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HI-FI NEWS’ EXPERT LINE UP: THE FINEST MINDS IN AUDIO JOURNALISM BRING THEIR EXPERIENCE TO BEAR ON ALL AREAS OF HI-FI & MUSIC

FEB/14

P
ublishing schedules 
being what they are, 
and despite this being 
our February 2014 
cover, those readers 

quickest off the mark will be 
tucking into this issue very soon 
after tucking into their turkey. 
And even if the Xmas holidays 
are not universally observed, 
ringing in the New Year almost 
certainly is, so I’ll take this 
opportunity to wish you all a 
musically rewarding 2014.

Hi-Fi News is kicking off its 
own celebrations with three 
exceptional high-end party-
poppers from around the 
globe. UK enthusiasts got their 
fi rst glimpse of the Loit Passeri 
CD player at last year’s Bristol 
hi-fi  show while 
the stunning Audio 
Research SP20 
preamplifi er was 
unveiled at our own 
audiophile exhibition 
in Windsor.

Both of these products 
employ tube-based analogue 
stages and both are reviewed 
exclusively in this month’s issue. 
As, I might add, is the jolly green 
giant of the turntable world – 
the MT5 from McIntosh. This 
LP spinner doesn’t require a 
badge on its chassis as one look 
immediately identifi es the brand. 
Few marques are as iconic but 
hardly any spark the ‘love it/
loathe it’ Marmite reaction as 
strongly. It’s diffi cult to remain 
agnostic about an acrylic platter 
bathed in green light...

If glowing green platters are 
unlikely to be a major trend in 
2014, guessing the real modes 
of the year does not require an 
especially prescient crystal ball.

Along with headphones 
and headphone amps, high-res 
digital audio will expand its 
grip on the audiophile market, 
whether through the burgeoning 
availability of album downloads 

or the record industry’s big push 
with Blu-ray Audio. Here we have 
one ‘format’ available in both 
virtual and physical (disc) forms, 
the latter for enthusiasts still not 
wholly comfortable driving their 
hi-fi  systems via a computer.

The organisers behind the 
International CES 2014 certainly 
think this is a signifi cant trend, 
creating a dedicated ‘Hi-Res 
Audio Experience’ on the show 
fl oor. We’ll report on the entire 
event next month.

PAUL MILLER  EDITOR

BARRY FOX 
Investigative journalist 
supreme, Barry is the 
fi rst with news of the 
latest developments 
in hi-fi  and music 
technologies

‘Guessing the key 
trends of 2014 doesn’t 
require a crystal ball’

JOHN BAMFORD 
JB brings huge 
industry experience, a 
penchant for massive 
speakers and a love of 
hi-res audio in all its 
diverse guises

KEN KESSLER
is currently our Senior 
Contributing Editor 
and almost singularly 
responsible for the 
renaissance in valves 
and ‘vintage hi-fi ’

KEITH HOWARD 
has written about 
hi-fi  for 30 years, and 
edited Hi-Fi Answers 
for nine. KH performs 
our speaker and 
headphone lab tests

STEVE HARRIS
Former Editor of this 
very title from 1986 
through to 2005. A 
lifetime in audio and 
a love of jazz makes 
Steve a goldmine

JOHN HOWES 
Foremost collector and 
archivist of vintage 
hi-fi , famous for the 
UK’s bi-annual Audio 
Jumble, John shares his 
experience with HFN

VINYL: Kate Bush’s Hounds Of Love is 
this month’s Vinyl Icon (p72) while Steve 
Sutherland remembers Andy Warhol and 
Lou Reed as Velvet Underground & Nico 
is reissued as a 180g LP (p70)

STEVE SUTHERLAND 
Worked on Melody 
Maker and then edited 
NME from 1992-2000, 
the Britpop years. Steve 
brings a unique slant to 
our Vinyl Release pages

ABOVE: Meridian extends its reach with a bespoke headphone amp and 
outboard power supply. But is it prime beef? First technical review, p54

RIGHT: Hi-Fi News & RR is the exclusive 
UK representative of EISA’s Audio and 
Home Theatre panels. Paul Miller is 
EISA’s Audio and HT Panel Manager

RIGHT: Q Acoustics’ 
standmount Concept 20 
speakers cause a storm in 
Budget Esoterica, p62
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ABOVE: For our Group Test 
of £360-£435 interconnect/ 
speaker cables, see p39

VINYL & RECORD REVIEWS

68  Vinyl Frontier
 Chris Heard of Classic LPs brings
 you the best of the new reissues
 and re-releases on premium vinyl
70  Vinyl Release
 The LP was said to have sold just
 100 copies on release, but The
 Velvet Underground & Nico is
 now iconic. Steve Sutherland
 relistens as it enjoys a 180g reissue 
72  Vinyl Icon
 A staple of many an audiophile’s LP
 collection, Kate Bush’s Hounds
 Of Love was as pop-orientated as it
 was experimental. Johnny Black
 takes a look at how it was recorded
78  Classic Rock Venues
 Steve Sutherland continues his tour
 of the world’s iconic rock venues,
 this month bringing you the story
 of Alexandra Palace in London
85  Music Reviews
 Our selection of audiophile LP
 and hi-res downloads reviewed by
 our specialists alongside the latest
 rock, jazz and classical albums 

DEFINITIVE PRODUCT REVIEWS

22  Audio Research SP20
 Tube preamp sports ’70s looks yet
 packs a touchscreen, phono stage 
 and headphone amp. What gives? 

26  Loit Passeri
 Debut product from new designer
 is a CD player with a sophisticated
 tube output stage and looks to dazzle
32  McIntosh MT5
 Prefi tted arm and cartridge, factory
 adjusted for ‘perfect playback’... we
 spin the US amp maker’s baby deck
39  Group Test: £360-£435
 interconnect/speaker cables
 Tested to the core – fi ve sets of
 matching interconnect and speaker
 cables put through their paces to see
 how different cable architectures
 make their mark on a system’s sound
50  Acoustic Energy Reference 3
 British company continues to revamp
 its sealed-box loudspeakers with an
 AE5-inspired four-driver fl oorstander
54  Meridian Prime/Prime PSU
 Headphone amp/PSU with ‘analogue
 spatial processing’ and able to be
 powered via USB... What’s not to like? 
58  Exposure 3010S2
 Company adds a standalone phono
 stage to its range with plug-in
 modules for MM and MM cartridges
62  Q Acoustics Concept 20
 Eye-catching, easy to drive, easier to
 listen to and, best of all, affordable...
 Budget speakers from a UK brand

VINTAGE

114 Buying vintage hi-fi 
 We continue our series on how to
 secure the best vintage hi-fi  buys
 with a look at the market for classic
 secondhand transistor amplifi ers
120 Vintage Review
 How do the classic components of
 yesteryear measure up today? This
 month it’s the turn of a big late ’70s
 integrated – the Marantz 1300DC
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CONTENTS
NEWS AND OPINION

06  News
 Dedicated ‘hi-res’ amp and player
 from Sony, entry-level speaker for
 Spendor D-Line, Audioquest updates
 DragonFly DAC, plus Cyrus all-in-one
 and new headphones from JBL
08  Show Blog
 The Tokyo International Audio Show
 boasts over 10,000 visitors while
 playing host to some 180 brands.
 Ken Kessler fl ies East with camera
 and notepad in hand...
16  Investigation
 Buying vintage kit from dealers in
 other parts of Europe is nowhere
 as costly as it once was. Steve Harris
 visits an impressive store in Sweden
 that’s packed with tasty classics
98  Opinion
 Insider comment on the audio
 topics of the day from Paul Miller,
 Barry Fox, Jim Lesurf, Steve Harris
 and, writing from the US, Barry Willis
106  Sound Off
 Your experiences and experiments
 with hearing aids, a reader’s recipe
 for home-brew hi-fi , getting the best
 from the ARC REF75 amp, plus a
 look at the hi-fi  reviewing process
138  Off The Leash
 As all-new headphone brands pique
 the interest of the iPod generation
 Ken Kessler wonders if sound quality
 is at last winning over convenience

See page 60See page 57
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Special Christmas offer:
Three issues for just £3!
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Free! Audioquest Mackenzie 
interconnect See page 82ABOVE: Acoustic Energy Reference 3, p50
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FULL RANGE OF MINIMALIST ‘HI-RES’ SEPARATES NOW SHIPPING

AUDIOQUEST DAC GETS A BOOST

TES NOW SHIPPING

NEW MINI-MONITOR FROM BRITISH MARQUE

Sony returns to stereo

Designed to perform equally at home on stands 
or in a bookshelf location, Spendor’s new D1 
is the most demure loudspeaker in its D-Line 
range. Priced at £1795, and with optional 
stands for £595, this speaker is available in 
white lacquer, a gloss lacquer over wood grain 
and dark ebony fi nishes. The compact two-way 
marries Spendor’s LPZ (Linear Pressure Zone) 
tweeter with a 150mm polymer bass/mid unit 
for a sensitivity of 85dB and 8ohm impedance.
Spendor Audio Systems Ltd, 01323 843474; 
www.spendoraudio.com

DragonFly repriseSpendor D1

Arguably the DAC-in-a-USB stick that spawned a 
generation of such devices, Audioquest’s hugely 
popular DragonFly has now been updated and 
re-released in v1.2 guise. Physically there’s no 
real difference although Audioquest’s engineers 
have refi ned and simplifi ed the analogue output 
stage while improving its regulation of the 
incoming 5V from the host’s USB bus. Fixed and 
variable output is offered while the DragonFly 
logo has fi ve colours that indicate the incoming 
sample rate. Price is improved too at just £129!
Audioquest, 01249 848 873;
www.audioquest.com

Debuted at IFA 2013 in Berlin, samples of Sony’s 
new ‘High Resolution Audio’ stereo separates 
are fi nally arriving in the UK. Headlined by two 
fl agship products, the HAP-Z1ES HDD audio player 
and TA-A1ES integrated amplifi er, this range has 
been conceived to service the surge in hi-res 
downloads. The £2000 TA-A1ES is signifi cant in 
its own right as the fi rst dedicated stereo amp 
to come from Sony since the TA-F777ES over 14 years 
ago. This is a Class A/B design, rated very conservatively at 80W/ch, 
and equipped with fi ve analogue line inputs only (including one 
balanced on XLRs). There are no USB or S/PDIF inputs and no digital 
processing within the amplifi er – this is as minimalist a design to 
emerge from Sony in decades.

Partnering the TA-A1ES, the £2000 HAP-Z1ES is packed 
with digital technology and even includes a 1TB HDD to which 
networked audio is streamed, converted to DSD and stored for 

subsequent replay. The player is compatible with DSF, DSDIFF, 
WAV, AIFF, FLAC, ALAC, ATRAC Advanced Lossless, ATRAC, MP3, AAC 
and WMA music fi les copied over the network from a computer or 
standalone NAS drive, but all are processed through Sony’s DSEE/
DSD ‘Re-Mastering Engine’. While this inevitably increases fi le sizes, 
a USB port allows outboard HDD storage to be added.
Sony Europe Ltd, 0845 6000 124; www.sony.co.uk

MORE CASH FOR DAB
Digital radio will cover more homes 
and provide listeners with greater 
choice thanks to new investment, 
Communications Minister Ed Vaizey 
has announced. The new package 
of measures includes up to £21m 
of new investment from the BBC, 
government and commercial radio to 
build out digital radio coverage.

There will also be government 
funding for Ofcom to develop ways 
for smaller radio stations to go digital 
including a licence to build and run 
a second national DAB multiplex 
to allow new national commercial 
stations to launch. A new partnership 
was also announced between Digital 
Radio UK and the Driver and Vehicle 
Licensing Agency as well as the 
Driver and Vehicle Standards Agency 
to provide people with information 
on upgrading their in-car radios.

The government has been 
clear that a decision on digital 
radio switchover can only be made 
when various benchmarks are met, 
including when listening via digital is 
at 50%. It is currently at 35.6%.

Ed Vaizey’s full speech on 
the Digital Radio Action Plan is 
available to read here: www.gov.uk/
government/speeches/go-digital-
conference-16-december-2013-
check-against-delivery
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FIVE NEW HEADPHONES WITH PRO HERITAGE

STYLISH ALL-IN-ONE SYSTEM WITH TWO POWER OPTIONS

HERITAGE

THE

SHOW

The Hi-Fi Show Live 2014 Cyrus gets Lyrical
THE LIVE HIGH-END EXPERIENCE RETURNS IN 2014

Following the success of the UK’s fi rst dedicated high-end event, 
The Hi-Fi Show Live will light up the Beaumont Estate venue in 
Windsor over the weekend of 1-2nd November. The exhibitors 
who worked to create the most enduring presentations of the 
most exclusive audio equipment are all pledged to return, many 
expanding into additional rooms. Once again, The Hi-Fi Show 
Live will offer audiophiles a unique opportunity to experience 
and compare the very best audio equipment in the world while 
enjoying presentations from key designers and personalities.
www.hifi news.co.uk/show

In a clear break from the familiar one-size-fi ts-all brick form factor 
of its stereo separates, Cyrus Audio has unveiled its futuristic-
looking Lyric audio system. The platform supports wired and 
wireless streaming over a network, offers Bluetooth connectivity, 
includes CD drive and options for FM, DAB+ and internet radio, 
with the inclusion of the powerful TunedIn internet radio service. 
This fl exible platform is available as the £2250 Lyric 05 with
80W/ch and a 24-bit/192kHz DAC or as the £3000 Lyric 09 with 
170W and a 32-bit DAC. Both versions are controlled via Cyrus’s
on-board touchscreen or the iPad Cadence app.
Cyrus Audio, 01480 435577; www.cyrusaudio.com

JBL Synchros 

Many new headphones are 
incorporating technology 
to replicate a more ‘lifelike’ 
(loudspeaker-like) experience 
and the fi ve new Synchros 
’phones from JBL is another such 
range. The two top models are 
both battery-powered, over-ear 
types featuring the company’s 
‘LiveStage’ processing. The £300 
S700 is crafted from lightweight 
diecast aluminium, soft fabric, 
steel and luxurious leather 
ear cushions while the £260 
S500 has a lightweight steel 
headband and leather cushions. 
Both feature 50mm drivers.
Harman International, 01707 
278100; http://uk.jbl.com

09 FEB Audio Jumble 2014, The Angel Leisure Centre,
 Tonbridge, Kent; www.audiojumble.co.uk
21-23 FEB Sound & Vision Show, Marriott City Centre Hotel, Bristol;
 www.bristolshow.co.uk 
10-13 APR Hi-Fi & High End, Crocus Expo Centre, Moscow, Russia
15-18 MAY High End Show, M.O.C, Munich, Germany;
 www.highendsociety.de
30-01 JUN T.H.E. Show, Hilton Hotel, Newport Beach, CA, USA

Upcoming Events
IMPORTANT DATES FOR YOUR HI-FI DIARY

HI-FI NEWS? JUST ASK...
Please reserve/deliver my copy of Hi-fi  News
on a regular basis, starting with issue....................

Title................First name........................................

Surname..................................................................

Address.....................................................................

................................................................................

...............................................................................

Postcode..................................................................

Telephone number..................................................

If you can’t always fi nd a copy 
of this magazine, help is at 
hand! Complete this form, 
hand it in at your local store 
and they’ll arrange for a copy 
of each issue to be reserved 
for you. Some stores may 
even be able to arrange for it 
to be delivered to your home. 
Just ask!

IF YOU DON’T 
WANT TO MISS 
AN ISSUE...



SHOWBLOG Sights and sounds from around the globe

Tannoy’s 1.275m-tall, 
four-way Kingdom Royal, 
with 12in dual-concentric 
unit and 3in horn-loaded 
compression driver, 1in 
supertweeter and 15in 
woofer remains, like all big 
Tannoys, much revered in 
Japan, and special models 
created for that market 
are the norm. That’s not to 
say Tannoy won’t sell those 
of us in the UK a pair all in 
red, but this is the fi rst time 
I’ve seen this fi nish. And it 
certainly stands out amid all 
the wood or black speakers. 
www.tannoy.com

ATC’s new passive speaker line includes these attractive 
two-ways with curved mesh grilles, the SCM7 (£810) and 
SCM11 (£1200). Both use ATC’s SH25-76 soft dome tweeter, 
the former with 125mm mid/bass driver, the latter using a 
150mm mid/bass unit. www.atcloudspeakers.co.uk

Esoteric’s latest digital front-end is a four-chassis affair 
including two mono D1 DACs (left), and the P1 SACD 
transport with outboard power supply (right). The D1s boast 
36-bit processing and handle a plethora of inputs including 
Esoteric’s own data transmission system. www.esoteric.jp

Einstein Audio from Germany showed a prototype of its new 
integrated amplifi er with LCD display. Dubbed The Tune, the amp 
promises a power output of 80W per channel and comes with 
touchscreen control. What’s more, it’s well-made and looks terrifi c, 
so enjoy the visual feast. www.einstein-audio.de

Tokyo Audio Show
Words & pictures: Ken Kessler

Tokyo holds a couple of shows, 
the event I attended being the 
International Audio Show – 
primarily distributors displaying 
high-end imports. Despite being 
told this was the case, it was still 
full of fascinating local products 
and a few European items we 
can’t buy here.

It was a delicious throwback 
to old-school shows, the 
atmosphere unapologetically 
audiophilic, the crowd attentive 
and knowledgeable. Although 

smaller than I expected, it was 
well-attended and slick – highly 
professional as one expects of 
events organised by the Japanese. 

The exhibitors prefer timed 
demonstrations, presented 
by audio journalists, hence 
my invitation to undertake 
presentations… in English. 
Fortunately, an interpreter was on 
hand! One show I won’t forget.

smaller than I expected, it was

8 | www.hifinews.co.uk | FEBRUARY 2014
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KingRex’s cleverly-named HQ-1 HeadQuarters Class A 
MOSFET headphone amplifi er is a beautifully-made
two-chassis affair comprising preamplifi er and 
separate power supply. Details are minimalist: ¼in 
socket, level control, tell-tale LEDs, RCA in-and-out 
sockets. Dimensions are 185x53x143mm (whd) per 
chassis. www.kingrex.co.uk

That Italian maestro of the tiny amp, Carot One, has 
issued the bijou NIK 58-TUBE headphone amplifi er 
(€699), measuring a mere 58x23x85mm (whd) and 
yet it houses a miniature NIK58 valve! Its built-in 
lithium battery is charged via USB. Front features 
a 3.5mm input and output jacks and a nice rotary 
control: portability with panache! www.carotone.it

Flanked by the ‘Classic Series’ 
Spendor SP100R2s, which carry 
on the true BBC spirit in so 
many ways, Triode’s fabulous 
TRX-M845 monoblocks 
(around £4500 each) sport 
845s and deliver 50W into 
8ohm. Dimensions are 
580x300x440mm (whd) and 
the weight is a considerable 
58kg. Also housed in the rack 
are the Junone Reference One 
preamp, about which I could 
learn nothing, and a selection 
of Triode amps – necessarily 
selective as the catalogue 
offers (I am not exaggerating) 
35 different all-valve models. 
www.triode.co.jp

Yours truly in full fl ight, 
playing LPs on a TechDAS 
Air Force One through 
Constellation amplifi ers 
and Vivid loudspeakers, 
and again with Wilson 
Benesch speakers. I 
played it safe with 
Sinatra, Satchmo, Ella and 
others of that ilk, with 
a shocker in the form of 
JVC’s direct-cut Flamenco 
Olé!. Room was packed, 
and the audience sat 
in rapt attention. The 
interpreter’s legs are just 
visible at the back.

Unison Research celebrates its 25th with the dual-mono Sinfonia 
integrated amp, an exemplar of the curvy wood and sheet-metal 
construction that rewrote the look of valve electronics in the same 
way Sonus faber reshaped loudspeakers. Four KT88s supply 27W/ch 
accompanied by two ECC82s and two ECC83s. An IR remote manages the 
inputs and level. Price in Japan is circa £4200. en.unisonresearch.com
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Some companies thankfully still wave the SACD 
banner: Denon’s new DCD-SX1 player unashamedly 
supports the format with an over-engineered beauty 
featuring the company’s proprietary Advanced AL32 
Processing, copper-clad innards (inspired by cousin 
Marantz?), and a price of circa £3300. The original 
DCD-SX remains at £5000. www.denon.com

Finally caught up with Fostex on 
home turf: the GX250MG appears 
to be the object of much adoration 
in its native land. Performance is 
powerful, fast and punchy. Speaker 
enclosure stands 1066x336x389mm 
(hwd); drivers include a 250mm 
bass unit, 130mm mid and 25mm 
tweeter, with a claimed sensitivity of 
90dB/1W. The Japanese price would 
break your heart. www.fostex.jp

Loved the cute little Ta-Q7 
headphone amp from Ortofon, with a 
brace of 6N3s supplying its 2x5W per 
channel power. Ultra-simple: volume 
knob, ¼in socket, a pair of RCAs for 
input and – what’s this? – speaker 
terminals! Footprint is 127x210mm 
(wd), construction is jewel-like. I want 
one, but I think it’s Japan-only. 
www.ortofon.jp

As promised, TechDAS launched the Air Force Two, 
at roughly 1/3rd the price of the Air Force One. All of 
the features including air bearing and air suspension 
remain. Cost reduction was achieved through the 
use of a different material for the main chassis, and 
the introduction of a less complex suspension in each 
tower. Production samples should be shipping by 
spring of this year. www.stella-inc.com

A full house for Esoteric, playing 
– through AvantGarde Acoustics 
horns – its fl agship Grandioso 
P1 SACD Transport, D1 
Monoblock D/A Converter and 
M1 monoblock amplifi er. The 
latter is said to deliver a heady 
300W into 8ohm, or 2400W 
into 1ohm. Looks like it’s time 
to fi re up my trusty Scintillas. 
www.esoteric.jp

I probably said this before, but 
you just have to love a speaker 
that looks like an Eames chair: 
Davone’s Grande features 
luscious curved wood, beautiful 
lines, all wrapped around a 10in 
woofer, 6.5in mid and a 1in 
dome tweeter. Dimensions are 
910x610x480mm (hwd) and 
even the stand looks Eames-ish. 
If you’re gonna emulate… 
www.davoneaudio.com
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Luxman’s M-900u, in 
contrast to its pieces 
with a vintage look, is 
a modern powerhouse 
rated at 300W/ch into 
4ohm, and is bridgeable 
to a 600W/8ohm 
monoblock. Modernity 
notwithstanding, it 
does sport analogue, 
mechanical meters, 
offers balanced and 
single-ended inputs, and 
boasts a gargantuan pair 
of speaker terminals. 
Matching preamp is the 
C-900u. www.luxman.jp

Pocket-sized DACs are turning up everywhere. These two 
units are KingRex’s UD384, a 384kHz/32-bit USB DAC 
and its matching U Power battery power supply unit. The 
latter connects via USB to the UD384, which contains its 
USB egress on one end, and three phono sockets on the 
other for stereo line out and S/PDIF out.
www.kingrex.co.uk

TechDAS’ Air Force One turntable is such a huge hit 
that it’s easy to forget the company makes cables, 
accessories and this rather fi ne DAC. The D-7 Supreme, 
and the iPod-supporting D-7i, process up to 24-bit/
192kHz, offers digital inputs for USB-A (for the D-7i), 
USB-B, S/PDIF RCA and Toslink. www.stella-inc.com

Offered here as much for effect as for information: I’m an Accuphase 
fan, and this shot of its ‘wall of sound’ shows the depth and – literally 
– the breadth of the range. Those behemoths on the bottom aren’t 
amps: they’re power line conditioners. Like Luxman, Esoteric and a few 
others, I can’t understand why it doesn’t have a higher profi le in the 
UK. Turntable is Feickert’s Woodpecker 2. www.accuphase.com

I can’t help it: I’m a sucker for the retro-styled Luxman models. This is 
the new LX-32u Vacuum Tube Integrated Amplifi er. Spec includes MM 
and MC phono inputs and tone controls, while the valve line-up consists 
of eight EL84s, for a claimed output of 16W/ch into 6ohm. The wooden 
sleeve adds that fi nal vintage touch. www.luxman.co.jp

This crowd assembled in the Axiss room to hear Wilson’s 
Alexias, in sessions conducted by noted Japanese 
reviewer and soy sauce maven, Miura-san. Electronics 
included D’Agostino Momentum amplifi ers wired to 
the Wilsons with Transparent, which shows certain 
combinations to be universal. Also shown were units from 
MSB, Ayre, FM Acoustics and BMC. www.axiss.co.jp
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Sublime: released to coincide with the company’s 25th 
anniversary, Air Tight’s ATM 3011 Reference Mono Power 
Amplifi er is Miura-san’s ultimate statement. Each contains six 
6550s, three 12BH7s, a 12AX7 and a 12AU7 to deliver 200W. 
No PCBs, and biasing is via the front panel meters. Dimensions 
are 210x520x565mm (whd). www.airtight-anm.com

EMM Labs digital sources into a Mola-Mola Makula preamp and 
Kaluga power amps produced nice sounds feeding Lansche’s 5.1 
in a breathtakingly attractive poplar fi nish. The 3-way bass refl ex 
5.1, with sensitivity of 90dB/1W, contains a Corona ion tweeter, 
4in polypropylene midrange and two 8in fi breglass/polyester 
coated woofers. Enclosure dimensions are 43.7x10.2x19.3in 
(hwd) and the weight is 75kg. www.lansche-audio.de

Boulder’s 200kg 3060 
stereo amp, said to 
deliver 1kW/ch into 
8ohm, drove the hefty 
Westlake Audio Tower 
12 speakers with ease: 
sensitivity is 97dB. 
The latter contains 
two 300mm woofers, 
above and below a 1in 
compression tweeter. 
The amp contains fi ve 
transformers, 120 
output devices and 48 
PSU fi lter caps. www.
westlakeaudio.com; 
www.boulderamp.com

TechDAS’ Nishikawa-san, 
formerly the head of 
design at Micro-Seiki, 
holds up the issue of Hi-Fi 
News & Record Review 
featuring our review 
of the Air Force One 
turntable for all to see. 
HFN/RR’s reputation is 
near-mythical in Japan, 
where longevity is highly 
valued. Nishikawa-san 
generously provided us 
with the fi rst-ever viewing 
of the Air Force Two, 
and also showed us the 
fi rst example of the new 
moving-coil cartridge.

Octave demonstrated the MRE220 monoblock power amp, 
rated like the name says at 220W. Tube complement is four 
KT120s per chassis, complemented by an ECC802JJ, a 6SN7 
and a 12AU7. Inputs include both single-ended RCA and 
balanced XLR, and there’s a user-selectable switch for high 
power or a lower output of 140W. www.octave.de
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Next 
month

We reveal the winners of 
the EISA Awards 2011-2012

Next 
month

We report from the 
International CES in Las Vegas

Ortofon’s vast range 
of cartridges is only 
hinted at by this display 
– there were many 
more on show. But this 
is what the Japanese 
market craves most: 
the full complement 
of MCs based on the 
half-century-old SPU 
with integral headshells. 
Models include the 
SPU Meister Silver, SPU 
Royal G MkII, SPU-
Synergy, the defi nitive 
SPU-Classic and three 
mono versions. There’s 
even a mono step-up 
transformer available 
called the ST-M25.
www.ortofon.jp

More torment: this integrated stereo valve amp 
from Ortofon, with handsome woodwork, is not 
available in the UK. The switchable Kailas b4 is 
rated at 16W/ch in triode mode or 32W/ch in 
ultralinear, from four KT88s (there’s also the Kailas 
b2 with EL84s for 12W/ch or 16W/ch). The spec. 
includes MM and MC phono stages. Negative 
feedback is user-switchable, too. www.ortofon.jp

Still producing turntables, 
Luxman showed the 
PD-171AL ‘Belt-drive 
Analogue Turntable’. 
The company can supply 
cut-outs for SME, FR, SAEC 
and Ortofon tonearms, 
speeds are 331⁄3 and 
45rpm, though it seems 
most are exported with a 
tasty Lux arm. Meanwhile, 
the chassis is built from 
15mm aluminium panels 
with a fl oating sub-chassis 
to eliminate structural 
and airborne vibration; 
platter is machined from 
aluminium, and the deck’s 
weight is a healthy 23kg. 
www.luxman.co.jp

Italian manufacturer Audel Art Loudspeakers showed the stylish Nika 
Labyrinth loudspeaker and Audamp integrated amplifi er mini system. The 
latter is rated at 50W/ch with Class D circuitry. The 132mm-tall speakers 
feature a single 3in full-range driver and inner labyrinth reminiscent of 
transmission lines of yore. www.audel.it

Every room threw up minor surprises, as the 
distributors don’t always coincide with those in 
other countries. Thus you fi nd Marantz – whose 
parent company has speaker brands of its own 
– sharing space with B&W and Classé. But the 
Japanese are diplomatic: 
every brand gets its 
turn during the 
show.

FEBRUARY 2014 | www.hifinews.co.uk | 15



16 | www.hifi news.co.uk | FEBRUARY 2014

INVESTIGATIONINVESTIGATION

©
RO

C
K’

N
’R

O
LL

 M
AG

AZ
IN

E,
 S

W
ED

EN

Used hi-fi ... Swedish style
Steve Harris visits one of Europe’s most impressive secondhand hi-fi  stores

interconnects, headphone amps and 
upgrade power supplies.

Thanks to the internet, UK 
companies can easily buy and sell 
worldwide. Shipping heavy items 
halfway round the globe can be 
very expensive, but within Europe 
there are no real barriers, and the 
costs aren’t really much higher than 
they’d be for sending goods from 
one end of the UK to the other. 

Conversely of course, it’s possible 
for UK residents to do business 
with dealers in 
other European 
countries, even 
though there’s 
seldom a chance 
to visit them in 
person. But on 
a recent trip to 
Sweden, we did 
visit one of Europe’s most impressive 
used hi-fi  stores.

If Rehifi  seems, when you walk 
in, to be like a hi-fi  store from the 
good old days, that’s partly an 
illusion, because the good old days 
weren’t so good, really, as our rose-
tinted memories sometimes make 
them seem. But it’s at least partly 
true. Rehifi  offers a nice listening 
area, friendly personal service from 
staff who are obviously enthusiasts 
themselves, and a seemingly 
unlimited range of mouthwatering 
products to choose from. 

It seems that a lot of 
circumstances combined to make 
Rehifi  possible, viable and fi nally, 
after restructuring, successful. The 
story involves geography as well 
as history. To start with, Rehifi ’s 
premises meet the estate agent’s 
criteria of ‘Location, location, 
location’, and it’s a uniquely retro 

location too. 
The store 
occupies a 
spacious corner 
site in Jakriborg, 
at Hjarup, about 
15km north of 
Malmo. It’s only 
nine minutes by 

commuter train from Malmo, it’s just 
5km from the major university town 
of Lund, and it’s within easy reach of 
Copenhagen by road and rail via the 
Oresund bridge and tunnel.

Imaginatively created by the 
developer Jakri AB in the early 
1990s, Jakriborg is made up of 
houses ‘built in a medieval style but 
with a modern internal standard’. 
Its pedestrian-friendly layout echoes 
the American ‘new urbanisation’ 
concept and, like Prince Charles’s 
Poundbury, it’s a model village for 
modern living. 

INSET: Rehifi ’s 
charmingly retro 
location is a big 
corner site in the 
traditional-style 
‘model village’ of 
Jakriborg

BELOW: Shelves 
in the store 
house upwards 
of 700 items, 
all properly 
displayed

RIGHT: Standing 
with racks of 
mouthwatering 
vintage gear 
behind them 
are (l-r) Rehifi  
chief Ingemar 
Rasmusson, 
store manager 
Carl Westberg 
and salesman 
Kennet Ekalöv. 
Still behind his 
computer screen, 
far left, is Anders 
Gillgard

‘The Rehifi  store 
offers a seemingly 
unlimited range of  
mouthwatering kit’

If you’re buying a used car, 
what’s important is not so 
much the car you choose, more 
the person you choose to buy 

it from. It’s really the same with 
hi-fi . Although the issues aren’t so 
complex and the consequences 
aren’t so serious, there’s every 
reason for the buyer to beware. 

So, whether building or 
rebuilding a vintage system, or 
indulging in some high-end kit that’s 
too expensive to buy new, you might 
start by looking for an established 
dealer with a reputation. 

Many hi-fi  stores offer used 
equipment that they’ve taken in 
part-exchange, not to mention 
ex-demo stock, but of course there 
are specialist secondhand dealers 
too. In the UK, the best-known is 
probably Emporium Hi-Fi (www.
emporiumhifi .com), active in the 
vintage business for more than 20 
years. From its original base in rural 
Suffolk, Emporium has expanded 
with branches in Kent and in Wales. 

NO REAL BARRIERS 
Emporium’s vintage stock is spread 
over its three locations, but another 
company claims ‘the largest 
selection of used hi-fi  equipment 
under one roof in the UK’. This is 
Hifi sound of Stockton-on-Tees, with 
its internet-based sales operation, 
www.2ndhandhifi .co.uk. The 
website currently offers around 200 
primary used hi-fi  components for 
sale, not counting extras such as 
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repairman and I was much better 
as a salesperson, so I transferred 
from being both to just buying and 
selling. I worked there for fi ve years, 
and we had some pretty good stuff. 
We also imported Bowers & Wilkins, 
Tannoy, Micro-Seiki.

‘So, I learnt a lot of things during 
that time, and I tested a lot of stuff, 
because I had the opportunity to do 
that! I didn’t have a family, so it was 
easy to spend a lot of my time with 
the equipment.

‘Then I left and started my own 
business together with a friend. And 
it grew. We started with a small 
shop in Malmo, just twice the size 
of this little kitchen we’re sitting in 
now, and then we developed that. 
Ten years later, we had two quite 
big shops, one in Malmo and one 
in Lund, we had an import business 
with a lot of stuff, and we also 
built a tube preamp that was quite 
expensive, called Tuba.

‘It did sound very nice but it took 
a long time to produce, so in the 
end we didn’t make any money out 
of it. If you can fi nd one today you 
have to pay a lot for it. 

SOLD OUT 
‘But then the business changed a 
little bit, you know, with all the big 
manufacturers, the sound quality 
was going down and it was more 
about the business side of it. I wasn’t 
happy any more, so I sold out, in 
1993. I got out before things went 
down completely.

‘And I started working with PA 
and disco and that kind of stuff. 

With an ideal location and a 
growing market, everything seemed 
to be set fair when Rehifi  got started 
in 2004. By the end of the decade, 
after the crash of 2008, things 
didn’t look so rosy, and Rehifi  went 
down. But two years ago, it came 
under new ownership, and since 
then, it has been transformed and 
turned around by its new chief 
executive, Ingemar Rasmusson.

LONG CAREER
Rasmusson came to Rehifi  after a 
long career in retail management, 
most of it in audio. He got started as 
an enthusiast in the early ’70s, hi-fi ’s 
boom years, and his story refl ects 
the story of the hi-fi  market itself.

‘When I fi nished school,’ he says, 
‘I started working in a hi-fi  shop 
as a repairman and salesman. But 
it turned out that I was a lousy 

ABOVE: Rehifi ’s 
demo area, 
where customers 
can always listen 
before buying

ABOVE LEFT: A 
Thorens TD124 
illustrates Rehifi ’s 
home page at 
www.rehifi .se

ABOVE RIGHT: 
Anders Gillgard 
looks after 
marketing and IT
 
BELOW LEFT: 
View through the 
store showing 
B&W Series 80 
802 loudspeakers

BELOW: A 
classic Japanese 
heavyweight, the 
Luxman M-6000 
power amp

Cerwin Vega and big amplifi ers. Did 
that for three or four years. Then 
I thought I don’t want to do hi-fi  
or audio any more at all and so I 
stopped. For about ten years! 

