. This makes for superior
stereo imaging and focus, as any dual
concentric speaker fan will tell you.

So PSB’s Imagine Mini has several
things going for it. Expect it to throw
music into the room the likes of which
you’d normally only hear at a concert,
and to sound fast, tight and fun.

The Mini asks its 25mm titanium
dome tweeter to do a little more
work than usual, as it crosses over
at 2.2kHz. This is fairly routine for a
larger two-way speaker design, but
less so for something of this size. It
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mates up to the 120mm mid/bass
drive unit with a rather unusual clay/
ceramic compounded polypropylene
cone, and has a special Turbo Magnet
system, which is said to increase the
force factor of the compound magnet
and improve the bass performance.
PSB hasn’t scrimped on the cabinet,
either. Coming in a choice of five
finishes — Black Ash, Dark Cherry,
Walnut, High Gloss Black or High
Gloss White — it is very solidly
constructed for a speaker of this size,
and finished to a high standard. The
usual knuckle rap test delivers a
satisfyingly dead thunk. The moulded
rear panel houses a single pair of
speaker binding posts and a rear bass
reflex port. Positioning is easy — two
to three metres between one another,
just a few centimetres from the rear
wall, and slightly toed-in according to
taste. The main trick is finding stands
high enough to get their tweeters at
ear-height; we use Atacama SE24s.

Sound quality

Starting off with some smooth
ambient electronica courtesy of
Groove Armada’s Dusk, You and Me,
it quickly becomes clear that this is a
classy little loudspeaker. The music
projects confidently out into the
room, the boxes appearing to dissolve

O DETAILS

PRICE

£599

ORIGIN

Canada
WEIGHT

3kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
143x234 x212mm
FEATURES
©25mm titanium
dome tweeter
©120mm

polypropylene
mid/bass driver

® Quoted sensitivity:

87dB/1W/1Im

DISTRIBUTOR
Sevenoaks Sound
&Vision Ltd

TELEPHONE
01732740944
WEBSITE
pshspeakers.com
REVIEWED

HFC 385

into thin air — indeed, it’s remarkable
just how big sounding a well-
executed small speaker can be.
Tonally, there is no sense of the bass
falling off a cliff, as the Mini sounds
surprisingly fulsome in the upper
bass. In absolute terms, of course,
the bottom octave is missing, but the
richness of the balance above that
flatters to deceive. At the other end,
treble is crisp and surprisingly refined
for a speaker of this price. For
example, the trumpet sound has

a realistic rasp, and hi-hats have
satisfying shimmer.

Cue up something denser and more
frenetic like Felt’s Textile Ranch, and
the PSBs keep themselves together.
This track is packed with closely
layered jangling guitars, and can
descend into a muddle on lesser
loudspeakers, but the Mini dives into
it with aplomb. The upper midband
is admirably smooth, with no nasty
shrillness, and the snare drums bite
through the mix cleanly. Things flow
beautifully, the PSBs proving well able
to capture the rhythm of the music as
well as the subtle dynamic accenting
that breathes life into the song.

It’s only when you play powerful,
wideband music that the PSB hints at
its own mortality; 808 State’s Azura
has massive swathes of pounding
synth bass, crunching dynamics and
a thumping electronic percussion
— and here the Minis sound a little
less comfortable, especially at higher
volumes, and you can tell their tiny
cabinets are labouring under the
strain of all the air they are being
asked to shift.

Conclusion

In absolute terms this is not the most
transparent or dynamic speaker, but
for the price it’s ideal for what most
people want from a small speaker.
The Imagine Mini is an excellent little
box with a real charm of its own; if
your listening room is space-limited
you’ll do well to give it an audition @

| Choice NN
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HV = high voltage and stands for the revolutionary concept behind one of the most successiul high-end audio electronics series of the past few vears!
The PA 3000 HV integrated amplifier and MP 3000 HV music player have already set new standards. The latest additions to the HV Series raise the
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Spendor

D1

amed for producing
loudspeakers since the
days of the BBC LS3/5A
back in the mid seventies,
Spendor has produced the D1 as
its successor — the result is a tiny
loudspeaker that’s purposed to deliver
extremely high-quality sound.

The D1s are designed to work
rammed against a rear wall or on
a bookshelf, where they’ll get a
welcome extra thump down below.
The speaker also gets two brand new
D-series drivers. First is the 22mm
Spendor Linear Pressure Zone
tweeter, which has a sequential
geometry micro-foil. Meanwhile,
EP77 — a material first developed for
the D7 —is used for the 150mm mid/
bass driver. This is claimed to be rigid
but non-resonant, and is mated to a
cast magnesium alloy chassis, high
efficiency motor system, optimised
electro-dynamic damping.

The two units swap over at 4.8kHz
via a crossover sporting high linearity
plastic film capacitors and high
saturation inductor cores. No series
attenuating resistors are used, and
silver-plated copper wiring is fitted.
The rear terminals are of super
quality, but are non-bi-wireable.

Sound quality

Assuming you have a decently
powerful amplifier, you can’t help but
be impressed by just how big this
speaker sounds. Direct comparison
with the old SA1 shows that the D1 is
a little more efficient, but it’s still not
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good by modern standards. It’s
brilliant by LS3/5a standards, of
course, but next to your average
modern KEF or Tannoy baby box, the
Spendor is quieter. So any prospective
purchasers will need an amplifier of
at least 60W RMS per channel to get
decent levels even in a smallish room.
Suitably set up, run close to the
back wall and toed-in just a touch, it
gives an unforgettable sound. Talk
about squeezing a quart into a pint
pot — it throws images wide left and
right, in an amazingly unselfconscious
way. Aside from an obvious lack of
‘thump’ from the lowest octaves of
the music, it shows absolutely no
concessions to its diminutive
dimensions. It is smooth, well
integrated between the mid/bass
unit and the tweeter, and yet has a
naturally spry and airy disposition
that’s bubbling with detail. Fed
Kraftwerk’s Tour De France Etape 3,
you hear the leading edges, but not
the actual thunderous bass itself. This
works surprisingly well, as it allows
the listener’s brain to fill in the gaps.
Given a bit of hip-hoppy acid jazz in
the shape of Galliano’s Stoned Again,
it sounds like it is on springs.
Wonderfully bouncy, the little box
imparts the song’s every rhythmic
inflection and microdynamic accent.
Elements of the mix dash around the
room, the speakers throwing out a
bewilderingly wide soundstage given
their size. Inside this, things are
balanced; vocals appear very
intimate, with a fine texture to the

sPENDOR

O DETAILS

PRICE
£1,795

ORIGIN
UK

WEIGHT
5.7kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
165 x 305 x190mm

FEATURES

©22mm linear
phase hybrid soft
dome tweeter
©150mm EP77
polymer coned
mid/bass driver

® Quoted sensitivity:
85dB/1W/1m
DISTRIBUTOR
Spendor Audio
Systems
TELEPHONE
01323843474
WEBSITE
spendoraudio.com
REVIEWED

HFC 389

singer’s voice. Bass drums thunk with
great speed and snares cut through
the mix like the proverbial cutting
implement through animal fat. The
lack of overhang in the cabinet, added
to the innate speed of the drivers,
means that the music almost seems

to be speeded up.

Feed the D1 with a well-recorded
classical piece such as Karajan
conducting the Berlin Philharmonic
playing Beethoven'’s Pastoral
Symphony on Deutsche
Grammophon, and you're struck by
the air and space. The new tweeter is
streets ahead of the previous dome
fitted to the SA1, offering more
insight and atmosphere. The SA1’s
certainly isn’t bad, but the D1’s is
superb at the price, indeed we’re not
sure you'll find a better HF unit on a
sub £3,000 speaker. It isn’t a fancy
ribbon design, but has much of the
openness, sparkle and lustre — this is
most welcome with classical because
it carries the subtle textures of the
strings with delicacy and refinement.

Conclusion

The Spendor D1 is an essential
audition if you're spatially challenged
or unwilling to let large speakers
change your life ®

| Choice IS

OUR VERDICT

SOUND QUALITY LIKE: Highly musical
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.................................. means sound won't be
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Exciting sounds in Tunbridge Wells with the opening of a new shop
'HiFi for the music lover'

Come to see & hear some of the most exquisite audio equipment in the UK today. Join us in a relaxed
and informal atmosphere with our friendly staff on hand for no obligation advice on all matters HiFi!

Ely Court, Royal Victoria Place, Tunbridge Wells, TN1 2SP

It is a must to visit and not to be missed!

08448 22 11 15 info@15audio.co.uk @ www.15audio.co.uk

For your nearest dealer call 0203 5442338
More fantastic products from NuNu Distribution Limited NuNu Distribution Ltd
www.nunudistribution.co.uk




Mavros
INnterconnects &
Speaker Cables

MAVROS SPEAKER CABLE : One of the truly great cables currently on the
market. This is the best set of speaker cables that I've ever heard.

Truly genre defining.
MAVROS INTERCONNECT : These are not cables that try too hard to impress.
They just allow the music to flow naturally.

HiFi World, July 2013

ATLAS

the performance connection

atlascables.com
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Tannoy

Precision 6.]

eing a Tannoy, the

Precision 6.1 has a Dual

Concentric drive unit. And

as anyone who’s heard one
knows, this is no bad thing. This one
is said to have an extremely uniform
sound radiation pattern that shows
off the benefits of Tannoy’s
technology to best effect. High
frequencies radiate from the centre
of the low-frequency unit through a
carefully designed exponential horn.
The result is a far wider on-axis area
that you can listen from, and superior
stereo projection. The crossover
further time-aligns the two drivers,
meaning that the sound appears to
come from the same point-source just
behind the drive unit.

To the untrained eye, the Precision
6.1’s drive unit looks like a single full
range design, and not a big one at
that at 150mm in diameter. The outer
mid/bass part sports a cone made
from a selected blend of paper pulp
fibres, and is chosen for its natural
sound, says Tannoy. The inset
WideBand tweeter uses a titanium
dome for high rigidity and low mass,
and is said to be superior to
aluminium in terms of where and
how the response breaks up.

The rear of the cabinet features a
distinctive binding post panel, which

has gold-plated binding posts. The
company also offers its signature fifth
terminal to earth the driver chassis to
the amplifier ground, which is said to
reduce RF interference.

Sound quality
This is a quintessential high-quality
Tannoy that gives a wide, expansive
and room-filling sound. It’s not what
you’d call tonally warm, but neither is
it hard and steely; the balance is well
judged and the general impression is
one that is ever so slightly ‘well lit’
across the upper midband, but not
excessively so. It picks out vocals, lead
piano and guitar lines and throws
them into the room with confidence,
while at the same time not forcing the
listener to take cover behind the sofa.
At higher frequencies, the mid/bass
unit crosses over to the tweeter in a
pretty orderly way, where you become
aware that you are listening to a
metal dome - it’s not quite as smooth
and well damped as a fabric dome, or
as seamless and delicate as a ribbon.
All the same, it integrates well and
shares the same slightly ‘vivid’
character of the mid/bass unit. The
result is an atmospheric and extended
treble. It’s not coarse or hard and
lends a lovely metallic twang to
delicately struck hi-hat cymbals.

C DETAILS

PRICE
£900

ORIGIN
UK/China

WEIGHT
7.3kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
224 x 330 x 257mm

FEATURES
©25mm titanium
dome tweeter
©150mm treated
paper mid/bass
driver

© Quoted sensitivity:

88dB/1W/Im
DISTRIBUTOR
Tannoy
TELEPHONE
01236 420199
WEBSITE
tannoy.com

REVIEWED
HFC 383

Its size means it’s only going to give
a finite amount of bass, which means
that the very bottom notes of a bass
guitar simply aren’t there. That’s fair
enough, as you don’t buy a relatively
small standmouting speaker for guilty
subterranean pleasures. What bass
there is, is decently controlled and
tuneful — it doesn’t impede that lovely
open midband, and sits back and
adds a bit of heft to percussion, to
push the song along in a crisp and
tidy manner.

The result is a clean and open
speaker that images beautifully
and seemingly disappears from
your listening room. We kick off with
Animal Nightlife’s Native Boy and the
Precisions romp along. Rhythmically,
the cabinet stays out of the action to
a large extent, with no untoward
honking or booming, letting the Dual
Concentric driver get its claws into
the music. This it does very well,
serving up a musically satisfying
sound that bounces from the start of
the track all the way to its very end. It
gives a really enjoyable sense of there
being a musical event, as opposed to
just going through the motions.

Feed the Tannoy some heavier and
more challenging material, such as
Genesis’ Dance on a Volcano, and
things are no less fun. The speaker
has a good go at capturing Phil
Collins’ thunderous pan rolls and the
bass drum is tight and taut. Again, the
midband is finely etched and highly
detailed, throwing out large amounts
of information into the room with
heady abandon; the guitar work feels
very intricate, and Collins’ vocals are
breathy and captivating. On this
denser material at higher volumes
there’s a bit of compression, but that’s
the price you pay for a small speaker.

Conclusion

Overall, the Precision 6.1 is one of the
few boxes at this price that is truly
able to leave its cabinet behind and
offer an ‘out of body experience’ ®
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WE SAY: Beautifully
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OriginLive

Astute

erhaps better known for its
tonearms and turntables,
Origin Live is keen to
prove that there may be
alternative ways to reproduce high
fidelity music. In the new Astute
loudspeaker it has created a relatively
dead barrel from a multi-laminated
tube capped with solid bamboo ply
front and back. Nothing wants to
resonate, and asymmetrically offset
dual concentric drivers set within the
front baffle ensure that standing
waves have little chance of forming.

Designed to be used with an active
subwoofer, the Astutes cover the
85Hz-20kHz frequency range with
a pronounced roll off from 100Hz.
Deeper bass duties are then picked
up by your subwoofer of choice.

The speakers hang from elegant
Heron stands (£770), but Origin Live
offers a number of engineered wall
and ceiling fixings if you prefer.

Sound quality

Spinning More Money from Barry
Reynolds’ I Scare Myself LP on vinyl,
treble, mid and bass energy just seem

HifiChoice YEARBOOK 2014

more dynamic. It’s as though we’re
hearing our favourite music, source
and amplification with a secret veil
lifted. Frequency response feels
extremely even and without over
emphasis, but it’s the cleanliness of
the sound and the sheer dynamism
of the frequencies arriving at our ears
that is so very refreshing. It’s hard to
put sound dynamics into words, but
the quality and timbre created by the
Astutes delivers an energy that is
potent, yet unfatiguing and incredibly
accurate. And rather than merely
reproducing laboratory standards of
frequency and amplitude, the Astutes
dive straight into communicating
your music. Given Origin Live has
clearly paid so much attention to
engineering and physics we are ready
for a clinical presentation of music,
but the opposite is true. Drums really
kick, fretted basslines start and stop
with different finger pressures and
we’re able to appreciate a rapport
between backing singers and
musicians that we haven'’t felt before.
Turning to James Taylor’s Machine
Gun Kelly on vinyl and the informal,

O DETAILS

PRICE
£4,995

ORIGIN
UK

WEIGHT
12.9kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHXxD)
340x340x350mm

FEATURES

® Dual concentric
drivers

®1in compression
tweeter

© 8in paper
midrange driver
® Quoted sensitivity:
91dB/1W/Im
DISTRIBUTOR
Origin Live
TELEPHONE
02380578877
WEBSITE
originlive.com

REVIEWED
HFC 387

live acoustic soundstage floods the
room. Suspending these quality
drivers projects a compelling
holographic image that is tall, wide
and utterly stable. Hanging the
dynamic drivers appears to unlock an
extra presence and realism to voices,
releasing them from other midband
detail and deepening the stereo image
front to back.

Playing Donna Summer’s I Feel Love
on CD, we start to wind the volume
up. This is a classic side effect of high
quality and an intuitive response to
a lack of distortion. These speakers
are happy to reproduce convincing
dynamics at very low volume levels
or party hard, and the disco anthem
is soon projected into every corner
of the room. The powerful dynamics
within Giorgio Moroder’s
mesmerising synth lines loop around
Donna’s sultry vocals, tempting others
in the house to come and enjoy the
music with us. It is at this moment
that we realise that the Astutes are
probably tapping into some tried and
trusted ‘public address’ philosophies
where highly dynamic hanging
speakers regularly bring live stage
concerts to life.

Conclusion

The Astutes are a beguiling
combination of engineering decisions
and unique technical features that
add up to a highly coherent and very
musical whole. The separation of
single-minded bass duties from highly
dynamic mid/treble energy allows
each driver to excel and floating the
speakers at any height you wish gives
sonic rewards and protection from
prying hands in equal measure. They
look stunning to us, and if we had
interior design flair we’re not sure
we’d need to look elsewhere. They
are remarkably unphased being
positioned near rear walls, but
appreciate a little air around them.
They look unique and don’t sound
half bad either, what’s not to like? ®

| Choice NN

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY LIKE: Impressive

Y % % % % dynamics; innovative

design; elegant styling;
high build quality
DISLIKE: Styling may
notappeal toall

WE SAY: Eye-catching

speakers with design
flair that manage to

BUILD QUALITY

3 %k Kk ke

EASEOFDRIVE convey musicality at
***** any volume
OVERALL

% % %k kK



&

hf) W
Ingenium offersthe same obsessive design philosophy of

our more expensive designs, a ground-up construction
engineered for pure audiophile performance.

The unique skeletal design offers unparalleled versatility
with a huge choice of single or double arm options.
Our prized sapphire bearing and platter system has
been retained from the DIVA Il, as has the option of
using our unique clamping system, which efficiently
channels unwanted vibrations away from both the
record and plaftter.

Call today to arrange your private audition.

EAudio
agazine

“This level of performance,
convenience and style makes for

an award winning product.”
Jeff Dorgay, Tone Audio Magazine, January 2013

i
VUUUG
“Oozes quality in both

construction and sound”
Paul Rigby, Hi Fi World, March 2013

Analogue Seduction, 6 Manor View, Whittlesey,
Peterborough Tel: 01733 350 878

Fanthorpes, Hepworth Arcade, SilverSt, Hull, East
Riding of Yorkshire HU1 1JU Tel: 01482 223096

O’Brien Hi-fi, 60 Durham Road, West Wimbledon,
London Tel: 020 8946 1528

The Audioworks, 14 Stockport Road, Cheadle,
Cheshire, SK8 2AA Tel: 0161 428 7887

www.avidhifi.co.uk

AVID HIFI LIMITED, Bicton Industrial Park, Kimbolton, Huntingdon, Camibs, PE28 OLW
Tel: +44(0)1480 869 200 Fax: +44(0) 1480 869 209 E-mail info@avidhifi.co.uk
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Acoustic Energy

AE103

espite being physically
unimposing for a
floorstanding loudspeaker,
youwd never think the
AE 103 is any way less well built
than similarly priced rivals as it’s a
decidedly heavy and sturdy speaker
for its size. The gently sloping front
baffle gives it a distinctive appearance
and the bright metal trim rings
around the drivers lend a classy look.
This is a very well executed small
floorstander, offering a lot for the
price. Our AE 103 comes in vinyl-
wrap walnut, but it is done well and
black and gloss white finishes are
options too. The drive units are bolted
into the well damped, rigid cabinet
and loaded by the manufacturer’s
trademark, distinctive slot-shaped
reflex port. This is at the bottom of
the front baffle, which is a wholly
good idea because it makes the
speakers far less sensitive to
placement near boundary walls; we
find that they work well as close as
20cm from a rear wall. Round the

HifiChoice YEARBOOK 2014

‘ FLOORSTANDING LOUDSPEAKER

back you get a single pair of
non-bi-wireable binding terminals.

Sound quality
The AE 103 has a bright, snappy and
enjoyable sound that has a naturally
musical nature and a good bit of
power for when required. It's decently
tight, taut and composed. One listen
to 808 State’s Ancodia, and you're in
no doubt it’s different to its rivals.
You can hear the tweeter adding just
a little liveliness to the proceedings;
hi-hats and the top harmonics from
snare drums seem a lot better lit.
By the standards of its rivals tonal
balance falls around the middle; not
too sharp or too soft. Bass has a good
deal of bounce and extension; it
doesn’t go quite as low and nor does
it quite have the effortless feel that
larger loudspeakers have, but it's not
too far off. The only real letdown
is a slight muddling of the attack
transients on some of the complex,
looped, sequenced electronic bass;
there’s a bridge about two thirds of

I DETAILS

PRICE
£550

ORIGIN
UK/China
WEIGHT
14kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHXxD)
185 x 850 x280mm

FEATURES
©28mm fabric
dome tweeter
02x110mm
aluminium

bass units

e Quoted sensitivity:
89dB/1W/Im
DISTRIBUTOR
Henley Designs
TELEPHONE
01235511166

WEBSITE
acoustic-energy.
co.uk

REVIEWED
HFC391

the way through the track when the
AE 103 seems to momentarily lose its
composure in the low frequencies.
Generally it proves a great dance
music speaker, and works really well
with other types of music. The String
Quartet’s Ordinary World displays a
good tonality with plenty of space
to the recorded acoustic. It certainly
doesn’t seem as compressed as some
rivals. There’s no substitute for
cabinet size, and when it comes
to delivering a large, easy sound
the AE 103 is a prisoner of its petite
dimensions. John Martyn’s gorgeous
Solid Air shows a good tonality, but
again the tweeter lends the music an
edge that gives the balance a boost
in some respects.

Conclusion

This is a fine speaker that responds
well to good amps and sources.
Properly set up you can enjoy its good
rhythms and dynamics, and sense of
musical flow. Overall it’s a seriously
impressive performer at the price ®

The distinctive
bass portis
classic AE

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY LIKE: Punchy,
propulsive, musical
****’ sound; build and finish
VALUEFORMONEY  pig) IKE: Lacks finesse
* * * * * compared with the
soeaua best of the rest
WE SAY: Great value
** * ** compact affordable
EASE OF DRIVE floorstander
L. 8.8.8. 8
OVERALL
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Spendor D7

Technology or Music?
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If you’re after a great all-round,
affordable, high end loudspeaker,
here it is Hi-Fi Choice issue 370 2013

Spendor’s approach is the most
radical I've seen, going where no hi-fi
manufacturer has gone before.

D7 is extremely capable and very
neutral, but most importantly

it puts the music first Hi-Fi + Dec 2013

However it’s been achieved,

we can’t help but marvel at the sound.
Spendor D7’s set the standard for speakers
at this price What Hi-Fi Oct 2013

LET THE TECHNOLOGY WORK
The A6Rs truly are a HEAR THE MUSIC

stunning achievement
What Hi-Fi Awards 2014

SPENDOR

Bt Ponylande £D00+
Speraaa At

www.spendoraudio.com

SPENDOR AER "One of the very best mid-price floorstanders around” H-F/ Choice Feb 2014
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RECOMMENDED

AT
SCM40

here is absolutely nothing

about this loudspeaker

to suggest it is built to its

price, and you’re reminded
of this when you try to move it. The
drive units look highly anachronistic,
and that’s because they are —
especially the midband driver. ATC
began its life building drive units for
professional monitor speakers, and
then started making its own. Very few
companies make midrange domes
these days, because they’re hard to
get right. The benefit of a dome, as
well as excellent dispersion, is that
it is phase-coherent with the dome
tweeter — which is to say it radiates
sound waves in a similar manner. This
brings excellent integration to that
critical tweeter/midrange driver
relationship. This 75mm soft dome
mid driver uses a hand-doped acrylic
diaphragm and suspension system,
using a “secret ATC formula”. It mates
to an ATC-designed and built 25mm
dome tweeter with a doped polyester
diaphragm and suspension, with

HifiChoice YEARBOOK 2014

alloy wave guide. The bass driver is
164mm in diameter and features a
hand coated paper pulp diaphragm,
chosen for its balance of low mass,
damping and rigidity, and there’s a
huge motor assembly behind.

Sound quality

The big ATC is unerringly revealing
of what you put into it, and certainly
doesn’t sugar the pill. But if you
imagine that it is cerebral, analytical
and dispassionately forensic then
think again. Feed it a high-quality
source via a smooth, punchy
solid-state amplifier and you get

a startlingly fine sound back.

You get a large, wideband sound
that’s starker and more open than
anything else we’ve heard at this
price. This is made more apparent by
its superb bass; arguments rage about
the merits of infinite baffle boxes,
but ATC has got this one working
brilliantly. The only downside is that
it makes lesser amps feel like a jogger
running in concrete trainers!

O DETAILS

PRICE
£3,275

ORIGIN
UK

WEIGHT

31kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
265x980x300mm

FEATURES

o Infinite baffle
cabinet design

© 25mm soft
dome tweeter
©75mm soft dome
midband driver
©164mm bassdriver
DISTRIBUTOR
ATC Loudspeaker
Technology Ltd
TELEPHONE
01285760561
WEBSITE
atcloudspeakers.
co.uk

REVIEWED
HFC 389

Kraftwerk’s Tour de France
Soundtracks is breathtaking — rarely
have we heard its low frequencies
in such sharp relief. Positioned just
30cm from our rear wall and toed-in
slightly, the speed, power and grip is
superlative. The attack transients on
the synth bass are superb, starting
and stopping with the speed of an
LED. On songs with vast tracts of low
frequencies such as the Moog bass on
4hero’s Cosmic Tree, the bottom end is
rock solid, prodigious and ultra tight,
but give it an indie guitar track like
REM’s Maps and Legends and the
speaker is relatively circumspect.
Basically, it tells you what’s going on
if it is going on, and if it isn’t then it
doesn’t! This is the mark of a serious
wideband monitor loudspeaker, and a
reminder that so many reflex ported
designs simply aren’t doing bass right.
Conventional-holed boxes have
practicality and ease-of-drive in their
favour, but can bring problems related
to phase integrity across the whole
frequency. This often means the bass
can sound like it’s a fraction of a
second behind.

Not so the SCM40, and the way it
integrates its superb low frequencies
with the midband is a joy; in this
region it’s more searching than many;,
but is never harsh unless the source
is. It sounds like a veil has been lifted
from in front of the music and it gives
an explicit insight into proceedings.

Conclusion

Given a serious source and recording,
the SCM40 is superb — we know no
price rivals with this level of accuracy,
speed and insight. It strings the
rhythmic elements of the mix
together brilliantly, punching out
subtle dynamic inflections in a
satisfying and visceral way. But it will
have you fretting about how best

to drive it, because you know it’s
capable of a level of transparency
that you’d expect from speakers three
or four times its price ®

| Choice IS

OUR VERDICT

SOUND QUALITY LIKE: Superlative
Y % % K K Clarity; excellent
................................... phase coherence;
VALUEFORMONEY  sublime bass

Y % % % K DISLIKE: Hard work

................................... foran amp"ﬁer; too
revealing for most

WESAY: A great
modern monitor
loudspeaker, but
not for all
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BE THE ULTIMATE

PORTABLE HIGH FIDELITY SOUND SYSTEM

AK240

Native Double-rate DSD(up to 5.6MHz)
Dual CS4398 DAC for True Dual-Mono

Balanced Output

Aircraft Grade Duralumin Body
Wi-Fi Music Downloading
256GB, plus | microSD slot

AKI100 Il

OTA (Over the Air firmware updates)
Closer to the original sound (CS4398 DAC)
5.6 MHz DSD Support

Balanced Output

64GB of Massive Storage (Max 192GB)

“Redefines what’s
possible from a
portable audio player”
Hi-Fi Choice

AKI120 11

OTA (Over the Air firmware updates)
CS4398 Dual DAC & Balanced Output
5.6 MHz DSD Support

128GB of Massive Storage (Max 256GB)
Wi-fi support for MQS Streaming

WHAT HI-F1?

SOUND AND VISION
'WHATHIFI.COM

@

reddot award 2014

winner

AstellsKern

Available from all good specialist audio retailers and amazon.co.uk
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Cambr}dge Au
Aeromax 6

arely 18 months since it
first launched its Aero
range, CA has gone for a
revamp and a new name.
Our abiding impression of the Aero 6
floorstander is of a great budget box
with a unique sound that’s just a little
too soft and fluffy. The new Aeromax
has tightened up, though; it was
understandable that designer
Dominic Baker paid so much
attention to the original’s novel drive
unit complement, but he’s had time
to refine the rest of the speaker and
the result is that the cabinets are now
better braced. No less profound is the
fitment of the latest fourth-generation
Balanced Mode Radiator (BMR),
which partners with twin bass drivers.
Married to this is better OFC internal
wiring and upgraded speaker
terminals. What you get is an almost
uniquely even sound, totally devoid
of the sort of peaks and lumpiness in
the midband that all but the very best
boxes suffer from. It really is uncanny,
and the mods make it even easier to

HifiChoice YEARBOOK 2014

enjoy. It works well close to a rear
wall, but it excels around 50cm into
the room with the bung removed.

Sound quality
The basic sound of the Aeromax 6 is
very smooth, satisfyingly musical and
eerily unlike pretty much every other
loudspeaker in its price bracket and
indeed many others, too! The first
choice to make is whether to use the
supplied foam bung in the bass port;
in our room we fit it because it
tightens up the bass. As mentioned
earlier, this is less necessary if you're
able to run them away from the rear
wall, otherwise we’d advise that you
keep it in. This done, the Aeromax 6
delivers a superb rendition of 808
State’s Ancodia; showing off an
almost holographic soundstage,
cathedral-like in its breadth.

The speaker never comes out
and bites you across the midband,
meaning it’s remarkably relaxing
to listen to, yet can never be called
boring. It oozes detail that’s subtle

io

SDETAILS

PRICE
£900

ORIGIN
UK/China
WEIGHT
17kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
240x980 x 344mm

FEATURES

© 46mm BMRtreble/
mid driver
©2x165mm doped
paper bass drive

® Quoted sensitivity:
90dB/1W/1m
DISTRIBUTOR
Richer Sounds
TELEPHONE
03339000093

WEBSITE
cambridgeaudio.
com

REVIEWED

HFC 391

and unexpectedly fine at the price.
This is plenty of fun, but better still
the Cambridge Audio proves highly
adept at playing rhythms. This trait it
shares with its predecessor, only more
so; the ‘max’ is faster, tighter, tauter
and has less overhang in the bass.

It’s also more expressive, and carries
dynamic inflections — better than its
predecessor ever did.

The String Quartet’s cover of
Ordinary World comes across with
real emotional poignancy, while
the acoustic guitar finery of John
Martyn’s Solid Air shows that the
Aeromax isn’t beyond criticism; it
has a slightly ‘papery’ tone that can’t
carry the widest range of sounds
from ice cold to sumptuously warm;
everything is a little sweet and soft
regardless of the original recording.

Conclusion

It may not quite have the glassy
clarity of some rival higher-end
loudspeakers, but still the Aeromax 6
proves a joy to listen to and own @

'

The Aeromax

6 employs
the latest
BMRtech

Cambrigge A

OUR VERDICT
LIKE: Wonderfully
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smooth, o;?en, even
by
. 0. 8.0.8 ¢

2. 0.0.8. 8¢
2. 0.0.8.8.¢

% %k kK

the price

WE SAY: Superb
affordable floorstander,
that's refined beyond
its price
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Epos
K2

With a rather unusual approach, the K2 is
an important speaker for Epos and could
well be the shape of things to come

his speaker isn’t a dramatic

change of trajectory for

Epos, but it’s certainly a

clear move in a certain
direction. It ushers in a brave new
world of active operation for the
company; you see, the K2 isn’t actually
active, but it has the capability to be so
built in. In a few months’ time, there
will be an Active-K module that will
transform the K2 into something
completely different...

Look at the back and you'll see that
the lower part of the rear baffle is
designed to unbolt, and in its place
you can fit the Active-K module. Built
into this is a Creek Audio-designed
power amplifier, complete with good
quality, multi-input DAC with
asynchronous USB and Bluetooth
receiver. Suddenly, the K2s have the
ability to work as wireless speakers,
and be driven from a range of digital
sources — or even an analogue input.

Buying into the K2 now means you’ll
have a clear and powerful upgrade
path for the future. But where does
this leave us before the Active-K
pack arrives?

The speaker is a two-and-a-half-way
design and is quite diminutive for its
price. The drive units comprise one
25mm silk dome tweeter with a
“carefully designed” short-horn
faceplate that’s said to reduce
refraction distortion, and provide an
even, on-axis response, with high
sensitivity. This hands over to a
156mm mid/bass driver using a
polypropylene cone and a bullet-
shaped dust cap. Finally, this drops
down to another 156mm driver that
handles bass frequencies only.

Sound quality

In essence, the new Epos has a very
musical sound. It’s not frantic,
brightly etched and in your face;
rather it’s quite laid back, assured and
confident sounding. But whereas some
speakers that exhibit these sort of traits
end up sounding rather boring, the
Epos certainly does not.

It offers the enchanting combination
of being relaxed in nature, but
engaging in action. Even at fairly low
levels, it locks into the lilting groove of
Tom Tom Club’s Genius Of Love and
bounces along. There’s a sense that the
music is unexpectedly propulsive; the
K2 really has an innate musicality to it
that pop, rock, reggae and jazz fans
will love. Still, this bounce doesn’t
come at the expense of brightness,
because it appears a very even-handed
performer — something that really
comes into its own with classical

Everything’'s so
subtle and fluid, and
not every speaker
atthis price getsit

programme material. B&W’s latest 683
has a far more explicit upper midband
that makes the track’s rhythm guitar
work sound a little scratchy, for
example. The Epos by contrast tones it
down slightly, but the instrument in no
way loses impact; instead we are able
to follow it better throughout the song.

It’s this counterpoint between
rhythm guitar, bass drum, bass guitar,
snare and hi-hat that makes Genius Of
Love so sublime; everything’s so subtle
and fluid, and not every speaker at this
price point gets it. There’s also the
dynamics to consider, and the K2
tracks these brilliantly; it’s not an
overly compressed song, so you do
really get to hear some light and shade
in the way the drums are played, for
example, and the Epos carries this very
well. Its prowess with attack transients
— the ability to catch leading edges of
notes as they happen — allied to a
dislike of sitting on dynamic accenting
— is what makes this such a lively
speaker, despite not sounding in the
least bright.

In the same way you can hear the
B&W’s Kevlar midrange cone and the
Monitor Audio’s metal hybrid affair, so
you can hear the Epos’ polypropylene

CDETAILS

PRICE
£999

ORIGIN
UK/China
WEIGHT
Tkg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)

185 x875x250mm
FEATURES

©25mm soft dome
tweeter

©156mm
polypropylene
bass/mid driver
©156mm
polypropylene
bass driver

© Quoted sensitivity
90dB/1W/Im
DISTRIBUTOR
Epos Ltd
TELEPHONE
01442260146

WEBSITE
eposltd.com

REVIEWED
HFC 388
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one. This gives an ever so slightly
warm and soft sound compared with
these rivals, and it’s also rather
forgiving too. Put on a bright, bracing
song like Madonna’s Holiday and while
many price rivals will ram it down
your throat, the Epos steps back a little
bit. Instead, the accent is more on the
lower midband and bass, rather than
further up. It gives the song a little bit
more body, and a silkiness that other
speakers at the price lack. This blends
in with a couth sounding tweeter, that
matches the smoothness of the mid/
bass and bass drivers. Even the tinselly
hi-hats sound sophisticated.

A slick slice of Blue Note jazz courtesy
of Lee Morgan’s The Sidewinder shows
what a lovely smoothie the Epos K2 is,
and how it likes to get into any groove.
Its skill at contrasting the respective
levels of instruments proves excellent;
instead of ramming everything at you,
it steps back a pace or two, so you can
get a better sense of scale. There’s a
decent feeling of space; it has a wide
soundstage left-to-right and hangs
instruments a little behind the plane of
the speakers. The effect is immersive,
letting you get lost in its wall of sound.
Still, this little floorstander doesn’t
quite have the depth perspective of its
Monitor Audio rival in our listening
room, tending to be less good at letting
things fall back into the distance.

Conclusion

If you're going to criticise the Epos
anywhere, it’s got to be the bass. By
the standards of its price class it’s very
good — but in absolute terms it doesn’t
quite have the ability to switch on and
off like a square wave. When played at
high levels, it loses a bit of weight and
articulation, and doesn’t quite capture
the physicality and punch low down.
We'll be intrigued to see if the active
version changes this, and we strongly
suspect it will. All the same, the
speaker’s low end never sounds less
than well balanced and fluid, and is
excellent at the price ®
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Foca
Aria 926

ocal’s announcement that

it is using a different cone

material in its new Aria

926 speaker is more
significant than you might first think.
The material that a cone is made from
is critical, as it’s the contact point
between the speaker and the air it is
there to move. It affects the transient
response of the driver, its rigidity and
the resonance or lack thereof.

The 900 Aria showcases a new
recipe — the French speaker specialist
has cooked up a sandwich of glass
fibre, a special type of textile fibre
called flax and glass fibre again. Flax
is a way to damp the glass fibre; the
latter material is very rigid and light,
but it isn’t the most acoustically inert.
Flax is, however, so the two should
make a happy combination.

Sound quality

The Focal family sound is generally
very fast, sharp and engaging; these
speakers go loud without compression
and punch hard on transients, making
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them lively listens. The new 926 does
all of these things, but it seems to do
everything with a little more elan
than the earlier 800 series. There’s
a sense that the new cone material
gives a smoother and more subtle
sound, yet it is no less detailed —
indeed it’s quite the reverse. We find
the 926 to be a fine advertisement
for its maker’s new driver technology,
sounding as it does ‘all of a piece’ and
really rather natural. Certainly it’s
never screechy or dull. Instead, it
strikes a considered balance that
preserves all those key characteristics
we know and love from Focal, yet
seems to do things in a more mature
and even-handed way than the
company’s past offerings at this price.
The result is a big, expansive and
open-sounding box that’s smooth and
detailed from bottom to top. Being
a three-way, it feels like it has a lot
in reserve, so when crunching
crescendos arrive — such as that
powerful electric guitar noodling
by Bill Nelson in Be Bop Deluxe’s

O DETAILS

PRICE
£1,798

ORIGIN
France

WEIGHT
25kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
294x1,035x371Imm

FEATURES

©25mm Au/Mg TNF
inverted dome
tweeter
©165mmand
2x165mm flax mid
and bass drivers

® Quoted sensitivity:
91.5dB/1W/1Im
DISTRIBUTOR
Focal UK Ltd

TELEPHONE
08456602680
WEBSITE
focal.com

REVIEWED
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Modern Music — there’s no sense of
the speaker sounding breathless and
lapsing into stridency. At the same
time, those flax cones invest the
midband with a transparent feel,
meaning it is better able to show

the differences between recording
studios than many other similarly
priced boxes. The Be Bop Deluxe disc
sounds a little bright and bracing,
whereas Isaac Hayes’ Shaft is a whole
lot warmer and more sumptuous —
it’s good to know the speakers aren’t
adding too large a sonic footprint.

Staying with Hayes, Cafe Regio’s,
is every bit as warm as it should be,
without the sense that the speaker is
losing the rhythmic plot. Although a
little softer sounding, those flax cones
are just as fast at capturing the attack
transients of a snare drum rim shot or
the dull pounding of the bass drum,
and the result is an enjoyable
unfatiguing listen. In absolute terms,
there’s just a little bit of warmth in
the upper bass, which is often an
issue with larger floorstanders that
aren’t hewn from granite. It’s far from
an unpleasant effect and careful room
placement minimises it further.

You might think that with a slightly
sweeter midband sound, the metal
tweeter will stick out a little more
than with previous Focal boxes, but
it proves enjoyably smooth. At high
volumes, the 926 is quite superb;
distortion is so low that you can push
it right up to the point that your flares
start flapping, the Aria slamming
out tuneful bass without the merest
hint of complaint. Across the mid, it
is excellent — fast and poised and
wonderfully engaging — and treble
glistens away with a lovely crisp yet
smooth hi-hat sound.

Conclusion

Overall then, these new floorstanders
are an unqualified success; we really
enjoy our time with them and would
recommend them to anyone in the
market seeking a lively listen ®
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Monitor Audio

Silver 8

Monitor Audio’s new Silver 8 floorstander
is packed with go-faster goodies, and the
result is a super sound that many will enjoy

enefiting from a range of
nice goodies handed down
to it from MA’s impressive
Platinum and Gold series,
the Silver range is notable for being
Monitor Audio’s cheapest real
three-way design, as well as running
two smallish bass drivers in parallel.

The S8 is a three-way with the
addition of a 100mm midrange unit
and two 165mm bass units. Running
them in parallel lets the speaker shift
a decent amount of air and retain its
narrow dimensions.

Importantly, though, the midband
driver is the same — albeit slightly
smaller — unit as the bass drivers. This
will provide not only a good tonal
match, but it should keep good phase
too, and have similar dispersion
characteristics. All are C-CAM RST
types, a catchy acronym for Ceramic
Coated Aluminium Magnesium with
Rigid Surface Technology. Roughly
translated, this means a thin hybrid
metal cone that has been dimpled to
resist bending. Metal cones are stiff
and light, but can come a cropper in
the distortion department because
metal isn’t the least resonant material
yet invented — hence the need for
the RST. The tweeter uses a 25mm
C-CAM dome, so again you get a
tonal consistency that you'd lose if
Monitor Audio had opted for, say, a
silk dome. It vents internally around
the outside of the magnet system into
a large rear-loading chamber above
the separate midband chamber.

Sound quality

The Silver 8 is surprisingly unfussy.
We stand it about 30cm from the rear
wall, gently toed-in and it sings. It has
a surprisingly clean and neutral sound
— unlike some rivals that also use
metal coned drivers. Indeed, if
anything it is ever so slightly on the
warm side, and certainly able to live
with a lively sounding source or
amplifier. We’d judge it to have a
perfect tonal balance considering the
kit it’s likely to be used with.