‘I became the manager of a big 
shop selling building products. But 
then about two years ago, an old 
friend from way back when we were 
fl atmates in Lund called me, I hadn’t 
spoken to him for about 15 years. 
He asked me if was interested in 
getting back in the business again, 
because he had the opportunity to 
buy Rehifi . It was going bankrupt.

‘So I thought, maybe. My interest 
was coming back again, and I’d 
always been doing a little bit with 
record players, cartridges and tube 
amps. Because I liked it – even when 
I didn’t like hi-fi  very much, I still  



”..simply astonishing – they’re 
truly fabulous speakers”

- Jan ‘12

“If you’re looking for 
a top-class pair of 

look no further”
- Aug ‘12   

www.pmc-speakers.com

Hear why they’re the best — two years running 

To book a demonstration, see our dealer listing online, or contact us 
T +44 (0) 870 4441044
sales@pmc-speakers.com
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ABOVE LEFT: 
‘Mint’ Ortofon 
cartridges along 
with Ortofon and 
SME arms  

LEFT: Valve and 
vinyl enthusiast 
Kennet Ekalöv

TOP: Massive 
special-edition 
Kuzma deck

ABOVE: A rare 
Michaelson & 
Austin TVA-10

BELOW: Service 
engineer Rolf 
Norén at work

liked the music! And I thought why 
not? We had a look at it and bought 
it very quickly.

‘They had been doing everything, 
like TVs, home cinema, you name it, 
everything. And they didn’t have any 
quality control. Things like that, you 
cannot buy and sell and not check it, 
you get a lot of problems. 

‘So I changed a lot of things. Now 
we only do hi-fi , two-channel. We do 
a wide range from very expensive 
to quite cheap – not rubbish, but 
OK things! – and 
it’s a very nice 
place to be, 
because I can do 
something I really 
like. And I meet a 
lot of customers 
that I had before, 
maybe 20 or 30 
years ago, and they say “Oh, I know 
you! I bought my hi-fi  from you 20 
years ago.” And it’s a very positive 
environment to work in, because a 
lot of people are very happy when 
they come here. 

‘Because they can buy things they 
like, they can listen, they can meet 
people of the same kind. So 99.5% of 
people coming here are very happy 
that we are in business, because 
they can have hi-fi  as a hobby, they 
can buy stuff, they can sell stuff to 
us. Because we not only need to sell, 
we need to buy stuff too!

‘If we don’t have customers 
selling stuff to us, we don’t have 
anything to sell. We need to 
constantly look for new stuff. Some 
weeks we buy 60 pieces, some 
weeks we only get ten. But we 
always buy. We have to test it, we 
have to fi x it, we have to clean it, 
we have to take a picture of it, we 
have to put it on our website, and 
we have to put it outside here, in 
the shop.’

It probably helps that one of the 
team, Kenneth Ekalöv, is a former 
professional photographer as well 
as an obsessive hi-fi  enthusiast. He’s 
incidentally also the designer of 
Music Bench equipment racks, with 
shelves cleverly cantilevered from 
the back. 

REPAIR SERVICE 
There are actually far more items 
in the store than on the website, 

between 700 
and 1000, but 
everything is 
nicely on display, 
not piled up as in 
a warehouse, and 
there still seems 
to be plenty of 
space. But with 

the need to keep buying, isn’t there 
sometimes the danger of the place 
becoming like a junkyard?

‘It happens to us too. Because 
sometimes, oops! We have too 
much and we have to look at 
everything and say, we need to get 
rid of some. Because perhaps we 
won’t ever need it. Or if we do need 
it, we can get it again.’

With a well-equipped workshop, 
as well as fi xing its own products for 
sale, Rehifi  offers a repair service, 
though currently only for customers 
within Sweden.

‘People think 
new products 
are easy to fi x, 

but they’re not...’

‘We have a very good guy, he’s 
been working for more than 40 
years, so he knows his business very 
well, and he is very important to 
us. Most things we can fi x. And you 
know when we buy stuff, some of 
it is too expensive to repair, so we 
split it, and we save everything. 
Normally it’s the newer stuff that 
isn’t so good. Because of the way it’s 
manufactured, and they don’t keep 
spare parts for more than two or 
three years.

‘People think, if they have 
something new, it should be possible 
to fi x it. But it’s not like that any 
more. If they come with something 
fi ve years old and say “Can you fi x 
it?” we say “Maybe...” But if they 
come with something that’s 40 
years old? “Yes, we fi x it for you!”



DALI EPICON
Epic musical moments to last a lifetime

Designed by and for people with a genuine passion for 
impeccable audio experiences, the multi-award winning 
DALI EPICON series delivers a mind blowing holographic 
sound-stage. Featuring in-house designed and manufactured 
driver and woofer technologies, you are truly in for a treat!

Just listen...

Epic musical moments to la
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TOP: Vintage 
open-reel 
recorders 
are always in 
demand, and 
not only Revox. 
Here are two 
Akai machines, 
a GX-625 and a 
GX-355

ABOVE: These 
gorgeous 
Cadence power 
amplifi ers 
from India are 
probably the only 
pair in Sweden

RIGHT: A happy 
crew: – ‘We 
really like what 
we are doing,’ 
says Ingemar 
Rasmusson

‘We had one customer with a 
very expensive CD player, which had 
cost almost 5000 euros new, three 
years ago. The laser pick-up was not 
working any more. We contacted 
the manufacturer, they just said: 
“We don’t have it any more.” That 
customer was not very happy.’ 

EXOTIC ITEMS 
On the shelves at Rehifi  you will 
fi nd plenty of exotic, cult items, 
the things that are always in 
demand and sometimes fetch 
ludicrous prices. But Rehifi  is not 
a vintage specialist, it is a genuine 
secondhand store with a very wide 
range of items.

‘For us it’s different, because 
people are able to come here and 
buy something nice for not much 
money. Because they need to listen 
to music. And you can do that for 
not much money at all, because if 
you buy secondhand, for something 
like between 500 and 1000 euros, 
you can get a very nice stereo.’

With Lund just a short cycle ride 
away, you might think Rehifi  could 
depend on the student market...

‘Yes, but you know it’s not like 
it was. In the old days, every year 
when new students started, they 
wanted to buy some kind of hi-fi . But 
today, they’re not interested. They 
have iPhones, they have iPads and 

usually they are completely happy 
listening to music like that. 

‘But now, I think hi-fi  music is 
coming back again. People come 
here and they say “I was with a 
friend last weekend, and we played 
some LPs on his old hi-fi ...” And 
they drank some beer, maybe, 
and they realised they miss it very 
much. They say that before, they 
listened to records all the time, but 
they stopped doing it because they 
bought a new home cinema. 

‘I had a customer call me from 
the north of Sweden, he’d found 
me on the internet, and he said, 
“You know what I did? Last week 
I took my whole home cinema 
equipment, switched it off and just 
put it away. And 
it was expensive! 
I realised it had 
made me not listen 
to music for more 
than 15 years!”

‘So they come 
here, they come 
back to enjoying 
music at home again. Maybe they 
did have some old equipment, and 
they bring it here to get it fi xed. Or 
maybe they want something a little 
better, because something that 
they’ve got is not possible to fi x.’

One category of product that 
usually is possible to fi x, and in 
fact nearly always needs fi xing, is 
the classic reel-to-reel tape deck. 
Often the only way to get parts is to 
cannibalize other machines.

‘All of the tape recorders we get, 
or at least 90% of them, are not 
working. And we have a lot to do to 
get them working. But when they’re 
fully cleaned and repaired, they sell 
quickly. A lot of people are into tape 

recorders. Some of them because 
they have a lot of music on old 
tapes. But some customers because 
they think, “I’m into hi-fi , I love hi-fi , 
and the sexiest thing in hi-fi  is open-
reel.” And you can buy new tapes 
and get a very, very good sound 
from an old Revox.’

ONLINE SALES
What’s perhaps most signifi cant 
about Rehifi  is the way it balances a 
well-appointed and inviting physical 
store with its online sales. Customers 
visit from far afi eld, but of course 
they’ve usually discovered its 
existence through the web. 

‘We have people from all over 
Sweden, of course, and from 

Denmark because 
it is easy. We even 
have people visit 
us from Germany, 
and from England, 
because they 
have found us on 
the internet. We 
do about 40% of 

our business on the internet.’
Which means that Rehifi  still 

does more business face-to-face 
than it does in cyberspace. And 
here’s the paradox. In every kind 
of new-product specialist retailing, 
bricks-and-mortar stores are being 
wiped out by internet trading. Yet 
it is the internet that gives Rehifi ’s 
physical store a big enough universe 
of customers to make it viable.

‘We need the internet,’ says 
Rasmusson. ‘If the internet wasn’t 
working, or didn’t exist, it would 
be impossible for us to do what we 
do. Because, you know, we not only 
need to sell, but to buy equipment. 

‘We need everybody.’ 

‘“You get a very, 
very good sound 

from an old
Revox open-reel”’
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If you’re old enough to remember 
Audio Research gear circa-1972, the 
new SP20 will tug at your heartstrings. 
With an aesthetic skill to equal the 

way Fuji has updated old rangefi nder-style 
cameras, or even Bentley’s Continental 
versus the 1953 original, this preamp’s 
fascia designer has revived the distinctive 
sectioned faceplates of the SP3. After far 
too many iffy LCD displays – excluding the 
handsome new 4.3in (109mm) screen in 
the middle of this panel – the whiff of retro 
is much appreciated.

This new/old look throws you at fi rst, 
because you may think that the SP20 is 
a blessed backlash against ‘soft-touch 
everything’. Suffi ce it to say, gone are 
the days of a half-dozen toggle switches, 
mechanical push-buttons or old-school 
rotaries. The SP20’s buttons are limited to 
power on, mute and a choice of output to 
‘speakers’ (power amp) or headphones, but 
not at once. The optically-coupled rotaries 
provide level on the right and source on 
the left; the latter scrolls in both directions.

Everything else is adjusted via the 
touchscreen, including balance, the setting 
of display intensity, the switch-on and 
mute levels, levels for each input, polarity 
inversion, the impedance choices of the 
excellent phono stage, renaming the inputs 
and any other parameter you care to alter. 

But do exercise care: I hit the Tube Life 
reset, so now I have no idea how many 
hours this set of tubes has been running. All 
the settings are useful, especially adjusting 
the default drop in level between speakers 
and headphones, to prevent nasty surprises 
when switching from one to the other.

Those already familiar with this unit will 
be wondering why so much is made of the 
SP20’s control panel, as the unit comes 
with a beautifully-made metal remote 
that covers all bar the most rarely used 
subsidiary functions. Any concerns about, 
say, the unusual rotary control action is 

moot, as the remote control will serve 
one’s greatest needs most of the time. 
Unless you’re an inveterate fi ddler with 
ADD, the sub-menus need only be accessed 
only when genuinely necessary.

ADDRESSES CURRENT WANTS
Comprehensive in more ways than even 
the feature-laden touchscreen menus 
imply, the SP20 is perfect for 2014, as it 
also addresses the current twin revivals 
of headphones and the LP. The former 
– addressed for the fi rst time ever in an 
Audio Research preamp – is accessed via 
a ¼in socket on the front panel and offers 
plenty of power. The onboard phono stage 
is quiet enough, musical enough and fi ne-
tuneable enough to preclude any hunger 
for an outboard unit – it even reminded 
me of my much-missed PH5. Loading 

options include the useful range of 50ohm, 
100ohm, 500ohm, 1kohm and 47kohm.

At the back are the RIAA phono 
input plus the necessary earthing post, 
four single-ended line-level inputs, two 
balanced XLR inputs, separate monitor-
in and record-out for recordists, and two 
pairs of balanced outputs. There is also an 
RS-232 port, IR-input, 12V trigger and a 
15A IEC connector, so integration into a 
complex installation is accommodated. 

Although one is warned in the owner’s 
manual that single-ended input SE4 is a 
unity gain stage, it presumes the most 
unlikely of scenarios: that any audiophile 
will read the owner’s manual before diving 
straight into the installation of said device. 
Because it is unity gain, you absolutely 
must not feed it any source without its 
own volume control. Luckily, I read owner’s 

RIGHT: An elegant layout principally on 
one major motherboard. Both line and 
(programmable) phono stages employ J-FET 
inputs with 6H30 triode-based output stages

With a nod to the past, ARC’s SP20 is the brand’s most comprehensive preamp yet 
below the REF models, with phono stage, touchscreen and headphone amp  
Review: Ken Kessler Lab: Paul Miller

Audio Research SP20 

Valve preamplifi er
Made by: Audio Research Corp, Minnesota, USA 

Supplied by: Absolute Sounds Ltd
Telephone: 0208 971 3909  

Web: www.audioresearch.com; www.absolutesounds.com
Price: £8998  
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manuals as a matter of course as a reviewer 
– but some of you don’t. I would have 
labelled it something else, lest accidents 
occur. Or made the sockets bright orange.

A tube-hybrid, the SP20 contains four 
valves lurking within: a pair of 6H30s for 
phono stage duties and another for the line 
stage. After 4000 hours – if unlike idiot me 
you haven’t reset the counter unnecessarily 
– the Settings icon glows red indicating the 
need for re-tubing.

Aside from learning about the unity 
gain input, the SP20 
is self-explanatory to 
anyone who has mastered 
an iPad or iPhone. 
Warm-up time is a now 
recognised part of Audio 
Research ownership; 
the display changes 
from logo to home page 
after the unit has settled down. The only 
disconcerting element, which will soon 
lapse into familiarity, is the odd feel of the 
speed-sensitive rotary controls relative to 
conventional types. You’ll soon get the 
hang of holding the source rotary one way 
or the other, awaiting a click of the relays. 

 CROSSING THE DIVIDE
Enjoying this with a wide mix of products 
(including the dearer sibling REF75), I 
found the ARC SP20 to demonstrate one 
unassailable fact… Despite the lack of 

on-board digital processing, it is possible 
for a seemingly conventional high-end 
analogue preamplifi er to cross the divide 
between old-school hi-fi  and the modern, 
multi-source world. 

One side of the secret is the presence 
of the touchscreen, which will assuage any 
fear of antiquity in those who have never 
known life before mobile phones, while 
the other is the echt ‘Audio Research-ness’ 
of the SP20, with links back to the early 
’70s to assuage the opposite reaction in 

dinosaurs such as me.
Because I stupidly 

reset the tube timer, 
I have no idea how 
‘burned in’ was 
the review sample. 
Regardless of this 
ignorance, it was 
instantly apparent that it 

bore much of the prowess of the REF 5SE, 
with a family resemblance rivalled only by 
the assorted fraternal Baldwin thespians. 
You will know immediately that this is the 
successor to a long and distinguished line 
of ARC preamplifi ers.

Let’s dismiss from the equation the 
model directly above it price-wise. The 
SP20 costs £8998 while the REF 5SE 
commands £11,450. For those of an 
envious persuasion: the newer model is 
slicker in operational terms, while the 
older sounds grander, richer and simply 

ABOVE: Despite the minimalism and a 
touchscreen that accounts for the dearth of 
controls, this look references the past; the 
remaining controls are source and level

While it is easy to be distracted by the unexpected aesthetic regression in the 
SP20, combined with the now-mandatory presence of an illuminated display, 
these don’t affect the core values present in every Audio Research preamp since 
William Z Johnson fi rst hot-rodded a Dynaco PAS. They are merely adjuncts, and 
Audio Research has been as careful as its stablemate McIntosh to ensure that the 
family resemblance is never abandoned. Philosophically however, Audio Research 
has made a concerted move to modernise, even before being acquired by the 
thrusting Fine Sounds organisation. What the new ownership has done is added 
impetus and commercial savvy, so the transition to a more contemporary mien, 
while maintaining continuity, is a wise one. I suspect that ARC will continue in 
this groove for some time – we await only the reaction to the SP20’s throwback 
sectioned front panel. I, for one, absolutely love it.

bigger. Should you care to spend the 
£2.5k difference ultimately depends on 
your love of touchscreen operation and a 
leaner sonic balance versus the less tech-y 
but more robust presence of the ’5SE. I err 
toward the latter, but read on.

After living with the REF 5 and then 
the SE upgrade as my main preamp, I am 
predisposed toward the more opulent, 
almost voluptuous character it possesses 
when auditioned alongside the leaner, 
younger SP20. To portray it this way, 
however, suggests a drastic, nay, vivid 
difference, when in fact we are discussing 
subtleties best left to two wines of 
consecutive years or, say, different cables.

MINOR DIFFERENCES?
A colleague said to me recently, ‘As all 
professionally produced high-end gear is 
so good, who can quibble about such truly 
minor differences?’ Well, that’s what guys 
like me are paid to discover. And even 
before coming to a conclusion, I can tell 
you this: the subtleties between the SP20 
and the REF 5SE can all be ameliorated 
or even eliminated by a variable we must 
never undervalue: system synergy.

Sticking with the REF75, as it is a likely 
partner and part of the Audio Research 
family network, was an obvious solution 
to refi ning the process of discovery. 
Tellingly, with the lack of a headphone 
output on the REF 5SE, I was not afforded 
the near-forensically analytical privilege of 
investigating the nuances as with the SP20, 
for direct comparison purposes. 

It was, indeed, the SP20’s headphone 
output that allowed me to hear even 
more in the 24-bit Beatles transfers 
from the USB-stick-inside-an-apple, that 
are to my ears the most information-
rich versions available. That’s not to say 
they’re necessarily the best nor most 
lifelike, just the most detail-heavy and 

‘It was obvious 
that it bore much 
of the prowess of 

the REF 5SE’
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Described by ARC as ‘fully balanced, pure Class A with zero 
feedback’ the SP20’s combination of JFET input and 6H30 tube 
outputs is capable of lower distortion still than the top-fl ight 
REF10 preamplifi er [HFN Mar ’13]. Tested balanced in/balanced 
out, the SP20 offers a full +13.9dB gain (volume ‘103’) with a 
maximum output of 18V at <1% THD. The lowest distortion is 
offered at 200mV-1V output through midrange frequencies 
where a minimum 0.00045% is achieved, increasing to just 
0.0015% at 20kHz and 0.003% at 40kHz, though these fi gures 
were slightly higher via the right channel in our sample [see 
Graph 2, below]. Noise is very low indeed, putting paid to any 
suggestion that tubes are inherently ‘less quiet’ – the A-wtd S/N 
ratio was a full 96.7dB (re. 0dBV) while residual hum and noise 
was just –101dBV (that’s less than 10μV, unweighted).

The digitally-governed volume control ensures precise L/R 
channel tracking, typically better than 0.04dB from 20Hz-
20kHz over much of its range. Channel separation weakens 
slightly at higher frequencies (100dB/1kHz to 74dB/20kHz) 
but this is more than adequate. While noise and distortion 
clearly better ARC’s own specifi cation for the SP20, the 
2Hz-80kHz (±0.3dB) response was not met at the reference 
500mV in/1V out gain setting. In practice the line response is 
perfectly fl at enough with –3dB points at 1.5Hz to 56kHz and 
±0.5dB from 20Hz-20kHz [see black trace, Graph 1 below]. 
The accompanying source impedance follows the trend of 
the REF10 with ~345ohm through mid and treble rising to 
1.1kHz via the SP20 at 20Hz. Readers are invited to view a 
comprehensive QC Suite test report for ARC’s SP20 preamplifi er 
by navigating to www.hifi news.co.uk and clicking on the red 
‘download’ button. PM

AUDIO RESEARCH SP20

LAB
REPORT

revealing of a system’s retrieval 
capabilities. Anyone with a modicum 
of discernment knows that George 
Harrison was a guitarist of sublime 
subtlety. The tonal colours in ‘While 
My Guitar Gently Weeps’ – many 
possibly from Eric Clapton, too – are 
rendered with such presence that 
any music shop habitué would not 
only identify the make of guitar 
but possibly the brands of strings 
and plectra as well. If the lower 
valve count causes one to expect 
a reduction in warmth, ’20 versus 
’5, dismiss the thought: the strings 
shimmered with the kind of tube 
magic that keeps musicians wedded 
to valve-driven guitar amps.

DAZZLING ATTACK
Shimmering again occurred with the 
lush opening track of Nancy Wilson’s 
All In Love Is Fair [SoulMusic SMCR2 
5010], ‘You’re As Right As Rain’. 
Her voice is uncharacteristically 
fragile, backed by angelic singers, 
with enough strings to redefi ne 
‘saccharine’. If you didn’t see the 
sleeve, you might mistake it for 
something from the late Minnie 
Ripperton. That aside, the SP20 
presented a perfectly seamless 
panorama that fi lled the room.

In spite of its CD origins, the most 
remarkable aspect was the sweet 
treble, slightly less cloying than 
through the REF 5SE, though the 
latter possesses a more powerful 
low end. The funkier following track, 
‘Try It, You’ll Like It’, contains some 
of that ‘period’ loping bass that 
also marked the ‘Philly Soul’ sound 
of the 1970s – not surprising when 
you fi nd this recording dates from 
the middle of that decade. But it’s 
also one of the few areas where, 
repeatedly, one can hear with some 
confi dence, the subtle departures 
between the two preamps.

As I’ve said, it’s a Jack Sprat 
scenario, lean-vs-plump. Those 
among you with the audiophile 
dialect down pat will defi ne the 
SP20 as less ‘valve-like’, while 
refraining from making too much of 
its solid-state component. That may 
help to explain the crispness, the 
dazzlingly fast attack for transients 
from the midband on up and the 
almost hygienic silences between 
instruments. Blessedly, however, the 
SP20 is as sibilance-free as its 
all-tube elder sister. 

Let’s not mince words: there 
is a £2.5k difference to consider. 
The SP20 delivers nearly all the REF 
5SE provides, with only a marginal 
drop in levels of stateliness. It is 
an incredible preamplifi er. Turning 
to an epic like Wheatus’s raucous, 
majestic ‘Teenage Dirtbag’ from the 
band’s eponymous debut [Columbia 
COL4996052], the wall of guitars 
that hits at 40s demonstrates the 
physics of Phil Spector’s ‘Wall of 
Sound’ despite not being mono, and 
not involving a phalanx of musicians. 
Through the SP20, it utterly rocks. 
Yet via the REF 5SE, it astounds. 

Having experienced over a dozen 
Audio Research preamps, my 
initial concern was addressed 
post-haste: the SP20 acts 
exactly as a modern ARC control 
unit should. It is detailed, 
open, musical, expressive and 
commanding. It suffers no lack of 
facilities. And it sounds just ‘light’ 
enough to distinguish it from the 
REF models. And I confess the 
headphone amp and touchscreen 
are seducing me.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality: 88%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

ABOVE: As is ARC’s wont, balanced XLR ins and outs are present, along with a 
complement of single-ended line sources and phono – though the unity gain SE4 in 
deserves a cautionary label to avoid accidental blasts at full level (via CD, for example)

Maximum output (<1% THD, 47kohm) 18Vrms (Balanced)

Maximum input level (<1% THD) >10Vrms (Balanced)

Output impedance (20Hz–20kHz) 1.1kohm-340ohm (Balanced)

Frequency response (20Hz–100kHz) +0.01dB to –6.3dB

Input sensitivity 202mV

A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBV) 96.7dB

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz re. 0dBV) 0.00048–0.0016%

Power consumption 68W

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 480x134x420mm / 7.4kg

ABOVE: Extended frequency response (5Hz-100kHz, 
black) versus output impedance (20Hz-100kHz, red)

ABOVE: Distortion versus extended frequency from 
5Hz-40kHz at 0dBV (left, black; right, red)
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Top-loading CD player with tube output stage
Made by: Loit Design Pte Ltd, Singapore 

Supplied by: Alternative Audio
Telephone: 01984 624242  

Web: www.loit.com.sg; www.alternativeaudio.co.uk
Price: £20,000  

Open up the big wooden packing 
case, lift out the snug-fi tting 
dense foam packing, and you 
can’t help but be impressed. This 

is a product built on a massive chassis laid 
out in dual-mono with heavy-duty power 
supplies for each of the two channels, and 
it weighs over 20kg. Once set up, with six 
tubes glowing nicely, it looks great.

Yet this is not an amplifi er, but a CD 
player. The Loit Passeri is the fi rst and so 
far the only product from the talented 
young designer Lup Yoong Kam of 
Singapore [see boxout, p29]. He chose 
the company name originally: ‘Because 
I wanted people to love it!’ (which 
shortened to ‘lo’it’). But, he says, ‘Later on 
I thought, why not have something more 
meaningful. So I thought of Lifestyle On 
Innovative Technology.’

WORKING WITH LEBEDEV
Clearly a perfectionist, Kam has come up 
with a player that exudes quality in its 
materials and construction, and perhaps 
it should do at a UK price of £20,000. It 
is also a great piece of industrial design, 
which again it should be, because Kam 
commissioned the well-known Russian 
designer Artemy Lebedev to realise 
the concept. Lebedev’s website [www.
artlebedev.com] also shows an amplifi er, 
conceived as a base unit to fi t neatly under 
the player; this has yet to be developed. In 
fact, the next product will be a lower-cost 
tubed CD player with DAC inputs. 

Lebedev’s illustration of the Passeri 
shows the CD cover as a simple fl at 
disc, ringed by a glow of blue light. 
But Kam, mindful of the excesses of some 
Chinese products, thought the blue light 
was too much, and preferred the cover to 
match the metallic fi nish of the feet. 

Which it does, although the cover is 
aluminium while the feet are stainless 
steel. As he says, ‘The reason we are 

using different materials is all about the 
sound. As you know, every material has its 
resonant behaviour. For example, we had 
the cover in aluminium alloy, but we also 
had a cover in stainless steel. 

‘We had the stainless feet, but in the 
fi rst place, when we designed the player, 
we also had aluminium alloy in the feet. We 
tried a lot of combinations and at the end, 
this is the best.’

Kam admits that the choice of carbon 
fi bre for the casing was made at the 
beginning of the project mainly for 
aesthetic reasons, but says it proved to 
be a good choice. Listening trials showed 
that it did not add any fl avour to the 
sound, whereas a complete aluminium 
chassis tended to give an over-damped or 
compressed sound. 

Underneath that elegant shell, though, 
the heart of the design is a main chassis 
made from 6mm-thick aircraft-grade 
aluminium plate, which Loit calls 
the centre plate. This substantial 

part carries the main electronics circuit 
board, divided into left- and right-channel 
sections on either side of the CD transport. 

Inevitably, the ‘CD engine’ used by Loit 
is the Philips CD-Pro2LF, the current version 
of the metal-chassis mechanism which has 
become the industry standard for high-
end players. This is built into an aluminium 
frame which is then mounted on the 
main chassis or centre plate by means of 
four Alpha Gel bushings. These silicon-gel 
mountings are said to eliminate the micro 
vibration generated by the CD transport. 

On the chassis in front of the transport 
is the all-important master clock, not 
unexpectedly an OCXO [Oven Controlled 
Crystal Oscillator] for maximum precision. 
Digital-to-analogue conversion is by pairs 
of 24-bit/96kHz Burr-Brown PCM1704 DAC 
chips – still in production today although 
introduced in the late 1990s.

Arranged in echelon to left and 
right, the tubes are Sovtek 6H30 
double-triodes, three for each 

RIGHT: The underside of the Passeri reveals a 
dual-mono layout with separate supplies for the 
transport, DAC stage and tube output. The DAC 
is a 24-bit/96kHz part from Burr-Brown

Stunning looks and a sophisticated tube output stage make this a truly mouthwatering 
CD player. Does its sonic performance match the painstaking design and build quality?
Review: Steve Harris Lab: Paul Miller

Loit Passeri
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channel. Loit claims uniqueness for its use 
of a single stage of amplifi cation to provide 
current-to-voltage conversion, low-pass 
fi ltering and output buffering, without any 
negative feedback. The rearmost of the 
three tubes on each side is used along with 
a MOSFET circuit as the voltage regulator 
for the HT power supply. 

GETTING THE RIGHT TUBES
Originally a Russian military tube, the 6H30 
was introduced to high-end audio more 
than ten years ago by Balanced Audio 
Technology and has since been adopted 
by other hi-fi  makers, as being superior to 
the familiar 6922. It is in fact a variant of 
the 6922 or ECC88, or the 6DJ8, but isn’t 
designed to interchange with these, and in 
developing the Passeri, Kam went straight 
to the 6H30. 

Although he’d found the original new-
old-stock 6H30s superior to the current 
Sovteks, NOS tubes are too expensive and 
hard to fi nd for series production. Recently, 
though too late to be covered here, Kam 
has introduced another variation, as he’s 
found that the 6H6N tube sounds very 
musical and works well in combination 
with the 6H30. So the Passeri is now 
shipping with four 6H30 and two 6H6Ns.

Below all this are the power supplies, 
once again in a dual-mono layout, with 
large toroidal transformers for each 
channel mounted far out to the left 
and right. There are separate supply 
components for the digital and analogue 
sections of each channel, with 36,000μF of 
capacitance for each analogue channel.

With all the heavy stuff mounted low 
down, the Loit chassis is designed to give 
a low centre of gravity and even weight 
distribution between the three feet. Each 
of those stainless-steel 
tower housings conceals 
a ceramic ball that 
provides the support 
point and transfers 
energy to avoid a build-
up of resonances within 
the player. The bottom 
part of each foot is 
threaded for easy height adjustment, so 
that the player can be accurately levelling 
by viewing the bubble spirit level fi tted in 
the disc loading recess. Underneath each 
foot is a wool felt pad. 

In proportion with the design as a 
whole, the front-panel screen offers a
two-line display with characters big 
enough to be read from any reasonable 

ABOVE: Topped by the motorised CD cover, the 
casework is of carbon fi bre. Bold and readable 
from a distance, the front panel LCD display can 
be switched off using the remote

listening distance. At switch-on, the screen 
shows a countdown of seconds and tenths 
for a 30-second stabilisation before play 
can start. The remaining buttons provide 
standard transport controls, with ‘Eject’ 
operating the motorised loader cover, with 
its built-in captive puck. On the review 

sample, this cover 
operated with a quite 
loud whirring of gears, a 
sound that went rather 
well with the space-
station looks, but could 
become annoying after 
a while. All the transport 
functions are duplicated 

on the remote handset, which is a simple 
but perfectly functional standard design. 

On the rear panel, or panels, you will 
fi nd the player’s analogue outputs in both 
balanced [XLR] and unbalanced [RCA] 
format. There are no digital input facilities, 
but the left-channel panel provides 
balanced and unbalanced digital outputs. 
Between these two nestles a small toggle 
switch for the internal cooling fan. Its use 
is said to be optional, at least in temperate 
climates, but it runs so very quietly as to go 
unnoticed and, without it, the player does 
make your CDs rather warm. 

 TACTILE REALITY
Told by the importer to run the player 
for 12 hours before listening seriously, I 
followed his advice. But just putting any old 
disc on to get the player warmed up was 
enough to make me realise that the Passeri 
was something special. When I did sit down 
to listen attentively, I was really drawn in by 
the sound, as the player seemed to let the 
music breathe in its own space, with both 
instruments and voices somehow 

‘The whirring of 
gears went well 
with the space-
station looks’

TUBE-TASTIC CD
Back in 1986, with CD a new technology, the only way a small high-end company 
could enter the fi eld was to buy in complete Philips players (Magnavox in the US) 
and modify the analogue output stages. In that year, newcomer California Audio 
Labs caused a sensation by being the fi rst to offer a CD player with tubes, based 
on the current 14-bit, 4-times-oversampling Philips machine. By then Philips was 
already moving on to 16-bit, and in the next few years the high-end specialists 
would fi nd it hard to keep up with the majors’ digital developments. On the 
other hand, audiophiles got used to the idea of CD sound that was ‘softened’ 
by a couple of small tubes. Yet it seems astonishing that more than 25 years 
have gone by since CAL fi rst set the trend. Its original Tempest player used a 
tube output stage with a pair of 6DJ8 double-triodes to perform the current-to-
voltage conversion on the output from the DAC, and the fi nal low-pass fi ltering, 
all with ‘zero negative feedback’. Does that sound familiar? 
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ABOVE: Loit mounts the CD-Pro2 mechanism on silicone-gel for isolation, providing a spirit-level for 
accurate levelling. Valve output stage and voltage regulation use Russian 6H30 double-triode tubes 

fully-formed, presented without even a 
trace of mechanical harshness. 

For example, on my usual opening test 
for space and bass, the fi rst track of Entre 
Cada Palabra by Marta Gomez [Chesky 
JD301], the vocal sounded delightful, and 
although the bass seemed soft there was 
still a great sense of space. There was 
a good feeling of the 
performers located on a 
wide and deep fl oor, the 
ambience around each 
instrument making sense 
individually, so that a 
listener could home in on 
any sound without being 
distracted by any overall 
clutter. On later, less overtly atmospheric 
tracks, the Passeri still made instruments 
sound attractively tactile.

ROCKING ALONG
Again, on ‘Kalerka’ from Rebecca Pidgeon’s 
The Raven [Chesky SACD 329], the singer’s 
voice was tangibly clear and endearingly 
textured, while the instrumental 
background in this more artful and 
complex studio production seemed to 
form itself like a warm and almost cosy 
shell around the singer. While the bass was 
again soft and unemphatic, the overall 
effect was engaging and easy on the ear.

After this it was fascinating to hear how 
the Passeri would handle more rocking 
material. With Ry Cooder and Bop Till 
You Drop from 1979 [Warner Bros 7599-
27398-2], the sound was inviting and 
informative. ‘Little Sister’ rocked along 
quite well, with the Passeri drawing you 
in to the mix of guitars as they seemed to 

be presented as intelligently-combined 
musical threads rather than a confusing 
melange. The bass seemed understated 
though suffi ciently accurate, giving you 
the bass guitar line clearly enough, but not 
with great power.

Listening to some slightly more 
modern rock recordings, it seemed that 

the Passeri’s strength 
was its ability to give 
civilized and natural 
qualities to the sound, 
rather than than 
ramming the message 
home with a strong 
rhythmic drive. On Boz 
Scaggs Greatest Hits 

Live [Gray Cat GCD 4001], for example, 
it created a wonderful atmosphere on 
Scaggs’s great minor-key blues, ‘Somebody 
Loan Me A Dime’. Here the Passeri 
delivered realistic textures on the solo 
Hammond organ, and magnifi cent guitar 
sounds from the great Drew Zinng and 
from Scaggs himself.

When I put on The Kooks’ Inside In/
Inside Out [Virgin 0094635072426], the 
Loit player immediately had me absorbed 
in Luke Pritchard’s opening acoustic-guitar 
ditty, ‘Seaside,’ with an immediacy to the 
vocal and the guitar sounding resonantly 
real as well. 

On mono recordings, there is often 
the philosophical question of how wide 
a mono image should be, but on some 
CDs, the Passeri sound had enough body 
to almost to fi ll the space between the 
speakers. When I dug out Sarah Vaughan 
With Clifford Brown [Emarcy 814 641-2], 
recorded at the legendary Fine studios  

Unsurprisingly, Singaporean audio 
designer Lup Yoong Kam was a hi-fi  
obsessive long before he set up his 
company. ‘During the three years 
I was studying electronics in Kuala 
Lumpur,’ he says, ‘I worked as a 
part-time technician in a hi-fi  shop. 
Because I just loved hi-fi  so much! 
They had plenty of high-end stuff. It 
was a very interesting job, because 
when I was a student I couldn’t 
afford a high-end system, so that 
was the only way I could approach 
the high-end. In the shop they had 
Conrad-Johnson, Avalon, they had 
ATC. This was a very good chance for 
me to study and learn.’