It sounds wonderfully integrated
and all-of-a-piece. Thomas Dolby’s
One Of Our Submarines Is Missing
comes over with a combination of
detail and decorum that we hadn’t
expected at this price. This is an early
eighties analogue recording, and we
are able to discern the very subtle
tape hiss in the background, which
isn’t something all similarly priced
designs do, yet above this the various
instruments separate out beautifully.
Bass is strong and well articulated,
midband crisp yet smooth and the
treble beautifully detailed.

The Silvers image superbly; they
provide a broad spread of sound and

Itjust gets on with
the job of playing
music inasubtle yet
sophisticated way

you don’t need to sit exactly on-axis
to get everything in all its glory.
Rather than firing the sound out like
a sniper rifle, they’re closer to a bank
job-spec sawn-off shotgun, dispersing
all over. This gives a seamless, almost
electrostatic-like sound; it spreads out
easily into the room and the bass, mid
and treble driver integrate well.

Not only is the sound clean, it is fast
too — yet it gets its speed from its
excellent tracking of transients rather
than any artificial tonal edge or ‘zing’.
It gives the very pleasant combination
of openness and musicality, which
proves infectious on Black Uhuru’s
Party Next Door. The 8s serve up large
tracts of bass, which is tight and well
articulated, with no sense of the
speakers falling over their own feet,
so to speak. Further up, that midband
driver kicks in at 500Hz to give an
even and spacious sound until the
tweeter joins the party at 2.7kHz.

You don’t hear the transition and the
impression the speaker gives is that
you're listening to a large point-
source. It's not quite as holographic

CDETAILS

PRICE
£1,250

ORIGIN
UK/China
WEIGHT
23.3kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
185x1,000 x
323mm

FEATURES
©25mmC-CAM
dome tweeter
©100mm C-CAM
midrange unit
©2x165mm C-CAM
RST bass units

® Quoted sensitivity
90dB/1W/Im

DISTRIBUTOR
Monitor Audio Ltd
TELEPHONE
01268 740580

WEBSITE
monitoraudio.co.uk

REVIEWED
HFC 387

FLOORSTANDING LOUDSPEAKER|

as, say, a Tannoy Dual Concentric (see
page 55) but it’s not far off, and better
than most price rivals in its ability to
conjure up a cavernous soundstage.

Indeed, one great talent of the 8 is
its ability with vocals; there’s a sense
of natural ease that makes even the
most challenging female voices a
pleasure. The harsh, nasal tones of
The Cookie Crew from Beatmasters’
Who’s In The House are surprisingly
palatable with a wonderful
sledgehammer bass set behind some
frantic keyboard work and staccato
drum machine beats. That dome
tweeter really is very good, and
marries so well with the midrange
driver that you'd be forgiven for
thinking you were hearing a far
more expensive speaker.

Interestingly, the Silver 8 has no real
weaknesses. It doesn’t hurt, offend,
frighten or intimidate - it just gets on
with the job, does it well, and doesn’t
make a fuss. The only criticisms you
can make is that it’s not quite as open,
three dimensional or powerful as
other, more expensive and larger
designs. At its price though, to
criticise would be churlish, because
it’s just so darned competent at
everything you can throw at it.
Perhaps some would say it lacks a
little character, that it doesn’t
editorialise as much as some price
rivals. It certainly gives a less stylised
or contrived sound, but we definitely
don't find it dull.

Conclusion

As any good football manager knows,
the easiest way to win is not to lose —
and the Silver 8 is an arch exponent
of this. It simply doesn’t give goals
away; there’s little weakness on show
in any respect. Those seeking a more
characterful sound might have less
time for it, but anyone wanting a
really capable floorstander that just
gets on with the job of playing music
in a subtle yet sophisticated way will
love it ®
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Neat Acoustics

FLOORSTANDING LOUDSPEAKER

Motive SX]

pdates to its ranges are
something Neat does once
every blue moon and so
when they do happen they
are worth taking note of. The most
visible change to the Motive SX1 is
the tweeter. The titanium unit of old
has been replaced with an aluminium
design. Although it’s heavier than
titanium, the resonances are easier to
control and the process of anodising
the tweeter means that any notional
loss of stiffness is kept to a minimum.
The tweeter is partnered with the
same 135mm mid bass drivers as
before and the cabinet has the same
distinctive rearward lean to aid the
time alignment. The cabinet porting
exits through the bass of the speaker.
For this reason, the plinth and spikes
are fixed. The advantage of this is that
the SX1 is not too fussed about
placement close to a wall (although
best results are gained being at least
30cms out), but we discover that on a
suspended floor, the Motive can be a
little lively. Neat supplies a set of foam
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bungs to limit the output, but best
results are gained on solid floors or
isolating platforms.

Sound quality

The overall balance of the Motive is
one that perhaps trades that last tiny
percentile of detail in a performance
for an even-handed accessibility with
a wide variety of music that makes
this an appealing partner across a
wide variety of genres.

There is a clearly discernible sense
of fun to the way that the Neat goes
about making music that adds to the
involvement it can create. Seasick
Steve’s Hubcap Music has a sense
of life and drive to it that makes for
an engrossing performance. Picking
this overall perception apart is tricky,
but it seems to stem from an
exceptionally well balanced
presentation from top to bottom that
avoids over emphasising any part of

the frequency response. The handover

between midrange and the new
tweeter in particular is impressively

O DETAILS

PRICE
£1,885

ORIGIN
UK

WEIGHT

14kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)

160 x 925 x 200mm

FEATURES
©25mminverted
anodised aluminium
dome tweeter
©2x135mm:
polypropelene cone
mid/bass units

® Quoted sensitivity:
87dB/1W/Im
DISTRIBUTOR

Neat Acoustics

TELEPHONE
01833631021
WEBSITE
neat.co.uk

REVIEWED
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seamless and this means that
anything that happens within the
Neat’s frequency response does so in
happy balance with everything else.

For what is a relatively compact and
slender floorstander, the bass
response is genuinely impressive.
Although the Motive is happiest on a
solid surface, the potent low end is
apparent on all surfaces. As well as a
genuine amount of impact, that is felt
as much as heard, there is detail and
agility that aids believability. Push the
Neat to antisocial levels and the port
can become audible, but at more sane
volume points it works seamlessly
with the drivers.

At the other end of the frequency
extremes, the SX1 has a sweetness to
the upper registers that is largely
responsible for the forgiving way that
it performs, even fed with less than
perfect material. The handling of
voices in particular is unambiguously
real. Their placement as part of the
wider recording is entirely convincing
and it emphasises its ability to focus
on the wider performance rather than
picking it apart. The soundstage has a
good sense of scale and there is plenty
of detail between the speakers.
Reducing the toe-in seems to widen
things, although it’s at the expense of
the three dimensionality.

A characteristic that also remains
constant is that although the Motive
SX1 is not especially difficult to drive,
it benefits from amplifiers that have
good current delivery and that exert a
sense of control. The amount of
power needed to reach a decent
volume level is not that high, but the
Neats thrive on that power delivery
being of a high standard, and the
excellent bass response seems to
really come alive when driven from
solid-state power.

Conclusion

The Motive SX1 is one of the top
performers at the price and should be
added to any shortlist of speakers ®
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accuracy In sound

Since 1948 Ortofon have introduced nearly 100 different moving coil pick-up cartridges to the hi-fi market.
Their latest models in this long and proud heritage are the Quintet Series.

All Quintet cartridges use the same ABS thermoplastic bodies and neodymium magnets, but each model in
the range has its own sonic expression that reflects its status. From the well-rounded Quintet Red, through
the smooth Quintet Blue and spacious yet dynamic Quintet Bronze up to the pure audio excellence of the
Quintet Black, this series offers something for every discerning listener at a very attractive price.

The Quintet Series also includes a true-mono cartridge, for accurate reproduction of older mono recordings.

Distributed by Henley Designs Ltd.
T: +44 (01235511 166 | E: sales@henleydesigns.co.uk | W: www.henleydesigns.co.uk
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Q Acoustics
Concept 40

ather than doing a
tweaked version of the
existing (and excellent)
floorstanding 20504, the
Concept 40s are basically stretched
20s with spikes on the end. This
means they’re physically a little
smaller (about 2in) than the 2050is,
but cost twice as much. And
fascinatingly, when you bang the
cabinets of the Concept 40s, it feels
like you've just hit lead-lined
concrete. You haven'’t, of course,
because they are made from Gelcore.
Unlike the Concept 20, which uses
rehoused 2020i drivers, the 40 uses
two new bespoke 125mm bass/
midrange drivers set into an
aluminium fascia plate. They look
visually identical to the single one in
the Concept 20, but the motor has
been improved and the magnet
strengthened. The 25mm soft dome
tweeter cuts in at 2.3kHz, and is the
same fitted to all Q Acoustics speakers.
We find that they work best at
around 30cm out from the rear wall,
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slightly toed-in on their integrated
tripod stands, with the bungs in place.

Sound quality

If you've heard the 20501, you’ll know
it’s a very clean and musical device,
without too much character of its
own; whatever music you play

it just gets down to work and lets rip
with a warm, open and enjoyable
sound. None of this is lost in the
Concept 40, but you get a wealth of
extra musical insight, which takes it
way beyond the 2050i. Indeed, in
terms of transparency, it’s like night
and day. The sound seems far faster,
more open and yet more subtle too,
and the spaces in-between the
musical notes seem to drop back to
vanishingly low levels.

Cue up Air’s All I Need, and you can
hear the difference from the opening
bars. The Concept 40 carries the
guitar part on the lead in a
delightfully subtle way, showing the
delicacy of the finger work on the
strings, while the instrumental timbre

O DETAILS

PRICE
£1,000

ORIGIN
UK/Germany/China

WEIGHT
18.5kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)

170 x 972 x 288mm
FEATURES

©25mm soft dome
tweeter
©2x125mm mid/
bass drivers

® Quoted sensitivity:

90dB/1W/1Im

DISTRIBUTOR
Armour Home
Electronics

TELEPHONE
01279501111
WEBSITE
gacoustics.co.uk

REVIEWED
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is more realistic. When the lead vocal
kicks in, it has a wonderfully silken
sound. The gentle percussion pushes
out more forcefully, the ‘quieter’
cabinets of this new speaker better
able to carry dynamic accenting,
bringing a greatly increased sense
of rhythmic flow. The song seems

to have a real trajectory, instead of
ambling around lazily. All this comes
from the wealth of subtle musical
clues that are lost by lesser speakers;
it’s not the loud bits that impress, it's
the quiet ones.

Feed the Concept 40 some punchier
rock, and it shows itself in an even
better light. Saxon’s Strangers In The
Night is a powerful piece of early
eighties soft metal, all power chords,
crashing drums and close-miked
vocals. Through lesser loudspeakers
it can sound congested, but the new
Qs are wonderfully clean and open,
throwing the sound out as if they
have dissolved out of the room,
retaining only a ghostly vestigial
presence. Bass is surprisingly strong
and pleasingly even too — devoid of
any false bass peaks. Notes stop and
start quickly and are played tunefully.
The midband is a joy; those gravelly
vocals are carried respectfully; they
aren’t airbrushed to the point of
blandness, but neither are they edgy
or forward — again this suggests a
nice, flat response. Treble is good too,
the crashing cymbal work sounding
decently metallic, but not grating.

Conclusion

The Q Acoustics Concept 40 is an
extremely able loudspeaker, and
excellent value even at £1,000. It is
amazingly well rounded, having
practically no obvious weaknesses,
and a whole lot of strengths. Right
across the range — from detail and
dynamics to tonal balance and
musicality, it scores very highly
indeed. Most of all what we like
about it is its naturalness. And for
that reason it comes recommended @
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Exposure Electronics Ltd:

Unit 18, Winston Business Centre
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Spendor

AOR

or the new A6R, Spendor
claims “a dramatic uplift in
dynamics, resolution and
low-frequency extension”.
This small-to-medium-size box sports
a new mid/bass driver that uses the
company’s latest EP77 ‘engineering
polymer’ cone, new surround and
suspension materials. These are said
to improve low-level linearity and
mechanical stability. To go with this is
a re-engineered crossover, devoid of
series-attenuating resistors to
minimise thermal modulation
distortion. It also gets precision-
wound high-linearity tapped
inductors. Sitting just a few inches
away from the rear wall, toed-in a
few degrees they sound like they’ve
been made for our listening room.

Sound quality

The difference between the A6R and
many flashier rivals is it doesn’t bowl
you over, but instead just seems to
step aside and let you and the music
get along together. Rather like a car
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salesman who’s happy to leave you
alone in the showroom to play with
the object of your desire, the Spendor
has a light, but deft and skilful touch.
It knows how and when not to
interfere, where less sophisticated,
more impetuous rivals fall over
themselves to demonstrate their
punchy bass or laser-etched treble.

This means you can play pretty
much any type of music and they’ll
still let it sing. Take Manix’s Living In
The Past; it’s pretty much the last
piece of music we would ever imagine
Spendor using to voice this new
speaker, but still the A6Rs sing their
hearts out — or rather let the music
sing its heart out.

Bass is excellent and we can confirm
that Spendor’s special port design
works very well. Even at high levels,
there is no huffing, puffing or
chuffing, and the low frequencies
remain tight and supple. True, it isn’t
ultra-taut like a good infinite baffle
speaker, but it is still a very good
implementation of a reflex port that

O DETAILS

PRICE
£2,495

ORIGIN
UK

WEIGHT
18kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
192 x 875 x280mm

FEATURES

©29mm wide-
surround dome
tweeter

® Spendor 180mm
EP77 mid/bass unit

® Quoted sensitivity:

88dB/1W/Im
DISTRIBUTOR
Spendor Audio
Systems
TELEPHONE
01323843474
WEBSITE
spendoraudio.com
REVIEWED
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lets the bass driver do its job
accurately, with little interference.
The result is a lovely, lilting musicality
with just a tiny bit of softness and
looseness, which any ported speaker
gives. The low frequencies prove
very even too; there’s no big hump’
around 100Hz to give the (false)
sensation of a strong bass. But when
called upon to deliver vast tracts

of low frequencies, the A6R doesn’t
baulk - it proves able to dispense
enough bottom end to flap your
flares, if not quite blow your wig off.

The midrange performance is lovely.
It’s incisive and detailed without
sounding like a speaker that’s trying
to be incisive and detailed. Rather it
has a smooth, gentle, delicate sort of
character that seems to dissolve away
and let you focus on the mix; there’s
no honking or squawking from the
cone, no sense that you're listening
to something artificial. In absolute
terms, that mid/bass unit lacks the
amazing translucency of a ribbon or
an electrostatic panel, but it’s never
muddy or grey or metallic sounding.
Once again, it’s sheer even-handedness
wins the day.

Cue up some lilting jazz from Hank
Mobley’s Soul Station and there’s a
fantastic sound to the saxophone that
drips with rich, resonant harmonics.
Behind this, a wonderfully fluid
groove gets going courtesy of great
drum kit work; despite not throwing
everything at you on a plate, it proves
to be highly rhythmically adept.

Conclusion

It is very good at soundstaging too;
it just seems to be able to throw out
excellent stereo with precious little
setting up or fine tuning. But time
spent getting a few degrees toe-in,
and the listening height right via the
spikes pays dividends, and they’ll end
up projecting music like a hologram
in your lounge. If you want your
music to do the talking and not your
loudspeakers, this is a must hear ®

| Choice IS

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY LIKE: Clean, open,
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................................... fine build
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THE CONCEPT 20 LOUDSPEAKER:
NOTHING SHORT OF SENSATIONAL

“ you find yourself immersed
in a vast stereo soundstage”
Hi-Fi Choice, June 2013

”" .
It proves cabinet resonances
need be a problem no longer”

Hi-Fi News, March 2014

“ Looking for a top-quality
e sUb-£500 standmount

eospeakers

speaker? Ignore this one

at your peril.”
What Hi-Fi2 Sound and Vision, Awards 2014

HIFI?  “ Superb...a scale and

4
SOUND AND VISION

ARDS 2613 volume of sound that seems

PRODUCT OF THEYEAR

scarcely credible from such

‘QACOUSTICS CONCEPT 20 . o = g
a small cabinet '
What Hi-Fi2 Sound and Vision, March 2013 \\

§ o i The ‘Concept 20" is a special loudspeaker
which goes beyond anything that Q Acoustics
has achieved before. It's a beautifully styled
product which we confidently believe provides

a level of sonic performance previously

thought impossible at its price point.

To achieve this extrco‘dhory result, Q Acoustics’ des'\gm team (1pp\ied
;-— advanced technology to address the fundamental problem of cabinet
resonance; widely recognised as the single biggest hurdle preventing
Concept 20 Speaker Stand ) ‘ ! o -

HiFi Choice high end’ sonic performance at an ‘affordable’ price.

Grouptest Winner, Nov. 2014

The ‘Concept 20" proves cabinetf resonance need be a problem no longer.

lts Gelcore™ Construction; ‘cabinet within a cabinet deb'gm incorporates a

‘ bCSpOkG resonance (J\[ISO!b\Hg HOH'SGW'VJ (]CFGSWG \'V)'H‘Ch converts k'r‘e‘i(z

] [l energy ana d\sperseb it as Fect -HH\ SUbS‘(JHT.(]H\/ 'edJ(ze J‘f‘t()m()ﬂ Cf‘d
|

N L] D | ‘ 3 www.qged.co.uk (g’?
2 S % o
o Mmenp GF
BEAUTIFULLY ENGINEERED SOUND www.Qacoustics.co.uk
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Sonus faber
Olympica |l

here’s an interesting drive
unit complement in the
Olympica II, starting with
a 29mm silk dome tweeter
based on that of the high-end Aida.
It has an Arrow Point’ damped apex
dome, which is said to be a synthesis
of the classic dome and ring
transducer, and a new Neodymium
magnet-powered motor system.
The 150mm midrange driver uses a
composite former eddy current-free
voice coil, and the cone sports a blend
of traditional cellulose pulp, kapok,
kenaf and other natural fibres, and is
said to give the most natural sound.
The woofer is a 230mm affair with
a sandwich cone membrane that
combines a heart of hi-tech rigid
syntactic foam with external layers
treated with cellulose pulp.

Sound quality

The II is a nice size. In a largish (but
not huge) listening room, it sits
perfectly. Bass is firm and insistent,
but never overpowers the room or the

HifiChoice YEARBOOK 2014

music; instead you feel as if it’s an
important constituent part of the
whole, rather than something that
stands out on its own. As Black
Uhuru’s Great Train Robbery shows, it
can start and stop with alacrity, being
fleet of foot enough to really get into
the musical groove. Yet you never get
the feeling that the speaker is trying
to embellish the music; down in the
bass especially, it’s clean and taut and
matter of fact in the best of ways.

One satisfying thing is how well the
bass melds into the midband; it’s very
seamless and all of a piece. There’s no
sense of two drive units competing,
instead you're lead to a wonderfully
fragrant midband with space and
colour. The Sonus faber isn’t one of
those ultra clean speakers that sounds
like it’s trying to be a monitor; instead
it goes for a slightly warmish
midband that casts a gentle amber
light across everything. This isn’t a
criticism, because it takes a fraction
of the edge off some really steely
recordings like The Castaways’ Liar

O DETAILS

PRICE
£6,998

ORIGIN
Italy

WEIGHT
68kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
370x1,055x472mm

FEATURES

©29mm ‘Arrow
Point’ dome tweeter
©150mm pulp fibre
composite
midrange driver
©230mm sandwich
membrane bass
driver

® Quoted sensitivity:

88dB/1W/1m
DISTRIBUTOR
Absolute Sounds
TELEPHONE
02089713909

WEBSITE
absolutesounds.
com

REVIEWED

HFC 386

Liar, making it just that little bit more
palatable. What we like about the
midband is that it manages to be
detailed and high in resolution
without veering into hardness and
shrillness; some high-end speakers
don’t and can have you running for
the door when you play less than
perfect recordings.

The high frequency performance is
good, and pretty much up to par with
the rest of the speaker. At this price
you might crave the smoothness and
delicacy of an Apogee ribbon or a
good electrostatic panel like a
MartinLogan. But those speakers can
have their own issues and fall behind
the Olympica II in the bass, for
example. The important thing is that
the Sonus faber’s treble doesn’t pull
the otherwise very high standards
of performance down. It’s a fine
example of a well-designed dome
tweeter, and gives a lovely sparkle to
the hi-hat work on the earthy rock of
REM'’s Near Wild Heaven. Feed it the
opening cymbal of Isaac Hayes’ Theme
From Shaft and it serves up a sweet
and tactile sound, the tweeter proving
sensitive enough to get up close with
the sticks on the cymbals. It integrates
beautifully, giving the impression
you're listening to one loudspeaker
per channel and not two or three.

Conclusion

This is a very well voiced speaker
that’s tonally coherent with no
difficult spots drawing attention

to mismatched drivers or poorly
executed crossovers. Big three-ways
often struggle when it comes to
timing, but happily, it works well,
with a decently taut and grippy sound
that never smudges or blurs leading
edges. It lacks the razor-sharp
transients of a good electrostatic,

but there’s not much in it and the
Olympica II comes over as fast and
controlled. So much so that it lets you
focus in on differing strands of the
music, and follow them with ease ®

| Choice IS

OUR VERDICT
LIKE: Balanced
. 0. 8.0.8 ¢

tonality; satisfying

musicality; build
and finish

2. 0. 0.0.8 ¢

. 8.0.0.8 ¢
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of dimensionality, but
otherwise nothing

WE SAY: Gorgeous,
beautiful sounding
premium floorstander
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Dynaud

Xeo b

eplacing the Xeo 5 (HFC

376), the 6 boasts a bunch

of new features packed

into a more compact
cabinet. Along with an updated
remote control, there’s a control panel
on each speaker’s top for adjusting
volume and switching input.

As per the previous range, every Xeo
speaker can be individually assigned
to left/right/mono duties via rear
panel switches, to identify them
within two-channel and larger
surround sound setups. You can also
allocate them within a ‘zone’ to cater
for multi-room Xeo systems. To
further aid placement, there are room
position EQ settings and switches for
adjusting bass response for near wall,
corner or neutral placement.

Sound quality

Dynaudio seems to have engineered
these speakers to not let their demure
proportions stop them from getting
the most out of the music. Kicking off
with the Xeos switched to the neutral

HifiChoice YEARBOOK 2014

io

EQ setting, with their back panels
55cm from the boundary wall and
firing down the listening room with
just a few degrees of toe-in, we're
surprised by just how much welly
they have. A 16-bit/44kHz FLAC

of The Stone Roses’ Breaking Into
Heaven sees them lay forth an
encompassing soundstage, that’s
solidly woven together. John Squire’s
multi-layered lead guitar is densely
rendered with his Gibson’s riffs
sounding expansive and full of body.

The Dyns handle the mix admirably,
and take it all in their stride. Cymbals
are articulated with a clear openness
that allows their shimmering tones
to remain gentle, without being
overwhelmed by Squire’s six-string
onslaughts coming at you from all
angles, or pushed to the sidelines by
Mani’s energetic bass lines, which also
gets plenty of airspace.

Feeding the Hub with a 24/96 FLAC
rip of Neil Cowley Trio’s Couch Slouch
reveals that the cut of the Xeo’s jib is
the polar opposite of the track title’s

O DETAILS

PRICE
£2,925

ORIGIN
Denmark

WEIGHT
14.7kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
170 x 854 x 246mm

FEATURES

© 3x50W digital
amps per speaker
®lintweeter

© 2x 5in mid/
bass drivers

® Portable wi-fi
receiver with
analogue and
digital inputs

® Room position
EQ settings
DISTRIBUTOR
Dynaudio UK
TELEPHONE
01353721089
WEBSITE
dynaudio.com

REVIEWED
HFC 388

sentiment. Each instrument sounds
highly animated as the speakers strut
their funky stuff and you have a real
sense of the three musicians being
completely in tune with one another.
What this highlights is how well the
Xeos time across the frequency band,
especially with notes’ leading edges
which are rapidly rendered. You get
the impression that each speaker’s
drive units are working together in

a seamless and cohesive manner, and
this really helps to make instruments
sound whole and fully formed.

With a 16/44 ALAC rip of Ron
Sexsmith’s Late Bloomer, the Xeos
ensure bass notes have enough
presence to underpin the music with
plenty of punch and detail. With this
track you also get the sense that
Dynaudio has paid close attention
to how the bass is projected at the
listener, to prevent the lower
frequencies from ambling around at
the back of the soundstage. Instead
the speakers ensure the bass can
envelop the soundstage, reaching the
listener in a focussed manner without
sounding too forward.

When presented with the more
meaty bass of Goldfrapp’s Clay,
the Xeos dig deep into the lower
frequencies, where they lend plenty
of low down power without letting
the bass become too flabby sounding.

Conclusion

Comparing the Xeos with some of

the best passive floorstanders at this
price, including those from Dyn’s own
stable, shows that while they can’t
ultimately achieve the same levels of
sheer grunt, the bass they muster is
delivered with a sense of authority. If
there has to be a criticism — and it’s a
minor one — despite the improved
interface and subtle LED volume level
display on each speaker, we’d still
welcome slighter steps within the
graduated volume levels for greater
degrees of fine tuning, to help get it
just right for every scenario @

| Choice NN

OUR VERDICT

SOUND QUALITY LIKE: Ease of use;

Y % % Ky controls; balanced

................................... and powerful sound

VALUEFORMONEY  pjg) IKE: Volume

* * * * * needs better stepping;

................................... Hi-res 24/96 streamed

BUILD QUALITY at16/48

* * * * * WE SAY: Well thought

FEATURES out ugdates and bettﬁr
sound improves on the

* * * * i original Xeo package

OVERALL
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IS C’l)_l_e I( Discover the IsoTek Effect

Mains electricity is distorted by numerous factors as

it travels from power stations to our homes, eroding your
systems performance. The New Discovery Range from IsoTek
delivers highly effective yet eminently affordable solutions

to enhance sound and picture quality, whilst also protecting
your valuable equipment from power surges and voltage spikes.* ;
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“A distinct cleaning up of the sound...

“A marked benefit for dynamic range, a
consequence of lowering the noise floor,
as well as a refinement and a general
opening up of the soundstage”

IsoTek EVO3 Premier, Hi-Fi Choice, March 2013

EVO3 Premier

IsoTek’s most affordable power

cable has at its core three 2sqgqmm
conductors made from 99.9999% OFC
(oxygen-free copper) and coated in
silver to aid conductivity, with a Teflon
FEP dielectric extruded over each
conductor. A cotton filler is used to
give the cable internal strength and
reduce microphony whilst maintaining
dielectric performance. The cable

is terminated with high-quality

24ct gold connectors, designed and
manufactured by IsoTek rather than
bought off the shelf. No similarly
priced power cable is constructed

to such a high specification, with
correspondingly impressive benefits to
sound and picture quality.

24ct gold connectors
Silver plated OFC conductors

RECOMMENDED ¢
[ ]
e Teflon FEP dielectric
]

Choice
1. 0.0.6.6.¢

16A current capability
C15, C19 and C7 IEC options
1.5m standard length

“More space, lower noise and greater
resolution... An increase in timing
precision, depth of bass and a much
greater sense of musical flow”

EVO3 Polaris

Cost effective high-performance power
distribution strip that cleans Common
and Differential Mode noise from the
mains as well as offering surge and
spike protection.

IsoTek EVO3 Polaris, Hi-Fi Choice, March 2013

T rFrotection against power surges and voltage spikes retates speciiically 1o Isolex power condaitioners and not the 1so ek power cable range.

For your free brochure: _ J
IsoTek products are distributed by Sound Fowndations. SOU nd FO n d Q t| OﬂS

+44 (0)1276 501 392 infodsoundfowndations.co.uk
wwuw. | soundfowndations.co.uk

www.isoteksystems.com | www.shop.isoteksystems.com
Discover IsoTek www.facebook.com/isoteksystems
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EDITOR’'S
CHOICE

“Sound as
Revolutionary as

they look..... Every
visitor to your home is likely
to marvel at the Astute when
they are silent, and even more
so when they make dynamic
music”.

HI FI CHOICE

S0 Much More Than Great Looks

If you want a system that ranks in the top
0.5% you'll need exceptional speakers. As
a leading design company that wins many
awards and helps countless clients achieve
outstanding results, we have observed that
loudspeakers are often the most difficult
aspect of a system to get right.

Our new and innovative approach yields
stunning results. A genuine advance over
the limitations of current designs, you'll
find our analysis both enlightening and
revolutionary. This is embodied in the
Astute speaker which has proved to be great
sounding, attractive and superbly versatile.
Read more on website address below.

Tel: +44 02380 578877

www.originlive.com

FEATURES

* Greatly increased dynamics. A leading reviewer
wrote in a revealing comment “Why must
domestic speakers sound like damp sponges if
you've just come back from a live concert or gig?”.

* More consistent sound coverage in any room:
* Greater clarity, and less colouration

* Truly astounding bass reproduction:

* Relative insensitivity to positioning:

* Tuning adjustment for any room:

* Easily driven

* Out of the box sound with pin point imaging
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Eclipse
TD-M1

erhaps the best-known
manufacturer of single
driver speakers, Eclipse’s
unique ‘Time Domain’
principle has created a range of
distinctive and seriously impressive
products. The TD-M1 represents an
attempt to marry this technology with
a degree of convenience that should
broaden the appeal to new customers.
To this end, it’s a self-contained
system with amplification and inputs
all built into the speaker housings.
The choice of inputs is useful too.
The TD-M1 is AirPlay enabled, but
also features a USB B socket that is
24/192-capable for direct connection
to a computer. These connections are
decoded via a Wolfson WM8741 DAC,
which has been adapted to work
both in conventional upsampling
mode, but also in a custom non-
oversampling mode. Connectivity
is completed by a USB A socket for
direct connection of an Apple device
and a 3.5mm analogue connection.
Other than an absence of Bluetooth,
the Eclipse is well set up as a desktop
audio device.

Sound quality

From the outset, the single most
important point about the
performance of the Eclipse is that the
single driver experience the brand is

WIRELESS LOUDSPEAKER |

renowned for is completely intact in
the TD-M1. This means that if your
music tastes stem to genres making
use of the word ‘dub’ or you have a
hangar to fill with sound levels that
can boil the fluid in your inner ear,
stop reading this and go and explore
some of the other speakers that are
reviewed in the proceeding pages to
this one instead. Two 8cm drivers
(and this measurement includes the
surround too) simply aren’t going
to vibrate your eyeballs.

If your musical tastes are broader
than this, though, and you can grant
the Eclipse the nearfield listening
position that they benefit from, the
TD-M1 is not simply good for an
all-in-one, but sensationally good
judged by the standards of any
£1,000 system. The whole purpose
behind the Time Domain principle
is to create a speaker better able to
follow the variation and nuance of a
piece of music and this means that
the TD-M1 delivers a performance
that is at times almost supernaturally
fast. Almost everything else at the
price sounds processed and
compromised in comparison.

The other trump card is the
cohesion across the bulk of the
audible frequency range. From
100Hz to the upper threshold of
adult hearing, the TD-M1 sounds

C DETAILS

PRICE

£999

ORIGIN

Taiwan

WEIGHT

5.3kg
DIMENSIONS
155x242 x 219mm
(WxHxD)
FEATURES

© Wireless-equipped
AirPlay speaker
©24/192kHz-
capable USB input
o Single full
bandwidth
8cmdriver

o Black and white
finishes available
DISTRIBUTOR
Eclipse
TELEPHONE

0207 3284499
WEBSITE
eclipse-td.net
REVIEWED
HFC390

truly exceptional. The WAV download
of Fink’s Hard Believer has a presence
and a realism that is incongruous
coming from such small speakers,

but serves as a reminder that truly
convincing music reproduction lives
or dies on the midrange performance.
This is not to say that the Eclipse can’t
handle frequency extremes — the
upper registers in particular are
deeply impressive and there is plenty
of low-end detail if not physical
impact — but the aspects that make
music come alive are handled in such
a way as to make them the absolute
focus of attention.

The non-oversampling mode is
more than a gimmick too. With
acoustic material and compressed
files it fills the performance slightly
and makes it fractionally warmer and
smoother. The ‘standard’ DAC mode
can extract a little more detail and
sometimes generate a little more
front-to-back depth, but there is an
engagement to it that is wonderfully
compelling. The ease of adjusting
between the two modes makes
experimenting simple and will allow
you to choose to suit your taste.

Conclusion

The more you listen to the TD-M1,
the more the presentation can often
be likened to listening to a decent
pair of open-backed headphones. The
music arrives at the ear with little
sense of the enclosure and with a
definite soundstage provided that
you are within the very sweet spot
that the Eclipse produces. If you are
outside this sweet spot, the stereo
presentation declines, which further
emphasises how the TD-M1 is used
to best effect. The wonderful speed,
tonality and integration is retained,
but each speaker becomes an
individual unit rather than a stereo
pair. This means that the Eclipse is
not a plonk and play device and will
require a little careful fettling to
achieve its very best ®

|/ Choice NN

OUR VERDICT
LIKE: Incredibly
2.8.8.8.8/

involving performance;
excellent build

* * * * DISLIKE: Limited bass

1. 8.0.0. 8 ¢

2. 8.8.8.8/

and outright volume;
no Bluetooth; it's
not cheap

WE SAY: A supremely
talented system that
might be the ultimate
computer speaker
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Air-X 403

tarting at £2,499 for these

entry-level 403s plus £349

for the base station, these

speakers are aimed at
serious audiophiles. The cabinets
contain the Air-X Amp, which the
Air-X Base station sends the music to.
The latter is the central control unit to
which a wide variety of sources and
output signals can be connected.
Music is losslessly transmitted at
24-bit/48kHz. The amplifiers used
inside are Class AB. The combined
output is claimed to be 150W (into
4ohms), and an internal 56-bit DSP
chip allows tweaking of the sound to
suit the listener’s environment.

Sound quality

The problem with some wireless
loudspeakers can be that they’re often
wireless first, and speakers second —
or indeed last. This is something that
most certainly does not afflict the
Air-X 403. As soon as you start
listening it’s clear that this is a fine
hi-fi design — which also happens to
have the option of active, wireless
operation. You can hear the essence
of Elac’s BS 403 very easily; because
this is what the Air-X version is, but
with added functionality. All of which
means that you get a very smooth,
delicate, detailed sound that you
would never call boring. In short, the

HifiChoice YEARBOOK 2014

Air-X version comes very close to
offering the best of both worlds.

The 403 is a smallish standmounter,
but doesn’t sound anywhere near as
compact as it looks. It is able to fill
a largish listening room with big,
confident sound with an ease that we
wouldn’t expect. Furthermore — and
this is possibly at least in part due to
its active operation — there is no sense
of the music being squeezed through
a toothpaste tube, as is sometimes the
case with small speakers. The stock
BS 403 is rather inefficient, and needs
a powerful transistor amplifier to
give of its best, but here in active
mode it is relaxed, expansive and
surprisingly easy.

James Taylor Quartet’s Stepping Into
My Life is a lovely late nineties slice
of gentle soulful funk and the Air-X
403 shows the recording in all its
finery; it’s laid back and warm, and so
the Elac system is too. There’s very
little sense of the cabinets inducing
boom or of the speaker having a
sweet spot in the bass; the downward
firing port seems to work well.

Next we feed it something a little
more intense, Supertramp’s Child
Of Vision. This is a slightly forward
sounding album, even the LP version
is a little bright, but the Air-X 403
keeps a good balance. Yes, there is
definitely a more brilliant light cast

O DETAILS

PRICE
£2,848

ORIGIN
Germany/China

WEIGHT

7.8kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)

166 x 308 x 280mm

FEATURES

® Jet 5 tweeter
©150mm AS-XR
mid/bass driver

® Quoted power:
2x150W into 4ohms
©24/48 wireless

® 2x optical, 1x USB,
1x RCA phono,

1x 3.5mm analogue
inputs
DISTRIBUTOR

Hi-Fi Network
TELEPHONE

01285 643088

WEBSITE
hifi-network.com
REVIEWED

HFC 391

on the upper midband than with the
James Taylor Quartet track, and the
greater dynamics really make
themselves apparent, but the Elac
speaker system keeps everything well
controlled. Bass is punchy — if not
terribly extended, the midband clean
and spacious and the treble smooth
and wonderfully sophisticated.
Indeed, the excellent recording
quality of this Supertramp song
illustrates just how sweet sounding
the tweeter is. We've heard several
evolutions of this high-frequency unit
and this seems the best yet; it sparkles
with detail and has a wonderful sense
of space, but still never sounds bland
or over smooth.

Running from a MacBook Pro into
the USB input is no less impressive,
with Beethoven’s Sixth Symphony
sounding expansive with excellently
resolved low-level detail and fine
imaging. It places instruments
accurately and boldly, giving a
commanding feel and even makes a
good stab at recreating the concert
hall’s sense of perspective.

The active speakers are better still
when fed direct, bypassing wireless.
There isn’t a massive jump forward in
sound, suggesting that the wireless
has been done very well. There is
a subtle improvement in grip and
low-level detail, with a slight
deepening of the soundstage. Going
back to wireless, this time feeding the
base station with an analogue input
from an Audiolab 8200CD player,
again gives very good results — it
remains smooth and surprisingly
detailed, showing that it doesn’t treat
analogue signals as a poor relation.
The Texas Instruments PCM1803 A/D
converter is obviously a quality item.

Conclusion

The new Air-X is one of the best
sounding wireless solutions on sale
right now and is well worth
auditioning if you’re looking to
live in a world without wires ®

| Choice NN

OUR VERDICT
LIKE: Crisp, clean,
. 0. 8.0.8 ¢

smooth sound; robust
2. 0. 0.0.8 ¢

wireless

DISLIKE: No coaxial
digitalin or aptX
Bluetooth as standard

WE SAY: Serious

* * * * * sounding active
standmount
loudspeakers with

* * * * 24-bit/48kHz wireless
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NEW UKX VERSION ¥
AVAILABLE NOW!
Includes free acrylic

platter with Bordeaux

and Midnight Blue
finishes.

A C |assic MacJe New...

The Xpression Carbon is the latest version of Pro-Ject Audio Systems’ original turntable, the Pro-Ject 1.
This new model employs a brand new carbon fibre tonearm with an Evolution-inspired support structure.
The superior motor, with isolation blobs designed by Ortofon, drives a high-quality platter that can be fitted
with either a Cork or Felt mat. The plinth is available in three stunning finishes*, and the arm is rounded off
with an Ortofon 2M Silver cartridge to create a comprehensive package that would suit any system.

Available in the UK through Henley Designs Ltd.
T: 01235511 166 K1 /HenleyDesignsLtd
E: sales@henleydesigns.co.uk 3 /HenleyDesigns1 -
AW DIOD 8 Y & TEM 5

W: www.henleydesigns.co.uk

* Bordeaux finish shown
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The Ultimate Listening Experience

‘It would take tens of thousands of pounds to buy a pair of speakers that can even
approach the LCD-3s'level of sound quality.” What Hi-fi
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%  LCD-XC

Available from all good specialist audio retailers and amazon.co.uk
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REL Acoustics

serie S2

his newly designed sub

is part of a new range

of models that REL calls

Sub-Bass Systems, and
has been three years in the making.
Looking over the neat styling and
flexible design it is easy to appreciate
where your money is being spent. The
cabinet is constructed from marine
ply for better rigidity and superior
bracing, and the solid billeted piece
of aluminium on the top face is said
to aid the dispersion of unwanted
energy from the cabinet.

Available in gloss piano black and
white lacquer finishes, removing
the front panel grilles reveals the
front-firing 250mm long-throw paper
maché driver that is reinforced with
a super alloy plate for greater rigidity.
It’s driven by a claimed 250W
amplifier built by REL, which it says
is designed to perfectly match and
give the correct power for the relative
size of the S2’s cabinet and drivers.
Underneath is a 250mm carbon fibre
passive driver, and even the shape
and height of the feet are designed
to optimise performance.

The controls and connections on the
rear panel have been simplified for
ease of set up, and if you're not keen
on trailing a cable from your amplifier
to the sub there’s a wireless receiver
already built in. It uses the company’s

own Longbow uncompressed audio
system to receive signals up to 15m
away from the sending unit —
available separately for £200. The
sender utilises both high-level and
LFE (where applicable), and is a
simple pairing device with no need
for the use of your home network
hub, so though we don’t use the S2 in
this way, it should be straightforward
to connect to an amplifier and set up.

Sound quality

Positioning the S2 correctly in the
room is without doubt the most
important thing to get right. For
optimum performance in the
listening room we find it works at its
best positioned in the corner, placed
in fairly close proximity to a pair

of Dynaudio X38 floorstanding
loudspeakers, and angled so that it
fires diagonally down the length of
the room. After some fine tuning
using the controls on the back with
a broad range of different musical
styles containing natural low bass,
we’re ready to rumble.

REL explains that because of the
nature of the driver material it uses,
it is necessary to spend some time
running the unit in before it reaches
optimum performance levels. Each

model has already spent several hours

being run in before it is sent out, but

QI DETAILS

PRICE
£1,000

ORIGIN
UK

WEIGHT
181kg
DIMENSIONS

(WxHxD)
349 x 368 x426mm

FEATURES
©250mm long-
throw active drive
©250mm passive
radiator

© Class D amplifier
© Quoted power:
250W

DISTRIBUTOR
REL Acoustics Ltd
TELEPHONE
01656 768777

WEBSITE
rel.net

REVIEWED
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SUBWOOFER

REL recommends a few additional
hours in situ and some reduction of
the gain setting once it has had time
to fully warm up.