Kam actually received his honours 
degree at Robert Gordon University 
in Aberdeen and, after graduating, 
he joined Hewlett Packard, working 
on R&D in HP’s printer division, 
‘Nothing related to audio!’, as he 
says. After three years, he left to set 
up his own business. 

‘Well, my parents were in 
business, so I was infl uenced by 
them. When I worked for HP, I knew 
that this was not my long-term 
career, it was just a short-term job. 
So I left the company at the end of 
2005, and started doing research, 
R&D for this CD player.

‘If you have a good beginning, a 
good source, you can come out with 
good connectors and then a good 
power amp, and the last thing is of 
course the speaker. So the whole 
system must start with a good 
source. That’s why the fi rst product 
is a CD player.’

LUP YOONG KAM

‘The Loit player 
gave mono CDs 
a sense of depth 
and tangibility’
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in New York in 1954, I found that 
the Loit player rendered this mono 
recording with a maximum sense 
of depth and tangibility. Vaughan’s 
vocals were jaw-droppingly tangible, 
while the backing music seemed to 
occupy a space that stretched far 
into the middle distance – far, that 
is, in seeming depth, and centred 
between the speakers. 

Wondering how the Loit 
would handle what might be 
called ‘challenging discs’, I put on 
Coleman Hawkins & Benny Carter 
[CDSW8403], which contains their 
1937 Paris recordings transferred 
and restored for CD by the late 
great John R T Davies. It’s a great 
disc that’s always sounded honest, 
direct and communicative but it 
can get rather hard and glassy. With 
the Loit, this hardness was softened 
and the communication was terrifi c 
– although there was still a slightly 
odd effect as high register notes 
from clarinet and trumpet could 
momentarily thin to a squeak. Lower 
down you could still hear an ‘edge’ 
of 78 distortion, the Loit being 
transparent enough to reveal this. 

GONGS AND WHISPERS
Respighi’s Church Windows, with 
the Pacifi c SO under Keith Clark 
[Reference Recordings RR-15CD], 
impressed by the calm, measured 
quality of the music-making as well 
as the ambient space. I found myself 
repeatedly replaying the second 
of the ‘Windows’ in the Suite, ‘St 
Michael Archangel’, just to hear the 
huge gong crash at the end. This 
sounded just great, true and natural, 

except that I couldn’t help feeling it 
should have had a bit more bottom 
end weight. 

As for chamber music, when 
I listening to my old touchstone 
recording, The Art of Janet Craxton 
[BBC Records BBC CD 635], it was 
the slow movement of the Mozart 
Oboe Quartet that really had me 
holding my breath, where the Loit 
seemed to allow the notes to hang 
poignantly in the air. 

But the Loit is an accomplished 
purveyor of all kinds of music. It 
brought a great sense of life and 
immediacy to Bob Dylan’s vocals 
on Blood On The Tracks [Columbia 
512350 6]. If, in ‘Simple Twist Of 
Fate’, the bass guitar took on a soft-
edged and somehow slightly hollow 
sound, there was no doubt about 
the authority and clarity of the vocal. 
More than ever you could marvel 
at the way Dylan tells the story so 
graphically, with a tune so simple 
that it’s really a recitative, and yet 
with such unending resources of 
musical expression. 

ABOVE: Rear socketry includes balanced and unbalanced analogue and digital 
outputs, but no digital input. There’s a small toggle switch for the cooling fan

LAB
REPORT

There’s a lot to admire in this 
player before you switch it on, 
and the sonics more than live 
up to expectation. With bass 
that gives a softened foundation 
rather than a driving beat, it 
doesn’t major on pace or rhythm. 
But, with a presentation that’s 
rather like putting a valve amp in 
your system, it welcomes you into 
the music with refreshing ease, 
naturalness and integrity. It’s a 
sound that should be heard.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality:  85%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Trying to pin-down the technical ‘character’ of the Passeri is less 
straightforward than usual because its measured performance 
is infl uenced by both the legacy Burr-Brown PCM1704 DAC 
and the duo of 6H30 double-triodes driving the output. The 
latter deliver a full 4.6V through balanced outputs from a 
150-400ohm source impedance which is as low as might be 
expected from this confi guration. The output is phase inverting, 
so you might want to reverse this (again) elsewhere in your 
system. Sensitivity to different interconnects will be modest 
but the 102.2dB A-wtd S/N ratio is about 10dB shy of what’s 
possible, thanks to a slightly extended pattern of 50/100Hz 
harmonics from the PSU punching through the upper bass 
and lower midrange. You’ll not hear any obvious ‘hum’ and, 
importantly, there’s no trace of PSU-induced jitter degrading 
the performance of the veteran NPC SM5847 oversampling 
fi lter or 24-bit/96kHz PCM1704 DAC [see Graph 2]. The 
‘straightness’ of the central peak, free of low-rate broadening at 
its base, augurs well for pin-sharp stereo imaging.

Low-level resolution is good to ±1dB over a 100dB range. 
Distortion over the top 20-30dB of the player’s dynamic range 
is largely determined by the tube output stage, but this is 
still impressively low at ~0.005% through the midrange and 
0.015% down to just 0.003% at 20kHz. Distortion at lower 
levels is determined more by the DAC itself and the ‘wiggles’ 
visible on Graph 1, below, are not dissimilar to those seen with 
Burr-Brown’s very latest DACs, some 15 years on. Readers may 
download a full QC Suite test report for the Loit Passeri CD 
player by navigating to www.hifi news.co.uk and clicking on the 
red ‘download’ button. PM

LOIT PASSERI

ABOVE: High resolution jitter plot. Regular sidebands 
at ~118psec are the residual limit for 16-bit CD data

ABOVE: Distortion vs digital level with dithered 16-bit 
data over a 120dB range (1kHz, black; 20kHz, blue)

Maximum output level (Balanced) 4.60Vrms at 392-156ohm

A-wtd S/N Ratio 102.2dB

Distortion (1kHz, 0dBFs/–30dBFs) 0.0051% / 0.0055%

Distortion & Noise (20kHz, 0dBFs/–30dBFs) 0.0145% / 0.0030% 

Frequency response (20Hz-20kHz) +0.0dB to –0.48dB

Digital jitter 125psec

Resolution @ –100dB ±1.0dB

Power consumption 93W

Dimensions (WHD) 480x134x390mm
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Belt-driven turntable system with electronic speed control
Made by: McIntosh Laboratory Inc, USA

Supplied by: Jordan Acoustics Ltd
Telephone: 01592 744779

Web: www.mcintoshlabs.com; www.jordanacoustics.co.uk
Price: £7495 

A high-end turntable that proves as easy to set up as a Rega-branded design is an 
unusual sight, and one with McIntosh Laboratory’s name on it is rarer still…
Review: Nick Tate Lab: Paul Miller

McIntosh MT5

Long before two guys called Steve 
joined forces to make a computer 
of the same name (but with a 
different spelling), the McIntosh 

marque already had its sidewalk star on the 
hi-fi  equivalent of Hollywood Boulevard. 
Having made some of the best and most 
iconic tube – and latterly solid-state – 
amplifi ers around, there is no denying the 
power of this brand. 

However, it’s one thing to be a whizz at 
electronics, and another to do turntables. 
They’re a completely different sort of 
challenge. Because of this, a generation 
of vinyl specialists has grown up and 
fl ourished, completely separate from 
companies that make amplifi ers and digital 
sources, etc.

While the likes of Linn and Roksan 
took time to successfully transition to 
electronics, fewer still go the other way, 
from electronics to turntable making – 
and there are so many fi ne vinyl spinners 
already on sale. And that’s perhaps a 
problem that this new MT5 faces… and 
why it has involved Clearaudio.

McIntosh obviously wanted to do 
something a bit different in a crowded 
marketplace, and has come up with a 
combination of user friendliness and 
millionaire chintz. Vinyl rookies will 
appreciate the bundled, pre-aligned 
cartridge already mounted in a prefi tted 
arm. Some will love its brightly illuminated 
platter and backlit front panel, which 
echoes classic McIntosh electronics. To 
these are added shiny metal side panels, 
set off by a black Perspex top surface. 

Normally, you’d be worried at this point, 
concerned that all those sparkly lights and 
shiny bits would detract from the basic 
quality of the deck. But any such fears 
prove unfounded, as on audition this deck 
proves far more capable than its styling 
may suggest. This is surely in no small 
part down to the fact that underneath 

the fussy looking plinth is a very decent 
deck, one that – front panel and cartridge 
notwithstanding – is made for the 
American company entirely by Clearaudio 
with its own components.

FINE SPEED CONTROL
Physically, the MT5 isn’t especially big – a 
Michell Gyrodec for example, seems a 
considerably bigger beast. Its foundations 
consist of a solid stainless steel base with a 
thick alloy base plate and acrylic top plate.

It’s always a good thing when turntables 
mix materials in my experience, as it seems 
to damp down vibration. This cause is 
helped further by the extensive internal 
damping although no attempt is made to 
provide sprung suspension. As with most 
turntables, the deck sports inner and outer 

platters, the former being about the size 
of a CD and made of anodised aluminium. 
It sits on the external inverted bearing; a 
ceramic spindle protrudes from the base of 
the deck over which the bearing assembly 
is fi tted. The company supplies a small 
phial of full synthetic oil, of which a few 
drops should be spread on the spindle. The 
bearing itself is magnetic, so the heavy 
platter actually presents a lowish load on 
the bearing. 

The full size outer platter is made from 
a special silicone-acrylic material, and its 
2.3kg mass provides a fl ywheel action 
to assist stable playback. The platter is 
driven by a Swiss-made DC motor, said to 
be a precision item with stainless steel 
brushes. It is controlled by a servo system 
to compensate for load and/or mains 

RIGHT: Physically compact for a high-end 
design, this easy-to-use turntable package 
sports a standard-sized platter and conventional 
tonearm, with prefi tted Sumiko high output MC
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THE VINYL REVIVAL

fl uctuations, and offers 33.3, 45 and 
78rpm speeds, each with a trim pot to set 
absolute pitch. In addition to the speed 
control knob, the backlit glass front panel 
sports a three-way on/off/standby selector 
and there’s provision for remote switching 
of the illumination via the rear panel 
‘power control input’ sockets.

The bundled 9in tonearm is a well 
made affair, that looks and feels robust. 
Made from dural-aluminum tubing with 
a proprietary internal 
damping material, it 
has ceramic-surfaced 
high precision vertical 
bearings. It is adjustable 
for height and, in 
common with various 
Clearaudio tonearms, 
sports a magnetic bias 
adjuster. Prefi tted is a Sumiko Blue Point 
2 high output moving-coil cartridge, a 
modestly specifi ed design with an alloy 
cantilever and elliptical diamond stylus 
(this MC is available separately in the UK for 
around £200).

Setting up the McIntosh MT5 is easy 
in relative terms. The tonearm comes 
prefi tted, and the cartridge is already 
installed in the headshell, and there are 

no outboard motors to play around with. 
So assembly becomes a case of unpacking 
the deck, dropping the bearing housing 
on the lubricated spindle, fi tting the inner 
platter, then the belt to this and the motor 
pulley (the fi ddliest part of the job), the 
outer platter going over both. Then it’s a 
case of setting up the arm: checking the 
VTA, adding the counterweight, setting 
downforce, then a fi nal tweak of the bias 
adjustment. All this should take no more 

than half-an-hour.

 SUBTLE GAIT
After an hour or two 
of settling down, the 
McIntosh MT5 proved 
a surprisingly strong 
performer. Even taken as 
a standalone audiophile 

turntable, rather than as a potentially 
less fl exible ‘turntable package’, it works 
very well. What’s most appealing is its 
combination of smoothness and power 
– usually you get smooth, soft, sweet 
somnambulant decks, or big, bold, brash 
ones; the MT5 skilfully combines both.

For example, cue up Deodato’s Night 
Cruiser [Warner Bros 56848], and the 
rhythm track sounds satisfyingly meaty, 

with a powerful kick-drum and snare sound 
set behind some really impactful keyboard 
work. Bass guitar is supple, and blends 
into the mix tightly behind the bass drum 
to give a real ‘thump’ to the deepest low 
frequencies. At the same time the snare 
work and other percussion elements drive 
the song along in a surprisingly positive 
and purposeful way. On top of this, those 
brass stabs add real drama; tonally it’s 
beautifully rendered, being bright and 
sonorous with real ‘rasp’, yet it never 
becomes hard or shouty. 

It’s this combination of a powerful 
bass, that provides an unerringly stable 
foundation for the rest of the music, and 
an open, well-lit midband, that gives the 
deck real appeal; a smooth, detailed treble 
is the icing on the cake. This solidity allows 
the music a pleasing rhythmic gait where 
instruments are allowed to fl ow naturally, 
unhindered by any apparent shortcomings 
in the deck. Musicians appear to play 
along with one another in an organic and 
cohesive way, and their expressiveness 
shines through.

You can hear how well syncopated 
the brass part is with the drummer, for 
example, and pick up every subtle rhythmic 
infl ection and dynamic accent. It’s amazing 
how many decks at this price manage 
to slur the natural fl ow and deaden the 
emotion of this song, but the MT5 is not 
one of them.

Such control pays dividends with more 
complex, layered music. Be Bop Deluxe’s 
Modern Music [Harvest SHSP 4058], is a 
wash of wailing guitars from the golden 
age of British rock, and is full of fussy 
percussion work and time-changes   

ABOVE: Well, it looks different! The uplit acrylic 
platter certainly stands out in a room, even if 
the traditional McIntosh front panel design and 
green backlighting don’t… 

The BPI says that around 700,000 LPs were sold in 2013, with the new David 
Bowie and Daft Punk long-players driving the resurgence. This has created a 
demand for decks to play them on. Some have dusted down old Duals or Regas, 
others have opted for the best they can afford new – usually made by specialists 
which have been in the analogue market for upwards of 30 or more years. But 
another slice of the record-buying demographic seems to want ‘matching’ 
turntables for existing systems, and this is prompting manufacturers who 
normally specialise in electronics, to make vinyl spinners. Musical Fidelity’s M1 
was an early example of this, several years ago, and more recently McIntosh 
got in on the act with its very expensive but user-friendly MT10. The new MT5 
follows this approach, but is considerably more affordable. 

‘Whatever you 
play, the deck 

sounds up for the 
challenge’



The heart and soul of music

tannoy.com

Precision; a new luxury 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 

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 

music like no other speaker in its class.

October 2013 - Precision 6.2 Precision 6.2 Precision 6.4 Precision 6.2 / 6.1 / 6C / 
TS2.12 system

Precision 6.2 / 6.1 / 6C / 
TS2.12 system

“Get up and drive your funky soul!”
James Brown
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which are a chore for less able 
turntables. The MT5 rose to the 
challenge, showing consummate 
control of the fl uid drum-kit work 
and laid-back backing piano. As well 
as keeping an iron grip on the 
proceedings, never once sounding 
fl ustered, the deck’s charming 
tonality once again shone through. 

It is ever-so-slightly warm in 
the upper bass, giving the slightly 
bright and fi zzy Be Bop Deluxe 
song a subtle extra measure of 
‘body’. Meanwhile, the midband is 
allowed to do its stuff, and bristles 
with detail, without ever sounding 
forward. Indeed, there’s a pleasing 
silkiness to the McIntosh’s sound 
across the presence region. You 
wouldn’t quite go as far as to call it 
‘euphonic coloration’, but there’s 
defi nitely a tonal ‘ease’ that means 
this deck never emphasises the 
harder, harsher side of things. 

A GOOD SYNERGY… BUT
Given that this cannot generally 
be said of the supplied Sumiko BP2 
cartridge, it’s a good synergistic 
combination – the ease and 
sweetness of the deck going nicely 
with the thrusting, energetic sound 
of the pick-up. On most types of 
music then, this ‘plug and play’ 
McIntosh is a pleasure. It has a fi ne 
blend of abilities that mean that 
whatever you care to play – from 
Kraftwerk’s classic slice of 1970s 
electronica, Autobahn [Philips 6305 
231], to Miles Davis’s Kind Of Blue 
[CBS 32109] – the deck sounds up 
for the challenge. 

It gets right into the heart of the 
music and has the time of its life 
conveying it back to the listener 
with a distinctive mixture of passion 
and panache. Its very wideband 
sound is a joy, stretching from the 
lowest, grumbling bass notes to the 
highest treble while remaining in 
control, yet relaxed. 

While Mac’s MT5 is great at 
setting up a vast, punchy, musical 
groove which suits rock, jazz and 
dance down to a tee, classical 
programme material isn’t always so 
amenable. With the fi rst movement 
of Dvořák’s ‘New World’ Symphony 
[Philharmonia/Wolfgang Sawallisch, 
Columbia SAX2322], its imaging was 
called into play as never before, and 
here the MT5 faltered. The massed 
strings and brass towards the end of 
the fi rst movement sounded a little 
diminished and opaque. 

As it turns out, the prefi tted 
cartridge was partly to blame for 
this, for while the Sumiko is a blast 
with punchier material it can lack 
fi nesse and insight into what’s going 
on deep down in the groove. This 
high output MC has a tendency 
to turn everything it plays into 
something ‘in its own image’, rather 
than giving a faithful rendering of 
the actual music on the disc. 

Replace it with, say, a Lyra Delos 
moving-coil (£895) and you’ll 
have a far more rounded musical 
experience that doesn’t strip out 
the fi ne timbral detail of violins and 
cellos, or narrow the confi nes of the 
concert hall. 

ABOVE: The back panel looks more like that from a hi-fi  (electronics) separate than a 
turntable; it features gold-plated RCA outputs and a socket for the external PSU

Built to McIntosh’s specifi cation by Clearaudio, the MT5 – a 
stripped-down MT10 – utilises a version of the German 
company’s magnetically-supported ceramic bearing, a very 
low-friction design that has the platter up to speed within fi ve 
seconds courtesy of its powerful DC motor. Rumble measured 
through the LP groove improves by a full 2dB to –70.1dB with 
Mac’s record weight applied, pressing the disc home onto the 
substantial silicone-acrylic platter. Measured directly through 
the bearing, rumble is also very low at just –69dB. The inherent 
speed accuracy was good to within –0.1% in our sample 
and both wow and fl utter clearly resolved into components 
at ±3Hz and ±15Hz respectively [see Graph 1, below]. The 
peak weighted W&F fi gure of 0.09% is ‘average’ rather than 
spectacular for a deck at this price point.

The partnering duraluminium (or duralumin, a hardened 
aluminium alloy) tonearm is also a Clearaudio derivative with 
its magnetic bias compensation and magnetically isolated 
horizontal/ceramic vertical bearings. There was no detectable 
play here while friction was <10mg in both planes – an 
excellent result. The cumulative decay waterfall is interesting, 
showing a primary tube mode at 130Hz coalescing into 
another bending or torsional mode at 160Hz halfway through 
the 40msec measurement period [see Graph 2, below]. Other, 
higher-Q modes at 500Hz, 800Hz and 1kHz are linked to the 
arm-lift, bearings and fi nger cue but are fairly quickly damped. 
Readers are invited to view full QC Suite reports for McIntosh’s 
MT5 turntable and tonearm by navigating to www.hifi news.
co.uk and clicking on the red ‘download’ button.  PM

MCINTOSH MT5

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

Although the MT5 may have 
been designed as an addition to 
an existing McIntosh system, it 
actually stands up very well in 
out-and-out performance terms – 
and that’s despite being an easy-
to-assemble turntable package 
with bundled cartridge. If you 
can look ‘beyond its bling’ and 
enjoy the big-hearted, generous 
way this machine makes music, 
then you may be smitten. A most 
impressive package then. 

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality:  81%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

ABOVE: Wow and fl utter re. 3150Hz tone at 5cm/sec 
(plotted ±150Hz, 5Hz per minor division). Note the 
correlated wow at ±3Hz and ~±15Hz fl utter

ABOVE: Cumulative tonearm resonant decay 
spectrum, illustrating various bearing, pillar and ‘tube’ 
vibration modes spanning 100Hz-10kHz over 40msec

Turntable speed error at 33.33rpm 33.30rpm (–0.097%)

Time to audible stabilisation 5sec

Peak Wow/Flutter 0.05% / 0.04%

Rumble (silent groove, DIN B wtd) –68.1dB / –70.1dB (with clamp)

Rumble (through bearing, DIN B wtd) –69.0dB

Hum & Noise (unwtd, rel. to 5cm/sec) –60.3dB

Power Consumption 1-2W

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 445x190x483mm / 14kg

LAB
REPORT



Pioneering world class audio products

40 years in the making, PS Audio’s 
range of mains regenerators give 
you complete control of your 
mains for the sound you aspire to.

“the P10 will have an 
eff ect ranging from 

positive to positively 
startling”. Hi-Fi News

If your high end system is powered directly from the mains or through poor quality 
conditioning, the true sound of the recording will be compromised. Without PS Audio 
mains regeneration you will be experiencing:

 Low/high supplied mains (from 220V to 260V) 

 Fluctuating mains with variations of up to 20 Volts 

 Harmonic distortion (THD) ranging from 1%-3.5% (increased by appliances sharing 
power in your house)

 Radio Frequency Interference (RFI)

 System dynamics are reduced or supressed across the range 

 Reduced soundstage

 The musical performance of your system is unpredictable at diff erent times 
of the day

PS Audio has developed a range of mains regenerators that solves these issues and 
gives you total control of your mains. All you need to do is choose the product that 
suits your system & budget.

For a no obligation demonstration please contact one of the following approved PS Audio dealers: 
North West - Brian & Trevors 0161 766 4837. East - Analogue Seduction   01733 350878. 
Midlands – Oxford Audio Consultants 01865 790879 / Midland Hifi  Studio 01902 380083 / Art Audio Salon – 07878 566814. 



P3
 850W of continuous 
regenerated power 
(1kw on peak)

 3 regenerated 
outlets (for front 
end or low output 
amps) and 1 high 
level conditioned 
outlet (for high 
output amp)

 Fan cooled 
(run silent)

 Price £1,950.00

P10
 1.25kw of 
continuous 
regenerated power 
(1.5kw on peak)

 9 regenerated 
outlets

 3 high current 
outlets (high power 
amps/mono-blocks/
projector/TV)

 Heat sink cooling 
(no fans)

 Touchscreen display

 Price £4,400.00

P5
 1kw of continuous 
regenerated power 
(1.2kw on peak)

 4 regenerated 
outlets including 
1 high current 
(amp)

 Fan cooled 
(run silent)

 Touchscreen 
display 

 Price £2,999.00

All products in the range provide stable mains to your system, reduce incoming harmonic distortion to virtually nil, and 
have the ability to step up/down the incoming voltage to provide regenerated mains at the level you require. The result 
will be obvious to you: improved dynamics, far better base and a much bigger soundstage - always.

South East - Guildford Audio 07979 515577 / Audio Venue W5 0208 567 8703 / Audio Venue Maidenhead 01628 633995 / 
Stereo Now 07870 192618.   
Distributed by: Signature Audio Systems 07738 007776  www.psaudio.com



Transform your 
music collection with 

Aurender – the world’s fi rst 
audiophile music serving solution.

Book your Aurender audition TODAY.  Exclusively available from…

studioAV: (01753) 863300  Audio Emotion: (01333) 425999
The Right Note: (01225) 874728 Item Audio: (01782) 621225

BRINGING YOUR 
MUSIC COLLECTION

to life...

The Aurender uses proprietary FPGA and 

ultra-stable OCXO’s to eliminate jitter to 

negligible levels, resulting in world-class playback.  

Meticulously designed to deliver ultimate performance.

“I don’t believe my system 
has ever sounded this good”
 John Bamford, – Hi-Fi News
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REVIEWS & LAB TESTS BY 
PAUL MILLER & JOHN BAMFORD

Cutting-edge gear, 
cherry-picked by the 
Hi-Fi News editor

The pinnacle of 
sound quality within 
its peer group

Great sound, great 
value and a cut 
above its rivals

There’s no disputing the 
changes in subjective sound 
quality wrought by different 
manufacturers’ analogue 

interconnect and loudspeaker 
cables, due to their varying 
conductor and dielectric materials 
and methods of construction. 
Although sometimes resulting in 
only small differences in sound 
balance, often the choice of one 
cable over another can make or 
break your system’s pleasure factor.

Was it the American high-end 
cable fi rm Nordost that coined 
the term ‘coherent cable loom’? 
While hobbyists habitually mix 
and match audio components 
and their connecting cables, any 
manufacturer whose interconnect 
you purchased would naturally like 
you to partner it with one of its 
speaker cables too. So this month 
we’ve fi ve ‘looms’ from specialist 
brands where the combination of 
1m stereo RCA interconnect and 3m 
speaker leads (terminated with 4mm 
banana plugs) all cost around £400.

MUSIC AND PLAYBACK
A playback system comprising 
Mark Levinson No.383 integrated 

amp and Townshend Sir Galahad 
speakers [see www.hifi news.co.uk/
news/article/meet-the-team;-john-
bamford/9884] was fed audio 
fi les from a carefully confi gured 
computer playback system 
connected via USB to a T+A DAC 8. 

The interconnect cables were 
used to make the vital link between 
the DAC’s single-ended output 
and the amplifi er. The system 
was auditioned wired with each 
cable loom in turn, using a varied 
selection of music at CD and hi-res 
digital resolutions. Included was 
the opening of Rachmaninov’s 
Symphonic Dances – not the familiar 
Vox Turnabout recording with the 
Dallas SO but one by the Minnesota 
Orchestra under Eiji Oue [Reference 
Recordings RR-96]. The sound quality 
here is spectacular! 

Another hi-res recording was 
the instrumental ‘Blågutten’ from 
the Quiet Winter Night album by 
Norway’s Hoff Ensemble. This is a 
24-bit/192kHz download of one of 
2L’s 24-bit/352.8kHz DXD recordings 
[2L-087], the ensemble captured 
performing live in a Oslo church. 

Tracks ripped from CD included 
the title song from Shelby Lynne’s 

Just A Little Lovin’ album [Lost 
Highway/UMG 60918], its fabulously 
intimate sound spoiled only by 
the very closely-miked vocal. The 
recording of drum kit, bass, guitar 
and electric piano is so beautiful 
you almost feel you’re in the studio 
with the musicians performing a few 
metres from where you’re sitting. 

Another CD-resolution fi le 
auditioned (although this one 
was recorded at 24-bit/96kHz and 
is available in a CD + DVD twin-
pack) was a track from Beneath 
The Waves by Kompendium [Seven 
Stones Records TMPCD1012], an 
album that marries progressive 
rock with a distinct Celtic tinge. 
It’s littered with fabulous melodies, 
and ‘Lilly’ is a beautiful tune sung 
by Welsh soprano Angharad Brinn 
accompanied by ex-Genesis Steve 
Hackett on classical guitar. 

We also challenged the playback 
system with something much 
harder-edged and spikier: AC/DC’s 
rousing title anthem from 1981’s 
For Those About To Rock (We Salute 
You) [Atco 7567-92412-2]. 

Cables can make or mar a system’s sound. 
We test partnering interconnect and speaker 
cable pairings from fi ve manufacturers to see 
how different design approaches shape up 

TESTED THIS
MONTH

INTERCONNECT/
SPEAKER CABLES
£360-£435

  

AUDIOQUEST SYDNEY/TYPE 4 £149/£213

CHORD CHAMELEON VEE 3/ODYSSEY 2 £135/£240

ECOSSE NU DIVA/REFERENCE MS2.3 £180/£250

TELLURIUM Q BLACK/BLUE £285/£117

VDH INTEGRATION/D-352 HYBRID £195/£240
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Interconnect and speaker cable
Made by: Audioquest, California

Supplied by: Audioquest UK
Telephone: 01249 848 873

Web: www.audioquest.com
Prices: £149/1m; £213/3m  

Inspired by the Sydney Harbour 
Bridge, but thankfully more 
fl exible, Audioquest’s Sydney 
interconnect is a symmetrical 

design with two solid-core PSC+ 
(Perfect Surface Copper) conductors 
for signal and return. The latter 
are thicker than the former, for a 
lower impedance chassis grounding 
(though the 190mohm loop 
resistance is still moderate), but all 
four are contained within loose-
fi tting polyethylene tubes, ensuring 
they have a largely ‘air dielectric’.

These tubes are covered by a 
peripheral foil/carbon/foil screen, 
terminated at the destination-end of 
the directional interconnect. Silver-
plated RCA phonos and a woven 
black jacket complete this attractive 
cable design.

While the Sydney interconnect 
is new, the origins of Audioquest’s 
Type 4 speaker cable stretch back 
over 20 years. The geometry of the 
current version is not dissimilar to 
that of the partnering interconnect 
with mixed-diameter solid-core 
conductors for signal and return, 
insulated here in solid HDPE 
and terminated in silver-plated 
4mm banana plugs. Capacitance 
is moderate at 162pF/m but 
inductance is low and resistance 
about average for the group at 
23mohm/m.

 VIBRANT CLARITY
From hearing the opening of 
Rachmaninov’s Symphonic Dances 

Sound Quality: 85%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Audioquest
Sydney / Type 4

the sound of Audioquest’s 
Sydney/Type 4 cable combo 
appeared notably open and 
clear, the orchestra 
depicted in a 
holographic 
soundstage 
with 
fabulous 
image 
depth. 
Dynamic 
climaxes 
seemed 
unfettered, the 
system cruising 
effortlessly.

The system also appeared 
squeaky clean when playing the Hoff 
Ensemble’s ‘Blågutten’ instrumental, 
the burnished trumpet sounding 
vibrantly clear and with little 
masking of detail so that the subtle 
guitar embellishment was easily 
observed where sometimes it can be 
murkily clouded, overshadowed by 
drums and piano. 

AC/DC’s rabble-rouser was 
delivered with immense vigour, 
bass and drums walloping forth 
with abandon, yet remaining tightly 
controlled. Where the van den Hul 
and Tellurium Q cables toned down 
the sibilant cymbal crashes and 
screaming vocal, the Audioquest 
didn’t hold back, although the 
recording sounded harder-edged 
when the system incorporated the 
cable looms from Ecosse and the 
Chord Company.

ABOVE: As 
with the Sydney 
interconnect, the 
Type 4 speaker 
cable sports a 
smart-looking 
woven outer 
jacket. Hollow 
4mm banana 
plugs ensure 
compatibility 
with BFA 
connector sockets

LEFT: New Sydney 
interconnect from 

Audioquest employs 
solid-core conductors 

within polyethylene 
‘air tubes’. Silver-

plated copper plugs 
are cold welded 

Interconnect Speaker cable

Series Inductance (1m loop) 0.58μH 0.37μH

Parallel Capacitance (1m) 40pF 162pF

Resistance (1m loop) 190mohm 23mohm

Leakage >350Mohm 12Mohm

Power Loss (8ohm speaker) 0.025dB/m

Price (1m RCA / 3m pair) £149 £213

HFN SPECIFICATIONS

The bass in ‘Just A Little Lovin’’ 
was truly meaty and richly textured, 
with tremendous extension, and 
the cymbals sounded most realistic 
in the naturally reverberant sound 
fi eld. Where some cables made 
Shelby Lynne’s vocal appear hooded 
and others accentuated sibilants, 
the sound of the Audioquest 
combination was particularly even-
handed and well balanced. 

Indeed, the Sydney/Type 4 duo 
seemed ideally suited to the test 
system, offering just the right 
balance of clarity and refi nement 
that allowed it to sing.
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Interconnect and speaker cable
Made by: The Chord Company, Wiltshire
Supplied by: The Chord Company
Telephone: 01980 625700
Web: www.chord.co.uk
Prices: £135/1m; £240/3m

Based on Chord’s established 
Chameleon SilverPlus cable, 
the new Chameleon VEE 
3 interconnect features 

custom RCA plugs with a matt black 
ABS outer shell and silver-plated 
contacts. The PTFE-insulated centre 
pin and coaxial surround provide 
a secure high pressure contact 
with standard RCA sockets while 
the cable geometry offers a good 
combination of low inductance 
and capacitance. Chord is using 
multi-stranded silver-plated oxygen-
free copper conductors in the 
Chameleon VEE 3, insulated with 
FEP, with a single core for signal 
twisted with two for return. A cotton 
fi bre infi ll and foil-and-braid screen 
complete the interconnect.

Resistance is a little higher than 
average at 220mohm although the 
partnering Odyssey 2 speaker cable 
is far better suited to longer runs 
at 13mohm/m thanks to its pair of 
12-gauge silver-plated oxygen-free 
copper conductors. The tried-and-
tested twisted-pair confi guration, 
with its high quality PTFE dielectric 
and hard PVC jacket, also offers low 
leakage with a modest inductance 
and capacitance. The spring-loaded, 
gold-plated banana plugs are equally 
robust and easy to deploy.

 UP-BEAT ’N’ UP-FRONT
From the very outset the test system 
sounded distinctively up-beat and 
vibrant when hooked-up with the 
Chord Company’s Chameleon VEE 3 

Sound Quality: 82%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

The Chord Company
Chameleon VEE 3 / Odyssey 2

and Odyssey 2 cables. The bass was 
subjectively tight and bouncy, 
imbuing the system with 
a sprightly and ‘quick-
footed’ feel that 
was particularly 
noticable with 
the double-
tracked 
classical 
guitars and 
cello playing 
during the 
track Beneath 
The Waves.

The cable loom’s 
sharply focused delivery 
and energetic demeanour 
translated into a subjectively 
faster rendition of the song, the 
players seemingly more agile and 
dexterous than was revealed by 
other cable combos in this month’s 
test. Even with our luscious Shelby 
Lynne ballad the system appeared 
vibrant, the sound less creamy and 
cloying. The Chord cables’ up-front 
clarity added freshness and sparkle 
to the voice, and the resolution of 
ambience around the musicians’ 
instruments was terrifi c.

Where the Chord’s bright and 
vivid character was less appreciated 
was when rockin’ out to AC/DC’s 
adrenaline-fuelled musical 
onslaught. They did little or nothing 
to temper the splashiness of the 
treble – the sound was a bit too 
raucous here – nor did the system 
serve up quite the extended bass 

ABOVE: 
Although slim 
in profi le, 
the Chord 
Company’s 
Odyssey 2 cable 
is quite stiff, 
as it employs 
tightly dressed 
conductors. Neat 
cable deployment 
could be tricky if 
space is cramped

LEFT: Chameleon 
VEE 3 interconnect 

appears rather 
budget-oriented with 
its ABS-shrouded RCA 
plugs and shiny blue 
PVC outer. But looks 

can be deceptive 

HFN SPECIFICATIONS

wallop as when it was hooked up 
with the Audioquest Sydney/Type 4 
cable combo. 

However, where the Tellurium 
Q and van den Hul cable looms 
darkened the tone of the test system 
the Chord Chameleon VEE 3/Odyssey 
2 duet brightened it, highlighting 
the acoustic space of the auditorium 
in which the Minnesota Orchestra 
performed Rachmaninov’s 
Symphonic Dances. The soundstage 
was enormous, while the recording’s 
luminosity gave a realistic zing 
to the percussion and blasting 
resonance of the horns.

Interconnect Speaker cable

Series Inductance (1m loop) 0.45μH 0.50μH

Parallel Capacitance (1m) 80pF 89pF

Resistance (1m loop) 220mohm 13mohm

Leakage >350Mohm 19Mohm

Power Loss (8ohm speaker) 0.014dB/m

Price (1m RCA / 3m pair) £135 £240
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PROAC I PROJECT I REGA I RENAISSANCE I ROTHWELL I RUARK I SME I SONNETEER I UNISON RESEARCH I WILSON BENESCH

www.dougbradyhif i.com   I   01925 828009   I   Kingsway Studios, Kingsway North, Warrington WA1 3NU 

R E V I V I N G  YO U R  V I N Y L
If you are keen to hear your treasured vinyl collection at its very best, Doug Brady has one of the best selections of turntables currently 
available, with something to suit every pocket and taste. Call in and see us to audition these and many other models in real comfort. 

Relax, and make an informed choice.
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Interconnect and speaker cable
Made by: Ecosse Reference Cable, Scotland
Supplied by: Ecosse Reference Cable
Telephone: 01563 551758
Web: www.ecossecables.co.uk
Prices: £180/1m; £250/3m

W e’ve featured various 
Ecosse cables in past 
editions of Hi-Fi News 
with the company’s 

Reference MS2.15 loudspeaker cable 
topping an earlier group test [HFN 
Jan ’13]. The MS2.3 featured here 
looks almost identical to the costlier 
MS2.15 with its bronze/green PVC 
jacket, polypropylene dielectric, 
branded termination ‘bells’ and 
soldered 4mm bananas.

Inside, however, MS2.3 employs 
a pair of twisted, multi-strand 
‘Monocrystal’ copper conductors 
with a more substantial 3.2mm2 

cross-section than the 1.5mm2 
solid-core construction of the 
MS2.15. The similar geometry lends 
MS2.3 a comparable inductance (a 
moderate 0.6μH/m) but with a lower 
loop resistance and reduced power 
loss (just 0.015dB/m). So, despite 
appearances, this is a very different 
loudspeaker cable.

The partnering Nu Diva 
interconnect is equally distinctive 
with its transparent PVC jacket 
revealing a close-lapped silver-plated 
braid and conductive polymer 
screen. This appears to be a coaxial 
design with the central signal core 
also of silver-plated OF-copper and 
insulated within an air-foamed 
polyethyene dielectric. A proprietary 
silver-solder is used to terminate 
the substantial, silver-plated RCA 
phonos but the real key to the 
Nu Diva’s performance lies in the 

Ecosse
Nu Diva / Reference MS2.3

DCT (Deep Cryogenic Treatment) 
of its conductors – rare in a 
sub-£200 interconnect 
but not necessarily 
responsible for 
its worthy 
combination 
of moderate 
inductance, 
capacitance 
and resistance.

 RELAXED
Although 
the Minnesota 
Orchestra appeared 
richly-textured performing 
Symphonic Dances with the 
Ecosse cables, the test system didn’t 
have quite the immediacy, speed 
and controlled ‘slam’ delivered when 
the Chord and Audioquest wires 
were in circuit. As a consequence 
the music plodded a little more, 
rather akin to the ‘lazier’ and relaxed 
– and less dramatic – music-making 
of the van den Hul and Tellurium 
Q cables. Further up the frequency 
range the ‘tone’ of the Ecosse really 
suited the test system, the balance 
of midrange and treble appearing 
‘just right’.

Hearing the shimmering cymbals 
in Shelby Lynne’s ‘Just A Little 
Lovin’’, however, revealed a hint of 
graininess that was exacerbated 
when her over-cooked vocal came to 
the fore. The recording’s background 
appeared less black, the reverberant 

ABOVE: If long
cable-runs 
are required, 
Ecosse’s heavy-
duty MS2.3 might 
prove ideal. 
The company’s 
gold-plated ‘Z/X’ 
4mm BFA/banana 
plugs are formed 
of monocrystal 
copper

LEFT: Nu Diva looks 
smart with its silver-

plated braid showing 
through a clear outer 

sheath. DCT is rare 
in an interconnect 

priced just £180 
HFN SPECIFICATIONS

Sound Quality: 78%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

tails of the cymbals less extended. 
And Shelby’s voice appeared to 
become increasingly husky when she 
raised her volume close to the mic.

Nevertheless the Ecosse cables’ 
warm upper bass emphasised 
the richness of Steve Hackett’s 
double-tracked classical guitars 
in ‘Lilly’, while the cello possessed 
a chestiness that was simply 
luscious. What the sound lacked 
was the more vivid clarity afforded 
elsewhere, the image less tangible 
when listening to the 24/192 fi le 
of the Hoff Ensemble’s acoustic 
jazz project captured ‘live’ in Oslo’s 
Sofi enberg church. Here the sonic 
landscape seemed slightly fogged.

Interconnect Speaker cable

Series Inductance (1m loop) 0.30μH 0.6μH

Parallel Capacitance (1m) 65pF 77pF

Resistance (1m loop) 70mohm 14mohm

Leakage >350Mohm 6Mohm

Power Loss (8ohm speaker) 0.015dB/m

Price (1m RCA / 3m pair) £180 £250



NAGRA MELODY
High end solid-state preamplifier

Quietness, stability and precision
Outstanding value for money

Swiss Made
www.nagraaudio.com

R.T.Services
AUDIO SALES DISTRIBUTION. ESTABLISHED IN 1986

Accuphase
Leben
Nagra
Peak Consult

Tel: +44 (0) 1235 810 455
E-mail: info@rtsaudio.co.uk
Web: www.rtsaudio.co.uk
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Interconnect and speaker cable
Made by: Tellurium Q Ltd, Somerset
Supplied by: Kog Audio Ltd
Telephone: 01458 251997
Web: www.telluriumq.com; www.kogaudio.com
Prices: £285/1m; £117/3m

Y ou’ll not gather a wealth of 
detail about the design of 
Tellurium Q’s cables from 
its website but there’s a 

hint in the following statement: ‘to 
get the best cable performance you 
have to be prepared to compromise 
between a number of factors. 
For example in most applications 
a signal must not leak into the 
dielectric (but this is a good thing in 
capacitors)...’

Under test, the Black 
interconnect does exhibit what 
appears to be a poor 10kohm 
leakage (fi gures >350Mohm are 
more common) while its 0.64μH 
inductance and 80pF capacitance 
remain in keeping with (what looks 
like) a standard multistranded, 
coaxial geometry. The non-standard 
feature is revealed by a miniature 
10kohm resistor soldered between 
signal and return at the destination 
end of the Black interconnect!

This element will appear in 
parallel with the input of the 
amplifi er, for example, where a 
standard 47kohm loading will be 
seen as a lower 8.2kohm by the 
source (CD player or DAC). Aside 
from its impact on circulating 
earth currents, this reduced input 
impedance might well infl uence 
the treble response with high 
impedance sources, including 
passive preamps.

By comparison with the Black, the 
carpet-friendly Blue speaker cable is 
fairly conventional. Its fl at, parallel 
conductor geometry necessarily has 

Tellurium Q
Black / Blue

a high-ish inductance at 0.93μH/m 
while the limited cross-
sectional conductor 
area delivers the 
highest loop 
resistance of the 
group (along 
with the 
Audioquest 
Type 4) at 
23mohm/m. 
The power loss 
of 0.025dB/m 
is still not high, 
however.

 SMOOTH 
OPERATOR
The test system sounded positively 
charming and easy-going with the 
Tellurium Q Black and Blue cables 
installed. When hearing our Shelby 
Lynne track the bass seemed a 
little light in weight and arguably 
less satisfying than when served 
up by those cables with a fruiter 
bottom-end, such as the Ecosse and  
Audioquest looms, but it was tight 
and nimble, affording pretty good 
clarity to the track’s tremendous 
sense of realism.

As with the vdH cables, however, 
the Tellurium Qs’ smooth and slightly 
reticent treble quality robbed the 
sound of some sparkle, airiness and 
dynamism. This came to the fore 
with the rousing Symphonic Dances. 
If the cables’ smooth civility was 
appreciated with AC/DC’s full-frontal 
rock anthem, toning down the ‘hot’ 
cymbal crashes and hollering vocals, 

ABOVE: The 
fl at profi le and 
high fl exibility 
of Tellurium Q’s 
Blue speaker 
cable makes it 
ideal for hiding 
under carpets 
and keeping 
everything tidy 
in a system 
installation

LEFT: Black 
interconnect 

from Tellurium Q 
sports good-quality 

RCA plugs, yet overall 
fi nish isn’t particularly 

handsome, given its 
near-£300 price 

HFN SPECIFICATIONS

Sound Quality: 75%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

the dynamic crescendos of the 
Minnesota Orchestra were less vitally 
energetic and the orchestra’s tonal 
colours less vibrant.

Although the cables’ collective 
composure was admired, listening 
to the manner in which the 
instruments were portrayed in 
‘Just A Little Lovin’’ revealed that 
reverberation tails were truncated 
and high frequencies ‘smoothed’, 
so the piece lacked some musical 
freshness. In similar manner the Hoff 
Ensemble’s enchanting instrumental 
from Quiet Winter’s Night lacked the 
last word in clarity offered by this 
state-of-the-art high-res recording. 
The soundstage appeared less 
three-dimensional, the sound of the 
trumpet less luminous and the guitar 
noticeably less vivid.

Interconnect Speaker cable

Series Inductance (1m loop) 0.64μH 0.93μH

Parallel Capacitance (1m) 80pF 33pF

Resistance (1m loop) 78mohm 23mohm

Leakage 10kohm 15.6Mohm

Power Loss (8ohm speaker) 0.025dB/m

Price (1m RCA / 3m pair) £285 £117



Avoke Limited
Tel - +44 (0)7876 246956   
Email - info@avoke.co.uk
Web - www.avoke.co.uk
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even better, and boasts the very latest technology.
The combination of active overall design, with three 50 Watts high-
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Interconnect and speaker cable
Made by: A.J. van den Hul b.v., Holland
Supplied by: Flamingo Audio Ltd, Birmingham
Telephone: 01702 333071
Web: www.vandenhul.com; www.fl amingoaudio.co.uk
Prices: £195/1m; £240/3m

A rguably one of the best 
known names in specialist 
hi-fi  cables, vdH was the 
fi rst to implement stranded 

carbon conductors in its designs. 
Its early interconnects (including 
‘The Second’ from 1994) had a 
very high ~40ohm loop resistance 
but vdH’s modern carbon/metal 
hybrids, including the Integration, 
offer values closer to 400mohm 
(0.4ohm). Two pairs of conductors 
are employed in a symmetrical 
geometry, these comprising a 
‘Fusion’ alloy of three different 
metals plus a peripheral layer of LSC 
(Linear Structured Carbon). A triple 
screen offers good EMI/RF rejection.

VdH’s partnering D-352 speaker 
cable, now in ‘Hybrid’ guise with 
mixed silver-plated copper and 
carbon conductors, is a very 
different beast from the original 
MCD-352 that I tested over 21 
years ago! The spaced, fi gure-
of-eight geometry means the 
0.82μm/m series inductance is 
almost unchanged but the improved 
dielectric means capacitance is 
half what is was at just 15pF/m. 
Resistance has also been halved 
down to 7mohm/m, making vdH’s 
D-352 Hybrid the best choice in our 
test for long (5m+) cable runs.

 A MELLOW SOUND
Although the amplifi er’s volume 
control had certainly not been 
touched, the music appeared 

Van den Hul
Integration Hybrid / D-352 Hybrid

subjectively quieter with vdH’s 
Integration and D-352 
Hybrid cables in situ. 
The sound was 
noticeably less 
forceful and 
in-your-face 
than it would 
normally 
seem, while 
the busiest of 
soundstages 
now also 
appeared less 
‘cluttered’.

Kompendium’s 
‘Lilly’ fl owed with a 
gratifying sense of ease and 
calm, as if we’d just swapped the 
DAC or amplifi er for a component 
with a warmer tonal balance and 
more gentle high frequencies. Not 
quite archetypal solid-state for 
tubes, but the contrast was along 
those lines…

Where the cymbals on AC/DC’s
‘For Those About To Rock…’ had 
appeared crisp and sharp with the 
Ecosse and Chord Company cables, 
for example, they now appeared to 
crash rather more serenely! In fact 
there was less ‘snap’ to the sound in 
general, the bass and drum thwacks 
also appearing marginally less 
punchy and dynamic.

There remained plenty of 
openness, the recording of ‘Just A 
Little Lovin’’ still delivered in such a 
manner that you certainly felt you 

ABOVE: Van den 
Hul’s chunky 
MC D-352 Hybrid 
is the largest-
profi le speaker 
cable in this 
month’s group 
– and perfectly 
suited to long 
runs. Moreover 
its fl exibility 
means it’s not too 
unwieldy

LEFT: The 
Integration Hybrid 

symmetrical 
interconnect employs 

vdH’s ‘Fusion’ alloy 
conductors. ‘Hullifl ex’ 
outer jacket is rugged 

but fl exible

HFN SPECIFICATIONS

Sound Quality: 72%
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were in the room with the musicians, 
but the already slightly ‘cupped’ 
quality to the sound of Shelby 
Lynne’s voice seemed now more 
hooded. In this, as in other instances, 
a little more air and sparkle would 
have been appreciated.

Hackett’s nylon-strung acoustic 
guitar was also mellower in tone, 
sounding as if he was being careful 
to pluck the strings with the 
padded tips of his fi ngers rather 
than fi nger-nails. This smoothing 
effect was similar to that delivered 
by the Tellurium Q cables. And the 
resonating air around the cello 
was less obvious, especially when 
heard alongside the more revealing 
Ecosse, Audioquest and vivid Chord 
Company cable looms.

Interconnect Speaker cable

Series Inductance (1m loop) 0.28μH 0.82μH

Parallel Capacitance (1m) 140pF 15pF

Resistance (1m loop) 405mohm 7mohm

Leakage >350Mohm >350Mohm

Power Loss (8ohm speaker) 0.0076dB/m

Price (1m RCA / 3m pair) £195 £240
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In a £5000 set-up, this month’s 
cable looms would represent a 
mere 10% of total system price. 
Yet they all proved adequately 

transparent to reveal fi ne details in 
the source recordings we played – 
and we were auditioning them in a 
high-end system worth closer to 
£50k. So they can all be judged 
to represent good value. But 
each pairing subtly altered the 
subjective sound quality.

With the van den Hul cables 
the sound was smooth and 
‘safe’, lending the system a 
markedly relaxed demeanour. 
The bass was fulsome, the 
midrange invitingly warm, and high 
frequencies smooth and free of 
grain. However a bit more get-up-
and-go would have been welcome. 

Similarly the Tellurium Q cable 
loom seemed to ‘round off’ the 
performance of the system a tad, 
robbing the music of sparkle. Here 
the bass appeared tighter and more 
controlled, affording good clarity 
through the midband, but the treble 
was slightly reticent. You’d like these 
two cable looms if your system 
tends to harden when playing hot 
recordings, their smoothness sure to 
tame any untoward treble fi zz. 

Ecosse’s Nu Diva/MS2.3 cable 
combo also presented a pleasingly 
warm balance, 
with rich 

and fulsome bass and a gentle 
demeanour. It was similar 
to the vdH in some 
ways but displayed 
a fresher and 
more open
 

treble character. When auditioned 
critically alongside the other cables, 
however, there was some smearing 
of fi ne detail. The hi-res recordings 
of the Minnesota Orchestra and 
the Hoff Ensemble 
tracks in particular 
highlighted a 
lack of absolute 
transparency.

BASS CONTROL
Both the Audioquest 
and Chord cables 
provided great bass control in our 
test system, sounding punchy and 

tight with rock music and 
offering excellent clarity 

with orchestral. The 
Chord Chameleon 

VEE 3/Odyssey 
2 sounded 

exceptionally 

vivid, although the bass might 
appear a trifl e lean in some 

systems. And their 
uncompromising 
vivacity might prove 
a bit too much for 
‘hot’ systems. But 
if your system lacks 
pizzaz the Chords 
could be the ticket.

THE RIGHT BALANCE
Audioquest’s Sydney/Type 4 
combination was judged the best 
all-round cable loom in our system. 
Sounding detailed and fresh, it 
served up ‘open’ sound images with 
impressively deep soundstages, but 
now with more richly-textured and 
extended low frequencies. With 

adequate liveliness to make 
instruments sound real, it 

offered just the right 
balance of openness 
and refi nement. 

‘They had the 
right balance of 
openness and 

refi nement’

ABOVE: Chord’s Chameleon VEE 3 and 
Odyssey 2 – ‘exceptionally vivid’

ABOVE: Audioquest’s Sydney/Type 4 
combination – ‘open sound images’
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Three-way fl oorstanding loudspeaker
Made by: Acoustic Energy Ltd, Gloucestershire

Supplied by: Acoustic Energy Ltd, 
Telephone: 01285 654432

Web: www.acoustic-energy.co.uk
Price: £4000

Spend some time glancing through a 
Hi-Fi Year Book or a hi-fi  magazine from 
the 1970s and it will soon become 
apparent that many things have 

changed – and not just the length of haircuts 
and the diameter of trouser hems! 

This is especially so when it comes to the 
loudspeakers. Even ignoring the obvious, like 
drivers being larger, front baffl es much wider 
and fi nishes generally being any ‘colour as 
long as it’s teak’, you’d fi nd a preponderance 
of sealed box designs.

There are many possible reasons for this. 
However, although the re-appearance of 
the sealed confi guration in a mainstream 
loudspeaker is quite unusual, Acoustic Energy 
is not a company that slavishly follows 
the latest design trends, or deliberately 
bucks current engineering best practice 
in order to be different. Just as its very 
fi rst product, the AE1, was very carefully 
designed and incorporated a number of novel 
features intended to obtain a very specifi c 
performance, the Reference 3s continue this 
tradition. It just so happened that the desired 
sonic outcome for this new range-topping 
loudspeaker was best achieved by a sealed 
cabinet, although perhaps we should be 
thankful that the result was not three feet 
wide and fi nished in teak!

In the same way that the Reference 1 and 
2 models hark back to the original AE1 and 
AE2 designs of the 1980s, the inspiration for 
the Reference 3 came not from the short-
lived, perhaps largely forgotten, AE3, but the 
later AE5. This loudspeaker used no fewer 
than six 5.25in drive units to cover just the 
bass and midrange frequencies, but Acoustic 
Energy has cut this down considerably for the 
new model, with four drivers now covering 
the entire audio spectrum.

At the bottom of the cabinet are twin 
130mm aluminium-coned bass drivers built 
around long-throw motor systems and 
featuring underhung voice coils. This means 
that the winding length is much shorter than 
the magnetic gap in which the coil sits. This 

RIGHT: Acoustic Energy’s three aluminium-coned 
drivers dominate the front baffl e below the Vifa 
Dual Ring Radiator tweeter. The magnets for the 
grilles are hidden within the wood so no fi xings 
are visible if they are not in place

gives excellent linearity within the gap, but a 
dramatic drop in fl ux density as it moves out 
at either extremity. This, however, is less of a 
problem in a sealed design due to the natural 
limiting of the drivers’ movement at LF by the 
fi xed volume of air in the cabinet. 

TWEETER REFERENCE UPGRADE
Above the bass drivers sits a 110mm midrange 
unit with a similar aluminium alloy cone 
and voice coil set-up. All three drivers utilise 
foam surrounds and AE’s signature conical 
dust caps. At the very top of the cabinet is 
another instantly recognisable Acoustic Energy 
feature, namely Vifa’s Ring Radiator tweeter. 
But this has been further improved by work 
shared between AE and Vifa, developing it to 
‘Reference’ status. 

Internally, a higher specifi cation motor 
unit, improved dome material and the use 
of copper shorting-rings within the magnet 
assembly to reduce distortion, should all 
improve the unit’s performance. The tweeter 
itself sits within a DXT lens assembly that 
Acoustic Energy took from the Radiance range 
of loudspeakers and improved further for its 
Reference models – the claimed result of all 
these changes being smoother response and 
lower distortion, both on- and off-axis.

To complete the package, the Reference 
3s sport a very stylish and seemingly inert 
cabinet fi nished in an immaculate Macassar 
Ebony high gloss veneer, nine layers deep. 
This 7mm-thick MDF carcass is separated from 
a second inner 5mm MDF shell by a 3mm 
layer of rubber composite – the materials and 
thicknesses chosen for an optimum balance of 
damping and reduction of internal refl ections. 

A minimalist crossover network on 
decoupling mountings brings all the units 
together and uses no resistors in the tweeter 

Acoustic Energy’s new loudspeaker continues the Reference 
Series tradition of bringing a classic model up to date
Review: Adam Smith Lab: Keith Howard

Acoustic Energy
Reference 3



FEBRUARY 2014 | www.hifi news.co.uk | 51

BIG SEALED BOXES

signal path – instead a transformer 
level-matches it with the midrange 
driver. Finally, I should add that all 
drive units and fi nal speakers are built 
in Acoustic Energy’s UK headquarters 
in Cirencester.

 A UNITED FRONT
With the Reference 3s fully warmed 
up and fed a variety of musical 
material, it did not take long to 
discover that they offer a beautifully 
coherent performance from low bass 
to upper treble. 
Naturally there are 
many competent 
loudspeakers on the 
market at a similar 
price point, but I am 
struggling to think 
of one where the 
drive units gel so 
well, to present a truly united front to 
the listener. At no time did I encounter 
any sense of disjointedness.

The Vifa tweeter used by Acoustic 
Energy must surely be one of the fi nest 
sounding designs on the market today. 
Treble stood out by virtue of its sheer 
openness, clarity and smoothness, yet 
I was also impressed by the fact that 
there was no elusive narrow ‘hot-spot’ 
that had to be found before optimum 
performance could be enjoyed. 
The work on the DXT lens has most 
defi nitely paid dividends in endowing 
the Reference 3s with a very fi ne 

spaciousness to their sound and 
a performance that remains vivid 
even when quite notably off-axis.

This sense of unity and clarity 
was well showcased by Kari Bremnes’ 
version of Sandy Denny’s ‘Who Knows 
Where The Time Goes’ from You’d 

As Adam says, closed box loudspeakers – in which the bass unit is 
housed in a sealed cabinet, with no porting to the outside – were a 
lot more common 40 years ago than they are today. They went out of 
fashion for two reasons. First, the arrival of digital audio eliminated 
the infra-bass rubbish commonly generated by vinyl disc replay, which 
would cause refl ex-loaded bass drivers to ‘fl ap’ and generate excess 
distortion. Second and more recently, there has been an industry-wide 
trend to increased speaker sensitivity, which favours refl ex loading over 
the closed box alternative. But many engineers and pundits still believe 
that the closed box delivers the best bass sound quality. While refl ex 
loading offers higher sensitivity or greater bass extension (or a trade-off 
of the two) and lower nonlinear distortion, the closed box generally has 
superior transient response and eliminates the possibility of standing 
waves within the cabinet’s internal air space escaping through an open 
port to add coloration. KH

Have To Be Here [Indigo 2929-1], 
with the backing bass and percussion 
lines imparting a solid foundation to 
the track, fronted by Ms Bremnes’ 
ethereal vocals. The combination was 
highly effective and the Reference 3s 
pulled it into a beautifully ordered and 
elegantly organised whole. 

These are not loudspeakers that like 
to stretch things off into the distance 
unrealistically, and the more I listened 
to them, the more I realised that they 
were recreating a very lifelike sense 

of scale. Some 
designs can 
initially impress 
with capacious 
imagery, but 
after a while the 
feeling is more of 
hitting the ‘stereo 
wide’ button on 

an old boombox – in other words, 
unrealistically overblown. 

The Reference 3s, on the other 
hand, had no trouble in layering the 
depth of performances in a well-
judged manner, and I found them to 
be surprisingly adept, too, at quietly 
‘disappearing’ within the soundstage. 
Most importantly, this was achieved 
with a sense of realism and sensible 
perspective: if spatiality was present in 
the recording, then this was what was 
heard. However, rather thin and two-
dimensional 1980s pop recordings, 
such as Propaganda’s ‘Jewel/Duel’ from 
A Secret Wish [ZTT ZTT1Q] sounded 
somewhat fl atter, as one would 
expect. Backing instrumentation here 
was much less well spaced than as 
experienced on the Kari Bremnes LP.

Having encountered more than a 
handful of sealed box loudspeakers 

‘I soon realised the 
’3s were creating 

a very lifelike
sense of scale’
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that delievered a dreadful, one-note, 
soggy bass, I was pleased to fi nd 
that the Reference 3s are a world 
away from this. Yes, the absence of 
a port is a little noticeable at fi rst, as 
they will not quite rattle the walls, 
but to bemoan this loss would be 
to miss the point, I feel. I was more 
than happy to trade a spot of thump 
and bang for the delightful ease 
they offered the bass spectrum – 
plus that absolutely pin-sharp and 
immaculate detailing. 

Tony Bowers’ bass guitar on 
‘Sad Old Red’ from Simply Red’s 
album Picture Book [WEA 960452.1] 
was as precise, taut and crisp as 
I have ever heard it (and as this 
is a regular test track of mine, I 

must have heard it through many 
loudspeakers). The hand-movements 
up and down the fretboards stood 
out in contrast to the bass notes 
themselves, with each one strikingly 
distinct from its neighbours. 

SLIPPING ON A DEAD MAU5
In an attempt to explore the 
Reference 3s’ limits in this area, 
I must confess to slipping some 
dance music onto the platter in the 
form of Deadmau5’s 12in single 
‘I Remember’ [Virgin MAU5 017] 
and was highly impressed by what 
I heard. Not quite the battering 
I’m accustomed to when using 
my regular PMC loudspeakers, but 
the Reference 3s again made up 
for this with their astonishing grip 
and timing. They simply remained 
controlled and truly funky at all times 
and made me realise that I have 
heard far worse renditions of the 
track from loudspeakers having a 
much bigger bass! 

A fi nal observation I made in 
this area was that the Reference 
3s excited my listening room far 
less than I am used to with other 
loudspeakers. Although I know the 
behaviour of this room well and it is 
appropriately acoustically treated, 
I actually found that I could do 
away with some of the measures 
I usually have in place, during the 
AEs’ stay. This result might be worth 
bearing in mind if your own listening 
environment is less than perfect. 

LEFT: The rear panel of the Reference 3 
is sparsely populated given the absence 
of any port and the fi tment of only a 
single set of high quality input terminals – 
no bi-wiring here!

Acoustic Energy’s claim of 90dB sensitivity for the Reference 
3 is about 2dB optimistic according to our measurements, 
which recorded a pink noise fi gure of 87.8dB (200Hz-20kHz). 
The manufacturer’s specifi ed 6ohm nominal impedance is 
on the hopeful side too, our measured minimum modulus of 
3.5ohm suggesting that a 4ohm nominal rating would be more 
appropriate. Impedance phase angles are quite well controlled, 
though, so the EPDR (equivalent peak dissipation resistance) 
dips to a minimum of 1.8ohm at 498Hz, which makes the 
Reference 3 a moderately diffi cult load to drive but certainly no 
worse than that.

On-axis frequency response is characterised by a very mild 
presence band depression followed by a rise in output into 
the extreme treble [see Graph 1, below]. Despite the latter 
the response errors, 200Hz-20kHz, are excellent for a passive 
speaker at ±2.4dB and ±2.9dB respectively for the review pair. 
Pair matching error, over the same frequency range, was also 
good at ±0.9dB, the largest disparities occurring above 8kHz 
where their effect is likely to be minimal. As you’d expect of a 
closed-box design, bass extension (60Hz for –6dB re. 200Hz) 
isn’t quite as good as achieved by comparable refl ex loaded 
models, which typically also have somewhat higher sensitivity, 
but the slower rate of roll-off will help compensate for this 
in-room. Ultrasonic output reaches to above 40kHz. Fast initial 
energy decay across the spectrum is evident in the cumulative 
spectral decay waterfall [see Graph 2, below] with only low-
level resonant ridges visible in the lower treble, probably the 
result of breakup modes in the cone of the midrange driver. KH

ACOUSTIC ENERGY REFERENCE 3

ABOVE: Cabinet resonances are well damped though 
some driver modes are visible between 2-9kHz

ABOVE: The Ref 3’s on-axis response has a slight loss in 
presence band output with a brighter extreme treble

This new Reference 3 loudspeaker 
offers an immaculately balanced, 
highly captivating and effortlessly 
musical performance in a 
very stylish and beautifully 
made package. Factor in their 
captivating sense of uniformity 
and the ease with which they 
slip sonically into the listening 
environment and you have not 
only a very worthy company 
fl agship, but a loudspeaker that 
seriously deserves auditioning.

Sound Quality: 85%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Sensitivity (SPL/1m/2.83Vrms – Mean/IEC/Music) 88.5dB/87.8dB/87.4dB

Impedance modulus min/max (20Hz–20kHz) 3.5ohm @ 110Hz
18.7ohm @ 2.2kHz

Impedance phase min/max (20Hz–20kHz) –38o @ 71Hz
48o @ 967Hz

Pair matching (200Hz–20kHz) ±0.9dB

LF/HF extension (–6dB ref 200Hz/10kHz) 60Hz / >40kHz/>40kHz

THD 100Hz/1kHz/10kHz (for 90dB SPL/1m) 0.2% / 0.6% / <0.1%

Dimensions (HWD) 990x260x360mm 

LAB
REPORT
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W ith its championing of DSP 
loudspeakers, acquisition of 
Sooloos and development, 
alongside Ferrari, of the F80 

portable home entertainment system, 
Meridian Audio has charted a distinctive 
course over the last two decades or so. 
Here, though, is a new Meridian product 
right in the mainstream, following on from 
the Explorer and Director DACs: not just 
a headphone amplifi er but a headphone 
amplifi er with an optional outboard power 
supply. It wouldn’t be a Meridian, though, 
without having some novel circuit features.

CHIC MERIDIAN STYLING
We’ve also come to expect Meridian 
products to be distinctive on the outside, 
thanks to the industrial design of Meridian 
co-founder Allen Boothroyd. So it is with 
the Prime Headphone Amplifi er (let’s call it 
the PHA from now on) and the Prime Power 
Supply (PPS), which are styled in the mould 
of Meridian’s G-series products but on a 
Lilliputian scale. In photos they can appear 
larger than they actually are; moreover 
the case is constructed of interlocking 
aluminium extrusions, double-skinned to 
enhance screening, and having no visible 
fasteners holding it together. So it is clever 
as well as chic.

The PPS, which replaces the wall-wart 
power supply included as standard 
with the PHA, is similarly styled. It’s not 
dedicated to the headphone amplifi er 
but provides fi ve 12V, 500mA DC 
outputs on three-pin mini-DIN 
sockets, each incorporating 
dual-stage linear voltage 
regulation, for powering other 
Meridian products as well.

Asynchronous replay of 
audio fi les from computer at 
up to 192kHz sampling rate 
is enabled by the PHA’s USB 
input and, as we’ve seen before 

from Meridian, 2x upsampling of 44.1 
and 48kHz fi les is applied to allow the 
imposition of its minimum-phase apodising 
fi lter, as fi rst seen in the 808.2 CD player. 
Bus powering of the USB interface ensures 
that when the USB input is disconnected all 
the PHA’s digital circuitry is powered down, 
guaranteeing that no digital noise can fi nd 
its way into the analogue sections.

An increasing number of headphone 
amplifi ers are being elaborated to act 
as simple preamplifi ers if required and 
the PHA follows this trend. In addition to 
offering two unbalanced analogue inputs 
– one on phono sockets, the other via a 
mini-jack socket – it also has an analogue 
output on phono sockets, derived from 
downstream of the Alps volume control. If 
this output is not required, its associated 
circuitry can be disabled by holding down 
the power button on the PHA’s fascia so 
that its integral LED changes colour from 
white to green.

Three headphone outlets 
are provided on the 

front panel: two via ¼in jack sockets and 
the third via mini-jack. They differ in that 
the output impedance on the ¼in sockets 
is specifi ed to be a minuscule sub-0.1ohm 
whereas via the mini-jack socket it is 
2ohms ‘to suit the connection of earbuds 
and similar devices’.

OPTIONAL MODES
Two push-buttons to the right of the 
headphone outputs toggle respectively 
through, fi rst, the three inputs and, second, 
three settings of what Meridian calls 
Analogue Spatial Processing (ASP) – off, 
I and II. Exactly what the differences are 
between modes I and II isn’t stated but 
both add frequency-dependent inter-
channel crosstalk to imitate the acoustic 
crosstalk which occurs when listening to 
loudspeakers. This is claimed to ‘replace 
the typical “in the head” experience of 
headphone listening with a smooth feeling 
of spatiality that is much more like listening 

on a pair of loudspeakers’, but Meridian 

RIGHT: Almost all the components of the 
headphone amplifi er are mounted on a single 
six-layer circuit board designed to optimise 
grounding and signal isolation

Typical of Meridian, its new headphone amplifi er is no ‘me too’ device. As well as 
looking distinctive it offers unique technical features, and a power supply upgrade 
Review: Keith Howard Lab: Paul Miller

Meridian Prime/Prime PSU 

Headphone preamp/USB DAC and outboard PSU
Made by: Meridian Audio Ltd, Cambs

Supplied by: Meridian Audio Ltd
Telephone: 01480 445678  

Web: www.meridian-audio.com
Prices: Prime, £1200; PSU, £800  
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concedes that bypass is preferable not 
only for binaural but also for normal stereo 
recordings if made using coincident mics.

And so the PHA poses various questions 
in addition to the fundamental one of 
how good does it sound, with and without 
the PPS? Can you hear a difference if the 
USB input is connected when listening 
to analogue source? Can you hear a 
difference in headphone-only mode, with 
the preamp output disabled? And just how 
good are the ASP modes 
at countering in-the-head 
imaging? We’ll get on to 
those matters shortly but 
let’s begin with the PHA in 
its optimum confi guration 
for reproducing analogue 
sources – with USB 
connection removed and 
the preamp output switched off. Just how 
good does it sound, fi rst with its plug-top 
power supply and then with the PPS?

 A WELL RESOLVED SOUND
Answer: good, although I’d hesitate to say 
exceptional, even with the PPS attached. 
What the PHA majors on is producing 
a very clean, glare- and grain-free, well 
resolved sound, albeit not quite the most 

thrilling or toe-tapping available at the 
price. I used two headphones to assess 
this: the Sony MDR-MA900, currently 
my favourite sub-£300 headphone 
with one of the most open, lively tonal 
balances around, and the Audeze LCD2 
– considerably costlier, darker-hued in its 
tonality and tougher to drive because of its 
low sensitivity.

I initially chose two old recordings to 
assess the PHA’s ability to deliver musical 

insight and that happy 
blend of high resolution 
and easy naturalness 
that marks out the very 
best audio components. 

Both tracks were 
ripped from SACD 
and converted to 
24-bit/88.2kHz PCM 

using AudioGate: ‘Love Me Tender’ from 
Analogue Productions’ release of Elvis 24 
Karat Hits [CAPP 2040 SA] and Nat King 
Cole’s ‘Welcome To The Club’, title track 
from the recent Audio Fidelity release 
[AFZ 153]. Were age the sole criterion, 
both ought to be lo-res by modern 
standards but they actually demand the 
very highest levels of transparency to 
deliver their full musical value.

ABOVE: Clean, modern styling refl ects that of 
Meridian’s G series. Hidden, a fl exible coupling 
between the volume control knob and Alps 
potentiometer obviates microphony

Some electronics engineers will tell you that if you employ a circuit with good 
inherent power supply rejection ratio (PSRR) then there is no need to use voltage 
regulation on the rails that power it – a simple unregulated supply will suffi ce. 
But that’s a contention with which few designers of high-end hi-fi  agree, among 
whom there is almost universal acceptance that the power supply plays a critical 
role in determining sound quality. Meridian’s Bob Stuart was saying back in the 
1970s that there are more inputs to an amplifi er than the 
sockets labelled ‘input’, particularly those labelled ‘output’ 
and ‘power’ – so it’s no surprise to see the PPS offered as 
an upgrade to the PHA’s standard plug-top supply. Nor is it 
surprising that the PPS is a regulated linear rather than a 
switched-mode supply given the concerns regarding radio 
frequency interference that switching supplies naturally 
engender when used near hi-res analogue circuits.