The addition of the S2 into our
system is a revelation, and instantly
results in more drive and energy
to the lowest register. It brings a
satisfying smile to our faces when
listening to Jennifer Warnes’ Ballad
Of The Runaway Horse, giving the
impression of a significantly fuller and
larger soundstage, while the double
bass that underpins the track sounds
even more achingly sad than ever,
showing the extent of low bass
information we’ve been missing.

The inclusion of the REL with the
Dynaudio floorstanders doesn’t
impact on their performance in any
negative way whatsoever — it only
appears to enhance their capabilities
further and draw attention to the
perception of the amount of midband
detail. Lorde’s Royals is very well
extended and will show off the bass
capabilities of any loudspeakers,
but by adding in the S2 it’s easy to
appreciate just how extended the
bass line is, showing off the track’s
impressive range and highlighting
the quality of the recording.

Nowhere is the inclusion of the
REL more effective than with hi-res
material. A 24-bit/48kHz version
of Jean Michel Jarre’s Oxygene
demonstrates just how rich and
three-dimensional this track can
sound, as the REL opens up its
impressive scale and soundstage,
breathing new life into the recording.

Conclusion

The REL S2 merges beautifully into
our system, adding a greater sense of
scale and depth to tracks. With some
fine tuning, it is unobtrusive and
impresses anyone that listens with its
pace and insightfulness on recordings
old and new. It shows off hi-res audio
to tremendous effect and will
compliment any hi-fi system @
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Devialet
Ensemble

From one of the most advanced hi-fi
designers of our age comes an amp
and speaker package to set the standard

hallenging hi-fi’s
conventions has been at
Devialet’s core since the
French high-end maker
launched its groundbreaking
D-Premier amp back in 2010.
Concepts including customising
settings via an onboard SD card
and online configurator, along with
firmware releases ensuring your amp
stayed up to date brought fresh
thinking to long-term ownership.
Devialet’s range has since expanded
into four models, and with each comes
increased connectivity, power and
configuration options. At the heart
of all Devialet amps beats the same
ADH (Analogue Digital Hybrid)
amplification, which is a modern
take on Quad’s Current Dumpers of
yesteryear that use analogue Class A
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voltage amplification working in
parallel with digital Class D dumpers.
All Devialet amplifiers also employ
24-bit/192kHz upsampling Texas
Instruments PCM1792 DAC chips,
developed into its proprietary Magic
Wire circuit.

Sitting at the centre of our package is
Devialet’s new entry-level 120 amp
(£4,490 on its own), which morphed
from the 110 model via new firmware,
increasing its 110W output to 120W.
Joining the 120 in our Ensemble is a
pair of Devialet-branded Atohm GT1
‘Special Edition’ loudspeakers with
matching white Atohm cables.

What sets this pairing apart from
other bundles is the clever use of
Devialet’s SAM tech, which tailors
the amplifier’s supplied signal to match
the spec and real-world behaviour

CDETAILS

PRICE
£6,290

ORIGIN
France

WEIGHT
Amp: 5.65kg
Speaker: 8kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)

Amp:
383x40x383mm
Speaker:

200 x 330 x250mm

FEATURES

® Amp: Class A/D
hybrid analogue/
digital

® Speakers: Atohm
GT1SE with
matching Zef cable
® AIR streaming
module

® Fully configurable
inputs for Ethernet,
USB, RCA (line-level
and S/PDIF) Toslink
® Firmware updates
via SD card/website
©24-bit/192kHz
upsampling DAC

® Phono stage

DISTRIBUTOR
Absolute Sounds

TELEPHONE

0208 9713909
WEBSITE
absolutesounds.com
en.devialet.com

REVIEWED
HFC 386

of the speakers’ bass drivers. The
Atohm’s cabinets are formed via
layers of 3mm MDF bonded together
to achieve their curved sides. Each
speaker houses a metal grille-covered
soft-dome tweeter with copper-clad
aluminium wire voice coils and
neodymium magnets, alongside an
alloy coned mid/bass driver using
Atohm’s LDS peripheral suspension
and a Kapton/Nomex coil former. The
bass driver also sports a snug-fitting
removable circular fabric cover.

In the flesh this is one cool combo
to behold (providing you can keep

fingerprints at bay). The amp shares
the same dark chrome chassis as its
200 stablemate, that’s milled from
a single block of aluminium with a
sliding cable-hiding cover at its rear.
You can even wall mount it vertically!
Its physical controls extend to just
a logo-shaped power button, which
joins a porthole-like digital screen
providing a window into the amp’s
working world, displaying volume and
selected input. The minimalist theme
continues with the classy matching
remote control that hosts just four



buttons for power, source, mute and
tone (bass/treble/balance), while a
large rotary dial governs volume level.
A longer press on the control’s source
button reveals the incoming sample
rate on the amplifier’s screen, useful
for checking that what you're getting
from the speakers is what you ordered
at the source.

Making the most of Devialet’s suite of
user controls requires paying a visit to
devialet.com’s configurator area and
customising the amp’s settings, before
downloading them onto the amp’s
pre-installed SD card. The site’s
intuitive interface allows for tailoring
inputs and settings via simple
diagrams of each amp’s rear panel,
making tweaking easy. Options include
switching a set of the 120’s RCAs
between line-level, S/PDIE, or phono
inputs for connecting a turntable. At
the click of a mouse you can also limit
the amp’s power output and change
the remote’s commands.

To keep costs down the 120 eschews
the sub-out option and AES/EBU
(XLR) socket that are fitted to the
more expensive Devialets higher up
the range. Nor do you get the internal
phono daughter board that caters for
custom matching cartridge loading
and sensitivity settings.

Sound quality
To stream networked music pop
your network details into the online
Configurator and download Devialet’s
AIR software to your computer’s
taskbar. Because AIR runs in the
background of other programmes,
you simply commence playback via
your usual method (Spotify, JRiver
and iTunes in our case), right click the
AIR icon and choose your streaming
method via AIR or Ethernet (if you're
hardwiring the amp to your router)
to pipe a bit-perfect signal into the
amp’s master clock. There’s also a
downloadable USB driver and control
app for Android and iOS devices, the
latter of which lets you select input
and volume level.

Across the board, this package is
one of the most musically cohesive

AMPLIFIER AND SPEAKER PACKAGE

combinations we’ve heard. From
the opening drums of Tori Amos’

A Sorta Fairytale via a 16-bit/
44.1kHz rip streamed over Ethernet,
the sheer uncoloured clarity and
holographic window that this
package opens into the music is
utterly captivating.

Devialet’s SAM technology may
only be weaving its spell on the bass
drivers, but the knock-on effect in the
treble is tangible. Amos’ voice sweeps
through the midrange and treble
seemlessly, with no sense of the
tweeter and mid-bass driver
competing at the critical crossover
point. With Amos’ vocals placed
slightly forward in the soundstage,
we sense that the amp and partnering
speakers are working together in
perfect synergy, to deliver her singing
with a breathtaking realism that’s full
of both genuine depth and drama.

Likewise, the Devialet combo times
the percussion with effortless accuracy,
and each note’s opening transients are

Lower frequencies
remain controlled,
detailed and very
natural sounding

rendered with just the right amount of
attack to pack enough punch without
becoming hard edged in any way.
Befitting of an amp at this price, the
Devialet’s volume control allows for
finite levels of incremental adjustment,
and even at low levels this system
opens the music up with stirring
dynamism. Likewise there’s plenty of
power at the other end of the scale,
and with the Atohms sat atop a pair of
(filled) 600mm Atacama Nexus stands,
the music that flows forth has a sense
of scale and grip that a speaker of this
size has no right to possess. Bass in
particular is blessed with enough
power and slam to challenge our
preconceptions of just how much air
a pair or 150mm drivers in such a
modest cabinet can move, which is
testament to what the Devialet amp is

able to get out of them without
heading into boom territory:.

Piping a 16/44 rip of Four Tet’s
Plastic People into the Devialet’s USB
port gets the party into full swing
in the bass regions, but what’s even
more impressive is how this pairing
ensures the lower frequencies remain
controlled, detailed and natural
sounding. Despite remaining deep
within the soundstage, the double
bass for example within Emily Barker’s
Tuesday (streamed at 24/96) is
clearly articulated and brought to
life without being forced to the fore.
Instead, because the soundstage is
so open, we are able to hear deep
into its recesses and uncover layers
of detail at will.

Conclusion

Getting a system to sing isn’t just about
buying the most expensive kit that
you can afford, it’s about choosing
components that work together, and
only then does the magic happen.

The Ensemble takes the trial and error
out of this process, and by accurately
driving its speakers as they’re designed
to be driven you get to hear both
products at their best. This package
provides an exceptionally smooth and
balanced insight into the music, and
while it certainly isn’t cheap, that you
get the same Devialet tech fitted to its
amps costing four times as much with
quality speakers thrown in, makes this
a high-end bargain @
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OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY LIKE: Superb sound;

Y % % % K setupoptions aplenty;

................................... top-notch build quality

VALUEFORMONEY  pig) IKE: Only one
* * * * “ analogue input
suibouaLity  WESAY: Cutting-edge

tech partnered with
***** great-sounding
FEATURES speakersin a stunning
* * * * * user-friendly package
OVERALL
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Ampsdon't
come much
prettier than this
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[ INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER

Cambridge Audio
Azur 6o1A

his fine-looking integrated

amplifier presses all the

right audiophile buttons.

The company has form as
a purveyor of no-frills hi-fi equipment
for a small amount of money. The
651A is a relatively substantial
product considering what it costs —
although it does have a slightly flimsy
pressed steel top plate. The front
fascia is a lovely chunk of brushed
aluminium, way nicer than the
company was offering just a few
years ago. It’'s crowded with bass,
treble, balance and volume controls,
plus input selection and a front
3.5mm ‘MP3’ socket. It offers six
inputs including USB (digital).

Inside there’s a largish toroidal
mains transformer, which makes for
a strong power supply to underpin
its claimed 75W RMS output power.
Separate transformer taps for left and
right channels are provided, as are
twin rectifiers and separate rails for
the left and right power amplifier
sections — these feature proven
Sanken output transistors running
in Class AB mode. A ‘high-grade film
type’ volume potentiometer is fitted,

and Cambridge Audio’s CAP5
protection system saves your speakers
should overloads, faults and/or
clipping occur. The built-in DAC

runs USB 1.0 up to 16-bit/48kHz,
meaning that it won’t be able to play
out hi-res music from a computer.

Sound quality

Off to a good start, fundamentally,
this amplifier just sounds right. It
simply has no weak areas, and has
various strong ones that frankly you
wouldn’t expect at this end of the
market. Bass is a little lighter than
you’d get from an integrated at twice
the price, but is par for the course for
the money, and what there is, is nicely
fluid and bouncy.

It powers the song along in an
enjoyable and unselfconscious way,
and blends well into an open and
textured midband. This then pushes
up to a decently airy and smooth
treble, the result being a budget
amplifier that sounds anything but.

For example, Kraftwerk’s Computer
World from the album with the same
name has an impressive rhythmic
sound, with wonderful insight into

O DETAILS

PRICE
£350

ORIGIN

UK/China

WEIGHT

8.4kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)

430x120 x 350mm

FEATURES

® Quoted power: 2x
75W RMS (8ohms)

o 5xlineinput
©16-bit/48kHz USB
1.0 digital input
©06.3mmand 3.5mm
headphone socket

DISTRIBUTOR
Richer Sounds
TELEPHONE
03339000093

WEBSITE
cambridgeaudio.
com

REVIEWED

HFC 386
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azur GELA

what the band’s two drummers (or
‘electronic percussionists’ as they
prefer to call themselves) were doing
together. Compared with similarly
priced pretenders, there is a whole
extra layer of detail to the song’s
rhythms revealed.

At the same time, texturally the
Cambridge Audio is excellent. Again,
it sounds far more tonally natural
than its price would suggest. It makes
rivals sound rather misty, foggy,
opaque or processed. This is obvious
whatever music is used via the
analogue inputs — the Fun Lovin’
Criminals’ Up On The Hill and
Squeeze’s Pulling Mussels From A Shell
are radically different recordings and
it tells you so. The 651A also goes
surprisingly loud very confidently
too, keeping its spacious soundstage,
decent depth perspective and positive
stereo imaging right up to high levels.

Conclusion

The USB input is surprisingly decent,
but is still aimed at upgrading the
terrible DACs found inside computers
rather than standing in for serious
dedicated hi-fi designs. Overall then,
the Azur 651A can count itself as
something of a star @
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OUR VERDICT
LIKE: Clean, powerful,
1. 0. 0. 0.8

detailed, natural
sound; finish

* * * * * DISLIKE: Slightly
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WE SAY: Excellent
budget amp with the
accent on sonics




Promotions, Upgrades, Offers

- naim Hi-line and Power-line Promotion .

Upgrade or purchase a new Naim Uniti or Classic model & claim a FREE

Power-line or Hi-line worth up to £615 - get even better performance
- as both the Hi-line or Power-line are fantastic upgrades in their own right. Please call or see our website for full details of this great offer.

Add a little more

Majik

Maijik LP12 Upgrades This offer will allow you to: purchase a Linn Majik LP12 and apply upgrades to
bring your LP12 to a better spec and we buy back the original bits. Simply - a better deck for less!!!

Naim NDX Network music player Naim UnitiServe Network server Linn Akurate DS music player

Trade in your source & claim up to £1000 against a new digital Streaming player

- offering you easier access to your music and better sound quality
Please call in or see our website for full details of this great offer and find out how to get more from your existing music collection.

www.billyvee.co.uk

See our website for more Performance Promotions, Upgrades and Special Offers

Rega - Promotion Offers
Outstanding performance and value

New RP 3 “° Brio-R Rega
Turntable - £100 off Upgrade offer. Amp - System/Cable offer DAC - Cable offer

o 120 8318 alaa

ST 722 1y agsa 1301

email enquiry: info@billyvee.co.uk
248 Lee H|gh Road, Lewisham, London SE13 5PL (Mon - Sat 10am - 6.30pm Closed Thursday)
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Icon Audio
Stereo 345 PP

0 maximise its power

potential, the Stereo 845

runs in push-pull mode,

telling us that it is not one
of the more specialist, far-out valve
amplifiers. The Stereo 845, however,
is a valve amplifier designed to fight
it out in a modern solid-state world;
you won't need to change your
speakers or suddenly start listening to
simple acoustic music with no bass to
keep it happy.

The Stereo 845 follows Icon Audio’s
general best practice — which means
a rigid steel chassis into which good
quality low distortion, tertiary wound
output transformers are bolted, and
these are potted to reduce noise. High
quality passive components are used
throughout, including Solen/SCR
capacitors, with the option of Jensen
copper foils. Silver-plated copper
internal wiring (all hand wired,
point to point) is used, along with
a Japanese-sourced ALPS volume
control. As well as the four Psvane
845 valves, two 6SL7 first stage valves
and two 6SN7 output driver valves
are used, along with a GZ34 driver
stage rectifier.

Sound quality

It might not come as a total surprise
to learn that the Stereo 845 is warm
sounding, although in fairness it’s
never gloopy and syrupy, with a bass
like it is walking through treacle.
Instead it is fast and lithe, but still has
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a vast thump down south, seeming
like the audio equivalent of a JCB.
It’s pleasingly sumptuous but never
sounds overblown in a well balanced
system. For example, the walking
bassline on Black Uhuru’s Party Next
Door is a delight with our reference
Sonus faber loudspeakers doing a
passable impersonation of a PA stack
at Glastonbury.

Moving up to the midband, and the
Stereo 845 doesn’t lose much warmth,
although it does dry up slightly.
Everything gets a nice, rosy glow,
meaning that recordings that were
previously viewed as a little acerbic
suddenly seem to calm down and
chill out. There’s never any sense of
the sound being laser etched out right
in front of you; instead you’re drawn
into this wide and deep soundstage,
with a lot of the action going on
behind the plane of the speakers.
Things hang back a little, yet it is so
expansive that you still feel quite
immersed in the proceedings.

It’s a lovely sound, no matter what
sort of music you like. It gives a
beautiful clarity and ease to even
some of the most uneasy human
voices — like Bob Dylan’s for example.
Highway 61 Revisited is a lot less
strident than normal. There’s no
doubt that this is a wonderful power
valve to have driving your speaker
cones; it’s so clean yet warm in a way
that almost no other valves are. Yes,
like lesser tubes it is coloured, but it’s

O DETAILS

PRICE
£5,995

ORIGIN
UK/China
WEIGHT
35kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHXxD)
440x240 x400mm

FEATURES

® Quoted power
2x 38WRMS
(8ohms)

® Class A triode
frontend, push
pull output

©4x 845,2x 6SL7,
2x6SN7,1x GZ34
valves

® Power amplifier
direct option
DISTRIBUTOR
Icon Audio Ltd

TELEPHONE
0116 2440593
WEBSITE
iconaudio.com
REVIEWED
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far more resolute and detailed
sounding, and doesn’t make the
music descend into some sort of audio
comfort blanket.

The treble is lovely. Suddenly,
cymbals played through even a top
quality Class A solid-stater like the
Musical Fidelity AMS35i seem a bit
steely and scratchy. Also, they don’t
time as well; the filigree hi-hat work
on Rush’s Subdivisions sounds more
like it’s being played on a drum
machine on lesser amps, whereas the
Stereo 845 seems to flatter the sound
of both Neil Peart’s vast drum kit and
his playing. The Icon Audio has an
easy sound — rather like a large
Harley Davidson motorcycle, it just
never seems to break into a sweat. No
matter how complex the music gets, it
just shrugs it off and keeps playing.

Conclusion

Even at high volumes, the Stereo 845
displays grace under pressure in
practically any living room. It sounds
powerful and assured — you just can’t
push it as far as a solid-stater. It oozes
character and its own unique charm
—making a sound that virtually no
other amplifier can @
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OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY LIKE: Fat, sumptuous,

Y Y % K K silky sound; power

................................... DISLIKE: Nothing,
VALUEFORMONEY it thisis your thing

* * * * * WE SAY: Magnificent,

BUILD QUALITY mellifluous sounding
and mad!

* %k k
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8.8, 8.1
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SEE, HEAR
& FEEL

THE DIFFERENCE...

We offer some of the finest music
reproduction systems available on the
market today, from entry level to elite
brands. Our range of products has
been carefully chosen to ensure
exceptional performance,
reliability and value for money.

44 High Street, Eton,
Berkshire, SL4 6BL
Tel: 01753 863300

www.studioav.co.uk
sales@studioav.co.uk

¥ @studioAVitd
Ki eton.studioAV

Avalon, Aurender, dCS, Densen, Dynavector, Estelon, Focal, Golden Ear,
Mark Levinson, Naim Audio, Vitus Audio, V/TL, Wilson Benesch

TDRIII

that you're not getting
est from your system?

The Hi-Fi Doctor is an entirely new service from studioAV. With a wealth
of expert knowledge and a range of isolators, cables, acoustic

panels, equipment racks and advanced grounding systems that
can enhance the quality system you already own, often without buying
expensive new equipment. The Hi-Fi Doctor will comprehensively

achieve the very best musical performance.

Contact the Hi-Fi Doctor for a no obligation consultation
Call 01753 863300 or email: doctor@studioav.co.uk

evaluate your system and advise how to best optimise and/or upgrade to
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Micromega

MyYAMp

f you were 99 out of 100

small amp manufacturers,

youwd probably do things

differently to this. Looking
inside the MyAmp, the cynic in us had
expected to see a few nondescript
Class D modules. But, surprisingly,
the company has gone the Class AB
power amplifier way. This doesn’t in
itself guarantee superlative sound,
but it tells us the designers haven’t
been content to take the obvious
option. Micromega uses a Class AB
circuit that claims a solid 30W RMS
per channel and twice that into half
the load - this suggests its 260W LLC
Resonant Mode power supply is up
to the job.

It has an ESS Sabre Hyperstream
DAC built-in, giving 24/96 via its
electrically isolated USB input and
24/192 via optical and coaxial digital
inputs. This means you can plug your
CD player, DAB radio, Blu-ray player
or PlayStation in, as well as your
computer to play your hi-res files.
Another inclusion that’s really rather
useful is aptX Bluetooth.

Sound quality

With a detailed midrange and
unexpectedly powerful bass for its
size and price, the MyAmp doesn’t
sound like most small amplifiers.
Even driving our reference £7,000
Sonus faber Olympica II loudspeakers
and fed from a £9,000 dCS Debussy
DAG, it isn’t exactly overwhelmed.
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Via any of its three analogue inputs, it
remains enjoyably smooth and even,
never descending into coarseness,
even with thin sounding and forward
source material such as Gangsters by
The Specials. This track proves great
fun, with a bouncy and supple bass,
a clear and detailed midband and

a crisp, lustrous treble. There is
certainly no sense of this being a
cheap ‘lifestyle’ audio component;
instead it sounds precisely like the
fine compact amplifier it is.

Moving to some slicker and more
sophisticated soul music, it continues
to impress with Isaac Hayes’ Cafe
Reggios, which sounds surprisingly
sumptuous and inviting. This track is
beautifully recorded and has some
delicious silky string sounds running
right through, which the MyAmp
handles very respectfully. Unlike
lesser small budget amplifiers, it
remains both smooth and composed,
doing just enough to give a realistic
timbre to those gorgeous sweeping
strings. At the same time, it bounces
along in the bass and serves up
a satisfyingly spacious recorded
acoustic. In absolute terms, you can
tell that there is a very slight softness
to the cymbals, and lower down it
doesn’t quite have the transparency
of more expensive amps, but it makes
a good stab at getting things right.

It’s time to try some seriously
powerful percussive music and so
K-Klass’ Rhythm Is A Mystery is duly

S DETAILS

PRICE
£480

ORIGIN
France

WEIGHT
1kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHXxD)
140 x75x140mm

FEATURES

® Quoted power:
2x30WRMS
(8ohms)

©1x USB, 1x optical,
1x coaxial digital
inputs

® 3x analogue
inputs

® ESS Sabre
Hyperstream
24-bit/192kHz DAC
® Headphone
output

DISTRIBUTOR
Wireworld UK

TELEPHONE
0208 9919200

WEBSITE
wireworldcable.
co.uk

REVIEWED
HFC 389

cued up — a powerful, pounding
house track from the early nineties
with massive tracts of thumping synth
bass. If this doesn’t get an amplifier
out of its comfort zone then nothing
will, but the MyAmp responds rather
demurely. It kicks out great big slabs
of low frequencies, and even at high
volumes remains relatively composed,
showing few signs of being perturbed
by what it is being asked to do. It gets
a bit warmer admittedly, but doesn’t
seem to be sweating musically,
remaining balanced across the
frequency range with no obvious
signs of discomfort higher up. This
track can sound a little bit forward,
partly because it was recorded on
early nineties DAT machines, but the
Micromega doesn’t make a fuss and
remains eminently listenable. It
should be able to drive any average
or above average sensitivity pair of
speakers; anything above 88dB
should really move air in your room.

Conclusion

If you are looking for a compact
amplifier to make music in your study,
bedroom or kitchen we can think of
few that are much better than this @
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OUR VERDICT
LIKE: Size; style;
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packaging; sound;
flexibility

* * * * * DISLIKE: Nothing at
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WE SAY: Lovely,
characterful, compact
integrated amplifier;
bestin class
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When equipment sounds wonderful, is well-
built and gives great musical pleasure - then it
becomes a favourite. We reckon we are lucky to
have a high number of ‘favourites’ in our stable.

The Aurender W20 streamer is a masterpiece of user-
friendliness, the streamer for people unsure about streaming!
It is easily loaded with most file types from almost any digital
source — high resolution downloads (eg 24/96 and 24/192ks/s),
CDs, USB stick and external hard drive — controlled from
Aurender’s own user interface running on an iPad.

*
///I//,/,,

The display shows current track information. Full details of music
stored on the hard drives appear on the iPad with album cover art.

Music is stored on two 3TB hard drives but queued and
played from a 240GB flash drive to minimise electrical noise.
For further mains isolation, free of glare and haze, power for
the audio circuits is drawn from re-chargeable batteries.

Operation is smooth and faultless and sound is gloriously
natural and full-bodied, floating behind ‘invisible’ speakers,
from performers clearly ‘present’ in your room.

Vertex AQ’s RFI- and vibration-absorption technology
now appears in the new and extraordinary Pico COMPONENT
GROUNDING BLocks. “This is one of the best single upgrades
I've ever made and certainly the most cost-effective one.” said DC
of Bristol, speaking of the £400 device.

Supplied with two Im cables, the Pico is simply

connected to unused RCA or XLR sockets on components.
Vibration on circuit boards and
electrical ‘noise’ on grounds, or
earths — all intermodulating and
damaging the music signal — are
drawn into the Block to open
he sound stage and reveal new
drive, emotion and dynamics.

System Upgra de

These are a few of our

favourite things — favourite
because they give so much
musical enjoyment

Spiral Groove turntables SGI.l and SG2 and the
Centroid arm have earned universal praise for their
spectacular near-silent operation,

retrieving musical information

from an inky-black background,

thanks to a fundamental re-think

of ‘Balanced Force Design’ and

fanatical care in controlling energy.

Solid construction ensures that

stylus, arm pivot, platter bearing

and motor remain in an absolutely

fixed relationship, unlike suspended turntables that are
perpetually in motion as they attempt to correct for the
dynamic forces acting both internally and externally.

Spiral Groove have won several “Product of the Year’ awards
and comments such as ‘..this may be the best tonearm I've heard’
and of the SG2 “.it transcends expectations — it’s something
special’ both from the US magazine Stereophile.

Kaiser Acoustic’s Chiara standmount speaker projects
music with astonishing clarity, openness, scale and bass
power while ‘disappearing’ itself, leaving an

involving performance hanging in space.

Three separate labyrinths in the integral stand
drain vibration from the cabinet, the crossover
and the drive units which can then operate
freely from a firm foundation, liberated from
vibration’s distorting, intermodulating effects.

Praise has been heaped on the Chiara, in the
on-line review site The Audio Beat and in the
September 2013 issue of hifi+ where Paul
Messenger wrote, ‘The bottom line is that this
is one of the finest loudspeakers I've ever had
the pleasure of reviewing.’

The Chiaras are probably the most musical
speaker you'll ever hear. You can see why
they’re one of our favourites.

Customers say we make some of the best sounds in
our studio and at shows that they have ever heard, so you
know we can do the same in your home. Our advice takes
account of your best components and guides you where
change is needed, in stages you can afford.

You avoid expensive mistakes, enjoy music and save money

in the long run. . ,
& Just listen and you’ll know

Digital: Accustic Arts, Aurender, Bel Canto, dCS, Gamut, Resolution Audio,Vertex AQ dac.Vinyl: Aesthetix, Clearaudio, Graham, Spiral
Groove, Transfiguration. Tuners: Magnum Dynalab. Amplifiers: Accustic Arts,Aesthetix, Bel Canto, CAT, Gamut, Sonneteer, Storm Audio,VTL.
Loudspeakers:Avalon, Gamut, Kaiser Acoustics, NEAT, Totem. Cables: Chord Co., DNM, Nordost, Siltech, Tellurium,VertexAQ.

Mains: Aletheia, Vertex AQ. Supports: Arcici, Black Ravioli, Hi-Fi Racks, LeadingEdge, Stands Unique,Vertex AQ Room acoustics: LeadingEdge

www.rightnote.co.uk
01225 874728
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Monitor Audio

A100

porting AirPlay rather than
Bluetooth, the A100 is
very much aimed at the
Apple crowd with their
MacBooks, iPhones and iPads
crammed with AAC, AIFF and ALAC
files in iTunes. That’s not to say
non-Apple devices are excluded from
the party, PCs and DLNA sources
connected to wireless routers can
join in the fun if they can run iTunes
(version 10 or later) and/or can be
controlled by Monitor Audio’s remote
control app (i0S and Android).
When using AirPlay to stream from
a desktop or laptop running OSX you
can indulge in full-fat 24/192 ALAC
lossless files. DLNA also provides a
means of enjoying lossless hi-res files
including 24/192 FLACs. Airstream
Direct additionally allows you to
stream audio from an iOS device in
the absence of a wi-fi router.
Old-school tethering is possible
thanks to a front-mounted USB jack
that offers music playback of i0OS
devices, but not Android ones. You
can, however, hook up the A100 to a
TV or CD deck using its digital optical
input or stereo phono analogue input
and can output to a powered sub.
Operation comes via an app, which
is rather uninspiring to look at. It
takes an age to re-connect with the
unit every time you access it, doesn’t
always show all of the networked
sources and crashes occasionally.
Perhaps it’s no surprise that Monitor

HiFiChoice YEARBOOK 2014

Audio doesn’t actually mention the
existence of the app in its own
instruction manual.

Sound quality

With 2x 50W output, there’s enough
clout on offer to drive any small-to-
medium sized monitors rated between
4ohms and 8ohms impedance. With
the analogue input connected to a CD
drive we’re instantly enamoured by
the smoothness, detail and staging.
The finger clicking and bass plucking
at the start of Diana Krall’'s My Love Is
is quite sumptuous and the vocals have
a mesmerising quality that fills the
listening room with ease.

It’s not just the amazing clarity that
a class A/B amp offers, but the sense
of airiness and balance throughout
the dynamic range that impress. The
amp does need at least 20 minutes to
get the sonic juices flowing properly,
but once fully warmed up it purrs like
a Range Rover, effortlessly bounding
along and taking the roughest of
tracks comfortably in its stride.

The King’s Singers’ version of Paul
Simon’s The Boxer is equally engaging
with spine-tingling harmonies that
really have to be heard to be believed.

Nor is it a case of clarity over
warmth and energy. The vocals at the
start of Chris Jones’ Darlin’ Cory are
hauntingly engaging, while the guitar
strums with refinement and gusto.

Results with AirPlay are no less
impressive, Silent Shout by The Knife

S DETAILS

PRICE
£399

ORIGIN
China

WEIGHT
1.9kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHXxD)
359 x55x204mm

FEATURES

® Quoted power: 2x
50W RMS (8ohms)
®1x optical digital,
1xRCA inputs

® Network music
playback: Airplay
and wi-fi
DISTRIBUTOR
Monitor Audio

TELEPHONE

01268 740580
WEBSITE
monitoraudio.co.uk

REVIEWED
HFC 388

proves that bass extension is
particularly impressive, underpinning
the mid-range and high notes of

the synth to perfection. For sheer
definition you can’t beat a bit of
Animals by Martin Garrix, and the
A100 is bang on the money, especially
with the crescendo and popping
sounds that really ping out with
awesome precision.

DLNA streaming of hi-res files is the
cream on the cake, offering incredible
scale and depth to recordings such as
a 24/192 download of Mozart’s Violin
Concerto No.4 in D Major.

Conclusion

Allin all, the A100 is a fairly simple
proposition — wireless streaming, a
couple of wired inputs and a high-
quality DAC and amplifier. There are
no built-in third-party services such as
Spotify, Deezer or internet radio, and
USB playback is severely limited. But
streaming from other devices is a cinch
when using AirPlay. While not quite as
slick or reliable, DLNA compatibility at
least provides access to hi-res audio
downloads and rips. The sonic rewards
are so stupendous that it is no great
difficulty to forgive the minor foibles ®

OUR VERDICT

LIKE: Superb
performance; cool
design; AirPlay
integration

DISLIKE: No display;

. 8.0.0.8 ¢

2. 8.8.8. 8
poor app; slow to start
up; hi-resis a faff

* * * * * WE SAY: Operation
isn't perfect, but it

* % %k

delivers the sonic
goods beautifully
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Quad
\Vena

n its new Lancaster Grey
finish, the Quad Vena
looks different to the norm
—but not in a bad way. The
styling of the whole range is tastefully
retro, but the grey paint job gives it
a harder, more purposeful edge.
Indeed, there’s a touch of the Quad
33/303, which is a great thing,
although it’s possibly not the most
universally appealing hue to your
average buyer of this sort of product.
Still, if this colour scheme isn’t to your
liking you can specify your Vena in
more exotic gloss finishes for a £100
price premium.

It feels a real quality item; the
slightly vague and cheap feeling
volume knob lets it down a bit, but
this aside it comes across as quite
solid with some nice, crisp-acting
switchgear. There are few features
to speak off — certainly not fripperies,
anyway — aside from the built-in DAC
(the same Cirrus Logic CS4398 used
in the Quad Platinum CD players)
and, of course, aptX Bluetooth.
Otherwise, you're looking at a choice
of two RCA line inputs. The Class AB

power amp section is claimed to put
out 45W RMS per channel, and there
is no reason for us to doubt it.

Sound quality

Via its analogue line inputs the Quad
sounds clean, crisp and musical.
Despite not using the same circuitry
as more traditional, larger and more
expensive Quad amplifiers there is
still a lot of the house sound to be

A civilised but
animated performer
thatreally gets the
speakers bouncing

heard. It’s musically informative and
engaging, with a pleasingly detailed
presentation. You would certainly
never call it boring, but then again it
is never harsh or searing; Quad has
struck exactly the right balance
meaning it’s a civilised performer that
you can listen to for long periods.

Switch to the built-in DAC section,
and the same high standards

S DETAILS

PICE
£600

ORIGIN
UK/China

WEIGHT
6.1kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
313x94 x302mm

FEATURES

© Quoted power:
2x 45WRMS
(8ohms)

©2x RCA lineinputs,
asynchronous USB,
USB for docking, 2x
optical, 1x coaxial
digital inputs

® AptX Bluetooth
©6.3mm
headphone input
DISTRIBUTOR

IAG Group Ltd
TELEPHONE

01480 452561
WEBSITE
quad-hifi.co.uk

REVIEWED
HFC 390
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continue; once again you hear a
civilised but animated performance
that really gets the speakers bouncing
with Malcolm McLaren’s Waltz
Darling. Tonally the Quad is pretty
even and neutral; never warm yet not
hard, it sits in a well-judged position
in the middle. There’s a touch of
dryness and a slightly well lit feel to
the upper midband, but this never
descends into something that has you
wanting to switch off. Indeed the
Vena proves to be a very capable
performer across all inputs, because
it doesn’t obviously sound like a
compact audio product.

Bass isn’t particularly grippy, but is
still lithe enough to make Caravan’s
In The Land Of Grey And Pink
enjoyable to follow. The rhythms
shuffle along with real conviction,
and we enjoy its musical gait.
Dynamics are decent too, and the
Vena puts its power out in a positive
way with no obvious sense of strain.

Conclusion

The two-dimensional feel it gives to
the stereo mix is perhaps its biggest
weakness, but few amplifiers at this
price point do better. The Vena is
relaxed in a hi-fi environment and
doesn’t require any concessions for its
price or wireless functionality @

| | Choice [N

OUR VERDICT

SOUND QUALITY LIKE: Styling and

Y % % %K % packaging; powerful,

................................ detailed, animated

VALUEFORMONEY sound

Y % % Kk DISLIKE: Plasticky

Buip GuaLry " volumeknob
WE SAY: Excellent,

* * * * “ versatile, modern

FEATURES integrated amplifier

% % %k

OVERALL
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Roksan

K2 BT

|"°“| &0 lau:-

Roksan’'s new amp sports aptX Bluetooth
for those wanting to ditch the wires and
stream music from their portable device

ome 30 years ago, the

genesis of a turntable

started, one that was to

put Roksan’s name on the
map. The product was superb, the
company new and the future full of
promise. What followed was a range
of loudspeakers and then electronics.
Some manufacturers suffer from
vanity and over reach themselves
producing a wide product range
when they had previously specialised
in one particular area — but Roksan
did not make that mistake. Unusually,
all its designs were done to a very
high standard.

In the intervening years, we've seen
Roksan building on its products, with
the current entry-level one being the
Kandy K2 series, launched some five

HifiChoice YEARBOOK 2014

years ago at the Bristol Show. The
amplifier; originally selling for
the princely sum of £750, wasn’t the
world’s best looking, but anyone who
heard it in a well set-up system would
be sold on it. Since then, in the space
of just a few years, seismic changes
have transformed the hi-fi world.
The rise of computer audio was being
talked about in 2009, but in 2014 it’s
actually here. We all now have at
least one device that has music on
it and the ability to beam it to the
outside world in at least one way.
Cables were enjoying their harvest
years five years ago, but now the
world is going wireless, with wi-fi
and Bluetooth leading the charge.
While the former is ideal for
computing and home networking, the

O DETAILS

PRICE
£895

ORIGIN
UK

WEIGHT
14kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
432x102x380mm

FEATURES

® Quoted power:
2x150WRMS
(8ohms)

o 5xlineinputs
©1x MM phonoinput
@ aptX Bluetooth
compatible

© 2x preamplifier
output
DISTRIBUTOR
Henley Designs
TELEPHONE
01235511166

WEBSITE
henleydesigns.
co.uk
REVIEWED
HFC381
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latter is particularly well suited to
portable devices, because it’s cheap to
implement and doesn’t require lots of
juice from a battery. Also, syncing it
up is a doddle, with no annoying WEP
passwords to play with. What stopped
it being used for music until recently
was its low data transmission rates,
which permitted only seriously
compressed digital audio. Now
though we have aptX. Whereas
Bluetooth’s early forays into music
sounded pretty dire, aptX gives up to
24-bit/96kHz resolution digital audio,
and is scalable, adaptive and lossless.
Roksan has integrated this into its
latest K2 amplifier. Confusingly it is
still called the K2, but now it gets the
BT sulffix to recognise its Bluetooth
functionality, but that’s not all. This
is more than just chucking in a
Bluetooth chip, as the amplifier has
had some more work done inside.
The power supply section has been
stiffened up, with a new and very
large 500VA toroidal transformer with
five regulated supply rails coming off
it. This is said to increase the damping
factor, which will result in tighter
bass, and Roksan adds that it has also
removed some unwanted noise from
the mains. Some other small detail
changes have been made to the
circuit boards and relays. The chassis
and case have been redesigned for
better ventilation — the result is 150W



Artdeco or
retro sixties
modernism?
Youdecide...

per channel into 8ohms claimed, and
nearly twice that for 4ohms.

The K2 BT is slightly odd looking,
but in a nice way. Its fascia has a
certain visual charm — there’s a
touch of retro sixties modernism in
the radiused end to the inset mirror
trim section, indeed you might even
call it slightly art deco. It has LEDs to
indicate which of the five line (plus
Bluetooth) inputs are in use, and
there’s also a moving magnet phono
stage. Round the back, in addition to
the socketry for the aforementioned,
there are two sets of preamp outputs,
the usual loudspeaker binding posts
and a socket for the small supplied
Bluetooth antenna. The amp comes
with Roksan’s RMX111 learning
remote control, a decent and
functional device. Bluetooth syncs
up easily, proving to have a range
of around 15m in our tests, which
is half that of the claimed maximum.

Sound quality

The last version of the K2 sounded
great — it might not be the world’s
most detailed amplifier, but it has a
wonderfully big-hearted nature that
is bristling with enthusiasm, making
any sort of music it plays a pleasure.
This new BT version is even better,
having all the musicality of its
predecessor, but just a fraction more
power, grip and overall refinement.

First and foremost, how does it
sound via its new Bluetooth input?
Well, the answer is not bad at all. In
truth, you’d never choose this input
over a high-quality CD player or DAC,
but then again that’s not quite the
point of its inclusion on the new amp.
With this feature, you get the ability
to sync up your phone or tablet to
your hi-fi in a very easy, fuss-free way
—one that’s a good deal easier than
plugging in a cable to a fascia-
mounted minijack socket. You can
then use your iPad, or whatever,
to mete out the tunes as you do
whatever you've got to do — from
playing computer games to browsing
the internet.

Rather than a high-end hi-fi sound,
the K2 BT’s Bluetooth connection
gives an enjoyable and bouncy
rendition of your music, devoid of
any particular hardness or glare.

In absolute terms it seems a little
bass-light and the stereo imaging is
pushed a little more between the two
loudspeakers and out towards the
listener. Flick to the same music file
coming from the original disc source
via a CD player, and you’re soon
aware of there being more air and
space and bass. Still, a wirelessly
sent file is perfectly listenable, and

INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER

outperforms many budget CD players
we’ve heard. It’s a great feature to
have, and one that we suspect even
many hardened audiophiles will find
themselves using when they’re sure
no one’s looking!

What of the other inputs? Through
the line-level ins, the K2 BT is at its
absolute best, and it is superb. We've
heard practically every mid-price
integrated around, and the Roksan
gives absolutely nothing away to any
of them. It has a wonderfully even
tonality; it’s not bright, screechy,
(what some would call) transistory,
or any other unpleasant “y’. Rather, it
has a very sophisticated tone, bristling
with detail, but never forward or
intrusive. There are only four British
brands doing this specific sort of
sound right now, one of which is,
of course, Roksan, the others being
Creek, Rega and Arcam. Of the four
smoothies, Roksan is the most
animated sounding — it is this rare

It's the seamless way
thatthe bass melds
with the midband
thatreally delights

combination of couthness and
uncompromising musicality that
makes it so special.

Manix’s One More Time is a vast slab
of nineties-style drum 'n’ bass, with
ultra-fast looped hi-hats and snare
drums set behind sparse keyboards
and female vocals, above some
massive thumping sub-bass. Many
amplifiers would fall apart trying to
keep the bright-sounding midband
honest while wheezing under the
weight of the bassline, but the K2 BT
is absolutely unfazed. It serves up
vast tracts of very low frequencies as
effortlessly as if it is playing whisper-
quiet classical guitar music. Better
still, it isn’t analytical or matter of fact
— the Roksan seems to be having as
much fun as the listener, (ie us)
whose thoughts begin to move to
turning the music up still further.