The PHA did OK with its standard supply 
but, pleasant as it was, it didn’t have the 
resolving power to make these classic 
tracks really live and breathe. Substituting 
the PSS brought a distinct improvement: 
the stereo image widened, instruments 
and voices were better resolved, and the 
music took on a vitality previously lacking. 
The Gordon Jenkins orchestra really began 
to swing behind Nat Cole while the vocal 
harmonies in the Elvis track sounded more 
like real, distinctive human voices. 

In ultimate terms, though, the PHA/PSS 
still fell one rung short of delivering the 
most addictive, engaging sound I’ve heard 
from a headphone amplifi er. Casting the 
net wider I also listened to hi-res classic 
rock (‘Riders On The Storm’, ‘Band On The 
Run’); plain vanilla 16/44.1 rips (Harrison 
Birtwistle’s Chronometer and Todd 
Rundgren’s For Lack Of Honest Work); and 
modern hi-res recordings (Jimmy Cobb’s ‘I 
Had The Craziest Dream’ and Diana Krall’s 
‘Narrow Daylight’). None modifi ed that 
initial judgment: the PHA/PSS is no slouch, 
albeit not the best I’ve heard for the price.

That said, Meridian’s efforts to maximise 
the sound quality of the PHA have certainly 
borne fruit. There’s no question of 
headphone-only mode being a gimmick: 
switching off the preamp output stage 
really does improve matters, even when 
the preamp outputs are unconnected. 
Likewise, bus powering of the USB 

‘How good are 
the ASP modes at 
countering in-the-
head imaging?’
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Truly genre defining.
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They just allow the music to flow naturally.

HiFi World, July 2013
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While Meridian is ‘adding value’ to its Prime headphone 
amplifi er with an integral USB DAC and a pair of proprietary 
‘Analogue Spatial Processing’ modes, I chose to focus my tests 
on its default analogue performance for this lab report. Overall 
gain is limited to +3.7dB via the RCA input/6.35mm headphone 
socket outputs, but this is more than suffi cient for standard 
2V (CD etc) line sources bearing in mind the Prime’s maximum 
unloaded output is 4.6V. Meridian rates the Prime with a 
250mW power output up to 42ohm but it will deliver closer 
to 320mW in practice, with a low ~0.001% distortion from 
1mW up to the point of clipping [see Graph 1, below]. This is 
not especially high (we measured ~1.5W from some models in 
last month’s Group Test) but is still more than suffi cient to drive 
most average-sensitivity, 16ohm+ ’phones. Similarly, the 89dB 
A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBV) is also perfectly wide enough.

More importantly, perhaps, is the impressively low output 
impedance of the two 6.35mm outputs. These offer a <1ohm 
source impedance from 20Hz-20kHz, broadly unaffected by 
volume position, and typically as low as 300-400mohm. Amp/
headphone response variations are minimised, the inherent 
response of the Prime extending from a subsonic +0.01dB/1Hz 
to a gentle HF roll-off of –0.18dB/20kHz to –3.4dB/100kHz. 
Distortion is low too, and not substantially infl uenced by 
loading [see Graph 2, below], from a miniscule 0.00018-
0.00028% (1V into 47kohm, 20Hz-20kHz) to 0.0008-0.013% 
at 40mW. Readers are invited to view a comprehensive QC 
Suite test report for Meridian’s Prime headphone preamp by 
navigating to www.hifi news.co.uk and clicking on the red 
‘download’ button. PM

MERIDIAN PRIME & PRIME PSU

LAB
REPORT

circuitry is indeed a neat means of 
ensuring that, if the USB interface 
is unconnected, there will be no 
effect on sound quality due to digital 
noise being radiated inside the box 
or fi nding its way into the analogue 
stages via the power rail or ground.

To verify this you have only to 
plug in the USB connection while 
listening to an analogue source and 
witness the sound lose defi nition and 
colour. The effect was particularly 
obvious, I found, when listening to 
the ‘Air’ from Grieg’s Holberg Suite, 
another 24-bit/88.2kHz conversion 
of a rip from SACD [BIS-SACD-1491]. 
It was as if Ole Ruud and the Bergen 
Philharmonic, praised for their 
insightful interpretation of their 
countryman’s music, had swapped 
places with a scratch orchestra 
content just to play the notes: the 
magic was dissipated.

This has obvious ramifi cations for 
the PHA’s sound quality via USB but 
more than that I can’t say as I was 
unable to try its USB interface due to 
driver installation issues. 

A SUBTLE EFFECT
As for the ASP modes, the fi rst thing 
to be said in their favour is that 
their effect is relatively subtle. The 
soundstage narrows – more notably 
in mode I than II for me – as you’d 
expect of added crosstalk, but the 
tonal balance is largely unaffected.

Heeding Meridian’s advice that 
coincident-mic recordings might 
sound better without ASP, I listened 
initially to Paul Hillier singing John 
Dowland’s ‘Fine Knacks For Ladies’ 
[English Ayres and Duets, Hyperion], 
James Griffett’s unaccompanied 
rendition of ‘The Turtle Dove’ [Regis 
RRC1112] and Emma Kirkby’s 
moving ‘Full Fathom Five My Father 
Lies’, ripped and converted from 

BIS-SACD-1505. I can’t, in honesty, 
attest that any of these was made 
using coincident microphones but 
simple, ‘purist’ mic techniques were 
certainly employed.

In all three instances I indeed 
preferred ASP disabled. Mode I 
narrowed the image so much that 
much of the sense of a spacious 
acoustic was lost, and there 
were occasionally hints of a nasal 
coloration and some hardness. 
Mode II was less intrusive but 
still not as airy as ASP off. In fact 
I didn’t fi nd either ASP mode 
preferable whatever I listened to, 
and occasionally they made a major 
change to a track’s presentation. 
With Trichotomy’s ‘Chase’ [Naim 
24/48 download] ASP processing 
blended away the ear-catching deep 
bass happenings in the right channel 
after the piano intro. 

Maybe the ASP modes do better 
refl ect what you’d hear from room 
loudspeakers but isn’t the distinctive 
soundstage presentation you get 
with headphones one of their 
principal attractions? 

With or without the Prime 
Power Supply, the compact 
Prime Headphone Amplifi er is a 
looker that makes many other 
headphone amplifi ers appear 
like period pieces. It also sounds 
good, particularly via its analogue 
inputs and with its analogue 
outputs and ASP modes disabled. 
That said, there are cheaper (if 
clunkier-looking) alternatives that 
can match or better it for sheer 
musical insight and enjoyment.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality: 80%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

ABOVE: In addition to analogue inputs via phono and mini-jack sockets the PHA 
provides an asynchronous USB interface for playing audio fi les from a computer – but 
fi tment of a Mini-A USB socket precludes the use of most audiophile USB cables

ABOVE: Continuous power output versus distortion 
(up to 1% THD) into 25ohm ‘headphone’ load

ABOVE: Frequency response (black) from 5Hz-100kHz
into 25ohm and distortion versus frequency (red, 1V; 
shaded, 40mW) from 5Hz-40kHz

Maximum output (re. 1% THD into 47kohm) 4.6V

Max. power output (re. 1% THD into 25ohm) 320mW

Output Impedance (20Hz-20kHz) 0.31-0.45ohm

Maximum gain +3.7dB

A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBV) 89.0dB

Frequency response (20Hz-20kHz/25ohm) +0.01dB to –0.18dB

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz, re. 40mW) 0.00075–0.013%

Power consumption 3W

Dimensions (WHD, Prime & PSU) 160x50x150mm (each)
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PHONO STAGE

MM/MC phono preamp
Made by: Exposure Electronics, Lancing, UK

Supplied by: Exposure Electronics
Telephone: 01273 423877

Web: www.exposurehifi .com
Price: £900 (+£220 per additional MC board)  

Exposure has augmented its 3010S2 electronics range with a standalone phono stage 
offering MM and MC compatibility, plus a number of cartridge loading options
Review: Adam Smith Lab: Paul Miller

Exposure 3010S2

Matching the same stylish but simple 
casework as its power amplifi er brethren, 
the new phono stage has nothing 
more than a power switch and LED on 
its front panel, with input, output and 
mains power sockets on the rear, plus an 
earthing post. 

The inside tells a different story, as 
this is most certainly not an item that 
one opens up only to fi nd one tiny 
circuit-board and lots of fresh air. On the 
left is a sizeable mains transformer that 
would not disgrace a power amp, and 
most of the case is occupied by a large 
PCB [see below]. To the left of this board 
is the power supply circuitry, boasting 
40,000μF of smoothing capacitance 
per channel and voltage regulation 
through discrete power transistors. To 
the right there’s a piggy-back PCB that 
is replaceable to confi gure the 3010S2 
either for moving-magnet or moving-coil 
operation. The purchase price includes 
one of these two options, and the extra 
PCB can be added as required at £220.

Changing between PCBs is achieved 
by simply removing the unit’s lid, 
undoing three screws, lifting the resident 
board off its mating connectors and 
substituting the alternative. Both PCBs 
have gain and loading options available, 
with the MM board confi gurable for 
2.5mV or 5mV input sensitivity, and 
the MC offering the choice between 
250μV and 500μV. In terms of cartridge 
loading, the MC board gives the user 
the choice of seven resistance settings 
between 100 and 470ohm. There is less 
opportunity for tweaking with the MM 
board, however, as the only alternative 
available here is the presence, or lack, of 
220pF of load capacitance. The default 
setting is for this to be in-circuit, which 
should be fi ne for all but the highest 
capacitance arm cables.

 HEAR-THROUGH CLARITY
After allowing the Exposure a good few 
days to warm up, I connected it to my 
Michell Gyro SE turntable with Audio 

Tucked away in my bookcase 
is a mid-1980s book from the 
classic comedy duo of Griff Rhys 
Jones and (the late) Mel Smith, 

containing several spoof advertisements. 
One of these is for the ‘Sansussi Module 
2000’: a fi ctional hi-fi  component with a 
‘red light, seven knobs and a lever, that 
increases the size of your hi-fi  stack with 
no discernible effect whatsoever’. This 
came to mind as I unpacked Exposure’s 
new phono stage, the 3010S2, as it is 
clearly the polar opposite of this device! 

Naturally, while the Exposure will also 
increase the height of your hi-fi  stack, 
fortunately it does have an effect on the 
sound. At the same time, though, the 
front panel is defi nitely sparse. With the 
increasing popularity of computer audio, 
the add-on box of choice for binary 
endeavours is the DAC and, while there 
are one or two plainer models around, 
generally the digital audiophile can 
expect a handful of status and sampling-
rate lights at the very least, with possibly 
a display thrown in for good measure. 

IT’S THE INNARDS THAT COUNT
By contrast, the unadorned box is the 
norm here, with more feature-laden units 
defi nitely in the minority. Still, to quote 
a more modern comedy duo, The Mighty 
Boosh ‘It’s what’s inside that counts’. 
And Exposure’s name on the outside 
means that the internals are highly likely 
to be well up to scratch – the company 
knows a thing or two when it comes to 
amplifi cation: dating back to 1974 it has 
a deservedly strong reputation here. 

Although Exposure is one 
manufacturer that has never turned 
its back on the LP, always offering high 
quality optional phono boards for its 
integrated amplifi ers, the 3010S2 phono 
stage fi lls a gap that has existed since 
the demise of the ‘26’ a few years ago.

RIGHT: Inside the 3010S2 phono preamp is an 
over-sized linear power supply with separate L/R 
rectifi cation and regulation. This PSU would not 
look out of place in an integrated amplifi er
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Note Arm Two/II arm, using an Ortofon 
2M Black MM cartridge, plus Ortofon 
Kontrapunkt B and Audio-Technica 
AT-OC9MLII MCs.

Put simply: the 3010S2 does not have 
a tonal balance that leaps out at you 
on fi rst listening. There is no treble lift, 
no thundering bass and no discernable 
distortion artefacts to impart a particular 
character on the sound. 

Any of these might make the unit 
stand out in a comparative audition and 
the consequent lack of them might even 
leave the conclusion that it is a tad ‘dull’. 
However, once the initial appeal of a 
design that does display one or more of 
those inaccuracies has worn off, one is 
left with something that fails to satisfy, 
and this is most certainly not something 
that can be said of the Exposure.

Rather than leap out and slap you 
around the face with its abilities, the 
3010S2 is an altogether more subtle 
performer and its pleasing accuracy 
and sense of hear-through clarity are 
things that gently sneak up on you over 
a period of time. Once familiar, however, 
and it becomes clear that this is a design 
that is eminently capable, with, above 
all, a neutrality that is quite unusual 
at such an affordable level. I have 

encountered several designs bearing 
much higher price tags that offer more 
coloured, if not unpleasant, perspectives.

SPACE AND ATMOSPHERE
With a test favourite in the form of the 
title track from The Eagles’ 2007 double-
album Long Road Out Of Eden [Universal 
060251749243 1] cued up and the 
MM board in place, I was impressed by 
the way in which the Exposure phono 
stage offered just the 
right amount of space and 
atmosphere around the 
instruments, but without 
giving an overblown sense 
or unrealistic perspective 
to proceedings. 

All the musicians 
were well defi ned within 
the area around my loudspeakers; and 
the focus of the musical performance, 
as it moved from right to left in the 
soundstage, was easy to follow. The 
3010S2 also imparted a delightful 
shimmer to the electronic piano at the 
start of the track, giving each note a fi ne 
measure of body and impact.

With the growing feeling that the 
Exposure was more than capable in 
terms of soundstage positioning and 

defi nition, I moved to a favourite 1980s 
single by Cathy Dennis. The version 
of ‘Too Many Walls’ on the B-side 
of this 7in disc [Polydor 867236-7] 
makes a surprising encounter for the 
fi rst time, offering as it does a well 
recorded version of the better-known 

song from the A-side 
but featuring the 
vocal augmented 
by more sparse 
instrumentation. 

With this under the 
stylus, the backing 
piano was again 
vivid and beautifully 

presented, but Cathy’s part stood out 
due to the real emotion it offered, all the 
while given an impressively solid location 
in the centre of the image.

This sense of realism turned out to 
be one of the very best aspects of the 
Exposure’s performance and it had no 
problem imparting this regardless of 
the kind of music. Whether asked to 
reveal the full grandeur of an orchestral 
event or the softer stylings of a more 

ABOVE: Available in both black and silver, the 
extruded aluminium front panel sports a power 
switch and blue LED, but nothing else

‘Holst’s The 
Planets powered 

into the room 
with real fervour’

DEALING CARDS
The design of the 3010S2’s plug-in MM/MC cards was inspired by 
the phono stage from Exposure’s fl agship MCX preamplifi er. Surface-
mount parts are used throughout the 3010S2’s cards but Exposure 
insists on manual insertion of any key close-tolerance components 
that are directly in the signal path. The RIAA circuit itself is part-
passive and part-active, with the passive 75μs section between the 
input head amp stage and the active EQ stage. The basic difference 
between the MC and MM cards lies in the gain and loading of this 
input head amp – the extra gain required for MC pick-ups achieved 
using six parallel PNP transistors per side of its differential input. 
Exposure specifi es very low-noise dual-transistors for this purpose. 
There is also separate on-board regulation for both channels plus 
additional regulation on the main PCB [see picture, p58].  PM
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intimate and simple recording, the 
3010S2’s MM section rose to the 
challenge superbly, underpinning 
the action with a well-defi ned 
and taut bass performance where 
required. In absolute terms I felt 
that a little extra top-end sparkle 
would not have gone amiss but 
the Exposure never sounded 
closed-in or drab. 

EXTRA INSIGHTS
It was with this highly pleasing 
start in mind that I took out my 
screwdriver and swapped MM 
for MC board and 2M Black for 
Ortofon Kontrapunkt B, fervently 
hoping that the noted strengths 
would continue.

I need not have worried and, 
in fact, I was delighted by the 
fi rst few bars of the Cathy Dennis 
track this time, as that small 
touch of extra sparkle and top-end 
crispness that I had been missing 
slightly with the moving-magnet 
pick-up suddenly appeared. 
Overall, the MC board has been as 
expertly voiced as its MM partner 
and the family aural resemblance 
between the two is plain to hear, 
but the moving-coil board neatly 
avoids the hint of languidness 
found with its MM brother – the 
result was one of the most open 
and detailed presentations I’ve 
heard for the price.

Even better, this sense of 
insight and clarity is not at 
the expense of any top end 
smoothness, and the 3010S2’s 
treble is as creamy and delightful 
as one could hope for. Rather, 
it succeeds in letting the innate 
nature of the items feeding it 
through. A later swap to the 
Audio-Technica AT-OC9MLII 
cartridge, which is a brighter and 
crisper performer than the more 
even-handed Kontrapunkt B, could 
easily have led to sharpness if the 
previously noted MC clarity was 

just as a result of a lift in output at 
high frequency, for example. This 
turned out not to be the case, 
however, as the Audio-Technica’s 
more ebullient and forward nature 
was easily distinguishable, but 
it came without any unpleasant 
side effects. The extra insight and 
sense of pace and vigour that 
are some of the most enjoyable 
aspects of this cartridge were 
clear to hear.

Before this swap, though, I 
took the opportunity to explore 
the Exposure’s MC capabilities 
with the Ortofon further and 
found no material that caused 
it any diffi culties. The crashing 
climaxes from Holst’s The Planets 
[Boston SO/William Steinberg, 
DG 419 475-1] powered into 
the room with intensity and 
fervour but never swamping the 
innate tonal colour of the various 
instruments involved. 

Equally, the Exposure 
absolutely lapped up the punchy 
bass line from the extended dance 
mix of the Pet Shop Boys’ ‘West 
End Girls’ [Parlophone 12R6115] 
and proved itself to be more than 
capable of throwing a shape or 
two on the dance fl oor. 

ABOVE: The rear panel of the 3010S2 Phono Stage continues the theme of simplicity 
with only input and output connections, an earthing post and IEC mains inlet to be 
seen. Different PCBs are available for MM/MC matching 

The Exposure 3010S2 is a 
pleasingly capable phono stage 
with an impressive sense of 
neutrality on both MM and 
MC confi gurations. It has the 
ability to let the true nature of 
the cartridge feeding it shine 
through, without resorting to any 
‘showroom trickery’ and is happy 
with all kinds of music. Factor in 
the reasonable price and the fi ne 
build quality and you have a unit 
that richly deserves audition.

Bearing in mind that Exposure’s 3010S2 phono preamp has 
a (linear) power supply substantial enough to service a small 
integrated amplifi er, levels of hum and noise are still very low 
indeed. Residual noise is just –80dBV (MM) and –70dBV (MC) 
while the A-wtd S/N ratio(s) are 81.2dB (MM re. 5mV input) 
and 70.1dB (MC re. 500μV input). The precise gains of the 
MM and MC modules are not specifi ed but amount to +41dB 
and +58.9dB respectively, the latter best suited to mid output 
rather than low output MCs. The input overload margins 
are generous enough, with 12.5mV via MC representing a 
headroom of +28dB over a default 500μV or +21dB over its 
nominal 1.13mV input sensitivity. The 10V single-ended output 
is more than capable of driving a power amplifi er directly, if 
only the 3010S2 possessed a volume control!

Incidentally, the output impedance of the MM module 
is slightly higher than that of the MC card at 48ohm versus 
15ohm, with both having a lower source impedance at lower 
frequencies. This is partly refl ected in the high-pass fi lter built 
into both modules, yielding an identical response that’s all 
but fl at out to 100kHz (+0.15dB) but that rolls away below 
40Hz to –1.5dB/20Hz and –5.1dB/10Hz, slightly steeper than 
Exposure’s specifi cation suggests [see Graph 1, below] but 
potentially useful for owners of refl ex-loaded loudspeakers. 
Channel separation also deteriorates slightly at LF (64dB/20Hz 
from 87dB/1kHz) but this is still superior to any pick-up, as is the 
low distortion – 0.0012–0.0035% via MM and 0.0028-0.009% 
via MC [see Graph 2, below]. Readers may view QC Suite test 
reports for the MM and MC phono boards of Exposure’s 3010S2 
phono preamp by navigating to www.hifi news.co.uk and 
clicking on the red ‘Download’ button. PM

ABOVE: Distortion versus frequency from 20Hz-20kHz  
at 1V output (MM input, blue; MC input, red)

ABOVE: RIAA corrected frequency response over fi ve 
decades from 1Hz-100kHz. MM and MC are identical

Input loading (MM / MC)  47kohm/220pF / 100-470ohm

Input sensitivity (re. 0dBV, MM/MC) 8.93mV / 1.13mV

Input overload (re. 1% THD, MM/MC) 98mV / 12.5mV

Maximum output (re. 1% THD) 10V (48ohm/15ohm o/p imp)

A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBV, MM/MC) 81.2dB / 70.1dB

Frequency response (20Hz-20kHz) –1.5dB to +0.1dB

Dist. (20Hz-20kHz, 0dBV, MM/MC) 0.0012–0.0035%/0.0028-0.009%

Power consumption 9W

Dimensions (WHD) 440x90x300mm

EXPOSURE 3010S2 PHONO

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS



LOUDSPEAKER

62 | www.hifi news.co.uk | FEBRUARY 2014

Two-way standmount loudspeaker
Made by: Q Acoustics (Armour Home Electronics)

Supplied by: Armour Home Electronics Ltd
Telephone: 01279 501111

Web: www.qacoustics.co.uk; www.armourhome.co.uk
Price: £550 (with stands)

A s of 2014, the ‘mini’ speaker 
market is as varied as the genre 
that is doing its best to supplant 
it. The limitless fl ood of iPod docks 

and other assorted low-rent ‘solutions’ 
have made small, conventional two-way 
hi-fi  speakers all but impossible to sell, 
especially if in a vinyl wrap that looks like 
wood. Q Acoustics, established in 2006, is 
very much a new-wave brand that owes no 
philosophical allegiance to tradition, even 
if it is by defi nition a part of the entry-level 
British speaker scene. 

In a sector that includes KEF’s amazing 
LS50, under-£1k speakers 
from B&W, PMC and a few 
dozen others, Q Acoustics 
cleverly alters the recipe 
just enough to make 
it stand out in a gem-
fi lled sector. As a young 
company, Q Acoustics’ 
encompasses home 
cinema applications and small powered 
speakers, so it is not by any measure 
compelled to recall the speakers of yore 
that even the long-established brands who 
made them in the fi rst place now seem to 
be abandoning.

EASY TO DRIVE
Two elements combine to achieve 
noteworthiness: the cabinet technology, 
and the optional stands. It goes without 
saying that the price alone – £350 for 
the speakers, or £550 for the package 
including the stands – automatically 
qualifi es this as of exceptional value. 

The 655mm stands, to cover them 
fi rst, are handsome, well-made and clever: 
they lock to the speaker, hide the cables 
down the back, feature adjustable spikes, 
sound terrifi c even when compared 
with legendary stands designed for the 
likes of LS3/5As, and could probably sell 
by the truck-load on their own at £400 
per pair. But they are merely adjuncts 

to the speakers themselves – which also 
sounded fabulous on Foundations and IF 
Tallis stands. The Concept 20s, offered in 
lacquered gloss black or white, are two-
way refl ex designs with rear ports. The box 
contains foam plugs for tuning the ports, 
which allow the user to fi nd the right 
balance of quantity and control. Below 
the port are bi-wiring terminals. Under 
the grille you’ll fi nd a 125mm composite 
woofer and 25mm dome tweeter crossing 
over at 2.9kHz. Q Acoustics matches its 
coyness about what the drivers are actually 
made of with, as Keith Howard points out 

in his Lab Report, 
rather conservative 
specifi cations. They 
state a frequency 
response of 64Hz-
22kHz, a nominal 
impedance of 6ohm 
and minimum 
impedance of 4ohm, 

with a sensitivity of 88dB according to one 
of the brochures (although Keith saw a 
factory spec. of 86dB).

What I can tell you is that regardless 
of the sub-90dB sensitivity and 
manufacturer’s recommended power of 
25-75W, I was able to drive these to more 
than adequate levels with my current fave 
budget valve amp, the Coincident Dynamo 
34SE. This has a lone EL34 per channel in 
single-ended mode for a rating of 8W/ch! 
Thus, whatever the numbers tell you, the 
Concept 20s are easy to drive.

As for the other ‘secret ingredient’, the 
cabinet is made of a construction they 
call ‘Gelcore’, employed in Q 
Acoustics’ quest to empower 
them with the statement that, 
‘The Concept 20 proves cabinet 

RIGHT: Looking perfectly of a whole 
on the matching stands, this compact 
two-way offers style and fi nish not 
anticipated at the price – avoiding wood helps

‘“It proves cabinet 
resonances need 

be a problem 
no longer”’

Stylish, well-made, with total attention to detail – how 
did Q Acoustics pour so much into the Concept 20?
Review: Ken Kessler Lab: Keith Howard

Q Acoustics 
Concept 20
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resonance need be a problem no longer’. 
This refers to a ‘cabinet within a cabinet’ 
design, the separate inner and outer 
enclosures ‘bound together by a bespoke 
adhesive which never quite sets’. According 
to Q Acoustics, Gelcore ‘allows the kinetic 
energy generated by the drive units within 
the cabinet to be dispersed as heat and 
preventing them colouring and degrading 
the speaker’s musical output.’

 COPIOUS BASS
Along with the aforementioned Dynamo 
34SE, I also used the Quad 909 amplifi er, 
NAD D 1050 DAC, SME 30/12 and Series V 
turntable/arm combination with Kiseki Blue 
MC, Musical Fidelity V-LPS phono stage, 
V-90 DAC and M1-CDT transport, as well 
as an iMac with Fidelia software. Cables 
were from Atlas and Kimber. Nearly all of 
these components were chosen as being 
of the same price class and therefore likely 
to be relevant to what anyone buying a 
£350-per-pair speaker might consider.

As Keb’ Mo’s Peace… Back By Popular 
Demand [Okeh/Epic EK 92687] was already 
in the CDT from a previous session, I 
fi gured let’s kick off with the stunning ‘For 
What It’s Worth’. It leads off with rich bass, 
solid percussion, slithery guitar work, a 
tight brass section and thick-as-molasses 
vocals. Because it’s also lean despite the 
number of players: it is the kind of track 
you listen into in the best 3D fashion.

Once I got over the fact that the wee 
Coincident punches like a 35-watter, I was 
drawn to something that usually leaves me 

ambivalent: the copious amounts of bass 
from such a small enclosure. In 

my circumstances, the foam 
plugs were not required, 
as they added congestion 
and my room certainly 
doesn’t need any devices 
that tighten up the lower 

octaves. Considering that these followed 
my listening sessions with the £9400 

Sonus Faber Olympica IIIs and Wilson Audio 
Alexias at £48,000, it was almost unfair. 
Yet they held their ground.

Imagine you’ve been drinking, say, a 
serious Brunello, followed by an even more 
serious Barolo. Then someone hands you a 
beer. If you have any spirit of generosity, if 
you appreciate context and relativity, you 
will consciously adjust your taste buds. You 
will not expect the same sensual reaction 
to the beer as is elicited by the Barolo.

By whatever measure we judge 
excellence, it stands to reason that if 
two items of a completely different 
nature are both ‘fi ve star’ earners within 
their categories, eg, a Leica M camera 
and a Berluti briefcase, then they are 
qualitative equals. Which is not to say that 
the Concept 20 encourages you to stop 
dreaming about whatever super-speaker 
fuels your fantasies.

Instead, imagine that the beer which 
followed the Barolo is a Westvleteren’s 
12 or Heady Topper. By adjusting your 
sensibilities, you can then listen to the 
Concept 20 after a bout with costlier 
offerings, and accept that it cannot offer 
the scale, detail nor refi nement of high-
end masterpieces. It is, instead, a treasure 
to be judged like Pioneer’s ridiculously 
competent and musical SP-BS22-LR.

SPACE AND SNAPPINESS
Back to Keb’ Mo’. The piano-only ‘The 
Times They Are A-Changin’’ was positively 
chilling: Keb’ Mo’s voice centred, the piano 
just to the left, the space convincing, the 
airiness intact, the chiming nature of the 
instrument tinkling to beautiful decay. 
Seconds later, the funky, rhythmic take of 
‘Get Together’, in all its quasi-reggae glory, 
provides direct contrast.

Transient attack? Snappy, tight, 
no overhang. Massed backing vocals 
– seamless, harmonious. Lead guitar 
cutting in from absolute silence. The 
coherence, from the lowest registers to 

ARMOUR HOME
At the time when the UK was ruled by indigenous manufacturers of audio 
separates, the go-to company for all manner of accessories was QED. After 
all-but-monopolising the market for switch boxes of every stripe, at a time when, 
for example, DIN-vs-phono confl icts could stymie even the most resolute of 
enthusiasts, the company hit critical mass with QED cable. 

Armour Home Electronics, parent company of Q Acoustics, has its roots 
in QED, with employees whose backgrounds were forged with many of this 
country’s most established names. Now, under one roof, they also distribute 
and/or manufacture a vast selection of products for specialist hi-fi  and home 
theatre applications, sold in more than 60 countries around the world. 

Armour’s other hi-fi  and accessory brands include Alphason Designs, 
Systemline, Milty, Myryad, PSB and Goldring, along with a plethora of lines for 
everything from projector screens to wall-mounting hardware.
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(whiskey, smoke, gravel) and Dianne 
Reeves (clear honey, silk) on At Last 
[Blue Note CDP 7 91937 2].

SIMPLY GORGEOUS
Now, I am not about to tell you 
that it all fell apart, nor that I was 
seduced by the glossy white fi nish, 
the price just made for these parlous 
times, nor the gallon of bass from a 
pint pot. To be blunt, the Concept 
20 cannot ‘do’ refi nement with the 
almost glib fl air of speakers costing 
up to 87 times as much…

It’s manifested in small ways, 
a tiny wisp of sibilance here, a 
bit of bass compression there. A 
discernible, if possibly unimportant 
loss of bass extension or absolute 
control, particularly the damping. 
But treat the Concept 20 for what 
it is, and you can almost excuse the 
slightly raucous behaviour when 
excited, the occasional trace of 
lumpiness with acoustic bass.

Why should I be so generous? 
Because I’m a grown-up (I think), 
and this is a review in the ‘Budget 
Esoterica’ series, the appearance 
in which the Concept 20 is most 
certainly justifi ed. It is affordable, yet 
a trace exotic thanks to its form, its 
cleverness, its audiophile-respecting 

details. And one more thing, in 
an age where hi-fi  is 

disrespected by all 
but the converted, 
they are simply 
gorgeous. 

LEFT: Proof that an affordable speaker 
can meet the Wife Acceptance Factor, 
the Concept 20’s cable dressing 
considerations make this a winner 

It took ten seconds to realise that 
here was an ‘everyman’ speaker: 
affordable, easy to drive, easier 
to listen to, and in possession of 
the wow factor. In other words, 
no knowledgeable audiophile 
will believe the Concept 20s 
with stands cost less than £600. 
They’re a bit rock ’n’ roll, so don’t 
expect the last word in fi nesse 
or subtlety, but that’s just fi ne if 
string quartets ain’t your thing. A 
genuine bargain.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT
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the ear-friendly, sibilant-free top, will 
provoke the same reaction everyone 
has to that Pioneer: how can a 
speaker of this price sound so good?

It is an unfortunate part of a 
reviewer’s remit to fi nd fault, even 
when he or she is inspired only to 
praise. The Kodo drumfest, Warabe 
[Sony SRCL 4671] merely reaffi rmed 
the speakers’ competence with 
mass and bass extension. Nothing 
stretched them to levels of 
performance beyond their capability, 
although of course no small two-
way can recreate the sheer mass 
of a multi-woofered tower like the 
Olympica III. So I turned to the 
contrasting vocals of Lou Rawls 
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Q Acoustics claims an 86dB sensitivity for the Concept 20 – 
entirely believable given its compact dimensions – but our 
measured pink noise result of 88.5dB suggests that this is 
actually rather conservative. Low impedance helps achieve this 
good sensitivity but it’s not too low. A nominal fi gure of 6ohm 
is specifi ed together with a minimum of 4ohm; we measured 
a minimum of 3.6ohm, indicating that a 4ohm nominal fi gure 
is more appropriate. Moderately high phase angles result in 
a minimum EPDR (equivalent peak dissipation resistance) of 
1.9ohm at 176Hz but in modern speakers that’s a typical 
fi gure, indicating the Concept 20 is not unduly hard to drive.

The on-axis frequency response – measured on the tweeter 
axis with the grille removed – shows just a mild presence band 
depression followed by a gentle rise in output through the 
upper audible octave [see Graph 1, below]. Response errors 
were well controlled at ±3.0dB and ±2.6dB respectively for the 
pair (200Hz-20kHz), and pair matching error is fi ne at ±1.1dB 
over the same frequency range. Diffraction-corrected near-
fi eld bass measurement showed the low frequency response 
beginning a very gentle decline from about 200Hz, then 
becoming steeper below 60Hz, a characteristic that bodes well 
for good bass transient response and lithe reproduction of fast 
bass lines. The –6dB point (re. 200Hz) occurs at a respectable 
58Hz, and in-room bass extension will be further improved by 
careful placement relative to the walls. The cumulative spectral 
decay waterfall [Graph 2, below] is almost textbook, with rapid 
energy decay across the spectrum and only very low-level 
resonances visible at treble frequencies. KH

ABOVE: Cabinet modes are well damped while bass/
mid and treble drivers are largely free of resonances

ABOVE: Good bass extension for the size and only a 
mild presence dip before recovering through the treble

Sensitivity (SPL/1m/2.83Vrms – Mean/IEC/Music) 89.5dB/88.5dB/88.1dB

Impedance modulus min/max (20Hz–20kHz) 3.6ohm @ 260Hz
20.5ohm @ 113Hz

Impedance phase min/max (20Hz–20kHz) –49o @ 134Hz
46o @ 850Hz

Pair matching (200Hz–20kHz) ±1.1dB

LF/HF extension (–6dB ref 200Hz/10kHz) 58Hz / 37.2kHz/36.3kHz

THD 100Hz/1kHz/10kHz (for 90dB SPL/1m) 1.2% / 0.2% / 0.1%

Dimensions (HWD) 260x240x386mm 

LAB
REPORT
Q ACOUSTICS CONCEPT 20
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CHRIS HEARD
Chris Heard is a music journalist and a 
vinyl fanatic. He runs an online record 
store, Classic LPs, specialising in vinyl 
reissues and new releases, and a physical 
shop, Carnival Records, purveying 10,000-
plus records amid the splendour of the 
Malvern Hills. Visit www.classiclps.co.uk 
and www.carnivalrecords.co.uk.

Lavish vinyl sets don’t come much 
better than Can Vinyl Box [Mute/
Spoon Records], a whopping 
collection of 17 sumptuous-

sounding, beautifully produced 180g LPs 
from the German cosmic rock meisters 
housed in a box made of linen. Consisting 
of 13 seminal studio albums alongside 
the long-player Out Of Reach (unavailable 
on any format since 1978) and a live 
album recorded at Sussex University in 
1975, the release brings together some of 
progressive music’s most enduring works.  

For me, the real joy of Can lies in the 
extraordinarily contemporary-sounding 
nature of the electronic experimentation 
they pioneered more than 40 years ago. 
Some of this stuff sounds like it was 
recorded yesterday, and by a very hip 
young gunslinger at that (one versed in the 
most credible psychedelic and progressive 
material of the late 1960s/early ’70s). 

What makes Can sound so fresh today is 
that they had no real blueprint – not in the 
traditional rock ’n’ roll sense, at least. They 
admired Hendrix, of course, but rather 
than being satisfi ed by churning out some 
second-rate Teutonic takes of ‘All Along 
The Watchtower’, they instead embraced 
ethnic music and the modern classical 
minimalism of Stockhausen, deliberately 
creating a new musical vocabulary (and 
identity) for the sons and daughters of the 
defeated WWII generation. 

Combining this freshness of approach 
with their knack for improvising – a trait 
they termed ‘instant composition’ – Can 
produced such lasting records as the 

Chris Heard opens up a whopping great Can Vinyl Box, 
admires the confi dence of The Human League, tackles 
Grace Jones, then ponders his Breakfast In America

on New Year’s Eve 1977, what it lacks 
in fi delity or musical dexterity it more 
than makes up for in high-octane thrills 
and Hanna Barbera-style cartoon-strip 
schlock. Consider the song titles alone: 
‘Teenage Lobotomy’, ‘Gimme Gimme Shock 
Treatment’, ‘Cretin Hop’, ‘Pinhead’ (with 
its attendant chorus of ‘Gabba Gabba Hey’, 
beloved of fans) and ‘Now I Wanna Sniff 
Some Glue’, for instance. 

Randy Newman was never going to 
be quivering in his moccasins, was he? 
And yet it’s clear in retrospect that The 
Ramones were in their own way every bit 
as important a part of rock’s patchwork 
quilt as, say, The Beach Boys, Chuck Berry 
or The Jesus And Mary Chain. 

What these acts all encapsulate – with 
varying degrees of ability, granted – is the 
primeval pull of rock at its most visceral; 
the earthy crotch-grabbing spirit of 
Screamin’ Jay Hawkins and Bo Didley and 
Elvis’s ‘Heartbreak Hotel’. So while this 
may not be a hi-fi  item per se, it absolutely 
meets the criteria of why vinyl records 
were made in order to put on nice-looking 
turntables: to shake your bones and to 
make you realise you are actually alive. 

A PITHY DOCUMENT
Punch The Clock [Mobile Fidelity] was Elvis 
Costello’s eighth album and found the 
singer in strident, upbeat form as he made 
the transition from being the acceptable 
face of seething punk to becoming a 
more overtly pop-savvy provocateur and 
polemicist. He was still writing the protest 
songs for sure, but by the time of this 
release in 1983 he and The Attractions 
were moving into the territory of more 
polished production (as realised here by 
Clive Langer and Alan Winstanley). 

The outcome was a confi dent, assertive 
set of observations pithily documenting life 
in the heart of the Thatcher era, written at 
a time when the New Romantics and early 
electro-pop groups were still dominating 
the airwaves. The album’s centrepiece 
is the immortal ‘Shipbuilding’, an anti-
Falklands War lament written by Costello ìEge Bamyasi from 1972: Chris’s pick 

from the 17LP Can Vinyl Box

ìElvis Costello ‘in strident, upbeat 
form’ on Punch The Clock [MoFi]

astonishing debut Monster Movie (1969), 
the double Tago Mago (1971), and the 
proto-chillout landmark Future Days 
(1973), all included here. 

I’d like to single out Ege Bamyasi 
from 1972, a record of some bleakness 
and dark textures made by the most 
cohesive of the band’s line-ups, with Damo 
Suzuki on vocals, Holger Czukay on bass 
and tape-editing duties, Michael Karoli 
(guitar), Jaki Liebezeit (drums) and Irmin 
Schmidt (keyboards). Recorded in an old 
cinema near Cologne with 1500 army-
surplus mattresses nailed to the walls for 
soundproofi ng, the tone of the album 
refl ected the group’s trademark sensitivity 
to their environment – in this case, the 
rainy 1971 winter weather and Karoli’s 
admission to hospital with a perforated 
ulcer. Tracks such as ‘Soup’, one of the 
group’s most spontaneous pieces, ‘Spoon’, 
a number one single and the theme to 

a German TV serial and ‘Vitamin C’ 
epitomised the quintessential Can 

sound, built around Liebezeit’s cyclical 
drumming and Suzuki’s impassioned 
vocals. ‘I can’t sing, so I use the voice 
as an instrument,’ she said. ‘I’m not 
so much interested in anything in 
particular – and that’s why I sing 
about nothing.’ 

PURE ESCAPISM
If you like your garage-rock loud, raw 

and funny and are looking for some pure 
unadulterated escapism, It’s Alive by The 
Ramones [Music On Vinyl] may hit the spot. 
Recorded at London’s Rainbow Theatre 
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and Clive Langer for Robert Wyatt’s use, 
accomplished with grace and barely 
controlled fury in a quiet implosion of 
melancholy featuring Chet Baker’s heart-
stopping trumpet solo. There’s plenty more 
to admire – ‘Everyday I Write The Book’, 
‘Pills And Soap’, ‘Let Them All Talk’ and 
‘Love Went Mad’ all demonstrating Elvis’s 
growing maturity as punk’s chief literary 
social commentator, pitching himself 
somewhere between Martin Amis and Alan 
Bennett. Punch The Clock followed the 
masterful Imperial Bedroom and preceded 
the overcooked Goodbye Cruel World. 
Soon Costello would be calling time on his 
unduly intricate verbiage, but for now this 
was anything but a Man out of Time.

GEMS AT EVERY TURN
Pop had developed a new language by the 
early 1980s, and its highpoint alongside 
records by the likes of ABC, Duran Duran 
and Depeche Mode was probably Dare 
by The Human League [Virgin], an LP so 
full of catchy, singalong, feel-good music 
that it might have been ready made for 
the easy listening massive, were it not so 
futuristic-sounding and – at times – mildly 
malevolent. Generally as light and airy 
as a Mary Berry souffl é, Dare was absent 
of any of the leaden, stodgy ingredients 
that had bogged down so much rock 
music of the previous decade or so (and, it 

achievement after almost ten years of 
slow-burning brilliance – although 1981’s 
Nightclubbing remains her most complete 
achievement, I think.
 
NOEL’S BREAKFAST FAVOURITE
Supertramp’s Breakfast In America [Polydor] 
belongs to that canon of mainstream 
classic rock LPs that in one sense is almost 

beyond criticism (like 
Rumours, Bat Out Of 
Hell, Hotel California, 
Frampton Comes Alive). 
As I recall it’s a record 
that was beloved of 
Noel Edmonds when he 
had a daily show on BBC 
Radio 1 in the late ’70s 

– but then Noel later said that he didn’t 
like to listen to music at home because ‘I 
have to play it all day at work – why would 
I want to do that?’ 

Noel’s wisdom pretty much sums up 
the confl icting feelings I have about 
Breakfast In America. On the one hand 
it’s an undeniably polished piece of FM 
radio perfection groaning under the 
weight of superb tunes – ‘The Logical 
Song’, ‘Goodbye Stranger’, ‘Take The Long 
Way Home’ – on the other, it’s one of 
the favourite records of a man who has 
admitted that he doesn’t really like music. 
Guilty pleasure or AOR masterpiece? As 
usual, the truth lies somewhere between. 

ë Supertramp serves Breakfast In 
America [Polydor] ‘AOR masterpiece 

or just a guilty pleasure’? 

ì Take cover – it’s Grace Jones! Slave 
To The Rhythm is out on Universal

ìDare by The Human League: ‘light 
and airy as a Mary Berry souffl é’

‘Randy Newman 
was not going to 
be quivering in 
his moccasins!’

could be argued, the band’s own previous 
work). Listening to it was like being in the 
middle of a sci-fi  movie: all Roland, Linn, 
Casio and Korg synthesisers and a steely-
bright production by Martin Rushent, 
whose programming helped to transform 
The Human League from avant-garde 
industrialists to pop superstars. ‘Don’t 
You Want Me’, a worldwide number one, 
was tucked away right at the end of the 
album, such was the group’s confi dence 
in the material. There are gems at every 
turn: ‘Seconds’, ‘The Things That Dreams 
Are Made Of’, ‘Get 
Carter’… a journey of 
the imagination from 
armchair to spaceship,
via the medium of vinyl. 

WITH GRACE
If 1981’s Dare marked 
the burgeoning of a more 
cosmopolitan culture and style as a new 
decade dawned, Grace Jones’s 1985 Island 
album Slave To The Rhythm [Universal 
Back To Black] represented the slick sonic 
self-assurance that to some extent defi ned 
those middle years. Realised by the go-to 
producer of the day, Trevor Horn, the 
album was built around the unfeasibly 
sultry title track, a low-slung slice of 
understated R’n’B that predicted the 
media’s growing obsession with glamour 
and sex (and the booty-call visuals of the 
1990s and beyond) without ever losing its 
class. Restrained and chaste where others 
were bawdy and vulgar, this was Jones’s 
crowning commercial and production 
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‘Lou’s discordant 
ostrich guitar had 

all the strings tuned 
to the same note’

Vinyl Release
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STEVE SUTHERLAND
Steve edited NME from 1992-2000, the Britpop 
years, launching NME.com and reviving the 
NME Awards. Previously he was Assistant 
Editor on Melody Maker. Among his many 
adventures he has been physically threatened 
by Axl Rose, hung out awhile with Jerry Garcia 
and had a drink or two with Keith Richards...
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Velvet Underground
VU & Nico

I’ve been lucky (and occasionally, 
unlucky) enough to meet some pretty 
famous people over the past three 
decades. I once held Sir Alf Ramsey’s 

dinner plate for him at a buffet while he 
signed some autographs. His only words to 
me were a gruff, ‘Don’t eat it!’.

I’ve had a drink with George Best, talked 
boxing with Peter O’Toole, done a selfi e 
with Muhammad Ali (before selfi es were 
invented), been threatened by Axl Rose, 
thanked for being a good bloke by Paul 
McCartney, had a right chuckle with Keith 
Richards, had another drink with Sammy 
Davis Jr and danced with Dionne Warwick.

Anyway, that’s all as may be, but in my 
eyes the most famous person I’ve ever met, 
and by some margin, the weirdest, was the 
Pop Art pioneer Andy Warhol.

FUNNY LITTLE BLOKE 
This was back in the early 1980s. I was 
hanging out in New York doing an article 
on Duran Duran who were about to play 
Madison Square Garden and Andy was 
keen as mustard to meet the band. Now 
as anyone who knows anything about pop 

It’s regarded by many as the fi rst ever alternative rock 
album to be released. Steve Sutherland reassesses
The Velvet Underground’s debut LP, now on 180g vinyl...

The Velvet Underground, Andy Warhol 
might never have taken an interest in 
musical celebrities and his path and mine 
might never have crossed.

The story goes that Andy wasn’t really 
that much into music but a fi lm-maker 
friend of his called Paul Morrissey had seen 
this weird band playing at a club called 
Café Bizarre and thought that it would be a 

hoot – not to mention 
a money-making 
opportunity – if Andy 
were to manage them. 
Andy wasn’t that 
keen, but one glimpse 
of Lou strutting his 
manly stuff and singing 
about S&M and heroin 

immediately had Andy hooked.
Lou was a smart college kid with a 

troubled past who’d teamed up with a 
Welsh avant-garde musician called John 
Cale to help frame his raw, observational 
lyrics in challenging settings designed 
to outrage and off-put as much as 
attract. Paul Morrissey liked the intent 
but convinced Andy that not only should 
he take the band on but he should fi nd 
some way to make them a little more, uh, 
palatable to the kids. 

MULTI-MEDIA HAPPENING 
Enter Nico, a stunning German model 
who liked her drugs, had already made an 
album in Europe and who was now hanging 
around Andy’s scene at the Factory – the 
studio space on E 47th Street where all 
Andy’s weirdo mates hung out.

Lou wasn’t too enamoured of giving 
the spotlight over to some Aryan fl oosie 
but weighing up his objections against the 
enormous publicity Andy would bring his 
band, he reluctantly assented. And off they 
all went to form Andy’s new multi-media 
happening, The Exploding Plastic Inevitable 
featuring fi lm, dancers, lightshows and, 
of course, the Velvets, playing a set from 
which they would soon create their debut 
LP, the exceptionally brilliant The Velvet 
Underground & Nico.

culture knows, if Andy Warhol wanted to 
meet you, the way he went about it was to 
throw a party in your honour. And so it was 
that I wound up in some loft-type gallery 
on the Upper West Side being introduced 
to Andy by the Double D’s Nick Rhodes.

I remember thinking ‘What a funny little 
bloke,’ as he shyly proffered his hand for 
a wilting shake that would make a limp 
lettuce leaf blush (if 
lettuces could blush, 
that is). His voice? A mix 
of Michael Jackson and 
Mickey Mouse. ‘Hi,’ was 
all he squeaked.

My photographer 
mate Tom Sheehan took 
a snap of the three of us 
– me, Nick and Andy – Andy’s preposterous 
silver-white wig resembling one of those 
’60s fi bre-optic lamps you sometimes fi nd 
in retro shops.

Anyway, the point is, I reckon I have 
Lou Reed to thank for my most famous 
meeting. I never met Lou and won’t now, 
sadly, because he died a few months ago, 
but if it hadn’t been for him and his band, 

ìThe Velvet Underground (clockwise l-r): Lou Reed (vocals, guitar); John Cale (vocals, 
bass, viola, piano); Mo Tucker (drums), Sterling Morrison (guitars) and Nico (vocals)
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Another key suggestion from Paul 
Morrissey was that Andy put up the stake 
money to record the band’s fi rst album and 
then sell it, once completed, to a major 
label. That way, the artists could retain 
artistic control – an amazingly bold ploy 
for 1966. And Andy did just that, spending 
something just under $3000 of his own 
dosh to get it made in a few dirt-cheap 
studios in New York and LA.

DANGEROUS THRILLS
Andy took the producer credit too, though 
he knew nothing whatsoever about 
recording studios. Lou was happy to let 
him live out his fantasy though, because 
Andy’s presence broached no outside 
interference, leaving Lou to pursue his 
vision unencumbered. 

Which was just as well because the 
songs Lou was writing would have given 
most commercially-minded producers a 
heart attack. There was ‘I’m Waiting For 
The Man’, a splendid little ditty about the 
dangerous thrills of scoring smack on the 
streets of NYC, and the even more explicit 
‘Heroin’ which described the indescribable 
rush the user gets when injecting. 

Drug songs may have been in vogue 
with the youth of the mid-1960s, but the 
references smuggled into pop numbers 
that snickered from the radio only 
concerned themselves with the chilled-out 
mind expansion of marijuana and LSD – the 
loved-up stuff. The darker, more introverted 
speed and H were still strictly taboo. Lou 
was dealing with reality as he saw it and it 
would take at least another decade before 
anyone else dared follow in his stead.

The sexy songs weren’t any easier on the 
ear either. ‘Venus In Furs’ was named after 
the book by Leopold von Sacher-Masoch, 
the geezer who gave the world the word 
Masochism, and follows the book’s sleazy 
plot pretty faithfully, wrestling with lots 
of S&M references, while Cale had fun 
adding ear-splitting viola and Lou played 

his discordant ostrich guitar where all the 
strings were tuned to the same note. This 
was not hippy dippy and it wasn’t easy-
listening. In truth, no-one but Lou knew 
exactly what it was.

COLD TEUTONICS
Not everything was engineered to send the 
listener screaming from the room though. 
‘Femme Fatale’, written about another of 
Andy’s acolytes, the beautiful, doomed 
heiress/actress Edie Sedgwick, swoons 
along beautifully, as do ‘There She Goes’ 
and ‘I’ll Be Your Mirror’. But no-one had 
ever recorded anything like ‘All Tomorrow’s 
Parties’, a mausoleum of emotion about 
the ennui surrounding the talented addicts 
that hung out at Andy’s studio, brilliantly 
delivered by Nico’s cold Teutonics. 

‘European Son’ was stranger still. A kind 
of unexplained love/hate tribute to the 
poet Delmore Schwartz, who had taught 
Lou in college, it was over seven minutes of 
improvised noise which must have seemed 
back in those more innocent times, like a 
deliberate exercise in musical torture.

 Once the album was considered 
complete, Morrissey touted around the 
acetates and got refusals from Atlantic, 
Elektra and Columbia before MGM agreed 
to sign the band to its Verve label. Tom 
Wilson, the label’s in-house producer, loved 
what he heard but reckoned they lacked a 
single so he took VU back into the studio 

in November 1966 to cut a new number, 
the drowsy ballad ‘Sunday Morning’, which 
became the album’s opener. It was written 
with the intention that Nico would sing it 
but Lou stepped up at the last moment and 
decided to nick the lead vocal.

No matter. No-one bought it. Nor did 
the album shift in any numbers when Verve 
fi nally got around to releasing it six months 
later, despite the fact that it came in an 
Andy-designed cover/artwork featuring a 
banana which peeled to reveal a phallic 
pink one inside. It was an album too far 
ahead of its time. Actually, still is. 

RE-RELEASE VERDICT
Now something of a ‘greatest hits’ 
collection, this 11-track 180g pressing is 
courtesy of Universal’s Back To Black series 
and comes with a gatefold sleeve, peelable 
banana skin sticker and a code to enable 
buyers to download an MP3 version of the 
album from the Back To Black website.

The sound is best described as mid-fi , 
but as such is faithful to the original 
recording as sweet guitars and full-bodied 
vocals remain well separated from the 
tub-thumping drums. Still, an undisputed 
classic and as covetable as ever here. HFN 

ìPriced £29.99, the 180g re-release 
of The Velvet Underground & Nico is 

available to order from www.classiclps.co.uk
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VINYL ICONS

Hounds Of Love Kate Bush
With no fewer than four hit singles on the fi rst side, the singer’s fi fth studio album can 
now be regarded as her ultimate pop statement. Yet with the second side comprising 
seven songs joined in one continuous piece of music, it was nothing if not experimental...
Words: Chris Heard
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K ate Bush’s 1985 
masterpiece Hounds Of 
Love was one of the last 
major albums to take full 

advantage of the LP format before 
vinyl began losing its dominance in 
the marketplace to CD.

Side two of the record is devoted 
entirely to an experimental studio 
opera, ‘The Ninth Wave’, in which 
Bush puts herself in the position of 
the survivor of an air crash, slowly 
freezing to death in the sea.

Side one, by contrast, is a more 
upbeat affair, containing four big 
hit singles – ‘Running Up That Hill (A 
Deal With God)’, ‘Cloudbusting’, ‘The 
Big Sky’ and the characteristically 
melodramatic title track.  

In the age of streaming and 
downloads it may seem unthinkable, 
but there was a time when having 
the emotional canvas afforded 
by two distinct sides of vinyl, and 
ordering the tracks accordingly (the 
art of sequencing), really mattered. 

BEST SELLER
Hounds Of Love, Bush’s fi fth album 
and her second to top the UK album 
charts, is the best-selling record of 
her career, going double platinum 
in the UK with sales of more than 
600,000 and knocking Madonna 
off the number one spot. It also 
garnered four Brits nominations.

The album features the talents 
of a string of Irish folk musicians – 
Sean Keane of The Chieftains, and 
Planxty’s Liam O’Flynn and Donal 
Luny – while the Nick Drake/John 
Martyn double-bass legend Danny 
Thompson adds his unmistakable 
tones and textures to the mix.

The LP also marked a period in 
which Bush made continuing artistic 
forays in to the-then fresh medium 
of the pop video, a vehicle with 
which she would express herself 

through drama, dance and mime, 
and reference some of her favourite 
literary and philosophical ideas.   

For Bush herself, the critical 
acclaim afforded to the record 
served to reaffi rm her status as a 
serious artist to be treated with 
respect purely on 
the grounds of her 
work, regardless 
of her gender or 
sexuality. 

She said: 
‘People weren’t 
even generally 
aware that I wrote 
my own songs or played the piano. 
The media just promoted me as a 
female body.

‘Every female you see at a piano 
is either Lynsey de Paul or Carole 
King. And most male music – not all 
of it but the good stuff – really lays it 
on you. It really puts you against the 
wall and that’s what I like to do. I’d 
like my music to intrude. Not many 
females succeed with that.’

Perhaps the single most 
outstanding track on the album is 
‘Cloudbusting’, a song powered 

by pulsing Vaughan Williams-style 
strings from the Medici Sextet, 
and sequenced drums, with lyrics 
inspired by Bush’s fascination with 
the renegade Austrian psychoanalyst 
Wilhelm Reich, inventor of the 
1940s ‘cloudbuster’ machine.

Reich’s melancholic story, told in 
his son Peter’s 1973 memoir A Book 
Of Dreams, involves him designing 
the machinery as an extension 
of his research into ‘orgone’, or 
sexual energy. The cloudbuster 
was intended to suck down the 

accumulated 
orgone in the 
atmosphere, 
creating cloud 
formations 
and rainfall, 
but Reich’s 
meteorological 
experiments 

were dismissed as crackpot physics 
by the scientifi c community. He 
was eventually arrested by the US 
Food and Drug Administration and 
sentenced to two years in jail where 
he died of heart failure.

STEAMPUNK STYLE 
Bush’s obsession with the story 
found its outlet in her video for 
the single, conceived with the 
help of Monty Python fi lmmaker 
Terry Gilliam and starring Donald 
Sutherland as Wilhelm Reich, with 

‘“People weren’t 
even generally 

aware that I wrote 
my own songs”’

éKate 
Bush 

pictured 
in the late 
1980s  

ìThe 
photo 

used for the 
rear of the 
Hounds Of 
Love LP sleeve 
was taken by 
the singer’s 
brother, John 
Carder Bush

èThe 
fi rst 

single to be 
released from 
the album 
was ‘Running 
Up That Hill’, 
which went 
on sale in the 
UK on the 
5th of August 
1985 

í‘Hounds 
Of Love’ 

was the third 
of the album’s 
four singles. 
Released 
in February 
1986 it 
reached 
number 18 in 
the UK singles 
chart
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Bush taking the part of his son. 
It plays like a silent movie, with 
the pair hauling a steampunk-
style rainmaker up a hill and then 
releasing its levers to make the 
clouds dance in the sky.

The album opens with the 
percussive gallop of ‘Running Up 
That Hill’ (Bush’s most successful 
single of the 1980s), originally 
known as ‘A Deal With God’ – a title 
rejected by EMI bosses who were 
fearful of a pro-Christian backlash (a 
compromise was reached when the 
two titles were included together on 
the album release).

Explaining the brutal yet sensual 
lyrics, Bush said: 
‘I was trying to 
say that, really, 
a man and a 
woman can’t 
understand each 
other because 
we are a man 
and a woman. 
And if we could actually swap each 
other’s roles, if we could actually be 
in each other’s place for a while, I 
think we’d both be very surprised! 
And I think it would lead to a greater 
understanding.’

DROWNING WOMAN 
‘The Ninth Wave’, the suite of songs 
on side two of the LP which make up 
a seven-track mini-concept album, 
is named after a line in Tennyson’s 
poem The Coming Of Arthur. 

The singer gives full rein to her 
internal dialogue – a chatter of 
disparate voices as she talks to 
herself from a place inside the skull 
of a drowning woman.

On ‘Watching You Without Me’, 
she hovers over the shoulder of 
her future bereaved lover – while 
‘Jig Of Life’ is a plea by the victim’s 
future self to her to overcome the 
trauma of his death and give her 
own destiny a chance. Heavy but 
romantic stuff – how very Kate Bush!

TRAPPED BENEATH ICE
Her imagination ricocheted 
around various ideas that haunted 
her: the fear of being trapped 
beneath ice (inspired by Houdini’s 
autobiography); or the image 
of Ophelia drowning (derived 
from sources including Hamlet, 

a romantic 
painting by 
Edward Millais 
and an obscure 
painting she 
had acquired 
of a corpse 
fl oating in 
sewage).

Emotionally the tone leaps from 
torpor (‘And Dream Of Sheep’) 
through terror (‘Waking The Witch’) 
to redemption (‘The Morning 
Fog’), while the narrative switches 
backwards and forwards in time, 
referencing witches and astronauts. 

‘The Ninth Wave’ is an ambitious 
piece of theatricality addressing 
themes such as yearning for the 
familiarities of home, and of the 
imaginative powers unlocked during 
periods of isolation.  

The lyrics also nod to the idea 
of an individual wanting to be 
reinstated within a fi rm identity – 
another Bush psychological staple, 
you might feel – all wrapped up 

‘Ex-Sex Pistol John 
Lydon described 

her work as “beauty 
beyond belief”’

ëThe 
image 

that appears 
on the inner 
sleeve of the 
LP alongside 
the album 
credits and 
printed lyrics 
shows the 
singer with 
her eyes 
closed

éThe 
cover of 

the ‘Cloud-
busting’ 
single and 
Reich’s 
melancholic 
story, told in 
his son Peter’s 
1973 memoir 
A Book Of 
Dreams

íThe 
singer 

with a 
Fairlight CMI. 
She invested 
in a Fairlight 
synthesiser-
sampler for 
her home 
studio in 
order to cut 
the huge 
costs of hiring 
commercial 
studios by the 
hour 

PRODUCTION NOTES 
Hounds Of Love was recorded in 
Bush’s own 24-track studio built in a 
barn behind her family’s home on the 
outskirts of south-east London two 
years before the album’s release.

Always an artist who required 
control of her working environment, 
she had baulked at the high cost of 
hiring studio space for her previous 
album, 1982’s The Dreaming.

She invested a slab of her royalties 
in upgrading her studio, installing 
a 48-track desk and a Fairlight 
synthesiser-sampler, allowing her to 
record much of the album there.

In doing so she changed the sense 
of herself as an artist, going from 
EMI ‘company daughter’ to womanly 
independence in just three years.

Freed from increasing debt to 
the label she switched from writing 
at the piano to building a rhythm 
track – a skill she learned at the 
hands of Peter Gabriel during a guest 
appearance on one of his albums.

Finally she was able to blend 
writing, recording and production 
into one undiluted creative process, 
allowing her to record the album she 
wanted on her own terms.

‘In music you have to break your 
back before you even start to speak 
the emotion,’ she said. ‘The way I 
work is very experimental and when 
you’re in a studio that’s costing a 
phenomenal amount every hour it 
puts too much pressure on you. It 
zaps creativity.’

Refl ecting the last days of vinyl 
dominance, Hounds Of Love divides 
straight down the middle, with fi ve 
brilliant but unconnected tracks 
arranged on side one and a self-
consciously ‘conceptual’ suite of 
songs spread over side two.
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GuildfordAudio

The High-end Hi-Fi Show*
15TH & 16TH FEBRUARY 2014

Early in the New Year, Guildford Audio in association with Absolute Sounds will
again be running their very successful yearly Hi-Fi Show in Reading.

*Reading Best Western Moat House. Opening times will be 09:00 to 17:30
on the Saturday and 09:00 to 16:00 on the Sunday.

“ THE HIGH-END HI-FI 
SHOW IS AN EVENT YOU 
WON’T WANT TO MISS. 
IT IS FAST BECOMING 
THE ‘MUST SEE’ HIGH-

END EVENT IN THE 
SOUTH OF ENGLAND... “

- Trevor, Guildford Audio

Free show entry  |  Show run over two days  
Diverse range of brands on demonstration* 

Relaxed atmosphere  |  Meet the experts*
Exciting prize giveaways*

First showing of some products anywhere
in the uk*  |  On-site parking and more...

*more details to follow.
Visit www.guildfordaudio.co.uk

for regular show updates.
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Alternate Format
Discography

ORIGINAL LP/CD
Hounds Of Love was made for 
vinyl, it seems, and the LP was 
released on September the 16th, 
1985 as the dominance of the 
format peaked. Bearing the UK 
EMI catalogue number KAB1 
(an abbreviation of Catherine or 
‘Kate’ Bush) alongside EJ 240384, 
and the US prefi x E146164 on 
EMI-Manhattan, the vinyl release 
featured an embossed mauve 
portrait of Bush reclining, Ophelia-
style, surrounded by a broad white 
border, with a colour inner lyric 
sleeve with italicised song words. 

Referencing side two’s 
mini-concept work, the rear sleeve 
quotes Tennyson’s The Coming 
Of Arthur: ‘Wave after wave, each 
mightier than the last/’Til the last, 
a ninth one, gathering half the 
deep/And full of voices, slowly rose 
and plunged/Roaring, and all the 
wave was in a fl ame’. 

The inner, meanwhile, reveals 
that the record was written and 
produced by Kate (with Jon Kelly) 
and engineered by a cast of many: 
Del Palmer, Haydn Bendall, Brian 
Tench, Paul Hardiman, Nigel 
Walker and James Guthrie. Bush 
also credits special guests John 
Williams (guitar on ‘The Morning 
Fog’) and Killing Joke’s Youth (bass 
on ‘The Big Sky’), while thanking 
a variety of family and friends as 
well as luminaries such as Werner 
Herzog and Robbie Coltrane. 

Kate’s brother, John Carder 
Bush, took the photo for the 
album cover, while Bill Smith 
designed the sleeve in conjunction 
with the artist. In elements of Irish 
folk apparent on the recording (a 
nod to Kate’s own ethnic roots), 
Donal Lunny plays bouzouki and 
Irish bouzouki on three tracks; 
while Liam O’Flynn adds Uilleann 
pipes on a couple. Kate’s brother 
Paddy can be heard playing violins, 
balalaika, didgeridoo and adding 
vocals. The album was recorded at 

in her gently refl ective piano and 
Danny Thompson’s doleful bass.

The instrumentation ranges from 
Irish fi ddles to Fairlight noises and 
effects, with Bush’s impassioned 
vocal at the heart of it all.

Yet Bush has denied she is a 
perfectionist. ‘I think it’s important 
that things are fl awed,’ she said 
later. ‘That’s what makes a piece of 
art interesting sometimes – the bit 
that’s wrong or the mistake you’ve 
made that’s led onto an idea you 
wouldn’t have had otherwise.’

TRIUMPHANT RETURN
Following the relative failure of a 
couple of poorly received albums, 
Never For Ever (1980) and The 
Dreaming (1982), Hounds Of Love 
was widely seen as a triumphant 
return, winning Bush a plethora of 
new admirers

Former Sex Pistol John Lydon 
described her work as ‘beauty 
beyond belief’, while the 
downtempo-dance singer Tricky 
said: ‘I don’t believe in God, but if I 
did her music would be my Bible.’  

Bush had erupted into the public 
eye only seven years earlier as a 
leotard-clad 19-year-old, with her 
success owing a great deal to the 
previous music generation. 

She landed her EMI recording 
contract in part thanks to the 
patronage of Pink Floyd guitarist 
David Gilmour, who championed 
her after hearing her demos. And 
she learned dance in a masterclass 
from Lindsay Kemp, the young David 
Bowie’s mime teacher.  

Channelling the thoughts 
of Cathy, the heroine of Emily 
Bronte’s gothic literary masterpiece 
Wuthering Heights, Bush became 
the fi rst woman to achieve a UK 
number one with a self-written song.

Her material became imbued 
with brooding tales of myth, fairy 
tale and magic – a formula reaching 
its zenith on this masterful record. 

the Bush family farmhouse in Kent 
and mixed at Windmill Lane and 
Abbey Road between January 1984 
and June 1985. It reached the top 
of the UK album charts and went to 
number 30 in the US. 

Running at just short of 50 
minutes, the original CD was issued 
as CDP 7461642 in the UK and 
CDP 546164 in the US. Due to its 
high sales on vinyl, the LP can still 
be sourced for fi ve or six pounds 
at record fairs and in collectors’ 
markets and shops. 

CASSETTE
The humble tape must not be 
overlooked when discussing 
Hounds Of Love’s stellar chart 
performance: this was still to some 
extent the age of the musicassette, 
the magnetic tape format that 
once sat respectably alongside 
vinyl and CD as a convenient 
and relatively decent-sounding 
alternative to either. 

The original 1985 cassette 
release [UK TCKAB1/US 4XT-17171] 
was unleashed in at least 13 
territories around the world, and 
featured the 12in single version of 
‘Running Up That Hill’. The sound 
quality of pre-recorded cassettes 
may have been derided in some 
quarters at the time, but in an 
age in which fl at-sounding MP2 
and MP3 digital fi les are common 
currency, cassettes are undergoing 
something of a reappraisal (not yet 
to the same level as the resurgence 
of interest in vinyl, however, and 
indeed this seems unlikely due to 
the obvious sonic and aesthetic 
limitations compared with records).

Nevertheless, the album’s quirky 
musicality can be greatly enjoyed 
on cassette, so that for instance the 
lines, ‘It’s in the trees! It’s coming!’ 
from the title track, spoken by the 
actor Maurice Denham in the 1957 

UK horror fi lm Night Of The Demon, 
sound remarkably robust in relation 
to when heard in the inferior 
downloads of the moment. 

Other moments to be enjoyed 
include the chorale in ‘Hello Earth’ 
performed by the Richard Hickox 
Singers (from the traditional 
Georgian song ‘Tsintskaro’) and 
‘Be Kind To My Mistakes’, written for 
the 1986 Nic Roeg fi lm Castaway 
starring Oliver Reed.  

LATER VINYL/CD RELEASES
Vinyl reissues appeared in 1993 
and 1997 (the latter being a 180g 
release by EMI), but the record 
was fi rst re-made to a high-end 
audiophile standard on 180g 
vinyl in 2010 by Audio Fidelity in 
the US, with remastering by the 
engineering legend Steve Hoffman.

Two years ago, a limited edition 
10in pink vinyl EP with four tracks 
from the album was put out by EMI 
to mark Record Store Day, with 
copies being instantly snapped up 
for £10 or less and soon doubling 
and even tripling in value (just 1000 
were pressed worldwide). 

When it comes to later, better 
CD pressings, perhaps the standout 
offering was the 2011 Fish People 
remaster [FPCD003], which came 
with a 16-page booklet containing 
photos and lyrics. 

The album was Bush’s last 
highly-rated release for a good ten 
years until she made the record 
Aerial following the birth of her 
son Bertie. Like Hounds, Aerial was 
divided into two distinct ‘sides’.

ìSigning records in 1978 at 
London’s Oxford St HMV store
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Alexandra Palace, London
It played host to the largest ’60s psychedelic event, saw Steve Marriott storm off stage 
and was the place where the Brits fi nally said goodbye to Phil Collins. Steve Sutherland 
continues his tour of the world’s iconic live music venues at ‘The Palace of the People’

éThe 
venue 

today. Built 
in 1873, it 
is located in 
Alexandra 
Park, north 
London

ìOn fi re 
in 1873 

íThe 
Stone 

Roses – a sell-
out gig before 
their debut LP 
was released

There’s this thing that me 
and Richard Butler of The 
Psychedelic Furs used to 
do where we’d lie down, 

close our eyes, try to block out all 
the noise around us and see if we 
could imagine ourselves in another 
part of our lives. Richard, as I recall, 
would usually project himself into 
some fantasy future but I’d always 
go for the same halcyon week in 
September 1974.

I’d just left school, about to start 
college, and me and some mates 
pooled our meagre resources, 
bought an old ’50s car (with running 
boards and everything!) and set 
out on a mini rock ’n’ roll road trip. 
Our fi nal destination was Wembley 
Stadium on the Saturday, where 
we grooved to CSN&Y, Joni Mitchell 
and The Band. Thursday was Global 
Village Trucking Company at the 
Nag’s Head in High Wycombe (we 
camped in a farmer’s fi eld). And 
Wednesday, after sleeping out all 
night on the grassy slopes outside, 
was The Grateful Dead at Ally Pally – 
my fi rst and still my most memorable 
visit to this most illustrious venue.