It’s the essential smoothness and
civility of the K2 BT that means that
you can do precisely this; our ears
are telling us that this amplifier is
neither harsh nor fuzzy sounding.
Rather, it lets you hear right into the
stereo soundstage, where it often
hangs elements of the mix back quite
a long way; at other times when
called upon so to do, it throws them
right out at you.

The bass is great then, but it’s the
seamless way that it melds with the
midband that delights; once again

the Roksan is even and open and
confident about the job in hand.
Visioneers’ Shine showcases this
beautifully — its richness of tone allied
to its speed, bass grip and midband
insight gel beautifully. The shuffling
rhythms of this track can throw some
amplifiers off their feet, especially at
higher volumes, but the K2 BT is solid
as a rock and smooth as silk. The
amplifier bubbles with energy,
showing a lovely rhythmic gait
and wonderful dynamic alacrity.
World of Twist’s The Lights is a great
integrated amplifier torture track.
It starts off innocently enough, but
builds up layer upon layer to end up
as a dense patchwork of acoustic
instruments and synthesisers. This
amplifier proves totally up for the
challenge, tracking the pulsating bass,
crashing keyboard pads and guitar
noodling with absolutely no
complaint. The new K2 BT is really
rather impressive at soundstaging too,
with a very expansive recreated
acoustic, and instruments located
within this with rifle-bolt precision.
There are very few amplifiers that
we can think of at this price that are
so musically expressive yet
architecturally correct.

Conclusion

There are two key points to be made
about the new Roksan K2 BT. First,
while Bluetooth is a very handy little
bit of extra functionality, it is not the
standout feature of this amplifier —

its superb sound quality is. Second,
it’s not the most attractive or
ergonomically accomplished amplifier
ever made, but as soon as you hear it
you’ll excuse it almost anything. With
this in mind, we’d suggest anyone
with around £1,000 and in the
market for a modern music-making
machine auditions it. But whatever
you do, don'’t sit there all day playing
tunes from your iPhone — because
when you feed it with a decent source
it really begins to sing ®
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OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY LIKE: Smooth,

Y % Y % % powerful, punchy,

................................. musical sound;
VALUEFORMONEY Bluetooth

% % % % K DISLIKE: Styling is not

................................. to all tastes
BUILD QUALITY

* * * * * WE SAY: Fantastic

........................ affordable audiophile

FEATURES integrated, now with
added convenience
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Al-S0TDA

oasting a Burr-Brown

PCM1795 DAC and an

asynchronous USB input,

the AI-301DA is a Class D
amplifier with a subwoofer pre-out
and a slew of inputs that could well
see it gainfully employed in a living
room alongside a TV, DVD or CD deck.
It has a few other tricks up its sleeve,
including a built-in headphone
amplifier and aptX Bluetooth.
Another nice touch is that Teac
provides free software, called Teac
High Res Audio Player, which extracts
those DSD files out of your computer
and passes them on to the DAC.

The digital optical and coaxial
inputs offer 24/192 and 24/96
compatibility respectively. The
Burr-Brown PCM1795 DAC eats
5.6MHz DSD and 32-bit/192kHz
PCM signals for breakfast, should you
choose to cook some up via the USB
input. This allows native DSD bit
streaming and converts 5.6MHz files
directly to analogue signals without
the need to first convert them to PCM,
although it also supports DoP (DSD
over PCM) conversion.

Sound quality

The AI-301DA can muster two
channels at 40W (claimed) and has
enough in its tank to comfortably
drive a pair of speakers with an
impedance between four and eight
ohms. We’re blown away by the
clarity and openness of our DSD

HifiChoice YEARBOOK 2014

collection. The violins and cellos in
Vivaldi’s Concerto in D minor opus 4
no.8 Allegro have an energy and
vitality that almost penetrates our
joints. The mid-range shines and the
low frequencies are mesmerisingly
smooth. Compared with a standard-
resolution version, the piece is much
more beguiling.

Dropping down to a 24/96 FLAC
download of Steely Dan’s Time Out Of
Mind is still totally engaging with a
punchiness that’s normally absent
when listening through a built-in
computer DAC or speakers. Donald
Fagen’s vocals are airy and resonant
and the percussion has an unexpected
dimensionality about it that seems to
come from above.

Fantasia on Greensleeves, another
hi-res FLAC download, shows the
Teac has a deftness with sumptuous
strings that are immaculately timed,
grabbing us by the collar and carrying
us away to a meadow. We can almost
taste the cucumber sandwiches before
we’re rudely awakened by a bit of
head-thumping bass from Lorde and
her Royals. This time we listen via
Bluetooth and as pleasingly coherent
as it is, with no loose or woolly bass
notes we don't feel the same
spine-tingling quality to her vocals
as with better-quality formats.

The gap between wireless and
hard-wired connections is proven
by a comparison of CD and Bluetooth
versions of Diana Krall’s My Love Is.

S DETAILS

PRICE
£400

ORIGIN
Japan

WEIGHT
21kg

DIMENSIONS
215 x61x254mm
(WxHxD)

FEATURES

©2x 40W RMS
(8ohms)

©02x RCA lineinputs,
1x asynchronous
USB, 1x optial, 1x
coaxial digital input
©2.8MHz/5.6MHz
DSD native playback,
32bit/192kHz hi-res
® Burr-Brown
PCM1795 DAC

@ aptX Bluetooth
DISTRIBUTOR
Onkyo Europe
TELEPHONE

+49 8142 4208141
WEBSITE
teac-audio.eu

REVIEWED
HFC 389

The latter is decent and has plenty of
verve and gusto, but there’s a small
but significant increase in detail with
the CD version. Krall’s seductive
vocals are a touch more resonant and
the double bass twangs that much
more so that the long low notes hang
tantalisingly as you sense the air
vibrating around the strings.

Teac’s choice of a digital amplifier
rather than a Class AB one means the
AI-301DA has an inherently clinical
edge to its sound. This seems to
matter less with higher quality
sources than it does with more
compressed ones, but it can be quite
unforgiving with low bit-rate music
streamed from Spotify or vTuner
internet radio, where holes in the
dynamic range are dissatisfying.

Conclusion

There’s an awful lot to like about

the AI-301DA, especially the way

it handles DSD files over USB by
combining flawlessly with the Teac
HR Audio Player software. It’s highly
versatile in terms of its file handling
and makes a more than compelling
case for itself as a desktop amp for
the computer-using audiophile @

|/ Choice NN

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY LIKE: Good design;
Y % % % ¥  DSDhandling; inputs
vaLutronmonsy DISLKE:Tunes
incompatibility; clinical
* * * * i digital sound; no
SUBGUATY L it
* * * * * hi-res; vérsatile enough
FEATURES " to usein(tjhe living
room and compact
* * * * enough for the study
OVERALL
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Quaranteed used and ex-demo audio equipment from HiFiSound - the UK's premier source

Call: 0845 6019390 Email: choice@2ndhandhifi.co.uk

£1 million event with 400 new items

Analogue

Audio Technica OC9, boxed little use used
Audiolici phono stage and line preamp dem
Avid Acutus Ref power supply dem
Avid Volvere SP tumtable new
BAT VKP10 Phono stage, vgc+ and superb sound  used
Benz Micro LP, boxed plenty of life left used
Benz Micro Ruby Wood H, boxed plenty of life left  used
Benz Micro L 04, boxed plenty of life left used
Benz Micro Gullwing, superb boxed used
Cartridge Man Conductor Air Bearing Tonearm new
Cartridge Man Music Maker dem
Clearaudio Concept MM package, nr mintboxed  used
Clearaudio Performance DC package dem
Clearaudio Innovation Compact, good condition dem
Clearaudio Unify Tonearm excellent boxed used
Conrad Johnson TEA 1b Phono stage used
Conrad Johnson Premier Six phono preamplifier  used
Consonance Cyber 40 phono stage dem
Garrard 401, Slate Audio plinth used
Graham Phantom Supreme 12", SME cut dem
Hadcock 242 Export, dem
Leema Elements phono stage dem
Lehmann Black Cube phono stage dem
Lehmann Black Cube SE phono stage dem
Linn Sondek, Ittok LV11, excellent used
Linn Sondek, Ittok, Valhalla, vgc+ used
Linn Sondek, Cirkus, Valhalla, front mount motor ~ used
Linn Sondek, Lingo, Naim Aro, superb used
Linn Sondek, Basik plus , Valhalla, VGC+ used
Linn Sondek, Grace 707, basik psu, VGC+ used
Linn Sondek, Lingo, Project 9CC, Dynavector 10X5 used
Linn Sondek, Rosewood, boxed, superb! used
Linn Sondek, Ittok, Lingo, boxed excellent used
Linn Basik Plus, vgc+ used
Luxman PD264, excellent used
Luxman PD300, fantastic condition used
Lyra Erodion Step up used
Mana Reference wall shelf used
Mana Reference table used
Michell Tecnoarm Ain black as new mint boxed used
Michell Focus One, SME 3009, excellent, used
Michell Focus One, Focus arm, excellent & boxed  used
Moth phono stage dem
Musical Fidelity XLPSV3 phono stage dem
Musical Fidelity XLPSV8 phono stage dem
NAIM Aro, excellent boxed used
NAIM Stageline N excellent boxed used
Pioneer PL530 Direct Drive, good condition used
Project RPM 9 tumtable with arm and platform dem
Project Phonobox 2, ex boxed used

Project RPM 5 Tumntable/Arm boxed with Speedbox used

Project RPM 4 Tumntable/Arm with cover, great! used
Project Perspective, Speedbox SE, Shure V15Mx  used
Rega Planar 2, RB250, excellent boxed used
Rega Planar 3 c/w R200 used
Rega RP8, Apheta Cartridge, excellent boxed dem
Rega RP3 Elys2 cartridge, excellent boxed used
Rega RP6, excellent boxed used
Revolver Rosewood, G1022, excellent used
Roksan Xerxes RB300, PSU, boxed used
Roksan Xerxes, XPS2, Linn Fit used
Roksan Xerxes, XPS, SME Fit used
Graham Slee Fanfare Amp3 dem
Graham Slee Gram Amp2 dem
Graham Slee Elevator EXP Step up used
SME 3009/3, excellent boxed used
SME 3012, excellent used
SME V12, nr mint boxed dem
Systemdek, Syrinx PU2, excellent used
Technics SL120, SME3009 excellent used
Thorens TD160 HD tumtable new

Thorens TD166 Mk2 c/w arm, Nagaoka MP50, boxed used
Thorens TD160, Audio Technica arm, boxed used
Thorens TD209 turntable package dem
Thorens TD2030 Blue turntable new
Thorens TD125 c/w SME3009, excellent used
Tom Evans Groove, 0.85mv/100 ohm, excellent  used
Townshend Elite Rock, Merlin, Excalibur used
Trichord Dino 2 c/w NC PSU & HP Cable dem
VDH Colibri M/C cartridge dem
'VDH Condor M/C cartridge new
VTL TP2.5 phono stage ( new ) new
Wilson Benesch Act 1 Tonearm, nr mint superb used
Radio/Recorders

Arcam Alpha, vgc+ used
Arcam T61, vgc+ used
Arcam DT91, excellent boxed used
Creek T43 FM tuner new
Denon TU-S10 used
Musical Fidelity XT100 tuner (no psu) new

NAIM NAT101 & SNAPS, excellent £500 NAIM service used

NAIM NATO1 & NAPST, excellent boxed used
Nakamichi BX300e used
Nakamichi BX2, excellent used
Nakamichi CR1, excellent used
Pure 701ES DAB Tuner used
Quad FM3, vge used
Quad FM4, late grey version, excellent used
Revox B250 Tuner in black/gold finish used
Rotel RT1080, excellent used
Rotel RT850 Tuner used
Sony Minidisc MDS JB920 used
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Amplifiers

AAesthetix Calypso, excellent boxed

AMR 777 Integrated

Anatek MB50 Class A Monos

Anthem Integrated 2 Valve Integrated

Arcam A70 Integrated, vgc+

ArtAudio Jota 520b, excellent

Audia Flight Pre and Flight 50 Class A power
Audio Analogue Maestro Ref Pre/Monos £15k new
Audio Analogue Maestro Ref SE integrated
Audio Analogue Puccini SE amp. Black

Audio Analogue Maestro Integrated

Audio Project ap60 integrated

Audio Research Ref 610 Monoblocks, vgc boxed
Audiolab 8000Q/Ms, silver, excellent boxed
Audiolab 8000C excellent boxed

Audiolab 8200A vgc boxed

Audion Silver Knight PSE valve monoblocks
Audion Sterling Plus KT88 Integrated boxed
AVI Lab Series, excellent boxed with remote
AVI Lab Series Pre/Power, excellent remote
BAT VK50se preamplifier, vgc+

Chameleon Ruby Power Amplifier

Chapter Audio Couplet Power Amplifier

Chord Electronics SPM1200b, excellent
Conrad Johnson Premier 18, boxed with remote
Consonance Cyber 10 Integrated

Consonance Ref 8.8 integrated valve amp
Consonance Cyber 50 Preamplifier
Consonance Cyber 211 monos c/w Pavane valves
Consonance A120, ex demo mint

Creek Destiny Integrated

EAR 890 Power, excellent boxed

EAR 834T Integrated amplifier

ES Labs DS X4 digital, excellent boxed
Esoteric CO3/A03 Pre/Power, boxed remote
Exposure XV111 Monoblocks, excellent boxed
Graaf GM50B Mk11 Integrated

Graff GM100 valve power amp

Icon Audio, EL34 boxed

Krell FPB600, excellent

Leema Tucana 2, excellent

Leema Pyxis/Altair Reference Pre & Monos
LFD Integrated amp LE MK111

LFD LS1 linestage, reasonable shape

Linn Maijik Pre & 4100 Power, excellent

Linn Kolector Preamplifier

Meridian 501V preamp, excellent

Meridian 501 Pre

Micromega IA100, great integrated, boxed
Musical Fidelity A1 FB1 Preamp & PSU
Musical Fidelity M3i, excellent boxed

Musical Fidelity M3i, excellent boxed, REDUCED
Musical Fidelity M1PWR, excellent boxed
Musical Fidelity X-T100 Integrated

NAIM NAC82, excellent boxed

NAIM NAP250, olive excellent boxed

NAIM NAP250, very late olive excellent

NAIM NAC72, excellent boxed

NAIM NAC42/NAP110, excellent boxed

NAIM NAP300, excellent boxed

NAIM NAC252 excellent boxed

NAIM NAP250, excellent late boxed olive
NAIM NAP150, excellent boxed

NAIM NAC202 with NAPSC, boxed

NAIM NAC202, vgc+ boxed just NAIM serviced
NAIM NAP155XS, excellent boxed

NAIM NAP180, excellent boxed

NAIM NAC42/NAP110 combo, boxed great
NAIM NAIT 5, excellent remote boxed

NAIM NAC62S/NAP140 chrome bumper, vgc+
NAIM NAC90/NAP92, vge

Neutonia Salis Integrated, classy Restek built
Onix OA32 Integrated, excellent

Onix OA25 Integrated, excellent

Pathos Logos Integrated

Placette Audio Passive Linestage

Prima Luna Prologue 3 Preamplifier vgc+
Prima Luna Prologue 2 Integrated, good shape
Prima Luna Prologue 3 Preamplifier, REDUCED
Prima Luna Prologue Premium Preamplifier
Puresound L300 valve preamp

Puresound L10 preamp

Puresound A30 valve integrated amp

Quad 66 Preamp, excellent remote

Quad 99 Pre/Power, excellent, remote, Quadlink
Quad 405, from

Quad Elite Monoblocks, boxed

Quad 34/306 late grey versions

Quad 707 Power

Rega Luna, rare item

Rega Brio 3, excellent boxed

Rega Mira 3, excellent boxed

Resolution Audio Opus 21 S80 Integrated
Roksan Kandy K2 Power, nr mint boxed
Roksan Kandy K2 Integrated, nr mint boxed
Sugden Masterclass Monoblocks, in titanium
Sugden A21a line Integrated

Sugden Masterclass Pre/Monos in Graphite
Sugden Masterclass Pre/Monos in Titanium
Sugden Masterclass Integrated in Titanium
Sugden A21SE in Titanium, boxed, excellent
Talk Electronics Hurricane 3/Tornado 3.1 monos
TEAC Distinction A1000 Integrated, ex demo
Unison Research Simply Italy Integrated
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Digital

Accustic Arts TubeDac Il Se, excellent boxed
Arcam Alpha 8, excellent

Arcam Alpha 7, remote, excellent

Arcam Alpha 8se, excellent boxed

Arcam CD23, excellent

Arcam CD73, excellent boxed

Arcam CD37, excellent

Arcam Alpha 9 DCS ring dac chipset, lovely!
Arcam CD72, excellent remote boxed
AstinTrew AT3000 CD

Atoll ST200 streamer

Atoll 100SE DAC

Audio Alchemy digital transmission interface/psu
Audio Analogue Maestro SE CD

Audio Analogue Paganini (later model)
Audio Synthesis Transcend CDT (Modded SONY)
Ayre Evolution DVD

Bewitch ( Puresound ) AB000 CD
Cambridge Audio Dacmagic (newer model)
Chapter Audio Sonnet CD & Nevo remote
Chord Qute EX DAC, excellent boxed
Consonance Turandot CD

Consonance CD2.2 Linear MK11
Consonance 120 Linear

Consonance CD2.2

Consonance Droplet, vgc+

Cyrus DACXP, excellent boxed

Cyrus CDXTse, excellent, boxed

Cyrus Streamline excellent, boxed

Denon DNP720AE, near mint boxed

EAR Acute 3, mint boxed

Exposure 2010CD, remote

Goldenote Koala , near mint boxed

Inca Design Katana cd player (no remote)
Linn CD12, excellent

Linn Karik 3, excellent boxed remote
Marantz CD63KI, vgc

Marantz CD10, excellent boxed new belt kit
Marantz SA7001, nr mint boxed

Marantz CD6004, nr mint boxed

Meridian 506/20 with MSR

Meridian 508/20, excellent

Moon Equinox CD

Moon CD 3.3x £3k new

Musical Fidelity VDAC V8

Musical Fidelity 3.5 CD

Musical Fidelity A1Pro CD

Musical Fidelity KW SACD with upgraded psu
Musical Fidelity ASCD, excellent

Musical Fidelity M1 DAC, excellent boxed
Musical Fidelity M1 CDTB

Musical Fidelity M3 in black

Musical Fidelity M1Clic

Musical Fidelity CD1008 Pro, near mint boxed
NAIM CDX, excellent, boxed remote

NAIM CD5, remote, SNAIC, new laser
NAIM CDS3, excellent boxed, remote
NAIM CDS3, excellent boxed, remote
NAIM CDX, excellent, boxed remote, late model
NAIM CD58S, 2 months old

NAIM CD3.5, vgc

NAIM DVD5, excellent boxed

Pathos Endorphin, crated

Prima Luna Prologue 8, ex demo boxed
Quad 99CDP, excellent REDUCED

Rega Planet 2000, excellent

Rega Apollo R, excellent

Rega lo DAC, excellent

Rega DAC, excellent boxed

Rega Satum, excellent boxed

Rotel RCD02, vge

Rotel RCD1072, excellent, remote

Sony BD500

Sony Minidisc MDS JB920

Sugden CD21SE in Titanium

Sugden Masterclass CD original version
TEAC VRDS?7, excellent remote

Theta DS Pro Progeny DAC

Tube Technology Fulcrum CD transport
Tube Technology Fulcrum DAC (inc DAC64 chip)
Tube Technology Fusion 64 cd player
Unison Research CDE

Unison Research CD

YBA GC-10, ex boxed, £1600 new, BARGAIN

Accessories/Cables
Audeze LCDX excellent

Audeze LCDXC excellent

Custom Design Milan, ex display
Elemental Audio Equipment Rack
Elemental Audio speaker stands

Ergo AMT phones with Amp 2 (£2.5k new)
Experience Filtration 6 way block with 3m cable
HiFi Racks 3 tier rack in Oak

Isotek Nova power conditioner

Isol-8, various cables etc

Isol-8, Substation Integra

Lehmann Rhinelander

Musical Fidelity M1 HPAB

Musical Fidelity TripleX power supply
NAIM XPS DR, ex demo

NAIM Flatcap XS, excellent boxed

NAIM Supercap, various excellent boxed from
ProAudio Bono Reference Platform
Quadraspire Q4, 4 shelf in Oak

Tellurium Q Interconnects, various
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Loudspeakers

Acoustic Energy AE1 Classic new
Acoustic Energy AE1 Mk3 Reference standmount  new
Acoustic Energy AE 1 Mk11 in Gloss black dem
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Alacrity Audio Caterthun Classic, flightcased, £2k newused 499

Arcaydis LS3/5A look & soundalikes, £800 new  dem
Art Audio Stiletto in Maple dem
Aspara Acoustics HL6 in Oak new
Audio Physic Tempo in Cherry, fair dem
Aurum Cantus Music Goddess in Gloss black dem
B&W CDM1, vgc+ used
B&W DM601s3, vgc+ used
B&W DM602s3, vgc+ used
B&W 804s, excellent boxed in cherry used
B&W 800D, near mint, boxed used
B&W N805 with matching stands, excellent! used
B&W DM602s3, vgc+ used
B&W DM683, excellent boxed used
Diapason Ares dem
EB Acoustics ER1 new
Eminent Technology LFT8, some marks used
Epos M22 in Cherry dem
Final 400 Electrostatics with ES400 Sub dem
Focal Profile 908 and stands used
Focal XS Book Active Mini Monitors, mint dem
Focal Electra 1038, as new dem
Gallo MPS150 and ADiva 2.1 System used
Gradient Intro, excellent condition, bargain used
Heco Celan 500 in Silver dem
Heco Celan 300 in Mahogany dem

Heco Statement in gloss black, £3k new d

lem
Innersound Eros 111 hybrid e/static & amp, BARGAIN dem

Kef Reference 102 with Kube, excellent used
Kef iQ5, excellent boxed used
Kef Q100, brand new, sealed box new
Kudos C10, boxed vgc and cheap used
Kudos C2, boxed dem
Kudos X2, vgc boxed dem
Leema Xandia Mk1 in black new
Leema Acoustics Xero, vgc+ boxed, REDUCED  used
Leema Xero in Mahogany dem
Linn Kan, boxed used
Linn Index with KuStone stands, vgc+ used
Linn Keosa, fair in black, REDUCED used
Magneplanar MG1.6, superb, boxed used
Magneplanar MG1.7, good condition boxed used

Mark & Daniel Maximus with treble extenders £2500ish dem
Mark and Daniel Topaz in White inc, Marble cabinets dem
Mark and Daniel Mini in Grey inc. Marble cabinets. dem
Martin Logan Mosaic, excellent boxed used
Martin Logan Quests, superb sound, reduced used
Martin Logan Source SE real wood veneer, ex boxed dem

Martin Logan Prodigy, due in used
Martin Logan Summit X, ex demo dem
Meridian M1 Active speakers, boxed used
Monitor Audio PL300, mint crated dem
Monitor Audio GX50, near mint boxed used
Monopulse Model S new
Monopulse Model A speakers new
Monopulse Model C new
NAIM SBL, vgc+ used
NEAT Elite SX, near mint boxed used
NEAT Motive 1, near mint boxed used
Nola KO speakers in black dem
Nola Boxer speakers in black new
Nola Contender in Cherry dem
Nola Micro Grand Reference inc stands, £15k new dem
Opera Callas SP dem
Opera Mini dem
PMC Twenty Three, mint boxed in oak used
PMC Twenty Three, mint boxed in oak used
Proac Studio 110, excellent boxed used
Quad 21L Floorstander used
Quad Electrostatics ESL2905 Classic Vintage new
Red Rose Rosebud £2.5k new with (used) stands ~ dem
Reference 3A DaCapo in gloss black dem
Revel M22, excellent boxed new
Revolver RW45 floorstander in Cherry dem
Revolver Cygnis Gold in Black, £14k new dem
Revolver Cygnis in Maple/Black, £6k new dem
Revolver Music 1 dem
Rogers LS7, excellent boxed with free stands used
Sonus Faber Elipsa, superb boxed used
Sonus Faber Cremona Auditor, boxed with stands  used
Sunfire True Sub Subwoofer dem
Tannoy Supertweeters, fair condition used
Thiel CS7.2, vgc, just refurbished. .. used
Totem Mani Signature, boxed near mint used
Totem Mite in black dem
Totem Aro Designer series in gloss black dem
Totem Rokk in mahogany, excellent used
Totem Sttaf new
Usher BE718 dem
Velodyne MicroVee in black dem
Velodyne DD18 sub in black dem
Velodyne DD15 sub in black dem
Velodyne SPL 800 Ultra sub in black lem
Veritas H3 (Lowther drivers) in gloss black, 100db ~ dem
Special system deals

Audio Analogue Primo CD/Amp combo dem
Consonance Ping CD/AMP dem
Leema Elements Amp & CD new
Linn Classik Movie 05, excellent boxed used
Orelle EVO Cd and amp was £2700 used
Paradigm Millennia One 5.0 AV Speaker system  used
QUAD 77 CD and Integrated Amp used
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Analogue Works
Turntable One

ositioned slap bang in the

middle of Analogue Work’s

record player range, the

One is sandwiched between
the Zero (£650) and Two (£1,600)
models. All three have the same
bronze/steel bearing and the Zero
also packs a Rega RB202 arm and
gets a bamboo or MDF plinth and
wall-wart PSU in place of the One’s
birch-ply plinth and standalone PSU.
The cheaper Zero also comes
equipped with an acetal platter
instead of the more substantial
damped alloy platter sported by the
One and Two decks. The Two builds
on the One package by including AW’s
reference power supply, selection of
upgraded isolation feet, a bunch of
platter mats and a dust cover.

Thanks to the range’s deceptively
simple design, all of the Two’s extras
can be applied to the One model
as and when funds permit and they
take seconds to fit, so upgrading need
not require trading your deck in, or
having to return it to the factory for
extensive tinkering.

Our model comes sporting a £300
Jelco SA-250ST tonearm, which
despite being lesser known on these
shores than the usual Rega-derived
variants, is a reviewer’s delight in
terms of build quality and ease of use.

Sound quality

Using the £85 Ortofon 2M Red that
comes pre-installed on our test model
reveals the One to be a very capable
music maker. In many ways its sonic

100 HifiChoice YEARBOOK 2014

signature reflects its physical design,
which seems to be somewhere
between the high-mass vibration-
killing decks usually of Germanic
origin and the lower-mass non-
resonant designs stemming from the
likes of Rega and Pro-Ject.

Bass is well formed, deep and
reassuringly controlled, while it
projects plenty of life in the midrange
without sounding too bright, and
there’s no sense of ringing from its
well-damped platter.

With Bon Ivor’s Lump Sum turning
circles atop the deck’s foam Gimp
mat, we're presented with a dense
soundstage consisting of many layers.
The opening vocals resonate with the
echo of a cavernous cathedral, as they
extend from what sounds like the
other side of the wall behind the
speakers. This gives the music plenty
of depth, and sets the scene for lead
singer Justin Vernon’s vocals to come
to the fore with full-bodied presence,
revealing just how expansive the
deck’s soundstage is front to back.

Despite the motor’s low-torque
design, the One’s timing sounds spot
on and treads a fine line between not
hurrying the rhythm along, or having
to play catch up by chasing the music
down the record’s grooves. Instead,
the turntable’s grip on the music’s
pace allows the Bon Ivor track to
progress at its own natural tempo,
without any sense of delayed
overhang or notes being rushed and
curtailed. Guitar strums start and
stop with the precision of a Swiss

O DETAILS

PRICE
From£799

ORIGIN
UK

WEIGHT
12kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
460x120 x 360mm

FEATURES

0 6.7kg damped
alloy platter

® Belt driven by
separate AC motor
® Separate PSU box
® Adjustable feet

DISTRIBUTOR
Divine Audio
TELEPHONE
01536 762211

WEBSITE
analogueworks.
co.uk
REVIEWED

HFC 388

watch, while the bass line’s vibrancy
keeps our ears pricked up.

The One’s talent for bass
reproduction is further highlighted
with the deck digging deep into John
Martyn’s Solid Air. It quickly reveals
the intricacy of the double bass that
underpins the song by gracing its
melancholic notes with lots of texture,
which can be felt as well as heard.
But can it go low while keeping its
composure? Massive Attack’s
Unfinished Sympathy is the perfect
track to help answer this question,
and the arm and cartridge pull out all
the low-end wallop the grooves have
to offer while keeping a cool head.

Conclusion

You don’t need to spend much time
with this turntable to realise that
Analogue Works has carefully
considered every aspect of its design,
engineering it for maximum
performance while ensuring that it
remains eminently user friendly. It’s a
perfect sonic match for the Jelco arm,
which combines for an expansive and
full-bodied sound that’s begging for
the best cartridge you can afford for
long-term enjoyment. If you're in the
market for a turntable upgrade, put
this right near the top of your list ®
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connecting you with AV excellence I .co.uk

Hi-Fi Cable, Home Cinem Cable & AV Connectivity Specialists

+44 20 8905 1555

Atlas EOS 4sq Rhodium Power | Nordost Heimdall 2 Audio Cable

Chord Signature Reference Cable Monster ISF 2000 HDMI Cable Van Den Hul The Rock 3T Cable | Tellurium Q Black Speaker Cable

Hi-Fi Cable & Home Cinema Cable Specialists
Bring your hi-fi to life with our high performance award winning cables
www.futureshop.co.uk - call 0208 905 1555

FutureShop.co.uk, Unit 5 MODA Centre, Stirling Way, Borehamwood, Herts, WD6 2BW, England, UK

Cables, ampilifiers

Tellurium Q°

Audio products designed to
combat phase distortion

and the unexpected!

“In short, | can honestly say the Tellurium Q
Black Diamend interconnects and speaker
cable are the very best leads that | have

ever had in my system."”

Tony Bolton, Hi Fi World 2014

Please contact TQ or your nearest dedaler fo find oul
why there is so much excitement about These new cables
www.telluriumg.com +44 (0)1458 251997
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At The HiFi News Show on 1st - 2nd November you will be able to see the wonderful
finish of the Brodmann speakers and TAD electronics who bring together a musical
sound stage that is so natural you will feel as if the performers are in front of you

“Hearing is believing”
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More fantastic products from MuNu Distribution Limited
NuNu Distribution Ltd ; B )

www.nunudistribution.co.uk
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Ingenium

othing on the Ingenium is
there for decoration, but
the layout is different to
any other Avid we've seen
before. The chassis takes the form of a
two-piece cruciform with the longer
section housing the bearing and
tonearm mount and the shorter
crossbeam adding stability. The motor
is derived from the Diva and sits
behind the main chassis member.

The most visually distinctive aspect
is the bearing. This is set forward
from the centre of the chassis, which
means that you can see the entire
assembly rotate if you are seated in
front of the turntable when it plays.

There are some other rather neat
touches too. The cork-topped platter
used on other Avid turntables is
retained and the feet add some useful
isolation. The excellent Avid clamp is
also an option.

The Ingenium differs from other
Avid models in that you need to
decide what arm mounting you want
when you order it — the usual suspects
are catered for and the review sample
is fitted for and supplied with an SME
cutout and arm (£1,015).

Sound quality

With the Nagaoka MP150 attached
and connected to an Avid Ingenium
phono stage, the turntable makes a
very strong case for itself. In keeping
with its bigger brothers, it is not an
intrinsically romantic sounding
turntable. It is completely free of any
softness or bloom and it is sufficiently

revealing that it will show up the
limitations on poor pressings. The
rather better news is that with discs
of any quality at all, it is capable of
a truly exceptional performance.

The most immediately arresting
aspect of the presentation is the
seamless integration from top to
bottom that means you tend to sit
back and enjoy the performance
rather than spend time analysing
particular facets of it.

With the sumptuous soundscape of
the Hidden Orchestra’s Archipelago,
the Avid produces a wonderfully full
and inviting performance that spreads
and layers the performers in a
tangibly real soundstage.

There is a considerable sense of
control to the performance, too. With
the faster and more aggressively
presented The Bones Of What You
Believe by Chvches, the Avid gets on
top of the rhythms and simply pounds
along. After a considerable period
experimenting with some of the more
curious ends of our record collection,
it proves itself to be pretty much
unflappable across the entire
spectrum of music. The calm
neutrality of the Ingenium is as happy
with the pared-back simplicity of Fink
as it is hammering through the
pounding basslines of The Prodigy.

It takes a little while to realise that
it does something very unusual at the
price. The Ingenium is almost entirely
self-effacing. More than anything else,
it is a platform for the arm and the
cartridge that you choose to partner it

INGENIM

C DETAILS

PRICE
From £825

ORIGIN
UK

WEIGHT
5.8kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
390 x 305 x130mm

FEATURES

@ Choice of arm
mounts for 9in and
12in tonearms
©33/45 RPM speeds
available

o Supplied clamp

® Inverted stainless
steel bearing
DISTRIBUTOR

Avid HiFi
TELEPHONE

01480 869900

WEBSITE
avidhifi.co.uk

REVIEWED
HFC 379

TURNTABLE

with, rather than a part of the
performance in itself. It is, in the best
possible way a tool to aid your
enjoyment of music rather than
something that sets out to be the
source of enjoyment itself.

This means its character is subtle to
the point of being reclusive. Having
listened to a twin arm version with an
SME on one side and Audio Note’s
Arm III on the other, it reveals a
detailed and agile bass response with
commendable depth to low notes.
The same ‘take no prisoners’ approach
to poorer recordings seems to be in
part down to the SME, but this is not
a deck that will flatter something that
is compressed or hissy. That being
said, the noise floor is impressively
low and the excellent clamp makes
short work of warped records.

Conclusion
The Avid is a subtly different
proposition to other turntables at this
price point, as the ease with which it
accommodates an arm that costs
more than the deck demonstrates.
When you consider the Ingenium
allows for a wide variety of arms to
be attached, you have a turntable
that has the potential to make many
vinyl lovers very happy indeed

| Choice NN

OUR VERDICT

SOUND QUALITY LIKE: Assured

Y % % % % confidentand neutral

................................... performance; superb

VALUEFORMONEY  build quality

% % k&7 DISLIKE: Wont flatter

................................... poor recordings; no

BUILD QUALITY cover; limited facilities

***** WE SAY: A hugely

FEATURES " Cﬁpalt:;:e ;L)rntablﬁ that
should shine witha

* * * * variety of equipment

OVERAL
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Custom 35mm Soft CNC machined Art Loudspeakers

Dome HF unit with Aircraft Grade unique Decolam

Alnico Magnet Aluminium baffle cabinet construction
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Treated paper Special in-house Down firing port
mid and veneering for ease of
bass drivers process placement
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“These speakers just have a way of
making you fall in love with music

all over again... ”
Audio Note Lounge

5 NOTE LOUNGE 01273 590 716
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RECOMMENDED

Inspire Hi-Fi
Black Magic Si

rom upgrades for Linn,
Rega and Technics decks
to selling its own range of
belt, direct and idler drive
designs, Inspire Hi-Fi has carved out
an impressively broad church of
turntable products in recent years.

At £560 sans cartridge, the Black
Magic Si is the company’s entry-level
offering and comes equipped with
an Inspire-branded Rega RB202
tonearm. The Inspire is a belt-driven
design, with the Si running a low
vibration Premotec AC motor, situated
at the 12 o’clock position. The deck’s
sub-platter is Inspire’s own design
that’s been precision machined from a
block of acetyl, which is then bonded
to an aluminium shaft that runs inside
a bronze bearing sleeve. Speed
change between 33 and 45rpm is
manually controlled, by moving the
deck’s belt on the motor’s two-step
pulley. This being Inspire, there are
also lots of inhouse upgrades to chose
from at additional cost, including a
£55 polished record weight and £320
external PSU, that’s built around a
quartz speed generator and offers
electronic speed switching. Inspire
can also supply the Si with a range of
cartridges ready fitted at extra cost.

Fresh out of the box the Black
Magic’s simple curvy lines and
‘nightfire’ red finish are pure eye
candy. The deck sports a hidden
on/off switch at the MDF plinth’s
rear and its looks are also aided by

a 20mm precision-machined acrylic
platter, which matches the three
acrylic coned feet that are bonded to
the underside via Sorbothane pads.
Cartridge swapping is made easy
thanks to the way it overhangs in free
space, although this can also leave
your precious pick-up vulnerable
without protection from below.

Sound quality

With an Ortofon 2M Blue fitted to
the Inspire’s arm and Nick Drake’s
beautiful Made To Love Magic LP
placed directly onto the platter’s
acrylic surface, we're ready to rock in
no time. Overall the Inspire is a pacey
little performer that favours a neutral
presentation that’s neither lacking in
detail or too forensically revealing.
Kwaakhu Baah'’s congas in Three

C DETAILS

PRICE
£560

ORIGIN
UK

WEIGHT

3.8kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)

450x100 x 350mm
FEATURES

©33and 45rpm
®RegaRB202
tonearm

® Acrylic platter

® Acrylic/
Sorbothane

coned feet

© Optional record
weightand external
PSU available

DISTRIBUTOR
Inspire Hi-Fi
TELEPHONE
01246 472222
WEBSITE
inspirehifi.co.uk

REVIEWED
HFC 385

TURNTABLE

Hours immediately get our attention,
as the Inspire takes control of their
rhythmic slaps to get our feet tapping.
And when Drake’s guitar’s tempo
picks up the pace, so does the Inspire,
which gives the music plenty of life to
keep it engaging. This strength also
makes the Inspire an extremely
enjoyable listen with Goldfrapp’s
Clay, as there’s a real sense of the
drama building as the tempo quickens.
The Inspire’s expansive soundstage
is particularly impressive and the
Spanish guitar on Tracy Chapman’s
She’s Got Her Ticket, is voiced wide
of our left speaker’s plane.

Conclusion

Although the Black Magic Si doesn’t
quite reach the wall-shaking depths
that the very best decks at this price
can, the low end that it does extend
to has plenty of clarity and sounds
less boomy than its cheaper rivals.
Across all the music on test, the
Inspire images impressively well. Nick
Drake’s vocals in particular are placed
centre stage, surrounded by plenty of
air and space and the detail in his
voice shows this to be one of the most
revealing turntables around @

'/ Choice NN

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY LIKE: Stunning looks,
Y % % %y andfinish; transparent
................................... sound; decentarm
VALUEFORMONEY  pig] IKE: Not the
* * * * cheapest; cartridge
BUNDGUALITY | CoSsextra
WE SAY: One of the
* * * * most revealing decks
FEATURES we've hefard with
plenty of detail
* * * * and good bass
OVERAL
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TURNTABLE

Pro-Ject Debut
Carbon Esprit SB

his model sits atop the
three-strong Debut range
and improves on the £325
Debut Carbon by adding
an acrylic platter and electronic speed
change between 33 and 45rpm
(78rpm is manually selected).

Even in standard guise, the Debut
Carbon sports Pro-Ject’s 8.6CC
one-piece carbon fibre tonearm (with
line and weight anti-skate) and an
£85 Ortofon 2M Red MM cartridge,
which are both carried over to the SB
model under review.

It also features an external 15V DC
wall-wart PSU to drive its AC motor,
which is mounted to a horizontally
suspended tensioned rubber band.
The Pro-Ject motor is also screwed to
the plinth through two small rubber
pads that give the motor a more
rigid mounting. Additionally,
there’s a phono cable junction
box at the rear, so that you
can upgrade the supplied
interconnects at a later date
should you wish. Isolation is
further aided by four Ortofon
isolation feet that support the
deck’s 28mm MDF plinth.

The electronic speed control
lets you jump between 33 and
45rpm speeds, which are
indicated by corresponding blue
LEDs that flash while the platter
gets up to speed. A longer push
on this button turns the deck
on/off. For 78rpm fans there’s

[}

good and bad news, as this deck does
facilitate this speed, but you’ll have to
manually move the belt to a bigger
cog on the pulley (when the Carbon
Esprit SB is in 45rpm mode) to make
this happen.

Sound quality

The Pro-Ject’s acrylic platter is
designed to be used without a mat
and that’s how it’s tested. Though
there’s almost £100 between them,
the supplied 2M Red cartridge isn’t
leagues behind the 2M Blue we’re
using as our reference, and the
Red offers a clean treble with well
extended bass, so you should get
plenty of enjoyment out of it before
the necessity to upgrade becomes a
genuine concern.

C DETAILS

PRICE
£425

ORIGIN
Austria

WEIGHT

4.9kg
DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)

415 x118 x 320mm
FEATURES

® Auto speed 33
and 45rpm

® Carbon fibre
tonearm

© Ortofon 2M Red
cartridge supplied
® Acrylic platter
®Includes

dust cover

DISTRIBUTOR
Henley Designs Ltd
TELEPHONE
01235511166
WEBSITE
henleydesigns.co.uk

REVIEWED
HFC 385

The Blue improves on the Red by
offering a more refined bass, better
fine detail retrieval and a smoother
midband, which can clearly be heard
on Goldfrapp’s Clay.

With The Doors’ L.A. Woman, Jim
Morrison’s performance has plenty
of attitude thanks to how the SB
manages to retain a degree of bite
without sounding too hard edged.
The SB’s soundstage is pretty wide,
and while the instruments may not
have all the energy of the very best at
this price, it has decent separation.