Not that I can really remember 
that much about it. I know they 
played three nights in total, that 
‘Wharf Rat’ was my highlight and 
that the sound boomed around 
a fair bit in the great hall despite 
the baffl ing sheets hung from the 
ceiling. No matter. The Dead walked 
amongst us. Joy!

Other occasions when I’ve been 
privileged to make the hike to Wood 
Green include the night Blur brought 
home the bacon in the shape of the 
Parklife tour on the 7th of October 
1994, Phil Daniels barking out the 
anthem, the band’s specially chosen 
guests Sheffi eld’s fi nest, Pulp, and 
those Oxfordshire whippersnappers 
Supergrass. Britpop in excelsis, 
captured for posterity on Blur’s 
Showtime DVD.

BLOOMIN’ LOVELY?
I was also there on the 18th of 
November 1989 when The Stone 
Roses, fresh from selling out their 
fi rst really big gig in Blackpool, 
stunned everyone by repeating the 
feat at the Pally, fi lling it with 7000 
boggle-eyed ravers well before their 
debut album hit the shops. 

Truth be told, though, on the 
night they were pretty awful. Singer 
Ian Brown, not exactly renowned 
for his live vocal prowess at the 
best of times, bawled off-key like a 
dog barfi ng into a bucket while the 
sound crew struggled to anchor 
John Squire’s exquisite guitar licks 
as they ricocheted around the 
building. In later interviews, the 

band admitted they were well 
disappointed and didn’t speak to 
each other at all on the long journey 
back up North.

But hey, enough about me. The 
star of this piece is Alexandra Palace 
or, as it was originally intended to 
be known, The Palace Of The People. 
That changed when Alexandra of 
Denmark went and married our 
own dear Prince Edward and her 
name was appended to the venue in 
celebration. The big park had been 
opened to the public in 1863, the 
great halls opened ten years later, 
built by Lucas Brothers Of London 
who’d also knocked up The Royal 
Albert Hall, Covent Garden Opera 
House and Charterhouse School.

Unfortunately, pretty much the 
whole thing burned down 16 days 
later, the fi re accounting for the lives 
of three staff. Two years on, it had 
been restored and it reopened on 
the 1st of May 1875 boasting the 
addition of a swimming pool and a 
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racecourse in the 
park, both sadly 
now closed.

During the 
First World War 
it was used as an 
internment camp 
for German and 
Austrian civilians 
and during the 
second one, the 
BBC, who’d made 
something of a 
home there, used 
its transmitter to 
jam the Luftwaffe’s 
navigation systems which, some 
historians claim, banjaxed the 
accuracy of 75% of the Germans’ 
bombing raids.

INTERNATIONAL TIMES 
In 1936, the BBC launched 
the world’s fi rst high defi nition 
television broadcast from Ally Pally, 
ran its News service there until 
1969 and the Open University 
programmes until the 1980s. But 
it’s rockin’ we’re here to do and 
that story really begins on the 29th 
of April 1967 and the ‘14 Hour 
Technicolor Dream’ – a fundraiser 
for the underground newspaper 
International Times organised by 
swinging London scenesters John 
Hopkins and Barry Miles.

And a proper psychedelic 
extravaganza it was too, complete 
with light shows beamed onto huge 
white sheets, a fairground helter-
skelter and performances across 
two stages by Soft Machine, The 
Crazy World Of Arthur Brown, The 
Move, Tomorrow, The Pretty Things, 
John’s Children (Marc Bolan’s pre-T 
Rex mod group), The Creation, 
Champion Jack Dupree and Pink 
Floyd who headlined, reaching the 

venue at three in the morning of 
April the 30th after playing a gig 
earlier that evening in Holland. 
They set up on the main stage and, 
as the dawn broke at fi ve, sunlight 
pouring through the great window 
behind them, they treated the 
spaced-out crowd to equally spaced-
out versions of 
‘Astronomy Domine’ 
and ‘Interstellar 
Overdrive’ among 
other songs.

There were 
also poets and 
performance artists 
on the bill. A certain 
Ms Yoko Ono impressing a certain 
John Lennon who attended with his 
pal Donovan. There is no record of 
what the visiting Beatle thought of 
The Utterly Incredible Too Long Ago 
To Remember Sometimes Shouting 
At People, or The Dancers Of The 
Tribe Of The Scared Mushroom, but 
it’s fair to say Ms Ono caught his eye.

The whole event was fi lmed by 
Peter Whitehead – the bloke who 
did the pioneering Stones’ We Love 
You video – resulting in the Tonite 
Let’s Make Love In London movie.

The next really notable musical 
occasion at the Palace occurred on 

New Year’s Eve 1968 when Steve 
Marriott of The Small Faces smashed 
his Fender Telecaster in half and 
stormed off stage before the band’s 
encore, never to return. 

Marriott had been growing 
increasingly frustrated with the 
group’s pop star status and sought 

to lead the 
band in a more 
progressive 
direction, 
suggesting they 
recruit Peter 
Frampton of The 
Herd as a second 
guitarist after 

witnessing him do his good stuff 
in the studio while producing The 
Herd’s ‘Sunshine Cottage’ single. 

WHOLE LOTTA ZEP 
The other little Faces weren’t much  
enamoured of the idea of group 
expansion so Stevie threw down 
his toys and quit, forming the hard 
rockin’ Humble Pie with Frampton. 

Led Zeppelin hove into the 
halls on the 22nd and 23rd of 
December 1972 as part of a UK 
tour that straddled the release of 
IV and Houses Of The Holy. Tickets 
were an eye-watering quid each 

é Poster 
for the 

‘14 Hour 
Technicolor 
Dream’ lists 
50 acts   

ìPink 
Floyd 

headlined the  
Technicolour 
‘happening’, 
taking to the 
stage at 5am

ìThe 
Move 

and Arthur 
Brown (right), 
also played at 
the event

çAt the 
Brits 

held at Ally 
Pally in 1995 
Blur won Best 
Band and Best 
LP, Best Video 
and Best 
Single for the 
Parklife album

‘The thing pretty 
much burned 
down 16 days 

after it opened’



80 | www.hifi news.co.uk | FEBRUARY 2014

CLASSIC VENUES
BEHIND THE MUSIC WITH HI-FI NEWS & RECORD REVIEW

year because NME, the music paper 
I was editing at the time, had 
launched a stinging rebuke against 
the Brits and it’s closed-shop-out-
of-date attitude to the music being 
made in the UK. Consequently the 
powers that be were shamed into 
overhauling their operation and 

Suede, without 
an album yet 
released, were 
invited to 
perform their 
single ‘Animal 
Nitrate’ as 
a grudging 
admission that 

maybe there was more to the UK 
scene than Phil Bloody Collins.

By 1995 the Britpop party was 
in full swing and the Ally Pally Brits 
that year saw Blur win Best Band 
and Best LP, Best Video and Best 
Single, all for Parklife. And when the 
NME-championed so-called New 
Rock Revolution arrived to take over 
from Britpop, the scene’s sovereign 
act, The Strokes, headlined the Pally 
on the 5th of December 2003. The 
show was recorded for a mooted live 
LP but for some reason or another, 
that plan was scrapped.

JAM AND JAY Z 
Since then the venue has seen 
several notable gigs. Paul Weller 
was there on the 5th of December 
2005, his tour-ending set featuring 
solo faves, Jam classic ‘That’s 
Entertainment’ and Style Council 
gem ‘Shout To The Top’, all captured 
on his Catch-Flame double CD. 
Jay Z was there on the 4th of 

November 2009, Portishead hosted 
their ‘I’ll Be Your Mirror’ festival 
in July 2011 with PJ Harvey, Nick 
Cave’s Grinderman, God Speed You 
Black Emperor! and Swans among 
the participants. And even more 
recently, Ohio’s The Black Keys did 
three nights in February 2012, as did 
Florence and her Machine in March.

Which brings us to 2013 and 
Björk, whose Biophilia project 
featuring a 24-strong all female 
Icelandic choir, some taped intros by 
David Attenborough and a gigantic 
ginger afro, wound down its two-
year world tour at the Pally on the 
3rd of September.

There are more big gigs mooted 
for 2014 so let’s hope the Pally 
avoids the developers to serve the 
people for rockin’ decades to come.    

éPaul 
Weller’s 

Catch-Flame! 
was recorded 
at the venue 
in 2005

ëLed 
Zepp 

and an 
original ticket 
for one of 
the band’s 
three nightly 
performances 
in December 
1972   

ëBjörk at 
the Pally 

performing 
Biophilia. 
The stage 
was set up in 
the centre of 
the hall with 
the audience 
surrounding it 

íNick 
Cave 

plays with 
Grinderman 
at the venue 
in 2011

and the band treated the freezing 
sold-out crowd to an Xmas knees-up 
including a medley of ‘Whole Lotta 
Love’, Let That Boy Boogie, ‘Let’s 
Have A Party’ and ‘Heartbreak Hotel’.

Believe it or not, on the 10th of 
July 1980, the fl aming place burned 
down again, the fi re starting during 
the Capitol Radio 
Jazz Festival. The 
subsequent rebuild 
was allegedly 
mishandled to 
the tune of a £30 
million overspend 
– a tragedy which, 
to this day, sees 
Haringey Council periodically try 
to shift the venue off its hands to 
developers, only for the courts to 
block all such attempts.

OUT WITH A BANG 
Meanwhile, business as usual. On 
the 13th of August 1990, another 
star decided to jump ship at the 
Pally, singer and lyricist Hugh 
Cornwell performing his last ever 
gig as the frontman of opportunist 
punk rockers The Stranglers. He 
went out with a bang though, the 
band piledriving through a fan-
pleasing show featuring ‘No More 
Heroes’, ‘Something Better Change’, 
‘Duchess’ and a corrosive cover of 
Question Mark & The Mysterians’ 
garage classic ‘96 Tears’.

I wasn’t here for that but my 
history with the Pally picked up 
again in 1993 when the BPI hired 
the venue for the fi rst of three 
consecutive Brit Awards to be held 
there. Ninety-three was a landmark 

‘The rebuild 
was allegedly 

mishandled to the 
tune of £30m’ 
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DONOVAN
Mellow Yellow
Sundazed LP 5430 (mono; 180g vinyl)

Some fi nd the continued fl ow of mono reissues 
puzzling, but to be fair, they are aimed solely at 
the hardcore fan. Why another Donovan? This 
particular release from 1967 features the killer 
title track – as minimalist a recording as you 
could ever want to hear – and still possesses 
the kind of layering and details you’d think 
were strictly the province of multi-tracked 
stereo supersessions. The percussion, the 
vocals, the tacky brass – leaving aside the 
rumoured presence of one Paul McCartney 
and other assorted superstars, this is an 
engaging opener, followed by charmer 

after charmer. Folky material, a whiff of 
jazz, nascent psychedelia… all hint at later 
masterpieces, but this one simply delights. KK

PATSY CLINE
Patsy Cline’s Greatest Hits
Analogue Productions APP74854 (180g vinyl)

Last October, the SACD earned Digital 
Album of the Month. The LP version is even 
more compelling, as there is a hint more 
air around the performers and a silkiness 
that is less pronounced on the SACD – not 
that it harms the latter. This vinyl transfer is 
magnifi cent on all counts, country warbling 
at its best, recorded with fi nesse, a dozen 
defi nitive performances including ‘Walkin’ 
After Midnight’, ‘I Fall To Pieces’ and Willie 
Nelson’s masterpiece, ‘Crazy’ – her perfect 
signature tune. If you love Opry-style C&W, 
just buy it. Or the SACD. This is must-own 
music for those who cherish female vocals 
regardless of genre, backed by studio 
musicians without peer. KK

ELEANOR McEVOY
If You Leave …
Diverse/Moscodisc DIV048LP (180g vinyl)

Another reappearance: I know it says ‘ADD’ 
on the back, which stands not for ‘Attention 
Defi cit Disorder’ but analogue-digital-
digital. Should that discourage you from 
buying it on vinyl, after two appearances 
already in this magazine? No. Diverse and 
Moscodisc have succeeded in transferring 
this treasure to LP with the requisite skill to 
make it even more engaging than I thought 
might be possible. Many of you saw Ms 
McEvoy at the HFN show at Windsor, and 
I saw her a few weeks later in Canterbury: 
some of us are privileged to be able to 
compare a seductive voice and wondrous 
material as live-vs-recorded. And, yes, ‘God 
Only Knows’ still rips out my heart. KK

FRANK SINATRA
Sinatra’s Swingin’ Session
Mobile Fidelity MFSL 1-407 (180g vinyl)

I’ve lost count of MoFi’s Sinatra releases 
(I still own the original box set) but no 
complaints from me: they’re doing a 
sterling job of transferring this important 
catalogue to LPs that challenge the original 
pressings. This feast dates from 1961, 
and it pushed all my buttons because of 
the wealth of material from the Great 
American Songbook. Ol’ Blue Eyes, aided 
by Nelson Riddle, swings through ‘When 
You’re Smiling’, ‘Blue Moon’ and ten others, 
all coated with the satin sheen that Riddle 
applies better than anyone else. This is 
absolutely perfect Sinatra, joyous rather 
than melancholy, an ideal alternative to 
nursing a drink at 3am. KK

Sound Quality: 90%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Sound Quality: 90%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Sound Quality: 90%
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Sound Quality: 91%
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THE ROLLING STONES
Exiles On Main St
Polydor Japan UICY-40001 (Platinum SHM-CD)

CD is dying, SACD is but a micro-niche and 
the industry is pushing Blu-ray audio… so 
what the heck is Platinum SHM-CD? I paid 
¥3800 (£23.50) each for three discs to fi nd 
out. It uses SHM-CD’s special polycarbonate 
for improved transparency on the data 
side, but with platinum in place of the 
aluminium layer. The only compatibility 
issue is that the CD player must read CD-Rs. 
The packaging is beyond anything I’ve ever 
seen – a true miniature of the original LP 
sleeve and all its inserts – while the sound 
is possibly the best I’ve heard of this classic, 
especially the spatial concerns. The guitar 
and harp of ‘Sweet Virginia’ were all it took. 
Worth every Yen. KK

THE PIXIES
Trompe Le Monde
Mobile Fidelity UDSACD 2066 (stereo SACD)

From 1991, concurrent with Nirvana’s 
ascent, another seminal set from one of the 
bands we can blame in no small measure 
for rendering a combination of pretence 
and a shocking lack of musicality as virtues. 
Along with other curses of that era like 
Husker Dü, The Smiths and everything 
on Factory Records, this is undiluted 
alternative rock/indie pop in all of its atonal, 
amateurish glory. There are nuggets of 
pleasure to be found: like lyrics signifying 
a weak grasp of reality; the airiness; and 
sound quality far more impressive than this 
deserves, eg, a few seconds at the start of 
‘The Sad Punk’. Otherwise, cacophony of 
value only for those who were 18 in ’91. KK

ERIC CLAPTON
Unplugged Deluxe
Reprise/MTV 8122796366 (two 2CDs + DVD)

A number of Clapton albums have been 
reissued recently with bonus discs, but this 
one – a massive hit exceeding 10m sales 
in the USA alone – might fi nd a greater 
audience as it is a soundtrack that also 
includes the best-selling DVD of the quasi-
acoustic gig. I may be wrong, but I seem 
to recall that this set from 1992 actually 
launched the ‘Unplugged’ phenomenon 
for MTV, predating Nirvana’s equally huge 
set by two years, and Neil Young’s by 
one. Here the original is augmented by 
a CD with fi ve alternate takes, while the 
video features unseen rehearsal footage. 
Beautifully performed, sonically rewarding 
and tearfully poignant. KK

DIRE STRAITS
Brothers In Arms
Mobile Fidelity UDSACD 2099 (stereo SACD)

Despite my abject lack of interest in this band, 
I’m wise enough to know that Mark Knopfl er 
is one of the fi nest guitarists of the past 50 
years, and this did for CD what Avatar did for 
3D movies. On SACD, it’s even more impressive, 
and the material has worn well, so those in 
need of an injection of nostalgia will marvel 
at how much detail ‘the other digital format’ 
reveals. I’ve been lectured by anti-SACD pundits 
with a far greater understanding of digital than 
I will ever possess, who reckon SACD is crap, 
but this is simply breathtaking, especially the 
opening of the most famous track, ‘Money For 
Nothing’. This is time-travel back to 1985, a 
portent of things to come… now past. And the 
format it heralded? RIP. KK

Sound Quality: 92%
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  LAB REPORT

An analogue recording from 1977 and 
(according to the metadata) digitally 
remastered in 1997 this 96kHz rendering 
offers little extra practical bandwidth 
over the CD. Note the spurious 19kHz 
peak linked to Clapton’s vocal track. PM

ERIC CLAPTON
Slowhand (96kHz/24-bit; ALAC/FLAC/WAV)
www.hdtracks.com; Polydor Records 531 825-2

Slowhand needs no introduction to rockers 
above a certain age, since it contains three 
of Clapton’s best-known signature songs: 
‘Lay Down Sally’, ‘Wonderful Tonight’ and 
his perennial cover of JJ Cale’s ‘Cocaine’. 
Moreover the album’s other songs are far 
from just fi llers. The highlight is his duet 
with Marcy Levy on ‘The Core’, an almost 
nine-minute tour de force during which 
Marcy sings her heart out. Sounding more 
punchy and vivid than the fi rst Polydor CD 
release, this download appears to date from 
the time of the ‘Eric Clapton Remasters 
Series’ CDs in 1997 – mastered at PolyGram 
Studios using Apogee Electronics’ AD1000 
ADC and UV22 Super CD encoding. Having 
it in a 96kHz/24-bit container might seem 
superfl uous. Clapton completists will more 
likely covet the 2012 Super Deluxe box set 
with the analogue tapes remastered for 
DVD at 96kHz/24-bit at Sterling Sound. JB

Sound Quality: 60%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

  LAB REPORT
Following our Investigation feature 
[HFN, Jun ’11] where we examined 
the claimed quality of high-resolution 
downloads, Hi-Fi News & Record 
Review is now measuring the true 
sample rate and bit-depth of the HD 
music downloads reviewed on these 
pages. These unique reviews will be 
a regular source of information for 
those seeking new and re-mastered 
recordings offered at high sample rates 
and with the promise of delivering 
the very best sound quality. (Note: 
asterisk in headings denotes technical 
reservation explained below.) PM

  OUR PROMISE

Sound Quality: 90%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

CANTUS
Kuniko (192kHz/24-bit; FLAC/ALAC)
www.linnrecords.com; Linn Records CKD 432

This second Linn album by the 
young Japanese artist Kuniko Kato 
comprises arrangements, mostly for 
marimba, of well-known minimalist 
pieces by Steve Reich and Arvo Pärt. 
She also plays a solo work by Hywell 
Davies, Purl Ground, premiered 
by Kuniko at Cheltenham in 2011. 
Reich’s New York Counterpoint works 
better in transcription here, I feel, 
than Fratres [marimba/vibraphone], 
Spiegel im Spiegel [marimba/bells] 
or the Cantus in Memory of Benjamin 
Britten, although Kuniko hopes her 

Few tracks occupy anything of the range 
offered by a 192kHz recording, but the 
gentle percussion from Für Alina clearly 
shows harmonics out to 60kHz! The noise 
fl oor varies by 10dB between tracks but 
remains very low throughout. PM

own versions might attract an even 
wider audience. The elaborately 
multi-tracked recordings took place 
in three Japanese locations each 
with a different acoustic character: 
eg, an ancient church for Für Alina 
[vibraphone/crotales] where the ‘soft 
sounds of ladybirds travelled through 
the stained glass’. (Who mentioned 
‘Pseud’s Corner’…?) Audiophile 
material of the fi rst order. CB

SUPERAUDIO DVD BLU-RAY VINYL DOWNLOADCOMPACT DISC
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CRAIG TABORN TRIO
Chants (88.2kHz/24-bit; FLAC)
www.highresaudio.com; ECM 2326

Minneapolis-born keyboard player and 
composer Craig Taborn has worked with 
numerous musicians throughout his career, 
experimenting variously in electronic and 
acoustic settings. Chants sees him in a 
traditional acoustic jazz trio alongside 
bassist Thomas Morgan and drummer 
Gerald Cleaver, the group’s fi rst album 
release despite having collaborated for 
many years. It’s a challenging listen, the 
intense and dynamic improvisational 
performances demanding attention 
throughout. The title track, the delightful 
‘In Chant’, displays a disciplined minimalism 
redolent of the experimental Splashgirl trio 
of Sweden, the composition’s intriguing 
melody weaving hypnotic patterns that 
keep you tantalisingly on edge. This is a fi ne 
recording too, with plenty of space so that 
you feel you’re listening into the room in 
which they’re performing. JB

Sound Quality: 82%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Sensitively recorded at 88.2kHz with few 
peaks beyond –6dBFs. There are plenty 
of extended interludes in the –30dBFs to 
–40dBFs range and headroom to express 
realistic 20-30dB percussive strikes. Pity 
about the spuriae at ~31kHz. PM

  LAB REPORT

Background noise levels are higher 
than anticipated but there’s still plenty 
of activity from the strings, vocals and 
percussion up to ~30kHz. Note the 
spurious ~40kHz peak – present on all 
tracks except ‘Burnin’ It Down’. PM

STEVE EARLE & THE DUKES
The Low Highway (96kHz/24-bit; FLAC)
www.highresaudio.com; NewWestRecords/Warner Music Group

Steve Earle’s 15th release, featuring 
his cracking road band The Dukes (& 
Duchesses), was produced in collaboration 
with his ‘Twang Trust’ production partner 
Ray Kennedy. His fans couldn’t possibly be 
disappointed by the outcome, as the vitality 
and virtuosity of the band is abundant 
throughout the album’s 12 songs. Earle 
does what he always does best: tells world-
weary stories that amuse, frustrate and 
infuriate in equal measure. It was recorded 
in one of the largest and most revered 
studio spaces in Nashville, the historic RCA 
Victor Nashville Sound Studios built in 1964 
by Chet Atkins and acquired by Ben Folds 
(of Ben Folds Five fame) in 2003. Where 
so many of Earle’s studio albums can be 
criticised for failing to portray adequately 
his gritty stage performances The Low 
Highway sounds creditably ‘live’ and 
energetic. Earle at his best. JB

Sound Quality: 75%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

  LAB REPORT

Sound Quality: 65%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Tested here as a DIFF to 192kHz WAV 
conversion, the original swell of DSD 
requantisation noise is still clear to see 
(though attenuated above 60kHz). In 
practice the bandwidth of the Yamaha 
Grand rarely exceeds ~16kHz. PM

BEETHOVEN
Piano Sonatas Op.10:2, Op.27:1 and 2, Op.110
Stephanie Proot (96kHz, 192kHz/24-bit; FLAC/DSD)
www.highresaudio.com; Aliud ACD BO 060-2

Stephanie Proot is a young Belgian pianist 
who trained in Antwerp, Paris and Brussels 
and attended various masterclasses – 
Bashkirov, Fleischer, Goode, et al – and 
has won several competition awards. She 
makes her debut plunging in at the deep 
end with Beethoven’s early F major, the 
two ‘quasi fantasia’ sonatas (the second 
the ‘Moonlight’) and – a brave try – the 
late A-fl at. Recording in a dry Ghent 
studio, she plays a Yamaha Grand: it has 
decent presence but the album is sonically 
unremarkable. Proot has the necessary 
technical competence but not as yet the 
musical phrasing insights shown in the fi rst 
recordings of Grimaud, Pires or Uchida, 
and her playing is somewhat mechanical. 
There’s very little to draw the listener in, 
or delight the ear, although she strives for 
depth in Op.110(iii) with some success. CB

SUPERAUDIO DVD BLU-RAY VINYL DOWNLOADCOMPACT DISC
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WILL LEE
Love, Gratitude And Other Distractions
Moosicus M 1211-2

I was prepared to hate this from the moment I 
saw the sticker on the front of the CD boasting 
the presence of smooth Los Angeles studio 
players including Steve Lukather, Bob James and 
Steve Gadd. Then I noticed that the legendary 
Allen Toussaint was also present, along with 
ZZ Top’s Billy Gibbons. Hmmm, maybe worth 
a listen then? Will Lee, it turns out, is a bassist 
best-known for his years in the CBS Orchestra 
on The Late Show With David Letterman but, 
as it happens, he’s no slouch as a songwriter 
and has a gritty growl of a voice that does 
more than justice to Toussaint’s 1966 classic 
‘Get Out Of My Life Woman’. Go on, give 
Love, Gratitude… a go. Like me, you could be 
pleasantly surprised. JBk

THE NEW MENDICANTS
Into The Lime
One Little Indian tplp1208cd

The New Mendicants are Norman Blake 
(Teenage Fanclub) with Joe Pernice (Pernice 
Brothers) and Mike Belitsky (The Sadies). 
They came together in 2012 to write songs 
for the as yet unreleased movie of Nick 
Hornby’s A Long Way Down. These were 
rejected but appear here as the openers 
of a superb album. And for anybody who 
loves Byrdsy indie guitar rock it offers a 
wealth of delights. The zesty twangathon 
‘Shouting Match’ is instantly hooky, while 
‘Cruel Annette’ is rich in the kind of vocal 
harmonies and counterpoints you don’t 
hear much today. Not an album to put on 
at the height of a party, but come 3am it’d 
be the ideal mellow-down choice. JBk

EDDIE READER
Vagabond
Reveal Records REVEAL0222CDX

In a world of tweeting Gagas and twerking 
Mileys it’s too easy to forget those who 
quietly perfect their craft and pursue their 
artistic visions. Eddie Reader, once the face 
of folksy hitmakers Fairground Attraction, 
is one such, both as a superb singer and a 
gifted songwriter. Eleven albums into an 
acclaimed solo career, she’s at the top her 
form. Check the intelligent use of found 
vocal samples in the accordian-driven ‘Back 
The Dogs’, the achingly melancholic title 
track, the jazzy drift of ‘Snowfl akes In The 
Sun’ and the wintry indoor warmth of ‘Here 
Comes The Bells’. Reader has never before 
made such a perfect album but let’s hope 
it’s the fi rst of many more. JBk

FALLING OFF MAPS
A Seaside Town In Winter
Square Peg Round Hole Recordings SPRH001

As debuts go, this is about as impeccable as 
you could hope for but, better yet, it feels 
like the start of a journey that will continue 
for years. The delicate, haunting opener, 
‘You Are Here’, with its glitchy effects 
track, sets the scene for an album of rare 
tenderness and intimacy. Formerly known 
as Headway, this Nottingham quintet was 
compared to Coldplay and Radiohead but 
then written off when they were dumped 
by Geffen in 2009. This album, in its 
deliciously minimalist elegance, feels like 
a product of songwriter Dave Wright’s 
personal dreamspace, a part of the psyche 
that few songwriters can ever access, and 
we’re privileged to be given a glimpse. JBk
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REAL SOUND for REAL PEOPLE
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Available at all Sevenoaks Sound and Vision Stores.

PSB Imagine mini PSB Imagine T2

This legend is more than just a shot  
in the dark. Crafted with the same 
high-gloss wood finishes and sensuous  
curves, combined with state-of-the-
art driver technology and cabinet  
construction, the Imagine mini and 
Imagine T2 might sound like the 
classic underdog tale but it isn’t. 
Both are cut from the same stone for 
an equally seamless ’true-to-nature’  
performance full of rich musical detail. 
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KEITH JARRETT
No End
ECM 375 5519 (two discs)

In his early days, Jarrett did double on 
saxophone, but he doesn’t here. Instead, 
he’s heard playing guitars, recorder, drums 
and bass in his home studio in 1986. It’s 
fascinating to hear him sounding rather as 
you’d expect from a home-made tape, with 
a fairly unvaried guitar sound and loosely 
splashing cymbals over repeating riffs. You 
have to wait to track ‘IX’ to hear a piano 
and some chord changes, but then comes 
a great hypnotic beat on ‘XVI’. Jarrett’s liner 
note homes in on the reason we listen to 
music: the therapeutic aspect. Listening 
to this, he says ‘is a healing experience all 
over again for me.’ Will be for you? Well, it’s 
probably worth a try. SH

RANDY BRECKER
The Brecker Brothers Band Reunion
Moosicus M12172 (CD plus DVD); M12171 (two LPs)

In 2011, assembling a band to play the Blue 
Note in New York, the trumpeter realised 
that all the musicians he was calling 
had played with the Brecker Brothers. 
Saxophonist David Sanborn and bassist 
Will Lee were in the original 1970s line-up, 
guitarist Mike Stern and keyboardist George 
Whitty in the early 1990s edition. So it 
became a reunion, notably paying tribute 
to Michael Brecker, who died in 2007, with 
‘Elegy For Mike’, while his tenor sax role was 
fi lled by Ada Ravotti, who’s also Mrs Randy 
Brecker. Here you get the Blue Note set on 
DVD and the subsequent studio tracks on 
CD, and in both, the Brecker funk-fusion is 
as hot, sharp and glossy as ever. SH

GRETCHEN PARLATO
Live In NYC
Obliqsound OS115 (CD plus DVD)

In this retrospective, recorded at Rockwood 
Music Hall, the charismatic singer features 
two of her recent touring groups, both 
including long-time mainstay Taylor Eigsti 
on keyboards. So we get the melodic bass 
playing of Burniss Earl Travis II with the 
drums of Kendrick Scott, as well as Alan 
Hampton on guitar, bass and vocals, with 
drummer Mark Guiliana. All the songs have 
appeared on previous albums, and both CD 
and four-track bonus DVD open with Herbie 
Hancock’s ‘Butterfl y’. YouTube can show 
you Parlato performing this signature piece 
on other occasions but, like all the material 
here, it’s evolved through performance to 
gain in strength and certainty. SH

ABDULLAH IBRAHIM
Mukashi: Once Upon A Time
Intuition INT 3431 2

Leaving South Africa in 1962, the pianist 
embarked on an astonishing career that 
saw him returning to play at Mandela’s 
inauguration in 1994, then continuing to 
lead Ekaya, the group he’d formed in 1983. 
This time, though you don’t get the dancing 
rhythms and beautiful, often Ellingtonian, 
horn ensemble colours of Ekaya, you do get a 
wonderful partnership with that group’s long-
time reeds player Cleave Guyton. Ibrahim also 
plays fl ute, as he’s done occasionally over the 
years, and to add further textures he’s brought 
in cellists Eugen Bazijan and Scott Roller. It 
would be facile to call this music ‘haunting’, 
although some of it is, because it’s so much 
deeper and wiser and calmer than that. SH
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Pay Later 0% Finance 
with No Deposit
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MAHLER
Symphony 4 
Joan Alexander, BBC SO/LSO/Rudolf Kempe
ICA Classics ICAC 5117 (mono)

Rudolf Kempe made this 1957 Maida 
Vale Studio Mahler recording – his BBC 
SO debut – apparently fi lling in for Bruno 
Walter. Although mono, the taping captures 
every detail of Mahler’s scoring: a credit to 
Kempe’s ear for balance and preparation 
skills. The Fourth emerges as wholly sunny, 
more engaging than on its then rival LPs. 
You may want modern stereo – and the 
Iván Fischer/Channel Classics you can buy 
at 192kHz/24-bit resolution – but look no 
further for musical satisfaction. The CD also 
has Wagner’s Parsifal Act 1 Prelude from 
1965 and a sprightly Mendelssohn Ruy Blas 
overture with the LSO, from RFH/1967. CB

PROKOFIEV 
Complete works for violin
James Ehnes, Andrew Armstrong, Amy Schwarz Moretti, 
BBC Philharmonic Orchestra/Gianandrea Noseda
Chandos CHAN 10787(2) (two discs); downloads up to 24-bit/96kHz

Prokofi ev wrote more for his own 
instrument, the piano, but there’s 140m 
of music in this valuable set: the two 
concertos, two sonatas and the Five 
Mélodies with piano, a duo sonata and 
one for unaccompanied violin – a lesser 
masterpiece than Bartók’s, and far shorter. 
My one small complaint is that CD1 doesn’t 
have the Second Concerto straight after the 
First. But of all the James Ehnes concerto 
recordings I have heard, these works seem 
the most suited to his temperament. His 
partners are each exemplary and the sound 
– Potton Hall/MediaCity – is good. CB

SCHUBERT
‘Trout’ Piano Quintet
Rudolf Serkin, Jaime Laredo, Philipp Naegele, Leslie 
Parnas, Julius Levine
Speakers Corner Columbia MS7067

This remastered 1967 Marlboro recording is 
the fi rst Columbia LP to appear in Speakers 
Corner’s catalogue (the much acclaimed 
Beethoven Triple Concerto will follow). It’s 
the antithesis of the gemütlich Curzon/
Vienna Octet version, also a current 
Speakers Corner LP [Decca SXL2110]: rather 
earnest, clearly Serkin-inspired in concept. 
The sound has been successfully opened 
out here, relative to my lighter-weight 
American Columbia pressing, although the 
upper strings remain scrawny – as remarked 
in 1968 when the CBS release, SBRG 
72640, was fi rst reviewed here. CB

BEETHOVEN
Piano Sonatas 28-32, Opp.101-111
Igor Levit
Sony 8837 03872

Although this is his Sony debut there’s not 
a word about the pianist (born in Gorky but 
brought up in Germany) in the booklet. But 
there’s ample to be found online – even footage 
at the Berlin Siemensvilla sessions last spring. 
Igor Levit is an extraordinary musician who 
plays with the fl uency of Walter Gieseking 
(but with far greater musical penetration) 
and whose late Beethoven can withstand any 
amount of comparison with previous masters. 
Constantly one is drawn in wonderment 
at passing details, although everything is 
structured with inevitability and the sound is 
always beautiful – never harsh (as in Pollini’s DG 
set). Showiness is utterly foreign to Levit. CB
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Great savings in-store and online. For the latest prices
and offers visit www.ssav.com or contact your local store

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.

Also Available: PSB IMAGINE B £699 SAVE £200

FREE
PSB PFS-27

SPEAKER STANDS
WORTH £199

PSB
IMAGINE MINI

SPEAKERS
Compact speakers 

with startlingly big and 
commanding sound.

WALNUT FINISH

£499
OR LESS

SAVE
£100

PIONEER • XC-HM81 • CD / NETWORK SYSTEM
Play audio from your Apple device, smartphone or external 
storage device via a USB connection or stream directly via 

AirPlay® and DLNA when connected to your home network.

£249
OR LESS

SAVE
£150

REL • T-7
SUBWOOFER
Delivers the exceptional 
low-bass performance, 
rugged build quality and 

unique design of larger 
REL models at a more 

affordable price. T7 can 
be used to wonderful 
benefi t to underpin both 
two-channel and multi-

channel systems.
£579
OR LESS

SAVE
£70

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 iOS devices. 

When connected to your home network, you can also enjoy a 
wide variety of online music services remotely.

£SSAV
.COM

YAMAHA • CRX-550 • CD / DAB SYSTEM
Yamaha’s CRX-550 offers excellent audio quality from a CD 
/ DAB System. Includes iPod digital connection for superior 

audio performance, USB input and subwoofer out.

£179
OR LESS

SAVE
£80

YAMAHA • RX-V675 • AV RECEIVER
New highly capable and versatile 7.2-channel Network 

AV receiver with multi-zone compatibility.