The midrange is also very well
balanced. Again, it’s not quite as
analogue-like and rich as some or as
forward, but it’s a very smooth and
detailed affair with just the right
amount of presence to ensure that
the music remains even. While
sounding strong, Nick Drake’s voice
is carefully presented in Three Hours
and we can hear the delicacy with
which he holds the ends of each note.

Conclusion

At the price this Pro-Ject deck screams
outstanding value, but what really
sells it is the way it's brimming with
musical detail ®

'/ Choice NN

OUR VERDICT
SOUND QUALITY LIKE: Smooth sound

Yo Y Y Y e with bags of detail;

................................... quality cartridge;

VALUEFORMONEY top-classarm

Y % % % K DISLIKE: Nothing

................................... at the price

BUILD QUALITY

**Q** WE SAY: A super

................................... bargain that's easy

FEATURES touseand hasa well
balanced class-leading

** ** * soundtoit
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+44 (0)118 981 9891
www.audioconsultants.co.uk

FINE TWO CHANNEL AUDIO SYSTEMS

audio
consultants

Audiodesksysteme vinyl cleaner

Ultrasonic technology for the most efficient cleaning of LPs

Contactless cleaning that removes more dirt from the vinyl
grooves than conventional suction methods

Ultra clean LPs give a more correct tonal balance, more
detail, and less stylus wear

Superb results with both older, cherished LPs and brand
new audiophile pressings

High quality German engineering — simple to use

Please visit our new website for further details and prices

VINYL cl

: The most effective easy-to-use record cleaning machine | have ever tried
Michael Fremer Stereaphile 2012

e This machine does more than clean records

Fred Kaplan Stereophile zo013

J |
o~ O
=
o ; -
| stereophile info@audioconsultants.co.uk
Froduct of the Year 4 Zephyr House Calleva Park Aldermaston Berkshire RG78|N UK

ACYHENTE

To book an audition please call +44 (0)118 981 9891
the www.audioconsultants.co.uk

[ ]
audio FINE TWO CHANNEL AUDIO SYSTEMS

consultants
Pro-Ac Response D20 and D30 Ribbon loudspeakers

The new compact floorstanders featuring their own ribbon tweeter
and new carbon fibre or glass fibre bass driver

Exceptional integration between the two drivers resulting in a
seamless frequency response

Pinpoint imaging within a very layered soundstage

Sweet, detailed treble with no hint of harshness or forced emphasis

Transparent and open mid range which reveals every nuance in voices
and natural instruments

Clean, accurate bass with side-vented bottom porting that ensures
good extension with low colouration

Superb sound quality from £2650

For further information please visit audioconsultants.co.uk

info@audioconsultants.co.uk
4 Zephyr House Calleva Park Aldermaston Berkshire RG7 8N UK
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RECOMMENDED

Flamenc

espite its conventional

looks, the entry-level

Flamenca continues to live

the Funk ethos, thanks to
some unique features. It sports a glass
platter, but eschews Funk’s proprietary
vector belt drive system of a motor
with two slave pulleys for a more
conventional periphery belt drive
from a single motor pulley. The motor
is intentionally cited at the deck’s
front left corner because Funk
believes putting a motor at the rear
allows motor and/or structural
vibration to travel along the belt
causing the cartridge to vibrate side
to side. However, putting the motor
pulley in line with the tonearm allows
these same vibrations to instead
travel down the arm tube that’s held
firm by the bearing.

Speed is controlled electronically
via a knurled silver knob for 33.3
and 45rpm, with discreet trim pots for
speed fine tuning. For spinning duties
the deck’s 10mm-thick glass platter
rests on a finely engineered steel plate
with a case-hardened spindle that
turns against a steel ball sitting at the
base of a close-tolerance brass bearing
sleeve. The deck’s 25mm-thick plinth
is made from three layers of MDF
bonded together to aid damping,
while four chunky rubberised circular
feet give stable support.

Completing the package is Funk’s
F6 tonearm, which employs a thread
bearing, whereby the arm tube is
effectively suspended from a polymer
loop. This loop connects to a single

kFirm
3

polymer thread inside the arm, which
exits through the bottom of the tube
where it attaches to the lower bearing
housing to hold it steady:.

The deck comes with a thick felt
mat as standard and Funk includes an
inhouse 3mm Achromat with our test
rig, costing £57 extra.

Sound quality

Supplementing the thick felt mat for
the Achromat gives a more dynamic
sound with crisper edges and better
instrument separation. It costs more,
but on clarity grounds is a wise
upgrade. It’s difficult to describe the
Funk’s sonic palate because its
strengths lie in transparency, without
adding too much of its own
personality. The Funk strives for

a balanced sound without overly
favouring any element of the
soundstage or its presentation.
Armed with an Ortofon 2M Blue
pick-up (HFC 375) and plumbed into
a Primare R32 phono stage, the
Flamenca nails its lack of colouration
to the mast via Joy Division’s New
Dawn Fades. This track can often
wrong foot an unsuspecting deck as
with turntables favouring a rockier
and more polished presentation it can
sound raw, but devoid of character.
While more laid-back machines let
the track’s murky tones saturate the
mix, removing the edgy nature of
Curtis’ no-holds-barred vocals, the
Flamenca leans to neither side and
instead presents the song evenly.
Guitars are conveyed with just the

C DETAILS

PRICE
£850

ORIGIN
UK

WEIGHT
5.4kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
414 x10 x 320mm

FEATURES
©33and 45rpm
electronic speed
change

@12V DC motor
® Funk F6 thread
bearing tonearm
® External wall
wart PSU
®Removable
dust cover
DISTRIBUTOR
The Funk Firm
TELEPHONE
01273585042
WEBSITE
thefunkfirm.co.uk

REVIEWED
HFC 391

TURNTABLE

right amount of body and tonal
appetite, and it’s the content of their
long drawn-out notes that the Funk
subtly brings out, which breathes life
into the music. Meanwhile the rapid
drum strikes are rendered with a
clean, short echo, before falling away
into the darkness of the soundstage,
behind our Dynaudio Focus 260
floorstanders’ physical footprint.

While the Funk’s imaging isn’t
as ultimately precise as some of
its similarly priced stable mates, the
way it really opens up the soundstage
is beyond many of its peers.

The Flamenca’s sound is far from
forward and it seems to want to push
the music upwards and outwards,
rather than straight at the listener,
which also adds to its sense of
openness and lack of congestion.
There is a definite sense of letting the
music speak for itself about this deck,
that’s reminiscent of how a unipivot
arm presents the music.

Conclusion

Look-wise the Flamenca doesn’t
stand out from the crowd. But its
transparent and airy sound is very
inviting and when partnered with the
right pick-up, you’ll be rewarded with
an open window into the music ®

| Choice NN

OUR VERDICT
LIKE: Open and
2 0. 8.0.8 ¢

transparent sound;

simple yet clever
tonearm design

2. 0. 0. 8.

2. 8.8.8.8/

2. 8.8.8.8/

DISLIKE: Belt can be
fiddly to fit; not for
hardcore bass junkies
WE SAY: Deceptively
conventional looks
hide a turntable of
true sonic merit
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TURNTABLE PACKAGE

aking over the role of VPI's

entry-level deck, the

Nomad boasts an onboard

phono stage and
headphone amp and Ortofon 2M Red
pick-up. So when the upgrade bug
bites an obvious choice is a better
stylus from further up the 2M range
— given its styli are interchangeable,
with similar outputs and loading
figures to match.

The Nomad sports an in-house 10in
tonearm with a stainless steel rod
through the gimballed/yoke bearing.
Textured black MDF is the order
of the day for the deck’s plinth and
26mm-thick platter. And while the
felt mat that’s supplied does the
job, it feels a bit thin and flimsy in
contrast to the rest of the deck, which
is superbly finished with smoothly
rounded corners and a brushed metal
control panel that could shame decks
at twice the price.

Once unboxed, VPI proudly boasts
a set-up time of four minutes, which
lays down the gauntlet.

Sound quality

With the Nomad feeding our Musical
Fidelity preamp via line-level inputs,
we get a sense of just how dynamic
sounding this package is. Fleetwood
Mac’s Isn’t It Midnight from Tango In
The Night bristles with life. The track’s
opening drum beats burst from our
Dynaudio loudspeakers and make
their presence known across the
soundstage with clarity and weight,
before the accompanying instruments

110 HifiChoice YEARBOOK 2014

and Christine McVie’s vocals kick in
to fill the midrange and treble with
lots of energy. With this album, the
Nomad lets you know how big a
soundstage it’s able to conjure,

which is frankly on a scale we weren’t
expecting given the deck’s modest
price. The Nomad highlights the
marching percussion of Caroline as
superbly mixed across the left and
right channels, placing each beat well
wide of our floorstanders’ physical
parameters, with the looping lead
guitar hook voiced wider still.

While it may read like we're stating
the obvious by describing the
Nomad’s sonic signature as a very
‘vinyl’ sounding deck, what we mean
is it’s not an overly clean or clinical
machine. Instead it prefers to play to
what many analogue fans love about
vinyl, by presenting the music with a
warmer quality that’s easy on the ear
for long term, fatigue-free listening.

Methane River from Bill Fay’s self
titled album sounds organic and true
to the era it was originally recorded,
with the music adopting a lush, rich
tone, which can be heard in the soft
acoustic guitar strokes and fulsome
bass. We've known this LP to sound
more polished on decks that go for a
more analytical presentation. The
Nomad lets the horn and string
sections sound effortless and
unforced, but on some sub-£1k decks
the instruments extend from the
soundstage with finer detail.

Swapping the 2M Red’s stylus for
the 2M Blue with its improved nude

O DETAILS

PRICE
£795

ORIGIN
USA

WEIGHT
5.9kg

DIMENSIONS
(WxHxD)
470x109x343mm

FEATURES

® Belt-driven
turntable with
manual speed
change

@24V AC motor
©10in tonearm

® Ortofon 2M Red
cartridge supplied
DISTRIBUTOR
Renaissance Audio
TELEPHONE
01315553922
WEBSITE
renaissanceaudio.
co.uk

REVIEWED
HFC390

elliptical diamond at £130 (HFC 375)
brings extra accuracy and clarity to
the Bill Fay track, while retaining

its rootsy natural sounding tone,
revealing that the Nomad’s sound
welcomes extra fine tuning from a
better sounding stylus, or cartridge
when funds permit.

Bass control and extension are also
notable weapons in its sonic arsenal.
The overemphasised rumbling low
end of Interpol’s Untitled can sound
laborious on some lightweight rivals
as it quickly blurs into a murky groan
that swamps the soundstage, but with
the Nomad bass notes are kept in
check and given the space to extend
without becoming overwhelming. The
Nomad’s bass notes aren’t lightning
fast, but nor are they sluggish, and
the resulting start and stop of bass
guitar strings and kick drums
resonate with natural sustain.

Conclusion

The Nomad is a well built turntable
with a top-notch tonearm for the
money. It has clearly been engineered
for a warm and traditionally analogue
sound to show those looking to take

a first step on their vinyl journey

why the format is still relevant and
rewarding in today’s digital age ®

| Choice NN

OUR VERDICT
LIKE: Rich analogue
2. 8.8.8.8/

sound; quality build;
2. 0. 8.0.8 ¢

features galore
DISLIKE: Basic platter
¥ %k k
. 8.0.0. 8 ¢

mat; not as analytical
as some sub-£1k decks

WE SAY: Superb VFM
from an established
high-end brand witha
sound and spec that
belie its price
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Audio-Technica

AT-O0F

THE AT-95E TRACKS between
1.5g and 2.5g (we get best results
around 2.2g), weighs 5.7¢g in total so
will balance in most tonearms with
ease, and has a standard 47,0000hm
recommended loading. The
company claims a 3.5mV (mV at
1kHz, 5cm/sec) output, which is
decent but nothing special and a
frequency response of 20Hz to
20kHz, which is fine.

With its detachable stylus, the joy
of the AT-95E is that if you break it
you can slot a brand new one in
without breaking the bank. Better
still, if you're feeling tweaky there
are various fancy aftermarket
alternatives, such as the LP Gear
(www.lpgear.com) ViVid Line for
around £60. Oy, if you're feeling
keen, superglueing a brand new
stylus to your AT-95E body will
further improve the sound. This is
precisely what Linn did back in the

Ortofon
Quintet Blue

mid-eighties to make the Linn Basik
cartridge — although it did it to the
95’s cheaper AT-93 sibling, which had
an inferior spherical diamond fitted.

Sound quality
The AT-95E provides an extremely
good basic level of performance in a
totally fuss-free way, for a very small
amount of money. Housed in a good
basic turntable — such as a Rega P3,
for example — it sounds fast, fun and
frenetic, making music a pleasure to
listen to and throwing loads of detail
out at you. It tracks surprisingly well
and delivers a spacious and deep
soundstage that captures the
fundamentals of the music brilliantly.
Tonally, it’s ever so slightly bright
and forward, but then again the vinyl
medium isn’t, so the AT-95E has some
help here. The result is an explicit,
well defined sound that has a taut,
lithe bass and an open and engaging

RECOMMENDED

midband. In absolute terms, it pushes
images just a little forward and into
your face, but it’s all relative and by
CD standards sounds quite laid back.
Treble is decently smooth and couth
with no obvious nasties, although it’s
not the last word in extension.
Tonally it could do with a slightly
more generous bass, but careful setup
can help here. Properly aligned in a
semi-decent tonearm, tracking at the
right weight and given an LP side or
two to warm up, the AT-95E is
capable of a surprisingly good sound.
Overall, it’s a cracking little MM
phono cartridge for any starter or
classic deck — pick up a bargain now e

S DETAILS

PRICE
£30

TELEPHONE
01132771441

WEBSITE
eu.audio-technica.
com/en

REVIEWED
HFC 387

OUR VERDICT

2.8.8.8.8 ¢

THE QUINTET BLUE cartridge
comes housed in a body that’s made
of a special acrylonitrile butadiene
styrene (ABS) thermoplastic material,
chosen for its lightweight and durable
properties. Internally it packs fixed
neodymium magnets and it uses
an elliptical stylus of the nude
type, whereby the whole stylus
is a solid diamond that’s bonded
to the cantilever.

At 18mm, it has a tall body so it’s
worth checking that your arm can be
adjusted to accommodate its height

mounting holes make it easy to align,
although its output pins could do with

O DETAILS
e and VTA. Once at the right height,
£325 its rectangular body and threaded
WEBSITE
henleydesigns.
co.uk being more widely spaced to make
REVIEWED wiring up a bit easier.
HFC 389
OUR VERDICT f?“';d ql:ailg Drason

ew bars into Little Dragon’s
1. 8.8.8.8.¢ 8

12

Nabuma Rubberband reveals just how
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unfussy the Blue is, as it presents

all the detail in the track with real
dynamism. It treads a fine line
between being highly revealing and
warm, making for a thoroughly
engaging cartridge. Listening to Syd
Barrett’s The Madcap Laughs, lead
guitar notes in the instrumental
section sound sharp but never harsh,
with chords struck firmly before
reverberating with natural echo.

Its soundstage is expansive left to
right and it also possesses a great deal
of talent for bringing instruments
within it to life. On Eric Robinson’s
World of Music version of La Traviata
it really plays to how the piece moves
from quiet passages to louder sections
with great effect, pulling us into the
music. Each instrument gets the space
to let its notes grow, which it knits
together into a cohesive whole,
revealing a highly measured and
neutral presentation.

Picking up the pace with REM’s
Green album shows it is equally
capable when letting its hair down.
Turn You Inside-Out makes a grand
entrance that’s full of impact and
depth, while the guitars are cranked
up with raucous energy, without
becoming too hard edged when
the volume heads north.

Bass, meanwhile, is incredibly
well articulated and evenly
presented without ever sounding
overly emphasised or rolling off too
early, making the Ortofon’s presence
and detail felt without becoming
overwhelming on more demanding
bass-heavy music ®
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asconanonaes | STEIE0 60 MKII M KT150 Integrated Amplifier

it a pearl almost
beyond price” Roy
Gregory

KT150 £2599.95

OUTSTANDING - amongst
the best.

ICON AUDIO
STEREO 60 MKIII q
i

VERDICT

A lovely sound with plenty r
of pawer and adjustability, A i
well developed design. ]
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In 1958 GEC introduced the KT88 probably the best ever Hi Fi valve. For 52 years it reigned supreme.
Then came the Tung Sol KT120. Bigger and better, with more power to suit the demanding
loudspeakers of today. Now we are announcing the arrival of the KT150 bigger still, but more refined. In
recent months we have been working to get the best out of this fabulous new tube and we think it is
simply astonishing! Single Ended, Ultralinear and Triode.

As a company run by Hi Fi enthusiasts we regularly evaluate our amplifiers to ensure they are the best of their kind. Whilst we do not make changes for change
sake, if we can make a significant improvement to the sound quality and reliability we will do so. The new MK [T version of the Stereo 60 now comes with
several improvements in sound and performance, and build qualily. This is our biggest integrated amplifier. It is ideal for someone wanting a very dynamic fast
sound. It has a big power supply. big output transformers, and uses the excellent new KTI20/KT150, and comes with many features. An excellent allernative to a
transistor amplifier, the STO0HIm will deliver the finest delail of modern recordings in a more vivid way and presenl jazz and rock music without harshness.
Two Amplifiers in One. The importance of Triode The triode sound is preferred by many hi fi fans, although the power is lower in the ST60 is still ample
Jor all but the most demanding levels. Ignored or neglected in the past we gave equal priority lo the triode function so the full quality is maintained. With our
UL/ Triode switch you can change from 80 watis to 40 waits of pure triode sound at the flick of a switch.

Now with “Easy Bias” Meter We think of our amplifiers as musical instruments. Like a piano needs occasional tuning, big amplifiers need the bias checking.
This way you can be sure of 100% performance all of the time. Simple with our “easy bias™ meler. If the poinler is in the “black™ it’s correct! Also useful to
check if your valves are worn or faully. Long lerm performance is important lo us and this useful aid will take the guesswork out of maintaining your amplifier.
Altractive Valve cover Most valve amplifier covers look as though they were done as a cost saving after thought, and don’t exactly enhance the look of the
amplifier. They are rarely seen in advertisements. We think that something you will use every day should look attractive. That’s why we use 18 pieces of laser
cut Perspex assembled with a further 20 precision components. See picture on our website.

Our new series of “Low Distortion Tertiary™ output transformers are the best we have ever made, enabling us o reduce global feedback by about 40%. All our amplifiers are designed and finished in Leicester.
Warranty and service is done by the engineers that designed them so you can be sure of long term performance. We incorporate a “standby” switch in order to protect those precious cathodes from damage until they
have warmed up. All of our amplifiers are hand made using “point to point” soldering without using printed circuit boards. We are convinced this sounds better. It allows for very easy servicing, upgrades and
modifications. Remote controlled volume included for fine tuning your listening. High quality components are used throughout including an “ALPS” volume conirol, silver plated PTFE audio cable SCR capacitors
audiophile resistors. A choke regulated power supply adds a richness to the sound quality that silicon devices alone cannot do. Recording loop included. In short we have created an amplifier of excellent flexibility
and quality which retains the qualities traditional of traditional design and performance. Bespoke upgrades available including silver/copper capacilors, valves and design. (*Excluding EL34)

Buy through your dealer or direct from us, free delivery, 30 home trial, part exchange welcome. Choosing any Hi Fi component never easy. As long established company you can trust
our adviee and service. Icon Audio have one of the biggest and most respected ranges of amplifiers irom our 1w P8 to our 150w MB150. See our website for more.

Ring or email for sales and service. We sell and fit a wide range of valves and upgrades. Dealers throughout the UK and the World.

www.iconaudio.com  sales@iconaudio.com Lo afud'..a- (+44) 0116 2440593 Leicester UK



 PHONO STAGES

GrahamSlee

Gram Amp 2 SE

A JFET OP-AMP design, the Slee
uses Graham’s own ‘FastActive’ EQ
circuit, which is said to bring more
accuracy to the music than passive
or more traditional active circuits.
The Special Edition is the second
model in Slee’s four-strong moving
magnet range, adding more gain
than its entry-level £180
Communicator sibling. It can be
upgraded with the £185 PSU1
power supply, to use in place of the
supplied switched mode ‘green’ 24V
DC wall wart. As well as a range of
dedicated MC phono stages, Slee
also offers a £640 Elevator EXP MC
step-up transformer, to be used in
conjunction with its MM stages when
running low output MC pick-ups.

Sound quality

Out of the box, this has a very
‘analogue’ sound that’s almost
valve-like in its nature.

Musical Fidelity

M1TLPS

With Daft Punk’s Random Access
Memories it immediately gets to
work with the layered percussion,
surrounding it with plenty of air and
binding its beat together, so that notes
follow on from each other cohesively,
facilitating the flow of the music. It
doesn’t force proceedings and instead
lets the musical detail do the talking
to get your attention. The way the
piano notes are given time and space
to ring effortlessly within the
soundstage is really quite captivating.

Between the tracks, surface noise is
more obvious through the Slee than
the Rega (opposite), especially within
the gaps of our Unhalfbricking LB
although once the music begins this
becomes unnoticeable. And once the
Slee sets Sandy Denny’s vocals free
from our speakers, this is even more
of a distant memory. The Slee gifts
Denny’s voice with a softness that
other phono stages struggle to match

hivins .
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with such consistency, especially
during her more powerfully sung
sections. The Slee’s bass is very
impressive, but reflecting its relaxed
nature it’s not as controlled as the
Rothwell Rialto. This aspect of its
performance doesn’t overshadow the
Slee’s virtues by any means, but it’s
worth partnering it with a cartridge
that has plenty of grip to balance
things out.

Overall, the Gram Amp offers a level
of musical enjoyment beyond what its
price tag suggests. Instead of being
overly analytical, it’s warmer and
more relaxed in nature, which will
float many analogue lovers’ boats ®

O DETAILS

PRICE
£260

TELEPHONE
01909 568739

WEBSITE
gspaudio.co.uk

REVIEWED
HFC 381

OUR VERDICT

2.8.8.8.8 ¢
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WHAT YOU SEE here is basically
Musical Fidelity’s ViNL sans all the
fancy bits. This means the cartridge
loading and gain switching facilities
are gone, along with the backlit
dot-matrix display; in its place is a
simple MM/MC selector. The new
LPS offers fairly standard cartridge
loading and gain settings; our
measurements show the former to be
47kohm and 100ohm for MM and MC
respectively. Our measured input
sensitivity is a catholic 8.41mV for
MM and 1.0mV for MC. So the Musical

The LPS sounds oh-so-clean. There’s

hum and a lovely open soundstage,

S DETAILS

PRICE P, . .

£300 Fidelity box will work with most
TELEPHONE modern moving magnets or coils.
02089002866 .

WEBSITE Sound quality
musicalfidelity.com

REVIEWED vanishingly low noise, no audible
HFC 379

OUR VERDICT which is allowed to come out and
8. 8. 8. 8¢

show itself the second you drop the
needle on the record.
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Daft Punk’s Get Lucky is a joy, with a
decently wide and open sound. Bass
is taut and lithe, although you’d never
call it generous, midband is nicely
detailed and intricately etched and
treble is crisp and open — albeit just a
little less sparkly than some rivals.

The tonal balance is pretty even,
with everything well proportioned,
but it veers ever so slightly to the
smooth side — which is absolutely as it
should be with a phono stage of this
price. That means you can spin up
some pretty forward discs, such as
Deodato’s Night Cruiser, and not be
assaulted by the large amounts of
treble energy from those perfectly
played brass stabs. The LPS keeps

things together nicely, while letting
the music flow. It separates out all
the performers well, rendering all
strands of the mix skillfully and
showering the listener with detail.
Soundstaging is impressive, with
better depth perspective than some
price rivals.

In absolute terms, it has a slightly
processed and mechanical quality
compared with the best £1,000
phono stages. But at the price, its
competency is unsurpassed and it
falls into none of the traps its rivals
do - it has low noise and no funny
technical issues. If you're after a well
made, user-friendly, fine-sounding
budget phono stage, this is it ®



Regal-ono MM

RESPLENDENT IN ITS case with
glowing logo, Rega’s Fono MM is

a dedicated moving magnet-only
design, so those who favour low
output moving coil cartridges will
have to look elsewhere.

Its EQ circuits are part active, part
passive with the active element
reserved for low-frequency duties and
passive for high frequencies. Rega has
kept the PSU output impedance low
and the Fono enjoys trickle down
tech from its more costly MM/MC
input-sporting Aria phono amp. Its
rear plugs are close together, which
makes fitting over-sized RCA

S DETAILS connectors a bit awkward.
PRICE
£198 Sound quality
WEBSITE The Rega’s audio personality is
TR focussed around opening a window
z%'g‘g‘m into musical detail, meaning that

it offers refined sound with a wide
OUR VERDICT soundstage. During Vivaldi’s Four
* ok * * Kk Seasons more intense sections it

allows the instruments to spread from

the centre of the soundstage to well
wide of the speaker plane. Another
string in its bow is its penchant for
bringing out the rhythm of the music.
Daft Punk’s melodies bounce along
at a pace and the Fono seems to revel
in picking up the tempo when the
chorus kicks in. Get Lucky also
exposes its particular brand of bass,
which isn’t there in abundance, but
the bottom end that the Rega does
possess is controlled and without any
tendency to boom.

Compared with similarly priced rival
offerings, the Fono MM'’s upper bass
and midrange are more evenly
balanced in the great scheme of
things, which helps Fairport
Convention’s Unhalfbricking get

PHONO STAGES
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across all of the little nuances that
are buried in the mix. Compared
with the Slee and Rialto here, the
Rega isn’t quite as full bodied and
ultimately lacks the same levels of
impact, but its bass control is much
tighter than the Gram Amp 2.

For less than 200 sheets of your
hard-earned cash, the Fono gives
you a grown-up sound that’s
transparent and with a dash of
verve. It is blessed with a bubbly
energy that should be a welcome
tonic for budget or dull-sounding
vinyl front ends craving a bit more
life. In absolute terms it doesn’t have
the sonic authority of its more costly
rivals, but it’s still an accurate and
highly entertaining performer @

Rothwell Rialto

BOASTING SEVEN POWER
supply filtering stages, three Class A
gain stages and discrete transistors,
the Rialto is claimed to be better
designed to work with the ultra-low
signal levels of moving coils, when
compared with op-amps circuits.

Moving magnet and moving coil
circuits are fixed at 47kohm and
1000hm respectively. The Rialto’s
power source is via a supplied 24V
DC wall wart, which Rothwell says
isn’t worth upgrading thanks to the
extensive power supply filtering
that’s already installed.

Sound quality

Opening up with the pumping
rhythms of Daft Punk’s Instant Crush
tells us that this phono stage will
take some beating. The dynamic
swings of the percussion sound
effortless and possess more oomph
than most rivals. Despite hearing
this track repeatedly, we find
ourselves foot-tapping along to the

melody, anticipating the band’s next
move. Hearing music through the
Rialto shifts our reviewer’s focus and
we find myself concentrating less on
the boundaries of the soundstage

it creates and more on what’s
happening within it. The way it
allows Daft Punk’s keyboards to run
up and down the frequency spectrum
with real freedom draws us in as

our ears chase the notes around its
sonic landscape.

Nevertheless with REM’s Automatic
For The People, the soundstage is
as deep as it is panoramic and it
has a flair for knowing when to let
instruments come to the fore and
shine within the mix to bring the
music to life.

It fairs particularly well through its
MC circuits, which give nothing away
to its MM input and better them in
some respects, especially with more
orchestral material. With vocals the
Rothwell is an equally capable
performer, for example it replays

L)

Rialto
. mm/me phono stage

Sandy Denny’s voice with delicacy
combined with similar tonality and
body to the Slee’s rendition of
Fairport Convention’s Unhalfbricking.
The Rialto really gets across Denny’s
beguiling talent to swing from
intimate to powerful within the same
breath. As it’s more expensive than
most rivals and rather plain looking,
it needs to work harder than most to
justify its cost. But across both MM
and MC inputs it proves to be an
enthralling all-round performer that’s
sonically able to compete with phono
stages at twice the price ®
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O DETAILS

PRICE
£380

TELEPHONE
01204 366133

WEBSITE
rothwellaudio
products.co.uk

REVIEWED
HFC381

OUR VERDICT
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Beyerdynamic

190

THIS HEADPHONE IS among
the second tier of Beyerdynamic’s
extensive range. It is an open-back
design built around a pair of
dynamic drivers utilising a feature
the company describes as using
‘Tesla’ technology. This uses a strong
magnetic current to motivate the
driver, which in turn is lighter — and
more responsive.

There are some minor black marks,
though. The 3m cable is captive and
makes do with a standard plastic
moulding where it joins the earpad
and there is further visible (and,
therefore, vulnerable) cable between
the housing and the headband.

Sound quality

The T90 is a pretty sensitive
headphone and requires more power
than most to reach our test level.
Having achieved this, though, it
makes a strong case for itself from

Grado
SR12be

the outset. The word that keeps
cropping up in the listening notes is
“smooth”, but this is rather deceptive
and does the T90 something of a
disservice. The presentation is
extremely well controlled, which
means that there is absolutely no
trace of noise or harshness to it. The
result is a headphone that manages to
handle pretty much everything that
you can throw at it.

As well as this control, it also has an
exceptionally spacious presentation
that allows for a completely
convincing performance of even very
sizeable recordings, while sounding
suitably intimate with smaller ones.
The way that it handles Kraftwerk’s
Minimum Maximum is particularly
impressive with a vast, detailed and
immersive soundstage. The bass
response is equally accomplished with
plenty of power and authority to it.
There is also a sense of excitement

RECOMMENDED

with the more up-tempo .
performances that makes this
headphone a compelling listen.

None of this comes at the expense
of a believable and accurate tonal
presentation, though. Max Richter’s
Recomposed is presented with
absolute conviction and every
instrument has the space it needs and
a tangible weight and decay to the
strings. This is equally apparent with
Nirvana’s Come As You Are and it does
a better job than many at opening out
dense and aggressive recordings. It
might not be cheap, but the consistent
ability it shows across all genres and
recording qualities is a class apart @

RECOMMENDED

O DETAILS

PRICE
£500

TELEPHONE
01444258258

WEBSITE
polaraudio.co.uk

REVIEWED
HFC 388

OUR VERDICT

2.8.8.8.8 ¢
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PRICE
£150

TELEPHONE
027950111

WEBSITE
grado.co.uk

REVIEWED
HFC 389

OUR VERDICT

1.8.8.8.8 ¢

PART OF GRADO’S latest series,
the SR125e has the classic styling and
hallmarks of the brand that make it
instantly recognisable. The usual
chunky foam pads cover large
cabinets housing the 40mm dynamic
drivers, bold branding on each
earpiece and a slim headband that

all adds up to the yesteryear look

and feel that divides opinion.

Sound quality

These cans are much better utilised
for home listening, via the supplied
6.35mm adaptor, although their open
nature means that they let in external
noise and you'll need some peace and
quiet to enjoy them at their best.

The SR125es produce a nicely
balanced frequency response that
allows you to sit back and enjoy the
music without it becoming fatiguing.
Unlike some fashion-lead models, this
headphone isn’t going to swamp you
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with bass, but this isn’t to suggest that
its limited in the lower frequency
range in any way. It has a pleasantly
extended response that digs out
oodles of low detail on Elbow’s
version of Peter Gabriel’s Mercy Street,
and you're not left wanting in the
bass department.

The SR125e isn’t tweaked for big
dynamics and can sound a little
restrained at times. This characteristic
could also be described by some as
having warmth, and aids the Grado’s
suitability for longer listening,
meaning that before you know it a
couple of hours have slipped by. It’s
easily done, and Laura Mvula’s vocals
on Live With Metropole Orkest wash
over us in an effortless way as the
open and airy sound places us slap
bang in the concert hall in a prized
front row seat.

The SR125e is something of a
dichotomy when it comes to its

suitability for use on the move or
home listening. Its musicality is
undeniable, but despite the 3.5mm
jack plug fitment, the bulky cord,
sound leakage and styling are
unlikely to make them desirable for
on the move use. Even at home
you'll need a quiet spot to enjoy
them at their best, but compromises
are worthwhile for such good
performance at the price ®



JBL Synchros S700

WITH A STATE of the art look
and feel, the S700 has iDevice
functionality and built-in LiveStage
DSP which the company says
“delivers a more realistic sound
experience”. This feature is made
possible by its own internal Li-ion
battery, rechargeable by USB in
around two hours, although you can
run it in passive mode. It comes
supplied with a USB charging cable
and two audio cables with an inline
remote control and mic (one for i0S
and one for Android). We find it

C DETAILS manages about 15 hours in powered
PRICE mode before it needs recharging.
£300
TELEPHONE Sound quality
01707278113 In passive mode, this is a clean and
WEBSITE crisp sounding headphone, with a
uk.jbl.com . .
strong bass and a lively, engaging
z%lg‘g'go midband. It doesn’t have the
refinement and sophistication of the
OUR VERDICT Philips Fidelio X1, or the intimacy of
%k kK the Sennheiser HD650s, for example,

but what it does have is an infectious

musical joie de vivre that neither of
the aforementioned rivals quite
attain. It's bouncy, fast and musically
engaging, making it fun to listen to.

Much of this comes from the excellent

bass, which is very strong but never
overblown, and tight and punchy.
Although the balance is a little bassy
compared with some, you don’t get
the sense that it detracts from the rest
of the music.

The midband is fairly transparent,
it succeeds mostly through its lithe
handling of leading edges, which
gives the S700 a peppy feel. It’s pretty
dynamic too, compressing things less
than similarly priced rivals. Treble is
good — crisp, extended and spacious.
Generally speaking you wouldn’t call
it particularly refined up top, but it
works well enough. For example, hi
hat cymbals have their distinctive
metallic ‘zing’ but don’t grate like
some Grados. The LiveStage DSP
is less successful. It can make some
music sound bigger, wider and more

HEADPHONES |

punchy, but it does sound a tad
artificial and can bring about some
odd phasey effects with some music,
as well as adding a bit of upper
midband glare. It works nicely with
low bit-rate MP3s, livening them up,
but audiophiles will be happier with
it switched off.

Overall, this is an enjoyable
headphone that’s versatile and
beautifully built and presented.
Anyone thinking that just because
it’s active it can’t succeed in purist
hi-fi terms may well be surprised ®

Shure SRH1840

TRADITIONALLY KNOWN AS

a manufacturer of high-end
earphones, the SRH1840 represents
something of a departure for Shure.
The open-back design is built around
a pair of 40mm neodymium drivers
that are pair matched by hand. It is
supplied with replacement pads and
a 2.1m detachable cable. The build
quality is excellent too and
everything has been assembled with
a view to it lasting a long time and
being easy to sort out and repair if it
goes wrong. As an open-back design,
it leaks a lot of noise but given that
Shure has the closed-back SRH1540
at the same price, there is a more
suitable portable option.

Sound quality

The Shure is not especially sensitive,
but doesn’t place any undue
demands on the Chord Hugo we use
to reach the test level. Once there,

it demonstrates generally excellent
performance. There is an impressive

balance of realism and excitement.
Detail retrieval is very good indeed
and even extremely subtle nuances
can be picked out of the performance.
Everything sounds convincing and
well proportioned, but there is a sense
of life and excitement that makes
Emily Barker’s Reckless enjoyable
rather than just a reference exercise.
The sense of space that the Shure
generates is also truly exceptional.
The large scale Recomposed by Max
Richter is given all the space it needs
and when you combine this with the
very high levels of comfort, you have
a headphone that can really perform
in a way that allows you to forget that
you are wearing it. This effortless
presentation is underpinned by bass
that while not as seismic as the
Beyerdynamic opposite, is detailed,
clear and seamlessly integrated with
the upper registers. The SRH1840 is
also able to be driven to high levels
without displaying any signs of
hardening up or aggression.

The Achilles’ heel appears with
Nirvana’s Come As You Are, which isn’t
flattered by the accuracy and detail
that the SRH1840 can extract. It’s
presented as a dense and confused
mass of voices and instruments
largely because it is. Shure hasn’t
completely set aside its pro audio
heritage, which means the more
forgiving Beyerdynamic is the better
all rounder. It is hard to ignore the
SRH1840’s ability to disappear with
some material and depending on your
listening preferences, this is a must
audition and a mighty fine effort @

YEARBOOK 2014 HifiChoice
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O DETAILS

PRICE
£467

TELEPHONE
01992703058

WEBSITE
shure.co.uk

REVIEWED
HFC 388

OUR VERDICT
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Fostex
HP-A4

THIS COMPACT BUT well-made
headphone amplifier supports DSD
5.6MHz and PCM 16-bit or 24-bit
from CD-quality 44.1kHz up to
192kHz sampling frequencies. Apart
from the 6.35mm headphone socket,
the front panel has a smooth volume
control potentiometer and an array
of four push buttons to select the
source, a switchable filter, low

or high gain and audio output
selection. There is also a line of LEDs
to show power and input audio
stream data rates.

The rear houses the USB, a pair of
RCA phono sockets, a pair of Toslink
optical connectors for digital input
and output and, uniquely, a microSD
card slot for upgrading the firmware.

Sound quality

Although the unit is ‘plug and play’
when used with a Mac, a driver is
required for use for those of you that

( HEADPHONE AMPLIFIERS

PHOMES

own a PC. When connected, the unit
appears as another audio device

in Windows. However, to take
advantage of the higher resolution
replay of the unit over standard
16/44 CD-quality, Fostex has
developed an audio player that
integrates nicely with the HP-A4.
This player is a standalone application
that doesn’t need to be installed on
the PC — you just run it and load your
hi-res files into it to play them.

17EaK 182k

When we connect the HP-A4 to our
PC, we discover that there is bags of
volume for our headphones and there
is a very noticeable improvement in
quality when playing test files at the
higher resolutions. Beethoven’s Piano
Concerto No. 3 at 24/192 resolution,
for example, simply sparkles with
effortless clarity and fullness. All in
all, this is a quite superb performer
that renders very compelling
performances from a PC @

I DETAILS
PRICE
£269

TELEPHONE
03301222500

WEBSITE
scvdistribution.
co.uk

REVIEWED
HFC 387

OUR VERDICT
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Oppo
HA-T

O DETAILS

LESS THAN A year after the
excellent PM-1 headphones were
released, Oppo has its own matching
DAC/preamp/headphone amp. The
HA-1 borrows a good deal of circuitry
from Oppo’s Blu-ray decks including
the ESS 9018 Sabre32 DAC and
digital filter chip. Although touted
as a “high performance headphone
amp”, it doubles as a USB DAC, stereo
preamp with Bluetooth streaming. In
short, it’s packed with facilities.

analogue preamplifier via its RCA line
inputs, where we find it offers plenty
of detail and insight, with a smooth,
sophisticated and fairly neutral sound

Sonically via line in you can do rather

oRICE Sound quality

£1199 We first audition the HA-1 as an
TELEPHONE

08450609395

WEBSITE

oppodigital.co.uk

z%‘g‘ggo quality considering its price point.
OUR VERDICT better with several all-analogue
% K K Kk preamps at this price — it can sound

a little mechanical and opaque by
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comparison — but it packs vastly more
functionality in for the money; so it’s
not strictly a fair comparison.

When you switch in the DAC section,
things begin to hot up. 808 State’s
Pacific State comes over with a
surprising degree of bass weight, and
oodles of detail. It’s easy to hear that
trademark ESS Sabre sound; you get a
high precision render of the recording,
with its many dense layers. It’s an
explicit rather than a romantic sound,
and gives a seat-of-the-pants listening
experience. Added to this is that solid
bass, which punches things along.

Using the HA-1 as a headphone
amplifier with Oppo’s PM-1 cans

T e e e

Walume

shows how well suited the unit is to
the task of driving them. They make
a very nice noise with Malcolm
McLaren’s Waltz Darling, which is

a captivating listen when on some
systems it can sound a little murky.
The Oppo combo scythes through
the mix brilliantly, with a blisteringly
fast yet relatively refined rendition
of the song. It carries the attack of
the electronic percussion in all of
its glory, and sounds wonderfully
propulsive and fun. An excellent
match to one of the best pairs of
headphones on the market, if you
own the Oppo PM-1 you would be
foolish to overlook the HA-1 @



Astell & Kern AK240

[ DETAILS
PRICE

£2,200
TELEPHONE
02082008282

WEBSITE
unlimited.com
astelinkern.com
REVIEWED

HFC 387

OUR VERDICT
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THE DEFINING FEATURE of this
flagship portable player is the extra
XMOS processor, which provides
native DSD support at both 2.8MHz
and 5.6MHz. There’s enough space to
accommodate 350 hours of music at
24/96 resolution, plus a microSD
card slot for a further 128GB of
storage. It’s made from premium-
quality materials and a rather lovely
leather case is supplied.

Sound quality

Using unbalanced Audio-Technica
headphones DSD playback is music
to our ears. Vivaldi’s La Stravaganza
Concerto in D Minor Opus 4 no 8 is
an incredibly decisive and utterly
unblemished sound. The cellos are so
clean and dynamic it feels as if they
are playing inside your head and their
terrific verve and energy almost lifts
you off the floor, while the violins
sound sweeter than a summer
pudding served with clotted cream.
Dropping to a 16-bit/44.1kHz FLAC

PORTABLE MEDIA PLAYERS |

download of Vaughn
Williams’ Fantasia On A
Theme By Thomas Tallis, the
marginal drop off in overall
clarity is more than
compensated for by
a profoundly elegant
and beautifully timed
performance. The player
takes the variation in
loudness within the piece in
its stride, with no danger of
distortion during the crescendo.

Changing pace with an AAC
download from iTunes of Martin
Garrix’s Animals, the AK240 again
serves up the audiophile goods. The
bass is meaty and powerful and the
mids and highers of the synth are
belted out with such gusto and
tightness that you can happily crank
up the volume without fear of aural
fatigue setting in.

Linn’s 24-bit/48kHz studio master
download of Peter Gabriel’s Don’t Give
Up with Kate Bush has a cleanliness

and polish that transports you to
the recording studio. It’s not as
finely detailed as top-flight DSD,
but makes the CD version seem
muddy and strained. The punch
in Sledgehammer makes Vitali
Klitschko’s upper cut seem more like
a slap from Charles Hawtrey.
Operationally it’s not perfect, but
the AK240’s ability to take medium-
resolution files and squeeze every
last drop of sonic goodness out of
them (plus its native DSD playback),
makes it a truly wonderful player ®

Sony NW/-F886

LOOKING AND FEELING more
like a smartphone than a Walkman,
the NWZ-F886 runs on version

4.1 of Google’s Android operating
system and offers compatibility with
WAV, AIFE FLAC and ALAC files up
to 24-bit/192kHz as well as sporting
an S-Master HX digital amplifier,
which Sony claims will reduce noise
and distortion and is optimised for
HD tracks. Lower bit-rate files are
boosted by so-called Digital Sound
Enhancement Engine (DSEE) HX
technology. There’s built-in noise
reduction that (only) works with
the supplied in-ear headphones

and 32GB of built-in flash memory,
which is enough capacity for around
180 tracks of approx four minutes
duration at 24/192. Drop that to
96kHz and the capacity rises to 350.

Sound quality

The NWZ-F886 does a superb job
sonically with the supplied
earphones. With the EQ set flat,

Claire Martin’s 24/192 I'm Gonna
Laugh You Right Out Of My Life is
detailed and smoother than an otter
in Speedos. The tonality is neither
bright nor warm, but totally neutral
with Martin’s spine-chillingly husky
vocals combining sumptuously with
Richard Rodney Bennett’s deftly
tinkled ivories. The electric guitar in
Meshell Ndegeocello’s 24/96 Please
Don’t Let Me Be Misunderstood
shimmers sublimely, perfectly
complimenting the haunting
keyboards and seductive vocals.
The utterly familiar sound of Bob
Marley singing Could You Be Loved
is proof of how beneficial hi-res
audio is to portable music, the 24/96
download from Linn is a simple blend
of percussion, guitar and haunting
vocals that reveals a rhythm and
energy that makes the MP3 version
sound utterly flat and unengaging.
Switching to standard resolution
there’s no hiding the drop off in
clarity, with I Miss The Tokyo Skyline

by the Manic Street Preachers simply
not yielding as much detail. Still,
standard-resolution stuff is on a par
with an Apple iPhone 5.

We're not huge fans of the fiddly
operating system and the capacity is
limited in terms of storage and
battery life when used with hi-res
material, but both are forgivable in
the face of such good performance @
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[ CABLE LOOM

RECOMMENDED

Black Rhodium
Symphony Chrome/ Twirl

his British brand has been
around for many years
now, and has proved
popular for its fine, honest
sound quality and strong value for
money. The Symphony is a well
known mid-price cable that uses
a double core, screened design. As
with many cables at its price point,
silver-plated copper conductors are
used, and they’re set inside low-loss
PTFE insulation and a silver-plated
copper braided screen. The
Symphony is then terminated with
good quality chrome RCA plugs.
Twirl loudspeaker cable completes
the Black Rhodium loom. It’s a fairly
recent design, a twin core affair, but
with a total outer diameter of 6.4mm
(3.2mm per core). Silicone rubber
insulation is used, and the wire is
carefully checked for directionality,
then twisted along the length of the
cable — the manufacturer claims this
prevents any loop aerial effect.
Double thickness insulation is fitted,
and our Twirl has rhodium-plated Z
plugs (£100) - gold-plated
Z plugs are an option at £50.

Sound quality

This loom is well received by our
blind listening panel. It presents a
generally powerful sound that is large
in scale. It proves quite distinctive
tonally, with the bass being a major
facet of what makes its sound so good
— its power, roundness and timbre is
remarked upon by the panellists.
Listening to Lorde’s Royals the Black

120 HifiChoice YEARBOOK 2014

Rhodium loom is very well balanced
— whereas some other cables we've
tested manage to deliver either a light
bass, or an overblown one that is
plodding and/or semi-detached from
the rest of the frequency range.
“Unlike many others, the bass is three
dimensional,” one panellist puts it,

by which they mean it has a good
timbre and integrates well with the
music. Across the midband, the song’s
female vocals are clean, although

a little less warm and inviting than
some other cables we've seen.

This is picked up on in Julian Lloyd
Weber’s Sunset by one panellist, who
notes that there isn’t quite enough
tonal colour in the midband — it’s
described as “a bit samey”. Still, the
Black Rhodium has a good deal of
detail, as you can really hear the bow
work, which is described as “really
convincing”. Indeed, this panellist
considers its bass warmth, midband
detail and clean treble to be “the best
combination of everything”; this loom

O DETAILS

PRICE
£341

ORIGIN
UK

FEATURES

® Interconnect:
silver-plated copper
conductors,

PTFE dielectric

® Speaker cable:
copper conductor
with silicon rubber
dielectric

® Prices:
interconnect
£160/1m, speaker
cable £13.50/1m
unterminated

DISTRIBUTOR
Black Rhodium
TELEPHONE
01332342233
WEBSITE
blackrhodium.co.uk

REVIEWED
HFC 387
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is certainly a very good all rounder.
One thing the panel does agree on

is that it seems to work better with
jazz and classical tracks. The treble
smoothness and the lack of stridency
across the midband, allied to a
generally lyrical feel and an open
nature appear to really flatter more
mellow music. On more densely
recorded rock tracks such as REM’s
Welcome To The Occupation, the Black
Rhodium sounds nicely rhythmic

and detailed, but the slightly ‘grey’
midband seems to make the track
sound slightly opaque. And, “while it
digs deeper into the recording,” notes
one panellist, “it can’t hold on to it”.

Conclusion

This is a very fine performer and
decent value for money. It gives a very
fine, enjoyable sound considering its
rather modest price ®
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QED Reference Audio

A0/Signature Revelation

ike so many interconnects,
the Reference Audio 40 is a
silver-plated copper affair,
arranged in a special
complementary way — the two
conductors have different diameters,
and this is said to give an alternative
path for high-frequency audio signals
to avoid time smear. The foamed
polyethylene dielectric is claimed to
reduce the amount of signal lost to
cable capacitance. QED’s Analoc plugs
are fitted and are said to be a low eddy
current design with copper used
instead of brass. They feature an
outer locking cylinder that needs to
be screwed forward before the plug’s
‘blades’ can be locked onto the RCA
phono socket, then the locking
cylinder needs to tightened back
up for a (very) secure fit.

The Signature Revelation speaker
cable uses 10 silver-plated oxygen-free
copper central conductors, which are
claimed to provide very low resistance
alongside high levels of detail. These
cores are separately insulated and
arranged around a hollow core of
polyethylene; QED calls this its
Aircore technology and it’s claimed
to reduce inductance.

Sound quality

Before the QED loom, the panellists
have taken a mixed view of the various
wires played to them. They’ve found
positives and negatives, liked some
and been lukewarm about others.

But two out of the three listeners
express a strong preference for this set
of cables, applauding it for its clean,
open, even sound that doesn't try to do
anything too clever. Instead it is very

accomplished at almost every facet
of the music, and makes things look
rather easy.

“Everything is joined up,” says one
panellist, and so it proves. Lorde’s
Royals plays better than it has through
most others we've tested. Although
not necessarily the warmest or most
expansive performance, it just seems
to gel the bass with the rest of the
music — which is something several
others have failed to do.

It doesn’t sound too steely in the
midband, giving a nice smooth sound
to female vocals, and treble is crisp
and finessed. Musically the loom
works very well, the beat bouncing
along in an enjoyable way. The result
is a surprisingly easy listen, when
previously it hasn’t made sense.

REM’s Welcome To The Occupation
is described as sounding, “head and
shoulders better” by one panellist.
There is a fine sense of depth to
what can sound a pretty close and
claustrophobic mix. One can hear

REVELATION !

C DETAILS

PRICE
£242

ORIGIN
UK

FEATURES

@ Interconnect:
silver-plated copper
with foamed
polyethylene
dielectric

o Speaker cable:
silver-plated copper
conductor with
Teflon dielectric

® Prices:
interconnect
£100/1m, speaker
cable £17/Im
unterminated

DISTRIBUTOR
Armour Home
Electronics
TELEPHONE
01279501111
WEBSITE
ged.co.uk

REVIEWED
HFC 387

lots of detail too, with the keyboard
backing track coming through from
the second verse, where previously
it had been submerged. Tonally the
QED isn’t the warmest or most
sumptuous loom ever, but it is very
even and transparent and doesn’t
seem to be trying to add or subtract
anything much. This means that it’s
likely to work well with a wide range
of systems. Moving on to Duke
Ellington’s Wabash Blues the pattern
continues. One adoring panellist
describes it as, “good bass rhythm and
control, nice, cohesive, great sound,
head and shoulders better”.

Conclusion

Another of the panellists isn’t quite

so enamoured; they find the QED a
little too anodyne and bland when
playing Julian Lloyd Webber’s cello
work on Sunset. All of which just goes
to show how much taste plays a part,
but still this remains a superb result
considering its low price ®
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AUDIOVISUAL

@ momimor auoio

Platinum PL300 Floor-
standing Speakers

£6500

@ mowmos aunio

Fram

£2300

Gold GX200 Floor-
standing Speakers

®;

& Fnishes | L
- -

£800

Silver RX6 Floor-
standing Speakers

©

MONITOR AUDID

Bronze BX5 Floor- Frorr
standing Speakers £499

©

MR4 Floorstanding
Speakers

@ mowrror aupio
lal
.

Airstream A100
Wireless Amplifier

MONITOR AUDIO

£350

£399

@ vowrron auoio

Airstream S300

Wireless Speaker £249

ONLINE

@ maraniz
m!lu

Itr, 390 'y

PM6&005 Stereo
Amplifier w/ DAC

@°
DEMO

L ——

£299

maraniz

CD600S Silver

CD Player £279

ROKSAN

| 3 #inishes

Kandy K3 Integrated

Amplifier £1249

ROKSAMN

| 3
Kandy K3
CD Player

Qim0

[ 2 Finiahes

£1249
audiolab

B200AP 7.1 AV
Processing Pre-Amp £1249

BRUNOCO

DIVA Digital
Versatile Amplifier

£499
£3YAMAHA

R-N500 Network
Hi-Fi Amplifier

0% Finance available

From £300, terms apply.
AV Distribukion acts & a credlt Infermediary snd
arly offers credit produits for Paydiates Ledwin

sEcure thust bank pic. Creditgrovided subjedto

apeand sEEus.

=

Home Cinema
Hi-Fi
Speakers

Brackets

Concept 20

Bookshelf Speaker £349

LE s fam i b

£199.95

Diamond 220

°

Zensor 3
Bookshelf Speakers

TANNOY

£134

Q

| acousmes |

£299

LOW
PRICE 8

Mercury V1i
Bookshelf Speakers

2020i Bookshelf

Speaker Pair £169.95

1A10n

MX1 Bookshelf
Speakers

OLi RA1 Bookshelf

Speakers £99

Representative example

Depaosit £149 | Total repayable £1499
| Amount of credit £1350 | Duration 24 Months

Accessories
Cables
Furniture

Mounts

Essential 2
Turntable

Wify Ortodon 2k
e 481 Tt ki

Debut Carbon
Turntable

Phono Box MM/MC
Phone Preamplifier

£79

L Lehmannoudio

Black Cube Stamp
Power Amplifier

@ uilf
ol

Concept Moving
Magnet Cartridge

£649.95

A

£150

ROKSAN

Radius 5.2 Turntable
w/ Nima Tonearm

£1650

Record Washer

System Mk II £78.95

BIG SAVINGS
L PR

®CHORD®

@9
V" e

Hugo DAC /
Headphone Amp

£1400

@ FISUAL

DAC-2000 Digital To
Analogue Converter

audiolab

£15

M-DAC Digital To
Analogue Converter

£599
(ARCAM

miniBlink
Bluetooth DAC

HA-P50 Headphone

Amplifier / DAC £299

QED
e

uPlay Stream Hi-Fi
Music Streamer

@ cocktoil AUDIS

X30 Music Server
System & Amp

£149.95

£799

Price promise

Prices checked daily.
Seen something
online cheaper?




AVO, Bacup l
Manchester
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Genesis Silver or Metre
Spiral Speaker Cable  £40

Signature Revelation s We
Speaker Cable £16. 95

®“ff o

Silver Anniversary
XT Bi-Wire Cable

o-

X-Tube XT-40
Speaker Cable

£13.95
QED
P

o

Ruby Anniversary
Evolution Cable

(A

Original Speaker
Cable

£5.95

QED
=

£3.95

QED
@ /-
7

Profile 79 Strand
Speaker Cable

£2.20

Cable workshop

Made to your exact
specification.

Opening hours

Monday - Friday
9AM - 5PM

Eris Eco 5.0 4
Shelf Hi-Fi Stand

= ?L

Moseco 6 Metallic
Speaker Stands

£399.99

£119.99

Milan Glass 3-Shelf
Hi-Fi Rack

RS300 Black 39-inch Frer
Speaker Stand £99

B SPECTRAL

Classics 57905
5-Shelf Hi-Fi Stand

°I1

Stance Black
Speaker Stands

@

Fimishe

£699

£69.95

@ FisuaL

Speaker Spike
Shoes (4 Pack)

4

Saturday

10AM - 5PM

Digital
Audio

‘_ =

audiovisualonline.co.uk
01706 878444

Winner

DragonFly v1.2 USB
Digital Audio Converter

£12

4
© FisuaL

Havana FX Dual Per Megre
Screen Cable £4

@ FisuaL

Havana USB

2.0 Cable £4.99

Sluk{hudlun

Twist Speaker Cable Fram
Rhodium Plated £75.60

-3IMI& :':\noﬂium

Prelude Digital Fram
Coaxial Cable £52.90

@ Deoxiry

Contact Cleaning
Fluid 2ml Tube

Free delivery

To most mainland
UK addresses.

&— PricE

PREOMISE

@

wirelorLD

Stratus 7 Power

Cable
@ wire(@orLo

Luna 7 Par Metre
Speaker Cable £6.50

£89.95

wire{lorLo

Luna 7 Phono
RCA Cable

@ audioquest

£34.15

FLX-SLIP 14/4
Installation Cable

®

Golden Gate Stereo
Phono / RCA Cable

£5.80

audioquest

£55

l‘:{.ﬁ =
ftde:

audioquest

BlaiTaL Aavbio

Classic 4.0 Blue
Speaker Cable

USB 2.0 Cable

Type ATo B Plug £29

NGRDOST

Leif Series Red Dawn P& e
Stereo Interconnect £439

NARDOST

Blue Heaven USB

Cable A to B Plug £189

C{uj hw |_1 )

L

In-Line RCA
Attenuators

Showroom
Call and arrange a
demo with us.
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Musicreviews

The Who
Tommy Deluxe
% % %k k

Four-CD set Universal

CONTRARY TO POPULAR opinion, Pete
Townshend's famous story of the pinball playing
“deaf, dumb and blind kid” was not the first rock
opera’. By the time Tommy appeared in 1969, the
Pretty Things had beaten The Who by a year with
their album, SF Sorrow concept. Nor is it even the
Who's best rock opera” and most critical opinion
now recognises Quadrophenia four years later as a
more mature and fully realised work. But that said,
there is no denying that Tommy is a landmark
album and represented a new pinnacle of ambition
that opened up possibilities previously unimagined
in rock music at the time. In the years that followed
its release, Tommy became not so much an album
as an industry. A grandiose 1972 version featuring
the London Symphony Orchestra and Chamber
Choir was followed by Ken Russell's 1975 film. By
the nineties they had been joined by a Broadway
stage production. Townshend has also reprised the

work regularly on stage with The Who and two
years ago lead singer Roger Daltrey took his own
solo version of Tommy on the road.

These expansive spin-offs have tended to take
the focus away somewhat from The Who's original
1969 album and this latest deluxe reissue allows a
welcome opportunity to return to the source in a
freshly remastered edition, augmented with further
discs including Townshend's original demos,
full-band studio outtakes and a dynamic live
recording of the work from a 1969 concert
performance in Ottawa, Canada.

Townshend's skills as a songwriter ensured that
the majority of the tracks are capable of standing
on their own and can be enjoyed outside the
‘operatic’ concept'. Pinball Wizard, for example,
ranks alongside any of the Whao's early chart singles
as a classic three minute pop song, while the
“We're not gonna take it/See me, feel me/Listening

to you” sequence remains one of the most
dramatic in rock music. Some of the character
pieces such as Fiddle About and Cousin Kevin
have proved less enduring and seem clumsily
constructed to advance the plot. Today words
such as groundbreaking and ambitious still apply,
but overall it's hard not to conclude that Tommy
struggles to live up to the genius tag bestowed
upon it at the time. If it is a masterpiece, then it is a
distinctly flawed one.

The bonus material adds an interesting insight
into how Townshend grappled with the enormity
of his ambition and built up the tracks by multiple
overdubs featuring not only the power trio of bass,
drums and electric guitar, but acoustic guitars,
piano, organ trumpet and French horn. The
remastering works hard at creating a warm and
natural tone to the original tracks and the 51
surround mix on Blu-ray has a sharp clarity. NW >
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Sunshine Daydream

3 CDs plus DVD Rhino

ON AUGUST 27, 1972 the Grateful Dead
played a show in Venata, Oregon that
has since attained legendary status as
the Holy Grail among fans who trade
tapes of the band’s concerts. It has

taken more than 40 years to be officially ]

released, but the three-hour set justifies
the show’s exalted reputation as every
style and genre of American music is
cosmically transmuted into some of
the most audacious, freewheeling
rock'n’roll ever made.

The Dead recorded all their concerts
direct from the soundboard and stored

everything methodically on 16-track
analogue tape in a vast vault.
Painstaking restoration and remastering
of the 40 year-old tapes has resulted

in pristine sound. For a band that was
always more comfortable on stage than

in the studio, this is perhaps the ultimate

must-have Dead album, a celebration
of what many believe to have been the
finest show the band ever played. NW
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MUSIC

JAN Jan Lisiecki
LISIECKI Chopin Etudes
- Op10and Op25
2. 8.0.8.8 ¢
0289 4791039 8 CD Deutsche Grammophon

Mussorgsky
Musi%?ﬂs“gn (OrchBreiner)
Pictures at an Exhibition;
Songs and Dances of
Death, The Nursery New

: Zealand Symphony
Semm™HE T Orchestra, Peter Breiner

s s
8573016 CD or Blu-ray K K K K K  Naxos

THIS NEW RECORDING of the Chopin Etudes by
18 year-old Jan Lisiecki - the first on the Yellow
Label since Pollini's stunning 1972 effort - deserves
to be mentioned in the same breath. It has the
same effortless technical fluency and mastery of

S detail, while showing slightly greater poetry and

tenderness. It's a commanding interpretation for
one so young. The recorded sound is smooth,
natural, and very clean. It's perhaps a wee bit bass
light and lacking in front-to-back depth and
dimensionality, but perfectly good in its own way.
Pollini's old recording was also lacking in amplitude,
and this new one is not dissimilar. JH

CONDUCTOR PETER BREINER has pulled out
all the stops with this hugely imaginative and
enjoyable re-orchestration of Mussorgsky’s
Pictures. It offers a rich kaleidoscope of orchestral
colours that reveals the music as never before.
Moreover, the arrangement has a distinct Russian
accent, compared to the Frenchified tones of the
more familiar Ravel orchestration. A huge orchestra
is called for (terrific percussion!) culminating in

104 musicians for the Great Gate Of Kiev. Climaxes
expand with ease, making this the perfect disc for
those with big hi-fi systems that are capable of
moving a lot of air. JH

Do you agree with our reviewers?
Decide for yourself and listen to
some of this month’s tunes at
www.hifichoice.co.uk

RebeccaFerguson
Freedom

* Kk kK

CD RCA/Syco

XFACTOR CONTESTANTS shouldn't be as good
as Rebecca Ferguson. Her's is a deeply heartfelt
voice, able to convey rare depths, passion, empathy
and longing. No small feat for a runner up. She
tends to stick to R&B themes of men lost and
found, but with a healthy dose of self-worth and
inner strength shining through the vulnerability. Her
second album features a series of pop soul songs
all co-written by the lady herself and it's every bit as
strong as her first. The arrangements are polished
and give her voice plenty of room to breathe.
Standouts include the pumping rhythms of the
single | Hope, the quiet defiance of My Freedom
and the surging soul power of Fake Smile. DO

VINYL

Otis Rush
Right Place, Wrong Time

1809 vinyl

Bullfrog/PurePleasure

RECORDED FOR
CAPITOL in 1971, but
not released until five
years later, this is
considered a highlight
of Rush's four decade
career and it's not hard
to hear why. His style is
reminiscent of fellow Chicago bluesmen Buddy
Guy and Albert King, with a thin-toned guitar
sound and plenty of string bending. Much of this
album is pacey, rocking blues with backing by
brass, organ, piano and rhythm, all the players of
which are as solid as you like, | particularly like the
subtle piano of Mark Naftalin.

The sound is big thanks to the size of the band
and some restraint when it comes to limiting/
compression, which is rare for the genre. It was
recorded at Wally Heider's San Francisco studio
where CSNY, the Steve Miller Band and
Creedence Clearwater Revival made some of
their classic albums. Rush was a consummate
blues guitarist and singer that much is clear, his
style was perhaps not quite distinctive enough
to achieve the prominence of Guy and perhaps
there is some truth in the album title, because he
deserved to do better. The playing on many of
these numbers is first class and on Lonely Man
and the instrumental Easy Go it's clearly on a par
with the best in class. JK



HIGH RESOLUTION

LauraMvula
with Metropole
Orkest

Sing To

The Moon

ALAC/FLAC 16/44 B&W Society of Sound

The Gloaming
The Gloaming

The Glosming

ALAC/FLAC 24/48 B&W Society of Sound

A MEETING BETWEEN the Mercury Prize
nominee and the hippest orchestra on the
planet seems like a match made in heaven and
indeed, so it is. Electronics, chamber strings
and multi-tracked vocals have been replaced
by beautiful arrangements that enhance rather
than reimagine the originals, which always
sounded like they were conceived with an
orchestra in mind. A superb interpretation

of an already wonderful aloum. DO

Each Brandenburg
is scored for
different combos
of instruments

Bartok

Violin Concertos 1
and 2; Isabelle Faust,
Swedish Radio
Symphony orchestra,
Daniel Harding

%* %k %k kK

Harmonia Mundi

THE TWO CONCERTOS for violin by Bartok are
very contrasting pieces. The early first concerto,
by turns lyrical and ardent then animated and
grotesque, and the mercurial folk-inspired second
concerto each inhabit very different worlds.
Isabelle Faust makes the most of these extremes,
and one is constantly astonished by the swings of
mood and variety of pace, especially in the second
concerto. She is admirably seconded by Daniel

Harding and the SRSO, and Harmonia Mundi's
recording sounds effortlessly smooth and refined,
despite a wide dynamic range and some
impressive deep bass. JH

THE GLOAMING ARE an odd hybrid of
traditional Irish folk and New York
experimentalism. To the fore is Martin Hayes’
plaintive violin, ably accompanied by piano,
voice, guitar and hardanger fiddle on a series
of sean-nos (old style) traditional songs. This

is no exercise in nostalgia, though, and the five
master musicians use the old songs as jumping
off points to explore new directions and derive
new depths of emotion. DO

Bach

The Six Brandenburg Concertos
The Dunedin Consort; John Butt

. 8.0.8.8.¢

CDK 430 2 SACDs (CD Compatible)  Linn Records
JOHN BUTT AND the Dunedin Consort deliver

a lively and very musical account of Bach's
Brandenburgs. Unlike some performances, which
set out to emphasise the bizarre and unusual
aspects of the scoring, Butt tries to keep the more
extreme details in check. He's aided by a
well-balanced recording that sounds rich, warm,
and detailed, yet transparent and clear. Each
Brandenburg is scored for completely different
combinations of instruments, so good modern
performances, highlight and celebrate the huge
variety of Bach's music. Common to all six works is
the enthusiasm and vivacity of the playing, and it's
that which makes it special. JH

The Rolling Stones
Stonesin Exile

DVD

In 1971 The Rolling Stones
left the UK as tax exiles and
spent a summer in France
writing and recording Exile
On Main Street. This
documentary tells the story
of the decadence of the
time interspersed with the songs that ended up
on one of their most influential albums. The
extensive footage and stills give a real flavour
of the place and time, while extended
interviews with the band and others fill in the
details that didn't make the final cut. What's
most remarkable is how such a shambolic
situation resulted in such great music. JK

Nature’s Dragonfly

Both shown actual
size ... in their natural
habitat.

audioquest.com/DragonFly
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e Kaleidescape ® Oppo
e Anthem Statement e Arcam e Datasat ® Denon
® Samsung e Sim2 e Sony
e Stewart e Screen Innovations e Vutec
e Amina e Dynaudio e Focal ® PMC e Totem
e Paradigm e Velodyne
e Crestron e ProControl

e Design e Supply e Installation e Support

11 Charter Place, High Street, Egham, Surrey TW20 9EA



1970-87

11 CD box set Rhino

BEFORE HE BECAME a world music

convert and began working with African §

and Cuban musicians, Cooder was

the godfather of what we now call
‘Americana’. This 11-disc set compiles all
of the albums he made during his first
golden age, an extraordinary journey
that spans blues, folk, R&B, gospel, jazz,
country, rock, Tex-Mex and Hawaiian
styles. In effect, it's an encyclopaedic
primer in indigenous American roots
music, arcane but never academic, and
always played with intuitive good taste.

Cooder was only an average singer,
but any vocal shortcomings are more
than compensated by his virtuosic
guitar playing. His 1979 album Bop Til
You Drop (included here) was the first
digital recording in pop. Interestingly,
today it sounds decidedly clunky, while
the warmth of earlier analogue albums
has stood the test of time so that the
likes of Into The Purple Valley (1972)
and Chicken Skin Music (1976) sound
as fresh today as when they were

iginally recorded. NW

Uncle Tupelo
No Depression:
The Legacy Edition

1. 8. 8. 8.8 ¢

Two CD expanded edition Sony

MUSIC

Alfredo Catalani
EroelLeandro
(Symphonic Poem):
Contemplazione; Il
Mattino, Orchestra
Sinfonica diRoma,
Francescola Vecchia

*kokkk

8573074 CD

COUNTRY MUSIC BACK in the early nineties was
dominated by Garth Brooks, while on the other side
of the musical coin indie rock was about to be
eclipsed by a new movement called grunge. Enter
Uncle Tupelo, a bunch of kids from the rust bowls
of lllinois with a debut album that managed to
combine the two; wistful melodies accented by
mandolins and pedal steel that harked back to
Hank Williams hitched to stinging rock guitars.

The album birthed a movement that came to

be known as alt-country. Now augmented by

a second disc of demos and out takes, it still
sounds invigoratingly fresh and bold. NW

ALFREDO CATALANI IS remembered for just one
work - the opera La Wally - but he wrote other
things, including some attractive orchestral pieces.
The main work here is a dramatic, richly scored
symphonic poem based on the Hero and Leander
legend. Contemplazione is a rich, slow movement
that's very lyrical and ardent, without being heavy
or overly serious. The disc ends with Il Mattino a
‘Sinfonia Romantica’ here receiving its world
premiere recording. The playing of the Rome
orchestra is very good and the recording sounds
excellent, with fine range and detail allowing you
to savour the subtleties of Catalani's scoring. JH
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Peebles’ glorious
voice is the very
embodiment of
seventies soul

Grieg Holberg
Suite; Two Elegiac
Melodies; Erotik;
String Quartet,
Australian Chamber
Orchestra, Richard
Tognetti

*hkhkkk s

HERE'S AN IMPRESSIVE collection of Grieg's
music for string orchestra, very well recorded. The
disc begins with an arrangement of Grieg's G Minor
String Quartet. The full body of strings lends the
music greater colour and a wider range of dynamic
extremes. It also demonstrates the vitality and
virtuosity of the players. The popular Holberg suite
is played with impressive vivacity, while the Two
Elegiac melodies are suitably emotional. Massed
strings are always a challenge to record and
reproduce, but BIS has come up with a recording
that combines warmth with clarity and brilliance
with sweetness. JH

1877 SACD

AnnPeebles-
| Can't Stand The Rain

1. 8. 8. 8.8

CD Fat Possum

ANN PEEBLES’ URGENT, impassioned voice is a
hallmark of classic seventies soul. Backed by the
veteran Hi Records rhythm and string sections who
saw service with Al Green and OV Wright on their
biggest hits, and produced by legendary R&B
mastermind Willie Mitchell, her poised, insistent
vocals soared, entreated, scolded and cajoled with
equal fervour on a string of hits. Her five classic Hi
Records albums have been re-released and while
they all contain gems, 1974's | Can't Stand The Rain
offers the best value for money, with at least two
solid-gold classics (penned by Peebles and her
husband Don Bryant) in the title track and I'm
Gonna Tear Your Playhouse Down. DO

Springsteen &I
Bruce Springsteen

EAGLE VISION

Exec produced by Ridley
Scott, this is a homage

to the high priest of
showmen rock 0" rollers. It's
made by and of the people
who have been influenced
and inspired by Springsteen.
It's more watchable than most rockumentaries
because of the variety of user content
interspersed with live footage, albeit of variable
quality. There are many three word sum ups
including one old lady’s “happy, handsome and
hot". It's great viewing even for non fans and
reveals that while Bruce is indeed almighty he's
also a fellow human being at heart. JK

SPRINGSTEEN & |
=
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AudioGate

The Complete Path to Audio Purity.

AudioGate 3

HIGH DEFINITION AUDIO PLAYER SOFTWARE

DS-DAC-100 DS-DAC-100m

1BIT USB-DAC MOBILE 1BIT USB-DAC

e AudioGate 3 and the DS-DAC interfaces provide the simplest, yet most comprehensive,
high-quality playback system available

* DS-DAC components provide uncompromised D/A conversion; hear high-definition files at a
quality that traditional computer and home component outputs simply cannot provide.

*Realtime DSD conversion delivers optimum sound; Native DSD playback of 2.8224 MHz or 5.6448
MHz DSD files

*|n addition to DSD, AudioGate 3 (Mac/Win) supports a wide range of audio formats such as 24-bit
and 16-bit WAV and even MP3/AAC files, quickly and easily converting these files up to DSD
format so they can be heard with superb audio quality.

For available stockists go to www.korg.com/DSDAC100 Kn RE
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Frankie Said

2 CD box set Union Square

A RARE HANDFUL of bands define the
time and place that spawns them in the
way that Holly Johnson and co came to
symbolise mid-eighties Britain. Their
music was stylish, opulent and full of
indulgent excess, a perfect soundtrack
for the ‘loadsamoney’ yuppified culture
that Thatcherism had created. But they
reflected wider social concerns too,
such as sexual liberation (Relax) and

the CND movement (Two Tribes), before -

the group disappeared faster than a
government majority in a by-election.

Producer Trevor Horn was a notorious
perfectionist and his arrangements
ooze with sophistication, as throbbing
disco tracks are infused with orchestral
stabs and rock guitars, all fed through
the ubiquitous eighties Fairlight
sampler. The rise of Frankie coincided
with the emergence of MTV so the
group’s visual impact became
inseparable from the music. For the first
time this set collects their best singles
and remixes with groundbreaking
videos and TV appearances, too. NW

Grace Jones
Nightclubbing

1. 8. 8. 8.8 ¢

Two CD deluxe edition Universal

MUSIC

Kirsty MacColl
Alll Ever Wanted:
The Anthology

1. 8. 8. 8.8 ¢

Two CD box set Salvo

FIRST RELEASED IN 1981, Jones' fifth album was
an influential four-to-the-floor dance classic that
captured the post-disco zeitgeist. Now remastered
from the original analogue tapes for the first time in
35 years, it sounds as sophisticated as ever, mixing
angular post-punk pop, funk, Georgio Moroder-syle
electronica and a reggae tinge supplied by the
rhythm section of Sly & Robbie with the
revolutionary influence of house music, emerging
from Chicago at the time in the productions of
Frankie Knuckles. A second bonus disc adds 12in
remixes and previously unreleased tracks from the
original sessions. NW

THE TRAGIC DEATH of Kirsty MacColl back in
2000 robbed British pop of a uniquely perceptive
singer/ songwriter with a rare and delicious wit. In a
20 year career she only ever made five albums, but
these generous 43 tracks remind us just how much
we really miss her as an artist who was never
prepared to repeat herself.

From the eighties new wave of They Don't Know
through the poignancy of A New England and, of
course, her fabulous Pogues collaboration on
Fairytale Of New York (surely the best Christmas
record of all time) to her later adventures in Latin
music, there really was nobody quite like her. NW

DELUXE
3-CD
EDITION

Discover for yourself
how skinny white
boys sounded back
inthe eighties

Piano concertos 20
(K466)and 25 (K503),
Martha Argerich,
Orchestra Mozart,
Claudio Abbado

1.8.8.8.8 ¢

0289 4791033 6 CDs DG

ALTHOUGH SHE HAS a huge repertoire, Mozart
has never figured much in Martha Argerich’'s
recordings. She gives a magisterial performance,
with many interesting and unusual insights, teasing
out the hidden detail in Mozart's music. K503 is one
of his biggest most extrovert concertos, and she is
equal to every demand. The demonic K466 is
likewise impassioned and powerful, and Argerich
conveys its strength and pathos with unflinching
command. The late Claudio Abbado and the
Orchestra Mozart are with their distinguished
soloist every step of the way, and DG's live
recordings sound spacious but incisive. JH

Various artists
C86

% %k ok k

CD Cherry Red

ONCE UPON A time there was a thing called ‘indie’
which roughly translated as skinny white boys
(mostly) who shunned the lure of mammon in
favour of artistic integrity, tinny guitars and a
distinctly lo-fi approach to production.

The original C86 was a compilation tape available
by mail order from the NME, which sought to
provide a snapshot of 1986's indie scene.

This re-release triples the original single CD
running time with a host of other bands of the era.
At the time, it seemed too disparate to constitute a
scene, but now youngsters barely born at the time
are rediscovering an era when it was cool to put
music ahead of ‘likes’ or units sold. DO

LouReed
Transformer & Live at Montreux 2000

Blu-ray EAGLE VISION

The Montreux footage shows
Reed with his words and a
muscular band, they play 16
tracks - only one of which
was on the classic album also
documented here. There is

— ' no footage from the era, but
we get Reed, Ronson, Bowie and Scott among
others going over the songs. As Lenny Kaye
puts it: “Lou brought back portraits form the
wild side”, songs that Dave Stewart considers
to be pure poetry and when Reed reads them
you realise that he's right. Reed says that
Transformer was “just an album” but it was
among the best of its time. JK
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Imagine Being Much Closer to the Musicians
with SAMBA VS-1 - The Low Distortion Cable

Samba VS-1 Reduces Many Layers of Distortion in your Music Including:

- Graham Nalty Legacy Range Anti-Vibration stabilisers to reduce distortion caused by vibrations travelling through conductor wires.

- Reduced Transient Phase Distortion due to increased spacing between conductors for a more open sound.

- Anti RFI filtering applied directly to each conductor wire for cleaner, clearer sounds.

- Low noise and reduced distortion through careful monitoring of conductor wire direction.

- Rhodium Plated Graham Nalty Legacy Range GN-1 banana plugs for livelier, more dynamic sounds.

Contact Us Today!

and discover how to remove more layers of distortion from your music

3Iack%hodium

www.blackrhodium.co.uk

sales@blackrhodium.co.uk

+44 (0)1332 342233

Emporinumbhifc

e emporiwmhbifi.com

RECORDS

WE HAVE RECENTLY ACQUIRED SEVERAL LARGE COLLECTIONS OF VINYL
AND ARE ABLE TO OFFER "JOB LOTS" OF THESE AT INCREDIELY LOW PRICES.
WE'RE HAPPY TO MAKE UP BUNDLES BASED ONYOUR PREFERENCES
CHOOSE FROM:

CLASSICAL OPERA. BIG BAND, SWING, TRAD JAZZ, DIXIELAND
EASY LISTENING. POP. SHOWS

TURNTABLES / PHONO STAGES
AESTHETIX RHEA PHONO STAGE

ASR BASIS EXCLUSIVE PHONOSTAGE WITH BATTERY PEU
CLEARALDIO EVOLUTION TURNTABLE WITH TANGENT TONEARM
FUNK FIRM SAPPHIRE TURNTABLE WITH FXRZ ARM

FUNK FIRM VECTOR Ill TURNTABLE

GARRARD 301, 401

GRANDINGTE CELIO PHONQSTAGE, RETAILS 5400 EURO

KOETSU RED T MOVING COIL CARTRIDGE, NEW. UNUSED

KUZMA STOGHS 12 WTA 127 TONEARM WITH 8° MOUNTING

LE PLATINE VERDIER TURNTABLE WITH UFGRADES

LECTOR VALVE MM PHONOSTAGE BOXED

LINN LP12 WITH LINN ITTOK ARM, BOXED

LINN S VWANTED

NVO SPA TWO MKII PHONOSTAGE - MM! MC EX-DEMO

SME 3008 SERIES 1

SME V TONEARM, BOXED, GOLD PRINT SILVER WIRED

STEVENS AND BILLINGTON STEF UP TRANSFORMERS

TOM EVANS GROOVE + SRX PHONOSTAGE 0.2mv SENSITIVITY
TRANSFIGURATION ORPHEUS MC CARTRIDGE

TRIPLANAR ULTIMATE Vil TONEARM, NEW, BOXED

VIVA AUDIO FOND MOVING COIL PHONDO STAGE WITH FOWER SUPPLY
WPI TNT 5.5 Hot Rod TURNTABLE WITH JWW 12" TONEARM AND PSU
VPEARIES BLACK KNIGHT TURNTABLE, JMW MEMORIAL " ARM & PSL |
MISCELLANEOUS

GARDAS GOLDEN REFERENGE 3m INTERCONNECTS, PAIR
KUBALA S0ENA EXPRESSION SPEAKER CABLE 2M PAIR
LUXMAN piu CLASS a HEADPHONE AMPLIFIER- 230v IMPORT
MAGNUM DYNALAB MDZOT [ TRIQDE) WVALVE ANALOG FM TUNER

50LPS
FOR
E50

Head office Norfolk/Suffolk border 01508 518542 |/ 518468

Kent and South East 01304 239419 - Dealers for Michell, Audio Note, Magneplanar, Unison Research,
Lector , Funk Firm, Ortofon

Wales and West 01554 403503 -

Dealers for Van Den Hul, Quad, Pro Ac, Art Speakers,

Tsakiridis Valve amps NVO, Audio Music

AMPLIFIERS

ACCUPHASE E30T INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER

ALMARRO 340 MONOBLOCKS

ALMARRO 5012a VALVE INTEGRATED AMP

ARIAND PROB4S MK 1V S.ET INTEGRATED VALVE AMPLIFIER
ART ALDIO CARISSA 845 SINGLE-ENDED POWER AMPLIFIER
ART DIAVOLO 3008 MONOBLOCKS

AUDIELE ILLUSIONS MODULUS 3A PREAMP WITH MM PHONO
AUDIO RESEARCH VT200 MK2 VALVE POWER AMPLIFIER
ALDION SILVER NIGHT 3008 VALVE AMPLIFIER, REMOTE VOLUME
CHORD DSPB000 R PREAMP / SURROUND CONTROLLER
CLASSE CA2100 STERED POWER AMP 100W INTO 8 OHMS
EAR V12 VALVE INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER

EXEMPLAR XP1 VALVE PREAMPLIFIER {USA) LINE

{ GRYPHON CALLISTO 2200 INTEGRATED AMP

ICCN ALIDIC ST 40 MKS KT 28 VALVE INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER
|ICON AUDIO ST B0 MK2 KT 38 VALVE INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER
JADIS JA100 VALVE MONOBLOCK AMPLIFIERS

JADIS JPL PREAMP

KARAN ACOUSTICS KA | 180 MK1 INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER
KRELL FP8 300 POWER AMP, BOXED

KRELL FPB 700CX POWER AMP

KRELL KRC2 PRE-AMPLIFIER WITH KPE PHONOSTAGE
KRELL KRC lll FRE AMPLIFIER

LEAK TL12+ POWER AMPLIFIERS, SERVICED AND WORKING
LFD LE0 PREAMPS FAD POWER AMP

LFD INTEGRATED LE IV SIGNATURE AMPLIFIER (EX DEM)
LUMLEY REFERENCE 120 SIGNATURE VALVE MONOBLOCKS
LUXMARN CLEE VALVE PREAMPLIFIER

LUXMAN L5280 AX, NEW- REDUCED

MUSICAL FIDELITY M&i NEVW, UNUSED

MLISIC FIRST BABY REFERENCE PREAMPLIFIER —NEW

NAIM NAC B2 PREAMPLIFIER (OLIVE) NAPSC PSU

NaIM SUPERCA® (OLIVE) PSU

OPERA CONSONANGE CYBER 10 SIGNATURE ANIIVERSARY
16, &4, 405

JUAD 33 34, A 05, FM2. FM3, Faut

WE PAY CASH & PICK UP FROM ANYWHERE IN THE UK
WE CAN EVEN SEND YOU PACKING MATERIALS

ROGERS E40A VALVE INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER WITH MM PHONO &

ROGUE ATLAS EL34 VALVE AMPLIFIER

STEVENS AND BILLINGTON CONTROL UNIT £1,060¢

UNISON RESEARCH SIMPLY 845 VALVE INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER  £1 750

VIVAAUDHO LINEA XP LINE LEVEL PRE AMP WITH PSU i

VIVAAUDD LITTLE PRECISO 2a3 VALVE INTEGRATED AMP

VIVAAUMO-LITTLE PRECISO 3008 VALVE INTEGRATED AMP

VIVAAUDMD VIERRE 3008 SINGLE ENDED MONCBLOCKS

VIVAVERONA XLBAS SE MONOBLOCKS

WAVAC ATT-5 PASSIVE PRE-AMPLIFIER £3,000

LOUDSPEAKERS

ASCENDO SYSTEMS ZF3 LOUDSPEAKERS

AUDIC ANE AN-E SPX SPEAKERE WITH STANDS

BD SWING 2 HORN SPEAKERS, PAIR

CHARIC ACADEMY MILLENILUM 2 SPEAKERS

MAGNEPLANAR MG 3.6R LOUDSPEARERS

MILLER & KREISEL S5150 MK2 TRIPOLE THX SPEAKERS

REHDEKO RKS0 SPEAKERS

ROKSAN FRE SPEAKERS GLOSS BLACK-EX DISPLAY

QUAD ESL B3 ELECTROSTATIC LOUDSPEAKERS

PAIR VINTAGE TANNOY LSUMZL IN CORNER CABINETS

SONUS FABER AMATI ANNIVERSARIO, EXCELLLENT, EOXED

'EWNSHEND SUF‘ERTWSEE TERS £625
D PLAYER

ACCUPHASE DPS55-V CD PLAYER 1,48

BAT VK D5 VALVE GD PLAYER £1,100

CARY DAC 100T

CAYIN COT17A CD PLAYER - UPGRADED

COPLAND CDABZ3 COPLAYER

MBL 1521 GO TRANSPORT

MERIDIAN GE1DH DVD PLAYER ! FM TUNER £

MICROMEGA CLASSIC DATA TRANSPORT, CLASSIC DIALOG DAC ©

MUSICAL FIDELITY MB 24BIT CD PLAYER

PRIMARE CD30.2 CD PLAYER
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Oasis
Definitely Maybe:
Chasing The Sun Edition

* %k ok Kk
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HOT PICK

3-CD expanded edition Big Brother Recordings

CAN T REALLY be 20 years since the Britpop
wars were considered of sufficient cultural
significance for the spat between Oasis and Blur to
make front-page news in tabloids and broadsheets
alike? Indeed it is, and two decades on the ability
of Oasis and the quarrelsome Gallagher brothers
to court controversy is undimmed; on the
announcement that the group’s 1994 debut album
is to be reissued, former lead singer Liam resorted
to Twitter to urge Oasis fans to boycott the
expanded new edition.

He probably said it just to irk Noel, who has raided
the vaults to augment the original album'’s 11 songs
with another 33 tracks spread across two further
discs, including demos, live recordings and the
rather good stand-alone single Whatever.

History moves at a pace these days and its
judgement has not been particularly kind to Oasis.
While Blur's Damon Albarn has gone on to be

acknowledged as the most inventive and original
British pop auteur since David Bowie, Oasis have
been dismissed as a one-trick pony who recorded
seven more-or-less identical aloums recycling
ideas borrowed from the Beatles with ever-
diminishing returns until they broke up after
another inevitable fight between Noel and Liam in
2009. There's something in the criticism. But if they
only had one trick, their debut reminds us that for a
while at least, the trick was damn near irresistible.
“How can you remaster something that's already
mastered? Don't buy into it. Let it be,” Liam
Gallagher tweeted. In the narrowest sense, he has a
point. The original 52 minute aloum was brilliantly
produced by Owen Morris to create a sonic palette
characterised by a swagger, volume and
aggression that surely requires no further tweaking
- and it will take more acute ears than mine to
detect any significant differences between the ‘old’

and ‘new’ masters on offer here. But then the point
of a 20th anniversary reissue is surely not to sound
radically different, but to evoke nostalgic familiarity.
Listening to Definitely Maybe in 2014 is to
understand why Oasis connected a new
generation to the notion that rock " roll mattered
and could define their lives in a way that few bands
have managed since. From the snarl of the perfect
opener Rock'n'Roll Star and the hedonistic rush of
Live Forever via the classic riff of Cigarettes and
Alcohol to the heart-rending Slide Away and the
sardonic closer Married With Children, there's not
much subtlety. It's triumphalist and bragging as the
best, purest rock N’ roll so often is. The extras are
packed with memorable moments, too, including
previously unheard acoustic versions of Live
Forever and Shakermaker, an early demo of Half
The World Away recorded in Noel's hotel room and

ace b-sides such as Fade Away and Listen Up. NW P>
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THAT'S JUST WRONG.

And so is settling for mediocre sound. Visit a Clarity Alliance retailer
and theyll show you how to feast on audio... the right way.

e all want more from our home
entertainment. Standard TV sound is poor.
Standard bundled headphones are
rubbish. And that flimsy standard speaker cable?
That's really rubbish.

You deserve better - and members of The Clarity
Alliance can help you find the right answers. We're
the only independent retailers who are trained to
industry-agreed standards to give unparalleled
levels of product advice and service. Take your time
and relax in dedicated listening rooms, try a variety
of equipment and music, audition and study each
item, see how it makes you feel. Find the right one
and it's like listening in colour...

WHAT WE OFFER...

M Free geek time, impartial and honest advice
B Transferrable warranty - the freedom to move
M Listen in great demo facilities
W Knowledgeable, enthusiastic staff
W Awful coffee - but we'll always make a cuppa

EAST

Basically Sound
Norwich
basicallysound.co.uk
01362 820 800

Martins Hi-Fi
Norwich
www.martinshifi.co.uk
01603 627 010

LONDON

Adair Acoustic Design
Clerkenwell
adairacoustic
design.co.uk

020 7253 2326

SUPPORTED BY

Bartletts Hi Fi
Islington
www.bartlettshifi.com
020 7607 2148

Billy Vee

Sound Systems
Lewisham
www.billyvee.co.uk
020 8318 5755

Grahams Hi-Fi
City of London
www.grahams.co.uk
020 7226 5500

Oranges & Lemons
Clapham
www.oandlhifi.co.uk
020 7924 2040

Unilet Sound & Vision
New Malden
www.unilet.net

020 8942 9567

MIDLANDS
Nottingham
Hi-Fi Centre
Nottingham
nottinghambhifi
centre.co.uk
0115978 6919

NORTH EAST
Sound Organisation
York
www.soundorg.co.uk
01904 627 108

Fanthorpes

Hull
www.fanthorpes.co.uk
01482 223096

NORTH WEST
Acoustica

Chester
www.acoustica.co.uk
01244 344 227

SOUTH EAST

Home Media
Maidstone
www.thehomeofhifi.com
01622 676 703

Infidelity
Kingston-on-Thames
www.infidelity.co.uk
020 8943 3530

P ) Hi-Fi
Guildford
www.pjhifi.co.uk
01483 504 801

Soundcraft Hi-Fi
Ashford
www.soundcrafthifi.com
01233 624 441

SCOTLAND

Glasgow Audio
Glasgow
www.glasgowaudio.com
0141 332 4707

Holburn Hi-Fi
Aberdeen
www.holburnhifi.co.uk
01224585 713

SOUTH CENTRAL
Overture

Banbury
www.overture.co.uk
01295 272 158

Oxford Audio Consultants
Oxford
www.oxfordaudio.co.uk
01865 790 879

Phase 3
Worthing
www.phase3.co.uk
01903 245577

The Sound Gallery
High Wycombe
www.soundgallery.co.uk
01494 531682
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Goodbye Yellow Brick Road

Expanded deluxe box set four CDs plus DVD
Universal

BY ELTON'S EIGHTH album in 1973 the
costumes and the campery were

getting increasingly outrageous, but the -

larger-than-life showmanship was not
permitted to get in the way of the
burnished songcraft. Goodbye Yellow
Brick Road included some of the most
poignant songs John ever penned with
lyricist Bernie Taupin. Several had a
cinematic theme, evincing the
bittersweet taste of Hollywood fame
led, of course, by Candle In The Wind.

But the sheer diversity of the original
album’s 17 songs is breathtaking.

The remastering sounds crisp and
lends a souped-up roar to potent
rockers such as Saturday Night's Alright
For Fighting.

Also included are a live Christmas
1973, show at Hammersmith Odeon,
a period documentary on DVD, and
demos, out-takes and cover versions
by the likes of Ed Sheeran and Emeli
Sandé, which might appear a little
overblown, but the material is strong

to bear the load. NW

Dr.John
Cris Cris

1.8, 8. 8.8 ¢

Real Gone

MUSIC

Chromeo
White Women

1 8. 8. 8.8

Parlophone

MALCOLM JOHN ‘MAC’ Rebennack (that's Dr
Johnto you and 1) is best known for his funky New
Orleans R&B piano playing. But his 1968 debut was
a more singular affair - a weird, psychedelic take on
voodoo ritual with Cajun overtones and ghostly,
disembodied voices.

The album’s most famous song, | Walk On
Guilded Splinters was later covered by Paul Weller.
Its spooked sound is typical of the album, although
much of the rest is even more outlandish and
mysterious. The original stereo mix - retained here
in allits spectacular exaggeration - adds to the
album's unique and wonderful strangeness. NW

FOR THEIR FOURTH album, the Canadian electro
duo have created a tribute to eighties pop funk
that could show Daft Punk a thing or two. White
Women is packed full of R&B rhythms, fizzing pop
hooks, choppy guitar riffs, rock bombast, bleeping
electronica and a whole lot of fun. The soaring
falsetto harmonies of opener Come Alive are pure
Prince. I'm Jealous' infectious beat counterpoints a
tale of a player's inner feelings, while Beyonce's il
sis Solange pops up for an unshowy cameo on
Lost On The Way Home. This isn't how the eighties
were, but in some, slightly better alternative
universe, it's how they should have been. DO

Father and son come
together for a bit of
west African harping

VINYL

Toumani and Sidiki
Diabate toumani and sidiki

% %k kK

CD World Circuit

THIS IS THE first joint venture by undisputed
master of the west African harp Toumani with his
eldest son and the results are impressive with
young Sidiki (23 actually) clearly a chip off the old
block. It's acoustic kora duels all the way. The
playing is simply stunning, with lightning-fast
glissandos counterpointed by busy, shifting,
chameleon rhythms that drive the pyrotechnics
of each soloist to greater heights.

Sidiki's playing tends to be fierce and fiery where
his dad's is more considered, not so showy, but
perhaps more evocative and nuanced. The blend
is often sensational, with the pair playing to each
other’s strengths to create a masterpiece. DO

Aretha Franklin
Live at Fillmore West

180g vinyl

Speakers Corner/Atlantic

IF YOU'VE EVER
experienced Joe
Cocker's Mad Dogs and
Englishmen you will
have some idea of what
to expect from this 1971
performance by the
queen of soul. Staged
at the quintessential counter culture venue, it
features an all-star cast playing a variety of great
songs some of which would have been
performed by their originators in the same place.
It kicks off with a rendition of Respect that would
have made Otis proud and which introduces the
scale of the ensemble: brass with King Curtis,

keyboards from the inordinately funky Billy
Preston and drums courtesy of latter-day break
beat king Bernard Purdie. Add in backing
vocalists from the first church of hot soul, conga
and Cornell Dupree on guitar and you start to get
the idea. What that doesn't tell you is how much
energy is coming from the audience, they push
Aretha to new heights of intensity. There's only
one Franklin original, Spirit In The Dark, but two
versions, the second with Ray Charles on guest
vocals. Highlights include Love The One You're
With with a far tighter band than CSN and a
highly individual version of Bridige Over Troubled
Water. The sound is thin by the highest standards,
but the soul power is in the top flight. JK
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Led Zeppelin IV Deluxe Edition

Two CDs

AFTER THE FIRST three Led Zep
albums got the expanded two disc
treatment earlier this year, here comes
the behemoth - the second-biggest
selling British album ever, remastered
by Jimmy Page and augmented by a
second disc that includes previously

unheard alternative mixes of each of the |

original aloum'’s eight tracks. The band'’s
fifth album, Houses Of The Holy, is
simultaneously released in a similarly
expanded version. But IV was Zep's

Himalayan peak and by comparison its
follow up barely got above the tree line.

So do the ‘new’ versions of the original -

tracks add anything to what made the
original so memorable? Sadly the
answer is no. Battle Of Evermore and
Going To California sound disarmingly
like the Incredible String Band, while
the main difference in the fabled
‘alternative’ Sunset Sound mix of
Stairway To Heaven is that it simply
sounds muddier. NW

Sarah Jane
Morris
Bloody Rain

288,08

Fallen Angel

MUSIC

Prokofiev
Violin Sonatas;
Five Melodies
Alina Ibragimova
(violin) Steven
Osborne (piano)

1. 8.8, 8.8

CD Hyperion

SINCE TOPPING THE charts back in 1986 with the
Communards on the hit Don't Leave Me This Way,
Morris has sidestepped the mainstream and forged
her own independent path. Her voice is as
expressive as ever, sounding like a British Nina
Simone on a set of protest songs about such
varied subjects as child soldiers, homophobia,
honour killings and political tyranny. Backed by

a brilliant cast that includes jazz saxophonist
Courtney Pine and James Brown's horn man
Pee-Wee Ellis, it packs a dramatic punch, often
uplifting, occasionally harrowing, but always
passionate and challenging. NW

PROKOFIEV'S TWO VIOLIN sonatas have
received a number of fine recordings over the
years, but this new coupling goes straight to

the top of the list. Ibragimova's technique is
remarkable; all the more so, because she plays with
little or no vibrato, yet hits every note absolutely
perfectly in terms of intonation. Like all great artists,
she makes everything sound easy and natural. The
Hyperion recording is superlative, being natural
and unexaggerated, yet crisply focused and very
detailed. You feel you can count the hairs on the
bow, yet somehow the sonic perspective is not
claustrophobic; despite a fairly close balance. JH

FLORILEGIUM SERIES

THE
BAROQUE ERA

With 50 discs to
choose from, there's
enough Baroque
music for everyone

Prokofiev
Symphonies 3and 7
Bournemouth

PROKOFIEV : 2 !
i & Kirill Karabits

1.8.8.8.8 ¢

4137 CD Onyx

THIS IS THE first instalment of a cycle of the 7
Prokofiev symphonies by Karabits and the BSO,
and it augurs well. The neglected third symphony
gets the disc off to an impassioned start, and
highlights the conductor’s care over balancing, and
maintaining clarity, even in quite densely scored
passages. The enigmatic seventh is sensitively
played and Karabits brings out its mix of buoyant
toughness and resigned melancholy. The
recordings sound very open and detailed, with
excellent clarity and plenty of impact. Tonally, the
sound is a little bright/forward, albeit very clean,
though the deep bass could be a bit weightier. JH

Symphony orchestra

TheBaroqueEra

Music by Bach, Handel, Vivaldi, Purcell,
Arne, etc L'Oiseau Lyre Florilegium Series

1. 8.8, 8.8

50 CDs Decca

THE EARLY SEVENTIES witnessed a revolution in
the performance of early music. The aim being to
authentically recreate the original sound of the
period. And, to add that extra slice of authenticity,
the record label itself had to specialise. So in 1974,
Decca resurrected its LOiseau Lyre label, and
launched Florilegium. It would grow into one

of the biggest and best labels for authentic
performances. This is the first of three Florilegium
boxsets, and it's devoted to music of the Baroque
era. The recordings are good and offer a nice
weighty richness and bloom compared to the
lighter thinner sound typical of DG/Archiv. There's
also the original LP sleeves used for each CD. JH

JoniMitchell
Woman of Heart & Mind/
Painting With Words and Music

Blu-ray EAGLE VISION

3 Painting With...is a live
performance in front of a
small audience from 1998

in which Joni is joined by
top-notch musicians and
delivers excellent renditions
- * of post Blues era tracks.
Woman... looks at her life and best-loved
albums, revealing a highly intelligent and
dedicated artist who used emotional turmoil as
the source for her song writing. From Graham
Nash through Charlie Mingus and beyond, hers
has been a diverse and fruitful career, which
makes this highly watchable for both fans and
newcomers alike. JK
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OPINION

Everybody’s changing

In January HMV closed its doors for the very last time on the world's largest music store,
marking the end of era. Lee Dunkley rernembers the greatest flagship store

here are moments that happen along the
pot-holed journey through adolescence, as you
travel between childhood and adulthood, that
somehow manage to stay firmly committed to
memory, marked forever as a significant event or day to
remember. Recalling the images from such events is often
so clear that you can almost taste or feel the air, as your
senses must have moved into hyperdrive to ensure you
captured every detail around you of the momentous
occasion and locked it away in the memory banks forever.

One such occurrence for me was a visit to London’s
Oxford Street during a particularly long summer holiday
— the shopping mecca as it was at the time, and still is
today. 'm pretty sure the purpose of the trip was for
something other than shopping for records, but it’s pretty
much all I can remember about that particular day, and I
am confident it was all I had on my mind as our train
pulled into a grubby St Pancras station — this was the
eighties and a long time before the clean up and
magnificent face lift of what is St Pancras station today.

At the time Oxford Street was a joy to experience with
flagship stores for brands of clothes I'd barely even heard
of, as well as the world’s largest record store at Oxford
Circus. The grandiose shop was opened in 1986 by Bob
Geldolf — not yet Sir back then — and occupied more than

60,000 sq ft over
The closure of three floors. It was
’ huge and very easy
HMV's IargeSt to lose a day flicking
storemarksasad  mrough the racks
day formusicfans andracksofviny

albums and 12in
singles from bands and artists whose names I hadn’t yet
heard of — musical variety clearly didn’t stretch quite as

far as I reckoned in the record stores that I was used to
visiting in Kettering, and tastes are obviously very different
in Northamptonshire to the more eclectic ones found in
London. Who knew there was so much unheard of music
out there? So much to see, to hear, to discover!

The store covered everything related to music. Literally
everything. Specialist music departments for classical and
jazz had their own soundproofed and air conditioned
environments, creating an oasis of calm conducive to the
genre and an air of sophistication away from the buzz and
frenetic energy of the rest of the mostly open-plan store.
These were also the coolest parts — in terms of temperature
at least — of the store to hang out in, which was hotter
than hell at times thanks to an ineffective air conditioning
system for a building of its size that seemed unable to cope
with a moderately sunny day and the large volume of

people coming
through the
permanently open
doors. I'm sure that
shoppers must have
generated their own
heat as they excitedly
made their way
around the store.
Despite the
overheating and the
bustling crowds of
one of the busiest
stores on Oxford
Street, the world and
his wife seemingly
wanted to visit the
biggest music store on

War Horse
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the planet. I remember being fascinated by the number of  Sadly Lee will
different languages or accents I heard while wondering have to make

] ] 3 . do with smaller
around, it was truly a melting pot for music-buying fans HMV stores
from all over the world. As well as the heat generated by fromnowon

the overwhelming number of punters it was also one of
the places where the hottest young thing of the day would
put in an appearance and perform a couple of songs —
mimed, of course — or spend an hour on a book signing
promo. Fans would gather and the store seemed as though
it would burst at the seams at any moment.

Days of our lives

In just 30 short years our purchasing habits have changed
unrecognisably — you only need to take a look at any UK
high street to see the evidence of that — but the closure of
HMV’s largest record store, on what could be argued is the
greatest shopping street in the world, marks the end of an
era and a sad day for the thousands of music fans that
have journeyed with the purpose of losing themselves in
the store, travelling between floors on the escalators.

I read that the former HMV building is being turned into
a Sports Direct. I doubt whether that will attract the same
kind of enthusiastic shopper as the store previously located
in that building, or indeed that it will still be a Sports
Direct store 30 years from now.

I know it’s not all bad news for the high street, that
independent record stores are returning and people are
still buying vinyl. HMV has 140 stores remaining, which is
50 percent of the original number in 2013. There will still
be an HMV on Oxford Street, but smaller and back at its
original historic location. This site has a special story all
of its own @

LEE DUNKLEY
Hi-Fi Choice editor

YEARBOOK 2014 HifiChoice

Picture courtesy of Tupungato/Shutterstock

139



Mission control

=

It's time to turn back the clocks and remember the huge mark that Mission’s
superb Cyrus One and Two integrateds made on Britain's amplifier market

aunched in 1977, Mission

fast became a successful

loudspeaker manufacturer

with bold, innovative
designs like the 770, but the company
didn’t take long to get into electronics
and the 776/777 preamplifier/power
amplifier combination was equally
radical. It had a DC battery-powered
preamp stage and a striking-looking
power amplifier with an iron fascia
into which the Mission logo was cast.
It was an amazing flagship product,
but the company needed something
more mass market, and the 778
integrated was born.

This sported an equally imaginative,
but rather less flamboyant half-width
look, said to have been inspired by
the first Sony PCM-F1 video recorder.
Its fascia was the epitome of
modernist minimalism, using just
three identically sized control knobs
for volume, input source and record
source respectively. The latter feature
was novel at the time, and handy in
an age when home tape recording
was popular. Apart from a headphone
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socket on the side, a good MM/MC
phono stage inside and a power
button to the right of the fascia, that
was your lot in terms of frills. Its
all-discrete transistor design gave a
clean-sounding 50W RMS per channel.
From the 778 came the Cyrus One.
Launched in 1984, it shared the same
dimensions and much of the chassis,
but with a few detail changes. The
inhouse styling was virtually identical,

but this new cheaper integrated had

a top case made from a NASA-

developed plastic called Nyrol. It

was the first Mission product not to

have a number, instead being named

after the Persian king Cyrus the Great.
“Initially we wanted to build

affordable amps, tuned to bring

the extended hi-fi benefits of more

expensive kit,” remembers Cyrus’
technical director Peter Bartlett. “I
can recall demonstrating the Cyrus
One against amps costing 10 times
as much, and wiping the floor with
them. This was one of a small number
of hi-fi products that truly changed
the game at the time. Commerecially,
Cyrus amps where intended to make
a fabulous sound with Mission
speakers for students on a budget.”

The chosen One

The 30W RMS per channel Cyrus One
proved an overnight sensation. It
offered much of what the far more
expensive 778 had done, including
its superb styling (sadly it lacked its
moving coil phono preamplifier),
but cost just £130 on launch. In
1984, this was a direct rival to
NAD'’s contender at the time, the
3130, which felt cheaper and more
plasticky, and also had far more
prosaic styling. Champagne corks
were popping at Mission then, until
the orders got ever higher and the
company began to struggle to fulfil



them. ‘After the first year we realised
that we had to reconsider our
manufacturing processes,” says
Bartlett, “as demand totally
outstripped our manufacturing
capabilities of the time. We duly
attempted to make them in the Far
East but sonic consistency was an
issue, so instead we made the
decision to build a state-of-the-art
factory in Huntingdon.”

It wasn’t surprising that the Cyrus
One sold so well. Compared with its
rivals it seemed like budget esoterica,
rather than the Creek CAS4040s of
this world which — although very
worthy sonically — were hardly the
stuff of high-end hi-fi dreams. Even if
it didn’t sound impossibly exotic, the
One certainly looked it. It was also
great fun to listen to; although limited
in outright power and a little light in
the bass, it had a bright and bubbly
sound that really suited the warm
vinyl front ends of the day, and the
slightly soft and fuzzy sounding
speakers. Its phono stage was
excellent, providing a fast, detailed
and engaging sound. With CD players
of the day, it was a little stark and in
your face, but modern silver-disc
spinners and DACs suit it better now.

By 1985, the company was making
hundreds of amplifiers a month, as
well as selling a deservedly popular
range of loudspeakers. When the
production side stabilised, Mission’s
next act was to launch the Cyrus Two.
Selling for £250, it shared its sibling’s
dinky size, but was a considerably
reworked design inside. Power went
up to 50W RMS per side with double
the current-driving capability, a
moving coil phono input was
reinstated and the disc stage was
tweaked with 11dB improvement to
its signal-to-noise ratio. Like the Cyrus
One, internal construction comprised
a single printed circuit board and
large toroidal mains transformer. Fast
complementary power transistors
were run in Class AB mode giving
direct coupled output. Rear
connections continued as upward-
facing RCA phono sockets — great
for access, but a real dust trap!

Most interesting about the Mission
Cyrus Two, though, was its socket for
the £200 external add-on PSX power
supply: This considerably improved
the amplifier’s sound, bringing a
much greater sense of ease, depth
and smoothness to an already clean
and musical performer. The stock
Cyrus Two was something of a fast
and furious listen, like its older
brother, but on steroids, whereas the

addition of the PSX really smoothed it
out and gave it a far more high-end
sound, like a larger pre-power
amplifier combination. The Cyrus
Two/PSX sounded more grippy,
bolder and had stronger bass —
making it particularly suited to

the new era of inefficient eighties
loudspeakers like Celestion’s
notorious SL6. These would make
mincemeat of a Cyrus One and made
a Two struggle, but the PSX really did
upgrade its capabilities enough to
countenance far harder loads than
Mission’s own loudspeakers.

The glory days
For a short period in the mid eighties,
Mission could do no wrong. Peter
Bartlett recalls: “People were amazed
by the ability of this diminutive little
amp. The Hi-Fi Choice year book had
NAD, Pioneer and other amps listed,
but the Cyrus amps dominated. I
knew of retailers at the time who took
deposits against deliveries in three
months! Mission became the most
attractive agency to stock and,
although we had every retailer
scheduling six months in advance,
we still could not keep up with
demand. The glory days of hi-fi
By the end of the decade, Mission
began to tweak its baby amplifiers.
Both kept their special 70MHz output
devices, but internal components
“evolved”, as Peter Bartlett puts it.
The company went through every
element of the circuit design to
squeeze the best out of it, without
radically redesigning what was
basically an excellent product.
“The Cyrus One and Two models
incrementally got better and better,”
says Bartlett. In 1986 the amplifiers
appeared with a backlit Cyrus logo
instead of an LED indicator, along
with the use of a metal case. The big
moment was in 1990, when the case
was heavily redesigned; rather like

17

M= a5,
ARy

TERA Lice: S,
% S i
n i

An original
service manual
for the Cyrus One
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MISSION IMPOSSIBLE

The Cyrus brand of today is an offshoot

of Mission, but both companies have
undergone countless changes since the
latter launched in the mid-seventies. Farad
and Henry Azima's company was a great
British success story, but there was no
shortage of superstition on their part
according to ex-MD Peter Bartlett; they
believed odd numbers were lucky, which

is why ‘Mission Cyrus' had seven and five
letters respectively! Loudspeakers proved
an early success in the seventies, then the
Mission Cyrus amplifiers set showrooms
alight in the eighties. So much so thatin the
nineties, Mission began acquiringits rivals.
The company's research and development
department grew as Quad, Wharfedale,
Roksan and other brands were purchased.
The team included many specialists
working first on the then-new FEI
technologies and later in NXT Distributed
Mode loudspeakers. In 1996 NXT was set
up as a standalone company that was later
floated at £1.2 billion; understandably this
dominated the group and it duly sold its
‘non-core’ audio businesses. This saw
Roksan, Quad and Mission being unloaded
between 2001and 2003, and Peter Bartlett
buying Cyrus in 2005. He sold most of his
stake last year and is now technical director.

each new generation Porsche 911, it
looked very similar to the old one, but
was better in many ways. Both One
and Two models went to superior
diecast aluminium cases, with revised
fascias sporting a new, non-backlit
Cyrus logo with no mention of
Mission to be seen. They also had a
flip-up power switch and tiny round
LED pilot lamp, plus a dual-ganged
volume/balance control and
switchable muting.

In 1991, the world said goodbye to
the classic Cyrus One and Cyrus Two,
and with it the Mission name on
electronics altogether. The Cyrus 3
arrived and evolved the design
language of its predecessors; arguably
it was the purest-looking product
since the 778 and a thing of beauty
with its slightly softened, less angular
case with beautiful detailing. The
amp benefited from several high-end
audio engineering concepts such as
the non-ferrous magnesium metal
chassis, and it also had a remote
control, which was becoming
essential on any mid-price amplifier.
Selling for £499, it was considerably
more expensive than the (then) £399
Cyrus Two, and sounded quite
different with a more sophisticated,
grown-up nature. The simple,
affordable magic of the original
Mission Cyrus amplifiers was gone,
but lives on in many satisfied
customers’ listening rooms; even to
this day it’s a fine sounding bit of kit.
Given that Cyrus continues to service
them, bargain hunters looking for a
classic amp could do a lot worse @
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OPINION

The future’'s bright

Futurologist David Price looks into his crystal ball and predicts that 10 years from now
it won't all be about manned spaceflights to Mars or the latest Apple iDevices!

hen I was a child back in the seventies, I
obsessed on ‘the year two thousand’, seeing it
as an emblematic turning point, after which
we’d all be living in ‘the future’. At the time, it
felt like there was an Apollo space mission launching every
month, and we all shared a sense of wonderment and
hope that the onward march of technology would turn
all our lives into something we’d never imagined before.

The arrival on TV in 1974 of Gerry Anderson’s Space
1999 only confirmed this — by the end of the twentieth
century we’d have bases on the moon with all nations
working for the good of humankind. And the delivery
mechanism would be technology — computers would hold
the key, along with orange boiler suits and facial hair!

It's now 40 years on, and where are we now? The fact
that I got excited recently by China landing an unmanned
probe on the moon shows the gap between my youthful
dreams of the future, and present-day reality. This saddens
the eight-year old schoolboy in me; I grew up during the
Space Race and feel cheated that it was never fully run. Or
was it — perhaps it took place in inner space, not outer?

If we want to look at where our development has gone,
we should look at things closer to home, like the computer
I am writing these words on. While the schoolboy in me is
still gutted we’re not flying Eagle Transporters and zapping

aliens, maybe

Computing poOwer e should be

will transform the ;\“arf:ﬁf;gl;ggryo
future more than i e provide
any mission to Mars computing power

in excess of every
NASA computer in the Kennedy Space Center in 1969. The
amazing integration of electronic circuitry is surely no less
impressive than those grandiose engineering projects like
putting men on the moon?

This sort of computing power is now on sale for pennies.
For example, the new £30 Datawind tablet was originally
developed for third-world countries, but still sports a
1GHz processor when the faster computers on sale in the
seventies were a paltry 1MHz. In a way, this is as profound
as moon bases, yet somehow harder to fathom. Cheap,
powerful hardware means we can do practically anything
with software. For example, the Datawind can be
purposed for playing or controlling music with a level
of sophistication unimaginable just a decade ago.

This dramatic ramping up of our computing power will
transform the next 10 years more than any mission to
Mars. Nowadays, new ‘things’ don’t come about from the
endeavours of multinationals, like they used to. In the old

days, Sony or Philips
would send its men in
white coats off to a
research facility, only
to appear blinking
into the sunlight a few
years later with the
way we’d all be
listening to music

in the future. But
software doesn’t
require such actions
any more and this

is surely one of the
most important
developments of the
new century.

Now, music is suddenly disappearing into the ether —it’s The future DP
either on a virtual cloud or on your hard drive under the dreamt of hasn't
. . . happened, butin

stairs, flying around your home network. And in 10 years many waysit’s

expect virtually all your physical media — from music to been bettered

movies to magazines — to have disappeared into
cyberspace, yet be instantly accessible from any number of
gadgets yet to be invented. The term ‘smart home’ is used
too often by property developers, futurologists and people
with fashionable glasses, but in a few years it will gain
traction as people want everything from their TV to their
bath and fridge controlled by their iPad. That fifties
American dream of full automation is becoming a reality.

Back to the future

Of course, this is going to have an effect on the way we
listen to music too — indeed for many people it will mean
the end of what we call ‘hi-fi". There’s no separate section
of a MacBook Pro to exclusively deal with music, so why
should your house’s central computer have one? Rather,
every form of media — from television and video phones to
computer games and music — will begin to arrive via the
same route. If people want separate hi-fi, then it will have
to be fully compliant and controllable by one of the house
control protocols we haven’t invented yet!

There’s a crumb of comfort for us old-fashioned,
living-in-the-past types. With so many of our boxes having
migrated to a small single control centre under the stairs,
there will be more room for old-fashioned books and LPs.
Some people will never give up on physical media, and
indeed it may well become more special and coveted.
Who’d have thought that in 2024, maybe the only things
on display in your living room will be a big stack of vinyl?
Maybe the future is bright, after all! ®

DAVID PRICE
Hi-Fi Choice writer
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Scale model

With its LS3/5A monitor, the BBC attempted to offer a grown-up
sound from a small loudspeaker, it's time to listen with Auntie...

here is plenty of fine
classic hi-fi, and many
excellent products that
have stood the test of time.
But the BBC ‘monitoring loudspeaker
type LS3/5A goes beyond this and
has become the stuff of legend. What
was revolutionary about it was its
performance relative to its physical
dimensions. Before its arrival, all
small speakers were regarded as
sonically inferior to larger ones. There
was no sense that a diminutive design
could in some ways better a big one.

“It’s a loudspeaker that gives the
impression of having a lot more bass
than it actually has,” says Spendor’s
Philip Swift. “Nobody put so much
effort into compact, low coloration
loudspeaker than the BBC.”

The story starts back in the early
seventies, when our national
broadcaster decided it required
a compact speaker for its outside
broadcast vans. This prompted the

e

-—
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commencement of work in the
corporation’s Research Department,
under the stewardship of HD
(Dudley) Harwood at Kingswood
Warren. A team led by TE
Sommerville and DE Shorter had
been undertaking research into
acoustic scaling, and came up with a
quarter-scale monitor. The legend
goes that it was thought to have good
performance down to 100Hz, despite
only having been designed to reach
400Hz, for speech-related purposes.
The team found it worked well with
music material, especially when wall
mounted. It was dubbed the LS3/5,
and found its way into mobile TV
control rooms for producers to
monitor mixing desk output.

Shortly before the BBC was about
to issue licences to a number of
companies — as well as the BBC’s
own Equipment Department — to

. . . . Alegendin
manufacture it, the drive unit supplier  the making:
changed some characteristics of the theLS3/5A

mid/bass driver, and the speaker was
carefully reworked. When this was
finally done, it was renamed LS3/5A
and commercial production licences
were finally granted to a number of
British loudspeaker companies.

This two-way infinite baffle design
uses a specially selected KEF B110
Bextrene mid/bass driver and T27
SP1032 19mm mylar dome tweeter.
The latter is fitted with a perforated
metal grille, which BBC engineers
said, “has a small effect on the
frequency response, which is wholly
beneficial as it raises the output
somewhat at high frequencies”. Thick
strips of felt surrounded the tweeter
to reduce secondary waves reflected
by the cabinet edges.

Box of delights
The box itself is extremely carefully
constructed and damped. The cabinet
walls are 12mm birch plywood,
braced on every joint with beech
wood battens. Lots of work went into
its design, to the point that different
types of hardwoods were auditioned
for the bracing. For example, one
seventies report states that BBC
engineers found Pirana Pine to have
clearly audible colouration due to
it resonating with the bass driver
chassis, and so was rejected. The
cabinet walls received a layer of
Bostik sound deadening panelling,
and a layer of 16mm anechoic-grade
foam went on the sides, along with
two layers of deadening pads and a
25mm layer of foam. The result was a
heavy, highly acoustically inert box.
The crossover was unusually
complex for a small speaker, using 26
elements. One of the reasons for this
was that it was designed to work
optimally with a wide variety of drive
unit samples. In the event of a
tweeter blowing, the service engineer
would measure the replacement
unit and select the appropriate tap
position on the autotransformer to
give optimal frequency response. The
crossover itself is mounted behind the
tweeter and damped by a thick felt



pad to prevent resonance. “It was this
elaborate crossover network, done
very carefully and very skillfully, that
gave a much better sounding speaker”
says Philip Swift.

Construction techniques varied from
manufacturer to manufacturer, with
Audiomaster pulling each crossover
component tight onto the board to
prevent resonance, while Rogers used
the long legs of the components to
keep them away from the board. Even
the grille cloth was carefully specified
to be in contact with the felt stripes
around the tweeter or there would be
a frequency response anomaly.

The BBC'’s Equipment Department
manufactured small numbers for
reference purposes, to maintain
quality control with outside suppliers.
Legend has it that each licensee
would keep a BBC-built pair of
speakers to use as a production
reference; an official production
test schedule required these to be
compared to the licensee’s production
run speaker using high-quality tape

recordings of a variety of programme
material. Quality control was
rigorous, with lots of companies that
applied for licences being rejected.

As it transpired, the first two
manufacturers were Rogers and
Chartwell, then Harbeth (the
company formed by Dudley Harwood
on leaving the Beeb) and Spendor
(formed by Spencer Hughes, chief
engineer of the BBC’s acoustic scaling
speaker project) followed. Then other
licensees including Audiomaster
(whose designer Robin Marshall later
founded Epos) and RAM, Goodmans
and KEE More recently, others such as
Stirling Broadcast have embarked on
LS3/5A production. The first LS3/5A
bore the Rogers brand, was released
in 1975 and is now a collector’s item.

Some believe Rogers made the best
versions, because the company was
first to market. It’s certainly true
that there were minor component
variations — Rogers bought in its
chokes and Chartwell wound its
own. For a good part of the seventies,
Rogers and Chartwell Electro Acoustic
Ltd were both owned by Swisstone
Electronics, and the speakers were
reportedly made on the same line. In
truth, the LS3/5A was very closely

LS3/5A VARIANTS

Inthe late seventies, Jim Rogers produced
the JR149, using the same drivers as the
LS3/5A ina cylindrical aluminium housing.
Aside from looking radical, the round
enclosure is more rigid and holds fewer
standing waves, making for a better sound.
As akey manufacturer of the speaker,
Spendor has also done several revisions,
such as the S3/5se. The original seventies
Spendor SA1was adirectrival and the
company’s brand new D1is its spiritual
successor, says Philip Swift. In the nineties,
Harbeth re-engineered the speaker to
produce the HL-P3ES, which sounds
similar, but is again a better all rounder.

The LS3/5A itself got just two major
changes over the course of its long life, the
firstbeing when it became 11ohms instead
of 15, and the second when it was made
bi-wirable. Aficionados have strong views
about the relative merits of both. Rogers’
matching stand/subwoofer - the AB1-came
along in 1995 and transformed the baby box
into afar more usable loudspeaker. More
recently, however, the little speaker has
beenresurrected by Stirling Broadcast
which has been granted a licence to make
the LS3/5A V2. This uses Stirling’s own
drivers, as KEF's are no longer available, but
is said to retain the authentic BBC sound.

specified and highly toleranced, so
there will be a very high degree of
uniformity across the manufacturers,
with some brands lying slightly above
the average, and others below.

In 1988 the little box got the first of
two updates, with the mid/bass unit
getting a more lossy vinyl material in
its surround. The crossover was also
tweaked to bring the frequency
response a little closer to the original
target, and also to make the speaker
fractionally easier to drive. The
speaker was no longer specified at
150hms — quoted impedance became
nominally 11. Subsequently bi-wiring
was introduced, bringing the LS3/5A
into the modern era.

Some think the LS3/5A to have a
sublime and unique sound that has
never been bettered, others believe
it to be an outdated anachronism,
limited by its ancient drive units with
their low-tech cone materials. What’s
certainly agreed is that the 83dB
sensitivity of the speaker makes it
essential to use a powerful solid-state
amplifier — around 50W RMS per
channel at the very least. The
LS3/5As also work best on frame
stands — such as those made for the
Linn Kan — very close to a rear wall.

Properly set up and with good
partnering equipment, LS3/5As
sound very smooth and well
balanced, almost euphonic. There’s a
dramatic lack of boxiness to them that
lets you listen right into the sound.
However, they have a very small scale
by the standards of most speakers,

An early advert
for the LS3/5A
from Chartwell
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and there’s a sense you're peering
through a compact looking glass. Bass
is surprisingly enjoyable for a speaker
that almost has none, being tight and
clearly delineated. The midband is
most pleasing in its clarity and
neutrality, and the treble is smooth
and delicate, but not very extended.

The LS3/5A seems happiest with
light acoustic and small scale
classical, where its fine tone and
subtlety can shine through. Put some
crunching heavy metal on and you’ll
feel let down by the lack of bass
extension, slightly compressed
dynamics (especially at higher
volumes) and a rather unatmospheric
high treble. Its problem is that it just
can't shift air like big speakers, and
goes to pieces if asked to.

Endofanera

Ultimately, the LS3/5A's problem was
that it had had its day fairly early into
its life. Spendor still has original
documents from the company’s
founder Spencer Hughes — who was
involved with the original design —
saying that, “the advent of pop music
will lead to a requirement for
speakers that can take more power”.
So, best think of this as a specialised
product that does a few things well
and others not quite so adeptly:.

Up to 1988, over 60,000 pairs were
made, and after a period of inactivity,
it is back in production again via
Stirling Broadcast. Expect to pay
between £500 and £1,200 depending
on age, type and condition; £800
should get you a very nice, usable
pair which if looked after is unlikely
to ever depreciate ®
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DALl

IN ADMIRATION OF MUSIC

PURE, AUTHENTIC SOUND REPRODUCTION
- delivered by the brand new DALI RUBICON series

Producing a wonderfully wide dynamic range and imaging so real, you’ll believe that you are right in the middle of the action.

The RUBICON LCR is a wall-mounted speaker in a class of its own and features DALI’s hybrid tweeter module and wood-fibre cones.
The LCR boasts an ingenious bass port configuration built into the back panel that uses the wall to extend its acoustic properties -
this delivers an unrivalled bass response and eliminates the need to add a subwoofer to your two-channel system.

For more information on the new RUBICON series: www.dali-rubicon.com
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Jumping the shark

As the Sex Pistols asked, ever get the feeling you've been cheated? A rethink is required
for Record Store Day to restore its reputation, says Simon Berkovitch

oons queuing outside shops overnight.
Glow-in-the-dark Ghostbusters and pathetic
picture discs. Skiploads of hardly super-
limited, mega-expensive, “classic” heavy vinyl
reissue yawnathons. Ebay ghouls. Pressing plants
prioritising the demands of majors at the expense of
independents. These are a few of my least favourite things
about this year’s Record Store Day, so can we just say it?
Record Store Day has well and truly jumped the shark.

There’s an episode of Happy Days in which the Fonz
jumps over a shark on water-skis. How tragic. How
gimmicky. How desperate. According to the bible of
Wikipedia, “the usage of jump the shark’ has subsequently
broadened beyond TV, indicating the moment when a
brand’s evolution declines.” Can you hear John Williams’
theme from Jaws playing as a v-shaped wave looms in the
direction of Record Store Day and its undignified scramble
for unessential, unappealing vinyl detritus?

I wish that Bill Hicks were still with us. The legendary
US comedian had a few things to say about a meeting
between Vanilla Ice and Satan, so I'm sure that he’d have a
few restrained, tasteful comments to make on the subject
of One Direction and Katy Perry hawking their wares for a
so-called celebration of independents.

We've drifted
Your local record apart, Record Store
shop needs your DEZENT TR
good when it
support the other started. A vinyl-mad

friend was living in
the US at the time
and fired my enthusiasm via reports of great indie stores
and even greater limited edition releases. Just a couple of
years later, the money-sniffers are mobilised. As soon as
The Man’s vampires sink their fangs in, it's commoditised
quicker than you can say Simon Cowell. On seeing 2014’s
releases, my friend was very vocal about how he wouldn’t
be touching RSD with a bargepole this year.

Where was the quality control? When the fetishised,
conglomerate-endorsed limited edition is more important
than the music itself, something’s definitely up. Do One
Direction fans own turntables? The fact that their RSD
offering was a picture disc — not exactly known for its
audiophile chops — speaks volumes. It also irked me that it
grabbed most of the headlines. There’s so much better stuff
out there, kids! It's like McDonald’s headlining food week
while Ferran Adria sits at home chopping the onions. Well,
it’s something that Richer Sounds was a partner for Record
Store Day — a decent port of call for someone buying a first
turntable, at least.

364 days of the year

This year’s Record Store Day
was the busiest ever. Soho’s
Berwick Street was a mass
of music fans. So where are
these people the rest of the
year, as shops outside of
London are increasingly in
the crosshairs of giants like
Amazon? They can’t all just be
trying to scoop up the most
desirable limited editions on
RSD, rubbing their hands in
anticipation of a pretty penny
on ebay, can they?

There’s more than one shark
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infesting these waters, that’s
now clear. Just ask Paul Weller and Mark E Smith.

Weller’s super-limited RSD release was the most
controversial. Record Store Day UK investigated the
activities of North West-based independent retailer
Townsend Records following complaints about online sales
of Brand New Toy — a record that eluded most of Weller’s
fans. The investigation “discovered irregularities in the
management of an ebay account linked to the store”. So
much for sticking to RSD’s Code of Conduct — and not
exploiting your customers.

At least Townsend Records won’t be doing it again: it has
been informed that it will not be permitted to participate
in 2015’s RSD. Disillusioned, Weller himself will not be
taking part in subsequent Record Store Day events.

Similarly, The Fall’s release, White Lightning on Secret
Records, was “a release that we were not involved with in
any way, without asking us or telling us about it”, The
Fall’s statement on the group’s unofficial website reads.
Yes, Record Store Day’s clearly all about the music, man —
and not at all about fleecing groups’ loyal fanbases.

Despite ebay touts, grim multinationals, duff releases
and fraud, I'm still behind the bricks and mortar record
shop. Forget RSD: your local record shop needs your
support the other 364 days of the year.

Reasons to be cheerful

Record Store Day has lost its way. That said, Truck Store’s
event got it absolutely spot on and kept the flag of
independence flying in Oxford. It was fun, frantic and —
most importantly — it plugged back into the community
from which it had sprung. Whether Record Store Day’s
organisers can pull off a similar trick for 2015 and get
back in touch with what made the event worth backing
in the first place remains to be seen @

Is this really what
supporting
independent
record stores
isabout?

SIMON
BERKOVITCH
Hi-Fi Choice writer
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Sci-fi choice

Step back in time with us as we remmember ADC’s 1700, a turntable
from the time of quartz crystals, space exploration and Star Wars...

aunched in November

1979, the ADC 1700

turntable arrived blinking

in the bright sunlight of a
brave new technological world where
computers, space exploration and
science-fiction all seemed to meld into
one glorious vision of the future. It
was bold, brilliant and fresh — at a
stroke, the beige-ness of the seventies
was banished. In a world of Star
Wars, Kraftwerk’s Computer World
and Blake’s Seven, this new turntable
looked as bang up-to-date then as the
latest Apple gadget does now.

This expensive (£140) and large
(470 x 382 x 153mm) machine was a
quartz-locked, direct drive design. At
the time the ‘belt drive versus direct
drive’ war was raging hardest. Direct
drive technology was getting cheaper,
better and beginning to displace ever
more belt drive decks. Direct drive
meant that the motor was mounted
right at the centre of, and around the
underside of the platter, the spindle
and bearing housing and the motor
effectively acting as one. Whereas
traditionally you had a rubber belt
transferring the drive from a separate
motor on belt drive decks, on a direct
drive model the platter was directly
attached to the motor itself.
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This meant there was no need to
change a belt, and that overall
performance wasn’t affected as
the belt deteriorated. But more
significantly, any rubber belt
decouples the motor’s torque from
the platter, and is less well able to
respond to minute speed variations
from dynamic wow, whereas direct
drive didn’t suffer this. Adding a
quartz crystal reference to the servo
system gave the direct drive motor an

absolute speed reference on which to
lock, and this made for even better
speed stability, better than any belt
drive system could hope for. To wit,
the ultimate deck that mainstream
turntable buyers around the world
aspired to was a quartz-locked direct
one — and so the words ‘Quartz Speed
Control’ were duly inscribed on the
ADC’s plinth in clear white type like
a badge of honour!

At the time of launch, Audio
Dynamics Corporation was a division

of British turntable company BSR Ltd,
based in Warley in the West Midlands.
The ADC brand itself was originally
American, formed by Peter Prichard
in New Milford, Connecticut in the
early sixties. The company was
responsible for some innovative
cartridges using induced magnets. It
also did some rather interesting low
mass tonearms — the LMF-2 and 1
using carbon-fibre armtubes, and the
ALT-1 being a cost-cut aluminium
tubed variant. They ranged in price
from £44 to £70, which wasn’t cheap
at the time.

ADC was a good brand, then — and
an excellent badge for BSR to attach
to its new range of mid-priced
turntables. The ADC 1700 topped this
new premium range of decks, with
quartz-locked direct drive motor and
semi-automatic operation. The ADC
1600 was the same, but lost the
switchable quartz-lock, and the ADC
1500 went to belt drive, manual
operation with a cheaper stainless
steel tubed, S-shaped tonearm. All
came with ADC cartridges bundled
as standard, adding substantially to
the value of the package.

All the new ADC decks sported
a satin-black painted, injection
moulded ABS plinth that had



damping foam squirted inside. The
result, however, was a plinth that was
neither as rigid or as inert as ADC
claimed, even if it was better than
many competitors. The deck got some
very decent isolating feet, closely
resembling Micro Seiki Microsorbers,
although they were neither as good
or as expensive. This made for a
relatively cheap-to-produce but
sophisticated looking plinth, which
did a reasonable job of isolating the
record from the outside world. In
truth, you still needed to place it well
away from your loudspeakers, and
take the horribly resonant green
tinted dustcover off for best results.

Platter of fact
The platter is a 302mm, 1kg disc of
aluminium that is dynamically
balanced, and features strobe indents
at the bottom. ADC made a big deal
of using an LED linked to the quartz
lock circuit, as opposed to neon. Its
sharp, square wave pulses of light
were obviously something worth
getting excited about! The quartz lock
system itself, running at 5.8MHz, was
switchable so the speed could be
varied by as much as 6 percent by any
budding punk rockers or disco divas
of the day. The platter is topped off by
a great looking, ‘podule-effect’ rubber
mat, but it is of poor quality, and can
easily be upgraded with the likes of
an Origin Live Platter Mat (£40).
“Only an atomic clock is more
accurate”, said ADC in its advertising
copy — and to its credit the system still
works perfectly on our sample 35
years on. The company claimed
0.03% WRMS wow and flutter,
an excellent figure, with a very
respectable -70dB (DIN B) of rumble.
One of the major selling points of
the 1700 was its tonearm. ADC was a
bit coy about what it exactly was, but
suffice to say it has the same open
cradle suspension, micron-polished,
ball race lateral instrument bearings
and lead out wires as the respected
LMF series, but with a black anodised
aluminium arm tube and a slightly
different decoupled counterweight
design. This, allied to its carbon-fibre
headshell, would lead one to suspect
that it is ADC’s LMF-1 arm by any
other name. Whatever, the arm is
unexpectedly decent, notwithstanding
the fact that it was purpose-designed
for ADC cartridges, which by this era
were relatively high compliance
affairs that needed low mass arms.
In 1979, low mass’ was all the rage,
but now it’s harder to find high
compliance cartridges.

The ADC 1700 came with a £60
XLM MK III cartridge, with tapered
aluminium cantilever and nude
elliptical stylus tip that tracked
between 0.75 and 1.5g. Very low
tracking weights were desirable back
then, because it was thought it would
cause less record wear. Ironically,
people began to realise that low mass
cartridges mistracking slightly at
0.75g caused much more wear than
standard medium to high mass ones
ploughing the record groove securely
at 2g! If you're serious about using an
ADC arm, either separately or in the
1600 or 1700, and can’t find a decent
specimen of an ADC cartridge, then
an Ortofon OM10 (£30) is your best
bet. These date back to this era of
ultra low mass and are still on sale
New Now.

Even with a fresh OM10, don’t
expect the ADC to slay modern
turntables, it certainly doesn’t do that.
But it does have a clean, easy and
smooth sound that makes listening to
music an enjoyable experience. The
bass has a speed and solidity that
many belt drive designs of then
and now lack, and the midband is
decently open and detailed. Treble
is smooth and crisp, and the overall
effect is of a musically engaging
turntable that breezes through your
LPs. Considering you can pick up an
ADC 1700 for under £100, that’s a lot
of sound per pound!

The trick is to site it right. This goes
for other non-suspended subchassis
decks that lack the sheer physical
mass to soak up airborne or ground-
borne vibrations — you need to keep
them away from these as much as
possible, ideally on a good wall shelf.
This done, you begin to reap the
benefits. Direct drives always sound

punchy and engaging, and the ADC is ge':ﬁ:; t:;:t':m
no different. Its tonearm is a little soft  the ADC 1700
sounding, seemingly thinning out the =~ was its tonearm
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THE PLASTIC AGE

The ADC 1700 was the flagship turntable
from British company BSR, an organisation
struggling to keep its market share having
suffered a serious sales assault from
Japanese manufacturers like Pioneer and
Kenwood earlier onin the seventies. Atthe
beginning of that decade, BSR and Garrard
reigned supreme making relatively crude
idler drive turntable chassis that were fitted
into everything from music centres to
portable record players. Several years later
though, both companies were on the back
foot, reeling from the Japanese invasion.

Using the ADC brand - which had
considerably higher kudos than BSR -was a
greatidea, and the company tried hard to
make amodern looking, technology-packed
turntable that ticked all the marketing boxes.
The 1700 had semi-automatic operation,
marking it out as a non-specialist design, and
direct drive with quartzlock too. The low
mass arm was a feature that was regarded as
de rigeur in the vinyl world. Sadly, the ADC
1500, 1600 and 1700 arrived a year or two
too late. People were beginning to take a real
interest in compact cassette as a sound
source and compact disc was already
starting to be talked about. Quite afew ADC
decks were sold, but were soon forgotten
and now sit unwanted on online auction sites
-making them a great used bargain.

soundstage and pulling things in from
far stage left and right — just what

an ADC ALT-1 does when mounted
separately. The upside is that the arm
has a bit more subtlety and detail
than you might expect from
something bundled onto a semi-
automatic deck.

Perfect partner

With an original ADC QLM36
cartridge fitted, complete with a new,
old stock stylus, the 1700 proves a
pleasant listening partner. The ADC
cartridge has a little more fluidity
than the Ortofon, really livening up
period rock music from the likes of
Nick Lowe and The Eagles. With
classical music it is impressively quiet
and civilised, not zero-ing in on
surface noise as cheap modern
turntables do. It sounds solid and
stable even on crescendos, and the
ADC cartridge tracks well — even if
the deck and cartridge do seem to
suck a bit of tonal colour and spatial
scale out of the recording.

ADC’s 1700 is no stellar performer,
but it’s an interesting little curio
from a day when vinyl was done
differently. Moreover, 35 years after
it was launched, it is still serviceable
and ridiculously cheap secondhand as
well as being in surprisingly plentiful
supply. If you consider that you can
pick up a terrible, plasticky USB
turntable for the same sort of money
new, it's a no brainer if you’re looking
for a starter deck or you’re coming
back to vinyl after all these years ®
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0.001% distortion at full power.
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New year’'sresolution

The shiny silver disc has had its day, but will 2014 really be the year that we finally move
on from CDs? Ed Selley thinks it might be and is putting his money where his mouth is

s I write these words I am listening to my first

album purchase of 2014, in this instance

the very wonderful Fink Meets The Royal

Concertgebouw Orchestra. Being a bit of a
sucker for a nice piece of packaging, I've bought my copy
on vinyl — indeed a great many of my recent purchases
have been analogue. I am not a complete anachronism
though and other purchases of late have included some
high-resolution and lossless downloads. None of them
have been on CD, however, and this has got me thinking
about the year ahead.

The electronics I use have been CD-free for some years
now. I have the wherewithal to stream lossless and high
resolution FLAC over a network and I also have a
turntable. Since I retired my Cambridge Audio 840C in
2011, I have not had a CD player in day-to-day use. This
hasn’t stopped me buying the discs themselves, however.
The limits to the amount of lossless material available to
buy, especially stuff I want to listen to, meant that
although they would never actually be played in a CD
player, I had no choice but to keep buying CDs.

This was a problem because I've always loathed the little
silver disc. Not the sound quality you understand. I've
heard some wonderful CD-based systems over the years
and I have no trouble in acknowledging the performance

the medium is

I have made the capable of. No, my

decisionthatthis  problemlies with
) the flimsy plastic

year lwon'tbe boxes, the

microscopic cover
notes and the fact
that a single journey in my car is enough to mortally
wound some discs. 'm not and never have been an
especially tidy or well organised person and frequently
discover discs that have escaped from their boxes, lying
around my listening room like students in the union bar
on fresher’s week.

This has come to a head and I have made the decision
that this year I won’t be buying a single CD. My decision
partly stems from my dislike of them, but I also believe
that my buying options in 2014 are wide enough to make
this a practical proposition. I actually took this decision a
few days before HD Tracks made its announcement that it
will be officially making its wares available in the UK,
(putting my years of pretending to be an upstanding
citizen of Raleigh, North Carolina to an end), but the
announcement only reinforces my decision.

There is now sufficient breadth of choice in the
download market that I can buy large amounts of music

buying asingleCD

without resorting to
CD. Much of it is
lossless rather than
high resolution, but it
still means I have CD
quality without the
discs. The hi-res
quotient is slowly
increasing too, but
too much attention

is still focused on
re-releasing albums

I own rather than
putting new material
out. I can only hope
that some labels start
to show a little more

confidence in their artists in the months to come. At the Ed can't abide
same time the prices being charged for material is coming ~ theplastic cases
that compact

down, too. I still find it hard to stomach the fact that
storing and streaming an electronic copy to me costs more
than posting a physical CD, but things are improving.

discs comein

The vinyl solution

My confidence in not having to resort to CD is further
bolstered by the continuing vinyl resurgence. 2013 saw a
huge variety of albums released on vinyl and the quality of
almost all the pressings I purchased over the year was of a
very high standard indeed. Furthermore, 21st century
vinyl comes with bells and whistles that make the aged
format a little easier to live with like supplying a code to
gain a compressed copy for use on the move. The standard
complaints apply — the prices of some albums are
decidedly ambitious and some suffer from a ‘blink and
you’ll miss it’ release schedule, but 'm confident that I
should be able to fill in the gaps left from downloads.

You could legitimately argue that with CD pricing at rock
bottom, I'm making life more expensive and difficult for
myself and I don’t for a minute think that I'll make any
savings over the year. In the great scheme of things
though, I have spent the last few years advocating ‘post
CD’ systems and it is time I put my money where my
mouth is and tried to make my purchasing match the
electronics. I'll be keeping notes over the year on albums I
have to forgo purchasing, as they aren’t available on either
medium, and I don’t doubt there will be a block of
material I surreptitiously order on January 1st 2015, but I
honestly believe that it will be smaller than you might
think. I'll be updating you later in the year as to how it is
going, but for now wish me luck! ®

ED SELLEY
Hi-Fi Choice writer
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DELTA BLACK BOY

Black magic

DIGITAL ALIDIC) I

FOWEE

They might be everywhere now but standalone digital-to-analogue
converters used to be unheard of, until Arcam’s Delta Black Box...

always did have a little

bit of an instinct for the

unusual”, confesses

Arcam’s John Dawson.
And that’s precisely what the Arcam
Black Box was. Indeed it was so
different that no other company
offered a similar product for anything
like the price back in 1988.

The Delta Black Box — to give it
its full name — was the world’s first
affordable offboard digital-to-analogue
converter. Nowadays, in a world that
seemingly has more DACs than pieces
of music to play on them, such a
claim doesn’t sound terribly
impressive, but back in the mid
eighties it really did feel like the stuff
of audiophile science fiction.

Looked at though today’s eyes it
was a relatively simple engineering
achievement. Take the signal coming
out of the Philips digital platform of
the day — the CDM4 transport for
example — then do some number
crunching with the SAA7220 digital
filter and feed it into the TDA1541
digital converter chip.

But the technology to interface
the CD drive mechanism with the
converter and filter chips in a
separate box simply didn’t exist
back then; there were no commercial
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S/PDIF (S/Philips Digital InterFace)
receiver chips on sale.

John Dawson, then the company’s
managing director, asked his
engineering team to make it happen.
The project started, but when they
realised there were no chips on the
commercial market to do the job, it
looked like they would have to put it
on the back burner. The boffins simply
couldn’t see a cost-effective way of
splitting up the CD drive and the

subsequent digital processing into
different boxes. But by sheer chance,
John met up with an old university
colleague who’d come into the factory
to get his Arcam Alpha amp repaired.
Enquiring into what his old friend
was up to, he replied that he was now
the business manager for a small
electronics company up the road
called Newmarket Semiconductors.
He was launching some custom
ICs based on Ferranti’s work on
uncommitted logic arrays. John

explains that these were used, “when
you've got a bunch of silicon on a chip
made in mass production, and the
end user specifies the metallisation
layers — that is the printed circuit
layout of the IC actually decides the
functionality of it. It’s a very quick
and cost-effective way of getting a
custom IC.”

Eight weeks and £10,000 later,
Arcam had a custom 1000-gate array
chip that did the job. “At that point,
we had all the ingredients to put the
Black Box together economically, and
that’s what we did”, he explains.

This unique bespoke Arcam ASIC
(Application Specific Integrated
Circuit) is what made the Black Box
possible, and by extension what
started the craze for offboard DACs,
the very same one that’s now enjoying
a second wind nearly 30 years later
with the advent of computer-based
audio. The result was a £250
digital-to-analogue converter that
shook up the hi-fi industry.

So how did the Black Box fit into the
Arcam range, and into the wider hi-fi
world? Back in the mid eighties
Arcam was growing into a larger,
more professional company with a far
wider product portfolio. It had just
launched the Alpha series of budget



amplifiers and was now about to
bring out its more upmarket Delta
series. The brave decision was taken
to include a compact disc player —
still the stuff of high-end dreams
back then. The Delta 70 was the
product, and it was a bespoke
design with lots of Arcam input.
“We decided we wouldn’t just
badge-engineer something, as our
colleagues at Mission up the road had
recently done quite successfully with
Philips”, remembers John. “We’d do
something a bit better if we could,
as we wanted to have our stamp of
engineering on it. So we bought a
CD manufacturing licence and went
to Philips in Belgium. They sold us
basically a drive and a bag of chips,
and the rest of it was up to us. That
means we were able to do our own
power supplies and analogue back
end, and do the job better than the
commercial boys were doing.”

Risky business
At the time, Arcam had a choice to
buy the existing first-generation
14-bit, 4 times oversampling CD
player platform, or wait for the 16-bit
version. It may seem a no-brainer
now, but back then it was still
regarded as a bit risky; after all, what
if the next generation wasn’t as good?
In the end, Arcam decided to wait for
the 16-bit chip, and one of its new
and special features was an S/PDIF
output. The Delta 70 was finally
launched in 1987, and became “very
popular very quickly”. John proudly
remembers: “It was the sort of player
Linn dealers were happy to sell”.
Over the next year Arcam sold
around 5,000 Delta 70s at £500 a go.
“But we thought, was there anything
else we could do with what we’ve
learnt? So we thought, why don’t
we do a plain old outboard digital
converter on its own, but at very low
cost. Because we were seeing all these
16-bit players coming out all with

The prototype Black Box was an
instant success. It was a clear upgrade
to the already very capable Delta 70
CD player, as well as a wide range
of other players, more and more of
which were coming out with digital
outputs — even the cheap ones. John
Dawson took one home one evening
and played Fairport Convention’s
Liege And Lief through it and
remembers that: “I heard more. There
was more stuff on there, you could
hear the reverberation tail away and
things like that. We thought oh, we’ve
probably got a winner here!”

The productionised Black Box sold
for £250 and was the talk of the town
for a while. With Philips TDA1541
DAC chips, it was quite a lively
sounding device — and a bit noisy by
today’s standards. However, you'd
never say it wasn't nice to listen to.
Indeed, that particular Philips DAC
has become something of a cult for
some classic digital fans of late.
Especially compared with the
Bitstream machines that followed a
couple of years later, it was a very
engaging and entertaining performer.

Arcam was very proud. “We could
do it at a reasonable price and we
sold lots of them. Because we’d had
the good fortune/skill/luck (although
you make your own luck, right?) to
be the first affordable product in the
consumer space at the time, we made
a real impact”, he recalls. But the
Black Box was more than just a
simple commercial success, it was
a landmark for Arcam.

There was always a sense that the
Cambridge company didn’t quite have
the prestige of fellow British brands
Linn and Naim. This was partly down
to the more audacious marketing of
Glasgow and Salisbury; John admits
Arcam wasn't as effective in this
department. So there was a real need
for the company to compete for
engineering kudos. “It was difficult
for a company like Arcam to unseat

-
RETRO

BIT PLAYING

Amazingly, the first generation of Philips CD
players were only actually 14-bit machines.
This shows just how close to the edge the
compact disc specification was back at the
time of its launch in 1982 - akin to offering a
new digital format at 64-bit/768kHz now.
Philips and Sony pushed hard to do the very
best they could. Sony’s first domestic CD
player worked at 16-bit, but Philips only
managed 14-bit, attaining 16-bit noise
performance by oversampling the signal
four times. It was a clever trick, whichmade
for afine-sounding machine, but there was
no way the replacement DAC chip was going
to have just 14 bits.

When Arcam boughtiits CD licence from
Philips, it opted to wait for afew months for
the new chip. Giventhat being early to
market was vitally important, it must have
seemed along delay - not least because its
Mission rival down the road was already
developing a CD player too. But it was a good
decision, because the second-generation
Philips CD platform had an S/PDIF out, which
made the Black Box possible. It also had the
TDA154116-bit, four times oversampling
DAC chip. It became immensely popular,
and was one of the finest-sounding early
DACs. By modern standardsit's rather crude
with an upper midband that many find hard,
butit's certainly one of the most musically
involving digital converters around.

the best,” he says. “But in my opinion,
in our history we often did and do a
better job, or a comparable job for
much less money, or a better job for
comparable money. But it’s very hard
to get that recognition and so we've
had to rely on bits of technology and
bright work to gain an edge.”

Shape of things to come
Arcam’s Delta Black Box was precisely
this — a clever bit of work from a
company that was hungry to do better
and be seen to be so doing. It was
more than this, though, as it
kickstarted the fashion for standalone
DACs, one that burned brightly for
several years, but then began to
flicker out. John says: “DACs were
used to make CD players sound
better, but eventually CD players

did sound better, so the advantage
became more marginal.” Fascinatingly

The unique chi
digital outputs”, Dawson recalls. o o

The Delta 70 was already an

—in the UK at least — the Linn-Naim that made the
axis, which was always regarded as DAC possible

now, though, the breed is coming
back and the work of the original

impressive piece of work. “It had

the best we knew of how to do the
D-to-As, and how to isolate the power
supplies and keep the drive well
isolated from the analogue supplies
and so forth”, he remembers. But,
“the idea was that if we did it in a
separate box, we’d avoid all the noisy
stuff from the CD drive and the
decoding of the CD in the box — we
could keep it simpler in terms of what
digits were around and make it much
more predictable and do better
power supplies and make it cleaner.”

Delta Black Box has stood Arcam in
very good stead for this — its current
range of DACs are excellent.

Although the original project was
the result of imaginative thinking and
intensive engineering development
work, it may never have happened
had one man wanting an amplifier
fixed not walked through John’s door
back in the mid eighties. In a sense,
it’s a very special product in the great
Arcam scheme of things. As John
Dawson puts it: “It was serendipity,
dear boy!” @
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OPINION

Make time for music

We all like to sit down and listen to music, but asks Nigel Williamson how many of us just
listen without getting distracted by all the other nonsense that's going on in the world?

ne of the reasons I enjoy writing for this

august publication is that I know Hi-Fi Choice

readers are a highly discerning audience and

take their music seriously. After all, if you
spend large sums of money on the best audio equipment
money can buy, then whether your taste is for rock, jazz,
world music or classical, you are going to listen carefully
and appreciate every note and nuance.

But I've recently been making an anecdotal study of how
people consume music and I've come to the conclusion —
and let me say this as politely as possible — that HFC
readers are probably freakish in their attentive listening
habits. Most people seldom listen to recorded music
with anything like their full attention; they use it as a
distraction while cooking dinner, driving to work, tweeting
and texting and generally going about their humdrum
daily routine.

No harm in that if it gets you through the day and it is
undeniable that music can make most chores and tasks in
our daily grind considerably more pleasurable. But there
comes a point when music becomes mere background
noise to our daily lives, a reassuring hum, the presence of
which we barely notice until it stops and we are startled by
the silence, a commodity it seems you can only find in the
modern world by climbing a mountain or trekking into a

forest (and even
Turnoff the TVand

then, best make

phoneand make sure it’s not on a
. flight path). We

music central to now even have

our Iives ag ain entire genres of

music deliberately
created not to require our attention, from ‘dinner jazz’ to
the banalities of the ‘drive time’ playlist.

My admittedly unscientific survey of listening habits
suggests that even many of those who call themselves
music lovers and are regular purchasers of CDs seldom
have time to sit down and fully immerse themselves in
the listening experience; friends, family, the demands
of digital media or essential household tasks invariably
intervene before too long. David Harrington, the leader of
the Kronos Quartet, once told me that he sets aside one
hour every day to listen to a piece of music he hasn’t heard
before and that time is sacrosanct with no distractions
allowed. But for most of us, our modern lives have become
too congested to justify ring fencing time to listen to music
without doing something else at the same time; it
somehow seems idle and self-indulgent not to multi-task
and to tackle those jobs around the house or office that
we’ve been putting off while listening to Mahler’s fifth or

the Arctic Monkeys’
latest offering,
for example.

Yet we don’t treat
a book with such
cavalier disregard for
the subtleties of the
creator’s vision. Even
in this age of digital
eReaders, a novel
requires our full
attention. We can
read it on the bus or
the tube, but it is still an act of total immersion in which
we lose ourselves in another world. So why do we not
treat recorded music with the same respect and fold away
the newspaper, stop texting our friends and listen with the
same attention as we would in a concert?

Perhaps the answer is that there is too much music
invading every aspect of our lives. Music has become
ubiquitous. It comes unrequested and with no off-switch in
supermarkets and in elevators, in airport lounges and in
restaurants. Has its constant presence devalued the
listening experience and the sheer quantity of unwanted
music diluted our appreciation of quality?

The big switch off

A few years ago Bill Drummond, the Scottish musician
who found fame in the eighties with KLE launched ‘No
Music Day’ in order “to draw attention to the cheapening
of music as an art form due to its mindless use in
contemporary society”.

As a principled stand against the bland muzak being
piped at us in the world’s shopping malls and waiting
rooms it’s an initiative that has much to commend it. But
as a music lover, the concept of a day without music has
always left me feeling uneasy. Why not come at the
problem from the other end and concentrate on the
quality control? Instead of railing against being forced
to listen to cheap music in inappropriate situations —
understandable and justifiable though the complaint is —
let us instead make time in the day to listen to great music
properly in circumstances that allow no distractions and
create a unique sense of place, time and occasion around
the audio experience.

What we need, perhaps, is not a ‘No Music Day’ but an
‘Only Music Day’ — a day when we turn off the TV and the
phone, ignore the emails, tweets and texts and allow time
to immerse ourselves fully in the listening experience and
make music central to our lives once again ®
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Making time
for listening to
music without
distractionsis
something we
should alldo

NIGEL
WILLIAMSON
Music reviewer

154



Let the voice of Naim take you
inside the music

Mu-so is our first wireless music system. Finely tuned by our specialist engineers in
England, its powerful digital brain delivers the most exceptional quality in sound,
commanding 450 watts of power through six custom-designed speakers, to create
an experience of music that has to be heard to be believed.

Features: Airplay, Bluetooth®/aptX® Spotify Connect® UPnP™ (access your stored music), Internet Radio, USB,
Analogue and Digital inputs, Apple iOS and Android App for complete control.

Go Deeper
/Naim\

John Lewis | Selected Apple stores www.apple.com | Specialist Naim retailers

naimaudio.com

AirPlay is a trademark of Apple Inc.
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Have you missed a copy of Hi-Fi Choice? You can now
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award-winning high
performance analogue,
digital & video cables

HifiChoice
Digital
subscriptions
available online

Owned by husband and wife team: Mike &
Caroline - Audio Destination is not your
typical Hi-Fi specialist

Audio Destination brings together a range
of only the finest audio products and places
them in comfortable and relaxed surroundings.

= =
HURRY
CLOSES Call +44 (0)1884 243 584
31ST DECEMBER www.audiodestination.co.uk

email: info@audiodestination.co.uk
Audio Destination, Suite 7a Market Walk,

2014
- Tiverton, Devon EX16 GBL

Equator
Asymmetrical Integra

DRIVERS:

> ATC

> AUDAX
» ETON

» FOSTEX
» LPG >» MAX FIDELITY
» MOREL » PEERLESS

» SCAN-SPEAK » SEAS
» SILVER FLUTE

DIGITAL SUBSCRIPTION

Atlas understands the

Download each new issue to A SOEATON meaning of uncompromising
your device . NG performance. Is the Atlas
Equator asymmetrical the
o 1
A 44% discount off the full SOLEN CAPACITORS AND best interconnect on the
shop price INDUCTORS - USED BY THE R [ T

Access your subscription on
multiple devices

Access to the Online Archive
dating back to September 2011

Exclusive discount on all orders
at myhobbystore.co.uk

Makes an ideal gift

SUBSCRIBE TODAY

@ www.subscription.co.uk/hifid/dgO1

MOST DISCRIMINATING
LOUDSPEAKER
MANUFACTURERS.

HARDWARE
HOW TO BOOKS

Contact us for the
free Solen CDRO

SOLEN
4470 Avenue Thibault
St-Hubert, QC, J3Y 779 Canada
I: 450.656.2759
450,443 4849
il: solen@solen.ca
www.solen.ca

price! A consistent winner,
the Equator Integra is
obviously the entry level
audio interconnect for
discerning music lovers.

Need some advice on

choosing the best cables?
Call us free on

ATLAS |Cables

e: J.Carrick@atlascables.com

www.atlascables.com
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Analogue Seduction are dedicated towards two
channel Hi-Fi, specialising in vinyl replay
As well as our on-line shop we have dedicated demonstration
retail facilities based in Peterborough, Cambridgshire and we

can offer our customers home demonstrations

We stock the finest in amplification, analogue, digital replay and speakers.
We also specialise in a cable termination and cable burn in service

Please visit our website www.analogueseduction.net to browse

or purchase products that are not easily available elsewhere

New vinyl records now stocked

Tel: +44 (0)1733 344768
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Spipvhany
FE Acoustics

Headphone Amplifiers . DACs . Interconnects

Choice

‘Hifi
L8004
"Great realism... Tight and punchy bass...

Amazing value for money."
- Hi-Fi Choice

Find out what all the fuss is about at our
online shop and use discount code MAG10
for your exclusive 10% discount,

Prices start at under £40/pair

www.epiphany-acoustics.co.uk

Transform a good system
iInto a great one!

Low amplitude ground borne vibration (microtremors) are ever present and
pass through all buildings and solid supports and into your Hi-Fi system,
including speakers.

Eliminate them with Townshend Seismic Isolation and hear the difference.

m Wider deeper stereo stage m Greater clarity and separation

m Clearer more defined bass m No more floor radiated boom

m Neighbour friendly

Townshend offers a complete program for isolating ALL Hi-Fi components.

Microtremors

For more information or best advice on Seismic Isolation
visit www.townshendaudio.com
email or phone us on +44 (0) 20 8979 2155.
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The Wand 12in....
...even more musical magic!

“The Wand certainly pulled something wonderful out of the hi-fi
Choice hat.... It sounds completely out of its price class, letting you get Www.thewandtonea rm.COm

* R KK lost im music. HiFi Choice # 362

“What The Wand brings to the party &= excitemnent. ... a sense
[m of spaed and energy and zest to the LR, HiFi Plus #112
Best
“...the low end is a real strength of The Wand as it caplures
“I-H m bass lines expertly and never seems fo run ouf of puff or fesl it info@designbuildlisten.com

T eeee was lacking authority. | would say that it is almost impossible Retail and OEM enquires now welcome.
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from £169

Just one of hundreds of
products featured in our
FREE 92 page catalogue.

Call us now to get your very
own copy...

Call: 01539 797300 . " Money Back
. . Guarantee

Choice

To advertise in the dealer directory,

joanna.holmes@mytimemedia.com T g Hitai|

020 7226 5500 ‘

www.grahams.co.uk
GRAHAMS
y

“One of the five best hi-fi

shops in the world”

Grahams Hi-Fi ARENA Magazine
Canonbury Yard

190a New North Road

London N1 7BS
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THE MANUFACTURERS’
APPOINTED SERVICE COMPANY

Oranges & Lemons

A NEW NAME IN QUALITY
HIFI FOR THE HOME

) Heretolisten toyour needs, selling only
), brands we are passionate about.
At HiFi Lounge we have created
a alistening environment for our
discerning customers to relax and
take their time away from the busy
high street. Millow, Nr Dunton,
Set in a beautiful country setting yet Bedfordshire,
only minutes from main routes. You will JSYCRtRING!
always be guaranteed a warm welcome.

Multi-Room

4 The Granary
Buildings,
Millow Hall Farm,
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IAN HARRISON HIFI

TEL: 01283 702875 ian.harrison@mercian.myzen.co.uk
PHONOSTAGES CARTRIDGES TURNTABLES TONEARMS

TRICHORD
TOM EVANS
GRAHAM SLEE
LEHMANN
WHEST AUDIO
ANATEK
QUAD
CLEARAUDIO
ICON AUDIO
PURE SOUND
PRO-JECT
EAR YOSHINO

ORTOFON
DENON
AIRTIGHT
TRANSFIGURATION
KOETSU

GRADO
GOLDRING

BENZ MICRO
ROKSAN

VX

CARTRIDGE MAN
DECCA LONDON

MICHELL
PRO-JECT
THORENS

SRM TECH

EAR

AMAZON AUDIO
AUDIO TECHNICA
DENON

INSPIRE

MUSIC HALL

MICHELL
REGA
SME*
GRAHAM
MOTH
ORTOFON
PRO-JECT
ROKSAN
CARTRIDGE MAN
HELIUS
REED
AMG

GIK Acoustics manufactures
acoustic panels,

pass traps and diffusors
and sells direct worldwide
We provide superior
customer service

and acoustic

advice from start to finish.

Recording studios, listening
rooms, live auditoriums, ‘. Acoustics
churches and home theatres.

GIK Acoustics is the #1 choice. gikacoustics.co.uk

ROTHWELL MOERCH
PLEASE PHONE TO CONFIRM PRICE & AVAILABILITY PRIOR TO ORDERING. ALL GOODS ARE BRAND
NEW & BOXED WITH FULL U.K GUARANTEES. NO EX-DEM OR EX-DISPLAY GOODS. NO GREY IMPORTS.
GOODS ARE NOT SUPPLIED ON APPROVAL. SORRY NO GENERAL CATALOGUES.
PLEASE PHONE OR WRITE FOR SPECIFIC REVIEWS, BROCHURES OR PRICES.

*CALL FOR DETAILS ESTABLISHED 1986.

MAIL ORDER ONLY FROM; IAN HARRISON, 7 MILL HILL, REPTON, DERBY, DE65 6GQ
TEL: 01283 702875 9am-9pm INCLUDING SUNDAYS.

IAN HARRISON | IAN HARRISON 2. .
HIFI HIFI o

MICHELL ENGINEERING || HARBETH LOUDSPEAKERS
ORBE HRPOWER SUPPLY | | p3 ESR MONITOR 30.1

CYRODEC OREE PLAUERNT. {1 HLCOMPACT 7ES3 MONITOR 40.1
Super HL5+

37 High Street, Aldridge
01922 457926

Solid Sound Systems

T: 01403 782221
M:07950 274224
E: info@rocksolidsounds.co.uk
W: www.rocksolidsounds.co.uk
Billingshurst, Sussex

BRONZE GYRODEC ~ SECURE COVER
BLACK GYRO SE UNI COVER . .
TECNODEC TECHNOWEIGHT Supplier Of Harbeth Since 2003

TECNO ARM A GYRO BEARING
PLEASE PHONE PLEASE PHONE
FOR PRICES FOR PRICES
ian.harrison@mercian.myzen.co.uk [ ian.harrison@mercian.myzen.co.uk Ample Parking 'Igg-Sat 10- SESGP'“
TEL: 01283 702875 | TEL: 01283 702875 i
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AURAL1C

inspire the music

Wireless Streaming Bridge
Aries £1495 / Aries LE £995

It is not a streamer, it turns your DAC into a streamer !

Streaming DSD and DXD Music Though WiFi Network

The ARIES serves as a “bridge” between music files on network storage or high quality online streaming services and your DAC — enabling

DAC:s for the first time to stream high-resolution music quickly and wirelessly in virtually any sampling rate, including DSD, Double-Rate DSD

and DXD. It is powered by AURALIC's proprietary Tesla hardware platform that includes a Quad-Core ARM Coretex-A9 processor running

at 1GHz, 1GB DDR3 onboard memory and 4GB infernal storage. The Tesla platform has a calculation ability of 25,000 MIPS, more than

enough to decode a vast spectrum of audio formats, including AAC, AIFE. ALAC, APE, DIFF, DSF. FLAC, MP3, OGG, WAV, WV and WMA.

ARIES as well as all other Lightning based products support several advanced functions such as on-device playlist that allows control
soffware to turn off during play and complete supporting of multi-room, multiple control points.

Mulfi-Room Streaming Control Software
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Seamless integration with online streaming from gobuz and WiMP*
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Vena

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 celebrates 77 years qf audio innovation with the launch (yr Vena, a compact . x
integrated ump]g‘ﬁ‘er sporting a wide range (zf digital and analogue inputs, plus * BluetOOth

superior-quality wireless streaming over Bluetooth with aptX support. D/A conversion csr

is handled by the same high-performance 24-bit/192kHz chipset used in the
company's acclaimed Platinum CD players and, as one expects qf@ad, the Class AB
power amp section is of the highest quality. With a range of finish options to suit any

setting, Vena is an exceptionally neat solution for superb sound from any source. From

smartphones, tablets, PCs and Macs to traditional bi—fi separates.

IAG House, 13/14 Glebe Road, Huntingdon, Cambridgeshire, PE29 7DL, UK Q U A D

Tel: +44(0)1480 452561 Fax: +44(0)1480 413403 www.quad-hifi.co.uk the closest approach to the original sound