Also Available: YAMAHA RX-V375 & RX-V475

£SSAV
.COMNEW

£SSAV
.COMNEW

NAD • VISO 1 • WIRELESS MUSIC SYSTEM WITH DOCK
Ideal for wirelessly playing music from your iPod, iPhone, iPad 
or any Bluetooth device enabled smartphone, tablet or laptop 

with renowned NAD performance, simplicity and value.

£199
OR LESS

SAVE
£300

£1249
OR LESS

SAVE
£250

CYRUS • 8 DAC • AMPLIFIER / DAC
A powerful integrated amplifier with its 2 x 70 w power output. 
Includes six analogue inputs, five digital inputs, a headphone 

amplifier and pre-amplifier output.

NAD • C 326BEE • AMPLIFIER
The latest in NAD’s range of affordably priced, yet very high 

performance amplifi ers. Features 7 line inputs, including tape in/out 
and delivers 2 x 50W continuous power into both 4 ohms and 8 ohms.

MONITOR AUDIO 
MASS
SPEAKER PACKAGE
Enjoy jaw-dropping 

audio dynamics and 
décor-friendly styling. 

MASS makes the 
introduction of high 
quality home cinema 

sound into any living 
space a simpler 

and more satisfying 
experience.

£699
OR LESS

SAVE
£100

£299
OR LESS

SAVE
£50

ARCAM • FMJ BDP300 • 3D BLU-RAY PLAYER
Arcam’s BDP300 Blu-ray player delivers outstanding 

sound quality with audio CDs along with excellent movie 
performance from either 2D or 3D fi lms.

SAVE £400
WHEN YOU TRADE-IN ANY

ARCAM DISC PLAYER

£999
OR LESS



 

 

www.SSAV.com

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 fi les can 

be played via its coaxial input.

ARCAM • irDAC • DAC
Designed to be the heart of a digital system. Includes 

asynchronous USB and a direct iPod input to optimise sound 

quality. All inputs can be controlled through an IR remote 
that will also control iPods, iPhones, PC and Mac computers.

£SSAV
.COM

MARANTZ & MONITOR AUDIO
M-CR610 • CD/NETWORK SYSTEM
BRONZE BX2 • SPEAKERS

£579
SAVE £169

Enjoy great sounding 
music from diverse 

sources, including CD, 
Internet radio, music-
streaming services, mobile 
devices, TV and other 
digital audio sources.

 

NAD & Q ACOUSTICS
D 3020 • AMPLIFIER / DAC
CONCEPT 20 • SPEAKERS

£629
SAVE £119

A truly remarkable pack-

age combining the NAD 
D 3020 with the Concept 
20 speakers. Delivers 
a level of performance 
previously only available 

to audiophiles investing in 
high-end models.

 

NAD & KEF
D 7050 • NETWORK AMPLIFIER / DAC
LS50 • SPEAKERS

£1399
SAVE £199

The stylish and compact 
D 7050 combines NAD’s 

most advanced digital 
platform, Direct Digital 
technology with Apple Air-

Play creating the ultimate 
plug ‘n play solution for 
wireless music.

GREAT SAVINGS ON HI-FI  AND HEADPHONE/DAC PACKAGES

 

£899
SAVE £209

ARCAM &
Q ACOUSTICS

FMJ A19
AMPLIFIER

2050i
SPEAKERS*

 

£1899
SAVE £250

NAIM AUDIO &
TANNOY

UNITIQUTE 2 
STREAMING SYSTEM

DC6T SE 
SPEAKERS

Award-winning ampli-

fi er and fl oorstanding 
speakers.

Combines high-resolution 

32bit/192kHz streaming 
capability and a DAB/

DAB+ tuner. *Standard Finishes

 

DENON & Q ACOUSTICS
D-M39DAB • CD/DAB SYSTEM
2020i • SPEAKERS*

£299
SAVE £129

Denon’s D-M39DAB, 
CD/DAB system boasts 

serious hi-fi  quality sound 
in a compact body and 
is complemented with 
the award-winning 2020i 
bookshelf speakers. 

*Standard Finishes

 

£379
SAVE £59

SENNHEISER & HRT
MOMENTUM • HEADPHONES

MICROSTREAMER
USB DAC /HEADPHONE AMP

£549
SAVE £99

NAD
VISO HP50 • HEADPHONES

D 1050 • DAC/HEADPHONE AMP

£279
SAVE £69

GRADO & MERIDIAN 
SR80i • HEADPHONES

EXPLORER
 DAC/HEADPHONE AMP

DACS

MERIDIAN • DIRECTOR • DAC
Featuring a range of connectivity, Director can be used with 
a wide selection of traditional components as well as high-

resolution USB based sources. Director features technology 

drawn from Meridian’s award-winning Reference 800 Series, 
offering up to 24-bit resolution and 192khz sampling.

£539
OR LESS

SAVE
£60

FREE
CHORD USB

SILVERPLUS (1.5m)
WORTH £55

£449
OR LESS
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PMC • TWENTY.23
An open, engaging and 
communicative loudspeaker that 
defi es its size both the depth of 
bass and scale of presentation by 

taking any music or fi lm material 
in its stride. The sound is vivid 
and dynamic and delivered with 
authoritative bass. 

BOWERS & WILKINS • CM10
Introducing the CM10, a new 
fl agship for the CM series that 
combines technologies from the 
Reference ranges with innovative 

new construction techniques.
The result is simply spectacular.

KEF • R500
The smallest fl oorstanders in 
the R Series. Uses the latest 
generation Uni-Q driver array 
and two 5.25-inch aluminium 
bass drivers. Its slim proportions 

make it perfectly suited for
any interior.

PMC • 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.

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.

MONITOR AUDIO • BRONZE BX2
Award-winning stand/bookshelf 
speakers featuring a 25mm 
C-CAM tweeter and 165mm 
bass/mid driver. Compact in size, 

but equipped to reproduce sound 
of immense stature and detail.

Great savings in-store
and online.

For the latest prices
and offers visit

www.ssav.com or
contact your local store

£SSAV
.COMNEW

£SSAV
.COMNEW

£SSAV
.COM

£SSAV
.COM

£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.

PRO-JECT • ESSENTIAL II • TURNTABLE
Entry-level “plug’n’play” two speed turntable with single piece 
aluminium tonearm and pre-fi tted Ortofon OM5e cartridge.

NAD • C 556 • 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 fi rst.

£SSAV
.COMNEW£SSAV

.COMNEW £269
OR LESS

SAVE
£30

SONOS
THE WIRELESS Hi-Fi SYSTEM

SONOS & PSB
PACKAGE
• CONNECT: AMP
• IMAGINE MINI
 SPEAKERS
 WALNUT FINISH ONLY

£SSAV
.COM

£799
OR LESS

SAVE
£199

FREE
PSB PFS-27

SPEAKER STANDS
WORTH £199

FREE BRIDGE
FOR EASY WIRELESS SETUP

WITH PURCHASE OF PLAY:1, PLAY:3, 

PLAY:5 OR PLAYBAR

Promo ends Dec 31, 2013. While stocks last.

£225
OR LESS

SAVE
£24

Aberdeen• 01224 252797 •

Bishop’s Stortford• 01279 506576 •

Bristol• 0117 974 3727 •

Bromley 020 8290 1988 •

Cambridge• 01223 304770 •

Chelsea• 020 7352 9466 •

Cheltenham• 01242 241171 •

Chorleywood• 0845 5046364 •

Epsom• 01372 720720 • 

Exeter• 01392 218895 •

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 •

Stores Nationwide
We have a national network of stores and a hard-won 

reputation for outstanding customer service.

Website
Visit our new website for a streamlined on-line experience 

with a better defi ned product section, more product choices 
and an improved search engine.

• 

THESE STORES ARE FRANCHISED AND OPERATE UNDER A LICENCE AGREEMENT TO 
SEVENOAKS SOUND & VISION
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Streaming – not big in Japan
Japan, resolute in its cultural distinctiveness, is proving a very tough nut for the major streaming 
services to crack. Paul Miller lifts the lid on the Far Eastern music scene and leaves unimpressed

This month we report from 
Japan’s audio show [see p8 
onwards], the modern day 
offshoot from the capital’s 

Audio Fair hosted during the heyday 
of the 1980s. But while the audiophile 
community seems as strong as ever, and 
iconic brands including Esoteric, Luxman, 
TechDAS, Denon and others fl y the fl ag 
abroad, it seems as if overseas music 
technology companies such as Spotify 
and Rdio are struggling to establish roots 
in the Land of the Rising Sun. But is this 
really because the Japanese choose to 
consume music in a different way to the 
rest of the world?

DIGITAL IS SHRINKING
In marked contrast to the West where 
virtual media in all forms are steadily 
supplanting physical sales, the Recording 
Industry of Japan (RIAJ) was recently 
reported saying that digital sales actually 
fell 20% by volume and a full 24% by 
value (to ¥32 billion) from Jan-Sept 
2013. Physical sales were reportedly 
worth ¥197 billion in the same 
period. According to the International 
Federation of the 
Phonographic Industry 
(IFPI), Japan’s digital 
consumption represents 
just 13% of its total 
music sales, while for 
‘the rest of the world’ 
digital downloads in all 
their guises are three 
times higher. Sales of 
physical media still account for nearly 
60% of Japan’s total market.

It really seems as if the Japanese are 
content to pay ¥2000-4000 for their 
CDs even if there’s been the same shift 
away from high street stores to online 
vendors that we’ve seen in the UK and 
US. Elsewhere in the world, the two 
biggest music streaming services, Spotify 
and Rdio, have recently expanded their 
operations into a wide range of new 

territories. The former, recently valued at 
£2.5 billion, has had a further injection of 
capital by Technology Crossover Ventures, 
the latter recognised as an early investor in 
Netfl ix. The investment has already assisted 
Spotify’s launch of its free mobile streaming 
service to Apple and Android devices.

This free service allows consumers to 
listen to songs as playlists but does not 

allow the on-demand 
selection of individual 
tracks. ‘Spotify’s move 
to offer a mobile 
listening experience 
to users who do not 
subscribe signifi es the 
company’s hope to 
use the free mobile 
experience to get 

another six million people to fi rst try it out 
for free and then eventually splurge for 
the on-demand subscription,’ said James 
McQuivey, a Forrester analyst.

THE JAPANESE NUT
However, Spotify’s recent expansion into 
another 20 markets, bringing the total to 
55 worldwide, still does not include Japan 
despite Akira Nomoto, Spotify Japan’s 
director of licensing and label relations, 

being quoted recently saying ‘(the launch 
will be) very soon, but Japan is hard to 
change quickly.’ Rdio, second to Spotify 
in its reach, has also announced another 
20 territories, bringing its total to 51. 
Countries including Argentina, Costa 
Rica, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, 
Honduras, Hungary, Israel, Liechtenstein, 
Luxembourg, Monaco, Nicaragua, Peru, 
South Africa, Uruguay and Venezuela are 
all on the latest list but Japan remains 
stubbornly off the radar.

All this seems very unlikely, especially 
as the IFPI also confi rmed in 2013 that 
Japan is now the world’s biggest market 
for recorded music. The reasons for 
Spotify’s and Rdio’s lack of traction are 
possibly two-fold. Illegal fi le sharing is 
apparently rife among the under-25s 
in Japan while local music content still 
retains a strong appeal for its youth.

Japan is manufacturing entire stables 
of ‘girl idol supergroups’, dominated by 
Yasushi Akimoto’s AKB48 franchise. This, 
frankly slightly distasteful phenomenon, 
is bolstering physical sales by packaging 
CDs with tickets to ‘handshake events’ 
with the girls at stores and theatres in 
major cities. Perhaps Spotify and Rdio are 
wise to steer clear for the time being. 

‘Japan is now the 
world’s biggest 

market for 
recorded music’

ABOVE: Spotify has expanded its service to a further 20 territories yet conspicuous by its absence 
is Japan, where ‘meet and greet’ events with groups like AKB48 are designed to boost sales of CD



OPINION

FEBRUARY 2014 | www.hifi news.co.uk | 99

Paul Miller
Editor
Technician and writer on all things audio for some 30 years, Paul Miller took over
the editor’s chair in 2006. He invented the QC Suite, used across the audio industry

Barry Fox
Technology journalist
Barry Fox trained in electronics with the RAF and worked as a patent agent, but he 
gave that up to enter journalism. He is one of the world’s top technology writers

Getting a new format to fl y isn’t 
easy. If the concept is new, 
the public has to be educated. 
If the public already wants 

what it delivers, there will be other 
contenders, and a format war. After all, 
hardware and software has to be on tap 
at the same time. 

Olivier Robert-Murphy, Global head of 
New Business at Universal Music Group, 
has put his neck on the line with Pure 
Audio Blu-ray.

DREAM OF TWO GEEKS
‘It all began when I had dinner in Paris 
with Laurent Villaume, President of 
independent French disc replicator QOL,’ 
Robert-Murphy told me recently. ‘Laurent 
told me how his daughter had plugged 
an MP3 player into his £15,000 hi-fi  and 
made it sound awful. I said much the 
same thing had happened to me.

‘Even without a format war SACD and 
DVD-Audio would probably have failed 
because the time wasn’t right. But with 
BD there’s already a standard for the 
basic hardware and software.

‘The dream of two geeks who want 
to hear music in better quality could 
have been a failure. But we now know 
it works. Will Pure 
Audio be the 
physical format of 
tomorrow? Probably 
not. But I am 
convinced it can be 
one of the formats. 
We are now going 
to the mass market 
where 35% of the 
people who buy vinyl are under 35 years 
old. UMG has now sold 400,000 discs. 
Mylene Farmer has sold half a million 
albums, 84,000 being Pure Audio discs.’

After test-marketing a Rolling Stones 
disc through Amazon UK, UMG launched 
in France with 35 titles through retailer 
Fnac. The second wave of another 35 
titles is now on sale in France through all 

Boring old wire...
Will Pure Audio be the physical format of tomorrow? Barry Fox talks to those convinced it’s 
here to stay then hears another industry fi gure proclaim that the future lies in streaming music

all, with no royalty and no licence fee – 
other than for the Blu-ray standard. It’s 
time now for a commercial push.’

Yes indeed. Few people in the UK 
seem yet to have heard of Pure Audio.

WIRELESS WORLD 
By quaint coincidence Axel Dauchez, 
CEO of web-based music streaming 
service Deezer, came to London a day or 
so later. During a briefi ng held at Ronnie 
Scott’s he took a gratuitous swipe at 
old-fashioned music lovers (like me) who 
use discs and connect by wire.

‘There is no longer any need to waste 
time on plugging in wires,’ he said 
when explaining a new option to sync 
devices by wireless link. ‘Or burn to CDs. 
Downloading is the wrong standard. It’s 
transition technology. People may have 
had pride in owning vinyl or CDs, but it 
doesn’t mean anything to own a fi le. We 
are moving to a streaming world.’

I have to hand it to Axel Dauchez 
for chutzpah. He was making this 
pronouncement with a straight face 
only minutes after problems with his 
demonstration of live music streaming 
caused by the Wi-Fi system slowing down 
to cause glitches in music play, and then 
fi nally failing altogether for a while.

‘The Wi-Fi is down,’ said an assistant 
as Dauchez clicked his links in vain.

That doesn’t happen with boring old 
wire, Mr Dauchez. 

stores. Warner is launching titles in France 
and Canada and Australia. The next release 
waves, through to February or March 2014 
in 14 countries including the US, South 
Korea, Japan and the UK are under way.

The fi rst batch of Pure Audio discs was 
bedevilled by inconsistency over screenless 
navigation, which is vital because hi-fi  buffs 
often refuse to use screens. The Pure Audio 
Industry Group has now agreed a ‘unique 
template’. Any studio that wants to release 
Pure Audio must now prepare the master 
for screenless navigation.

Pure Audio discs must be sourced from 
24-bit/96kHz masters, or better, to ensure 
better-than-CD quality. Three audio formats 

are to be on each 
disc: Dolby, DTS 
and PCM, with PCM 
recommended as the 
default for auto-start.

The fi rst fi nal-
standard discs (Amy 
Winehouse’s Back To 
Black and Queen’s A 
Night At The Opera) 

are now ready for sale. I have tried them 
and can report that they work as promised.

UMG now has 100 Pure Audio titles 
ready for sale, in batches depending on the 
country. A hundred more are now in the 
pipeline for the next six-to-eight months, 
says Robert-Murphy. 

‘We now want to get others onboard. 
The Pure Audio Industry Group is open to 

RIGHT: Online 
music streaming 
service Deezer 
enables users to 
listen to music 
on a range of 
devices. It claims 
to have a library 
of 30 million 
licensed tracks. 
For more, see 
www.deezer.com

‘He took a swipe at 
old-fashioned music 
lovers who use discs 
and connect by wire’
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A question of values
While visiting what was once the home of art collector Rene di Rosa, Barry Willis is struck by a 
stack of audio components in the corner of one room. It tells us much about personal priorities... 

always did – he saw no need to upgrade: 
a tragedy from our perspective, but an 
issue of absolutely no importance to him.

NOTHING MUSICAL 
Here’s the kicker. Among his peers 
in the art collecting world, Rene di 
Rosa’s modest system is opulent. One 
of my many income streams includes 
the installation and maintenance of 
electronic art – video, audio, neon, 
projection pieces, and work using  
alphanumeric displays. This has taken 
me into the homes of many top-tier 
contemporary art collectors, including 
some with homes on multiple continents, 
and in none of them have I ever seen an 
audio system even half as good as that 
owned by di Rosa. 

In such homes there’s usually nothing 
remotely musical, apart from the 
requisite video-centric ‘media room’ or a 
boom-box in the kitchen. 

Perhaps this is because fans of visual 
art are inherently amusical. I don’t know. 
I do know that were I in a position to buy 
anything my heart desired, high on the 
list would be a music system capable of 
taking me from the mundane here to the 
transcendent there as effortlessly and 
frequently as possible. 

Is a meaningful discussion of personal 
values even possible? 

The horse I am about to beat is 
nowhere near dead, but please 
forgive me if it looks that way. 
The subject of my column last 

month (and of Ken Kessler’s recent Off 
the Leash! rants) – the failure of the 
high-performance audio industry to 
penetrate the upper strata of the market 
– was brought back to me, conveniently, 
just one day before this issue’s deadline. 

On a blissfully warm and balmy 
early-November day, my girlfriend Tina 
and I toured the di Rosa Preserve (www.
dirosaart.org), a fantastic indoor-and-
outdoor art collection occupying 265 
acres of prime hillside in the Sonoma/
Napa wine country. Founded by self-
described ‘artoholic’ Rene di Rosa, 
the Preserve encompasses hundreds 
of examples of the greatest art of the 
late 20th century – almost all of it, like 
the Preserve itself, purchased when 
it was generally perceived to be of 
questionable worth. 

GREAT VISION
The ensuing decades proved the 
curmudgeonly di Rosa to be a man 
of great vision. 
The collection he 
amassed of mostly 
Northern California 
artists is now 
among the world’s 
most important, 
and the Preserve 
has become a 
destination for art 
fans from all over the globe.

I had the good fortune to meet di 
Rosa several years before he departed 
to that great art gallery in the sky. Scion 
of an Italian diplomat, and a maverick in 
all the best meanings of that word, he 
bought what he liked without giving a fi g 
as to whether anyone else liked it or not 
– especially the established art world.

Despite having visited several times 
before, I was surprised to discover in one 

corner of his residence an audio system left 
exactly as he had enjoyed it. The LPs strewn 
about were as eclectic as his paintings 
and sculptures – plainly visible were Duke 
Ellington and Bob Dylan, among dozens 
of others. Di Rosa was obviously a lover 
of music, too, but the equipment he had 
for playing it was execrable even by the 
standards of the late 1970s and early ’80s 
– a bottom-of-the-line Kenwood receiver, a 
Yamaha direct-drive table with a hideous 
plastic tonearm, and a throwaway cassette 

deck. Tucked away 
somewhere out 
of sight were a 
pair of speakers of 
undoubtedly similar 
quality – all stuff that 
audio sophisticates 
then and now 
would dismiss as 
pathetically mid-fi .

I have no doubt that he got many hours 
of enjoyment from this system. I also 
have no doubt that he would have gotten 
infi nitely more satisfaction from a better 
system – had he known better systems 
were available. He probably wandered 
into some mass-market electronics shop, 
found the cheapest deal available, brought 
it home, and had his handyman install it. 
His interest in hi-fi  began and ended right 
there. As long as it worked – it apparently 

‘As long as di Rosa’s 
hi-fi  system worked 

then he saw no 
reason to upgrade’

Barry Willis
Journalist for top American audio-video publications 
While his main interest is high-end audio, Barry Willis also writes about the culinary
industry, visual art and theatre for a huge variety of US newspapers and magazines

ABOVE: The di Rosa residence in Napa, California and the late art collector’s music system
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eating Rice Krispies while taking part 
in a rifl e-shooting contest. As ever, yer 
pays yer money and takes yer choice. But 
at least with the LPs I bought from the 
charity shop it may be someone in real 
need who gets the benefi t.

MORE FROM LESS 
Like many British people, I feel awkward 
when it comes talking about giving 
to charity. But I decided that in this 
particular case it was worth writing 
about my trip into town. By the time 
you read this the particular event 
that prompted these words will have 
faded from the headlines. So perhaps 
this article will be a reminder that it is 
sometimes possible to get more out 
of enjoying music by actually saving 
yourself money. By taking a gamble that 
someone somewhere that you’ve never 
met can’t lose. 

Music is the closest we can get to 
telepathy. It can convey the feelings and 
experiences that words can’t sometime 
contain. So maybe this is particularly 
appropriate as a way to remind us about 
others and their experiences differing 
from our own. A tiny step, but useful. 
Who knows? It may become a habit. 

This isn’t the column I’d intended 
to write for this month’s issue. 
But the typhoon that hit the 
Philippines in November last 

year prompted me to go into a local 
charity shop. While inside I couldn’t help 
but notice the racks of secondhand LPs, 
so wandered over to take a look. You’ve 
guessed it... I came home with a far 
lighter wallet, one easily outweighed by 
the bag of LPs now under my arm. 

A few weeks before, I’d downloading 
some 24-bit/96kHz hi-res FLAC fi les. 
These ranged from Jimmy Smith’s The 
Cat to Britten’s War Requiem. They 
sound superb. Now I also have some 
‘new’ LP sets, including a 2LP box of A 
Schubert Evening with Janet Baker and 
Gerald Moore [EMI SLS 812] and a 2LP set 
of Schubert Symphonies conducted by 
Karl Böhm [DGG 2725 103].

A WIN FOR SOMEONE
As I write this I’ve not had a chance 
to listen to the LPs I bought in the 
charity shop. So maybe I’ll fi nd they are 
damaged. But simply having bought 
them does throw up a contrast. The 
discs themselves 
cost me less than a 
couple of pounds 
per LP. A quick look 
at the surface of 
each disc shows 
no obvious signs of 
any damage. But 
even if only a few 
of them are OK, 
they will still have cost me less than the 
equivalent downloads. So I decided that 
buying them was in a sense a punt that 
would be a win for someone, whatever 
the condition of the discs. If they all turn 
out be unplayable, the money still goes 
somewhere that it may do some good. 
So I’m happy with that. And if just one 
or two of the LPs turn out to be OK then 
I’ll regard them as excellent value for 
money. Either way, I’ll do it again.

As for the record and media companies, 
the existence of secondhand physical 
media must make for a strange world. 
After all, it’s a situation in which LPs that 
are decades old now compete with the 
latest CD reissues or downloads of the 
same material. What the record companies 
can offer, of course, is high resolution 
re-transfers from the master tapes – with 

no added clicks or 
pops from wear. 
With a downloaded 
music fi le I no longer 
have to worry about 
the sort of physical 
damage that can 
easily spoil an LP. But 
it means buying a 
new ‘premium’ 

re-release of music the companies made 
their profi ts on decades ago. And being 
drawn into the way these companies want 
to churn their ‘products’. Alas, it also tends 
to mean no physical item you can hold or 
own. And often no sleeve or notes to sit 
and read as you listen to the music.

Against that, the secondhand LP comes 
with the risk that it has not been treated 
with care. It may sound like music played 
on kazoos by musicians simultaneously 

Doing the right thing
OK, so it’s hardly Band Aid, but when Jim Lesurf decided to enter a local charity shop after 
hearing of the destruction caused by Typhoon Haiyan, he left all the richer for the experience

‘If just one or two of 
the LPs turn out to be 
OK they’ll be excellent 

value for money’

ABOVE: Two of Jim Lesurf’s charity shop choices – Janet Baker and Gerald Moore, and Géza Anda 
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Unusually, the front channels in the 
5.1 mix are the same as the stereo 
version. Normally, Smith would give 
the fronts in 5.1 a drier sound, leaving 
the rear channels provide more of the 
ambience or reverberation. 

‘I don’t personally get overexcited by 
the surround sound aspect but I prefer 
listening to the 5.1. The reverberant 
sound coming from different speakers 
makes for a cleaner sound. You don’t 
suffer the intermodulation distortion you 
get where you have the direct sound and 
the reverberant sound on one speaker.’

THINGS ARE MESSY... 
Gimell’s fi rst Blu-ray covers all the bases. 
If you have a network-connected player, 
mShuttle will allow you to copy the 
music as ALAC, FLAC or WMA fi les, in 
hi-res, CD or MP3 quality. The package 
includes a CD as well.

As Steve Smith says, ‘Things are messy 
at the moment, with so many formats,’ 
and the sensible idea here is to give 
buyers everything they need in one box. 

But I can’t help wondering how many 
Blu-ray owners will really hear all the 
benefi ts? And will even this beautifully-
recorded Miserere convert many stereo 
listeners to multichannel music? I 
somehow doubt it. 

Unless your seasonal soundscape 
is strictly bounded by Johnny 
Mathis, Cliff Richard and Phil 
Spector’s Christmas Album, you 

probably enjoyed some choral singing 
during Yuletide. Who better to provide it 
than The Tallis Scholars? Just in time for 
present-buying, they came up with a 
Blu-ray disc of Allegri’s Miserere, on their 
own Gimell record label. 

Not that they were in need of a 
Christmas hit. By the time the Miserere 
appeared, their recording of Taverner’s 
Missa Gloria tibi Trinitas had already gone 
straight to Number One in the specialist 
classical chart. It beat an album of carols 
by Bob Chilcott into second place. 

INDUSTRY PRECEDENT 
Released on the 3rd of November, the 
Taverner recording marked the 40th 
anniversary of the group’s fi rst concert 
back in 1973. But it was in 1980 that 
its founder Peter Philips unwittingly set 
an industry precedent when he joined 
forces with engineer and producer 
Steve Smith to set up Gimell as The Tallis 
Scholars’ own label. 

As Steve Smith 
explains, ‘I was one 
of the very fi rst 
students on the 
Tonmeister course 
at Surrey University. 
We had to make 
recordings to submit 
as a portfolio to get 
our degree, and one 
of those was a recording I had made of 
the Tallis Scholars in 1977.

‘When I left university, I became a 
freelance producer and engineer, and 
The Tallis Scholars were a project that 
I really wanted to work on. I loved the 
music and I was trying to persuade the 
major record companies of the time 
to let us work for them, but we had no 
success. Which is how we ended up 
starting the Gimell label.’

Gimell’s fi rst release was, you guessed 
it, Allegri’s Miserere, a recording which 
would later be reissued for group’s 25th 
anniversary. But back in the early 1980s, 
the record industry was in the doldrums, 
until CD put wind in its sails. ‘We actually 
placed the fi rst commercial order for CDs 
with the Nimbus factory,’ says Smith.

Fast-forward to 2007, and Gimell was 
among the fi rst labels to offer high-res 
downloads. By that time, The Tallis Scholars 

had a new recording 
of the Allegri, the one 
which now appears on 
the Blu-ray disc. 

It’s just about the 
most popular and 
requested work in the 
group’s repertoire, and 
it also makes real use 
of Blu-ray’s 5.1 option. 

‘There are very few examples in any 
form of music where you really want to 
separate the sounds to come from different 
directions. Otherwise it is just a vehicle 
for creating an ambient fi eld around the 
sound. But with this Allegri disc, where we 
perform it with choirs in different locations 
in the building, so you’ve got a main choir 
in front of you and another choir behind 
you and more reverberant, that’s using 
what surround-sound has to offer.’

Tenor-loving care
Beautiful music given the 5.1 treatment, but will The Tallis Scholars’ carefully crafted recording of 
Allegri’s Miserere on Blu-ray convert stereo diehards to multichannel, wonders Steve Harris

‘The sensible idea 
here is to give buyers 
everything they need 

in one box’

RIGHT: The 
2013 version of 
Miserere on 
Blu-ray and (l-r) 
engineer and 
producer Steve 
Smith with Tallis 
Scholars founder 
and director 
Peter Philips. The 
pair set up the 
Gimell label in 
1980
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I have just made the best ever upgrade to my 

system (an Oppo BDP-105EU connected directly 

to Linn Klimax 350A active speakers). Was it 

the £25,000 Exakt upgrade? No, it was the £25 I 

spent on a couple of Blu-ray audio discs. I always 

thought SACD was a bit of a subtle improvement, 

but these just sound fantastic!

Angus Lang, Portugal

Paul Miller replies: I am delighted to hear of another 
reader enjoying hi-res audio but if you think BD 
Audio discs sound good, Angus, you should also try 
downloading a selection of 24-bit/96kHz/192kHz music 
fi les, copy them onto a USB stick and try playing these 
back via your Oppo. There’s every chance that media 
fi les, streamed in this way, will sound better still...
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ABOVE: ‘Too big, too ugly...’ the pair of B&W 
DM610s the author’s friend said goodbye to 

ABOVE: The Sonos Playbar – domestically 
acceptable but still ‘hopelessly geeky’?

The gender gap
What is it with women and hi-  ? Why do they thumb through furniture catalogues cooing at 
oversized sofas yet balk at big-box speakers in the home? Barry Willis treads dangerous ground...

on a bicycle induces inexplicable rage 
in most motorists. They simply hate the 
thought of it.

In my 30-plus years of experience in 
every aspect of the audio world, I have 
met thousands of audiophiles – almost 
all of them men. Of the dozen or so 
female gearheads that I’ve encountered, 
eight worked in the industry, leaving four 
who could possibly be counted as true-
believer audiophiles. 

Three acquired systems via divorce, 
leaving one woman actively involved 
with the music-making devices in her 
home. That’s just one woman with 
monoblocks and fancy cabling of her 
own choosing. This pathetic statistic 
means either women approach musical 
technology in a completely different 
way from men, or there is something 
inherently wrong with the designs the 
industry trots out year after year. 

Despite their characteristic fondness 
for massive armoires and oversized sofas, 
women will never embrace big-box 
loudspeakers, massive ampli  ers, and 
everything related – no matter how it’s 
presented. Until we understand this 
thinking, we’ll never reach the better half 
of the population. 

Some years ago I was an unlikely 
guest at a dinner party given by 
a major record label. The lone 
outsider at a table full of mid-

level marketing executives – all but two 
of whom were female – I couldn’t resist 
asking what sort of audio equipment 
they had at home. 

This proved a less innocuous question 
than I had imagined. The label’s regional 
manager, an ebullient guy in his early 
50s, was all about valves and vinyl. I 
listened as he enthusiastically recited his 
personal hi-   history, including a bargain 
purchase of some semi-legendary 
electrostatic loudspeakers. 

ABSURD AND MEANINGLESS
I fed his enthusiasm with my own, but as 
the conversation progressed I couldn’t 
help noticing discomfort among his 
colleagues – a group of smart, hip ladies 
whose livelihoods 
were music-
dependent. One 
on my left bristled 
at my question, 
as if it were the 
most absurd and 
meaningless thing 
she’d ever heard. 
‘What sort of audio 
gear do I have?... I don’t know... I listen 
mostly at work, I guess... Why does 
it matter?... I mean, it’s just another 
appliance, like a toaster...’

Her associates shared this attitude. 
The males that evening were keenly 
aware of every piece of electronics in 
their possession – or that had ever been 

in their possession – while the women 
were blissfully and intentionally ignorant 
of everything involved in creating music in 
their homes.

This incident came back to me recently 
during a chat with my friend Brad, whose 
wife of many years had  nally succeeded in 
getting him to part with his beloved B&W 
DM610 speakers. Despite their relatively 
diminutive size (at least by audiophile 
standards) and the fact that he had them 
tucked away as unobtrusively as possible 
atop some cabinetry, their presence in 
the family’s living room was an irritant she 
couldn’t endure. 

‘Too big, too ugly,’ she decreed, in 
concession permitting him to buy a very 
nice-sounding and amazingly versatile 
Sonos Playbar, a huge improvement over 
the sound of their  at-panel TV.

But the Sonos too was a technological 
extravagance she couldn’t understand. 

She dismissed 
Brad’s defence 
of it – inarguably 
better bass, clearer 
articulation, superior 
dispersion – as 
hopelessly geeky. 

We might imagine 
this woman as anti-
music, but nothing 

could be further from the fact. She’s a 
huge fan of musical theatre, has two 
college-age daughters pursuing degrees 
in the performing arts, and has committed 
to memory every musical ever written. 
She loves live performances, but with 
recordings is content with the thin wimpy 
sound of her laptop computer. 

IT’S A MAN’S WORLD... 
My own brother, whose wife has spent her 
entire career in the music industry, has 
faced ongoing domestic issues over his 
ownership of a beautiful pair of rosewood 
Silverline Sonatas. Something about audio 
gear annoys many women, very much the 
way something about the sight of an adult 

‘Is there something 
inherently wrong 

with the designs the 
industry trots out?’
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Tim Jarman made some basic errors in his piece 

on buying vintage tuners [HFN Nov ’13]. The 

Quad FM2 tuner was always stereo and never 

monaural and did not draw its power from the 

pre/power amp via complicated cables like the 

earlier Quad FM tuner. It was fi tted with a two-

core supply cable and could be connected to the 

matching 33 preamp or directly to a wall socket 

via a 13A plug. Sound quality is subjective, but 

many think the FM2 to be the best Quad tuner.

Roger Perry, via email

Tim Jarman replies: Thanks for the feedback Roger. 
In the feature we referred to the Quad FM (rounded 
ends, gold dial) and the FM2 (square ends, orange 
dial) together because the basic receiving circuit used 
in both models was the same. We also said that it was 
in the original system (eg, the FM/22/II) that the power 
came from the power amplifi ers. 

As you point out, the FM2 contains its own power 
supply and decoder, although the performance of the 
latter section is fairly basic compared to that which 
could be achieved by later models like the FM4. 
Apologies if the difference was not made clearer. 

Confusion over 
Quad tuners
THE FM2 WAS STEREO AND COULD BE POWERED DIRECTLY

Having read and digested Barry 

Willis’s Opinion piece ‘The gender 

gap’, [see HFN Nov ’13], I felt 

compelled to write. I have never 

cooed over sofas and do not fi nd 

furniture catalogues remotely 

interesting. We currently have a 

pair of fabulous KEF Ref 4s, these 

having replaced a pair of Apogee 

Mini Grands. In recent years I have 

listened to all sorts of speakers, 

helped move many types of amps 

– among them Krell, MF and AMR 

to name just a few – and more 

importantly listened to lots of 

tweaks and gizmos that magically 

improve a system without, it would 

appear, there being any real 

scientifi c evidence to prove this. 

I know what I like and love what 

I hear and I was an accountant in 

manufacturing with no connection 

to the music industry.

My husband does not treat me 

as if I have inferior hearing and 

although it is basically his hobby 

we both listen together and he 

values my opinion. I see no reason 

why a great sounding system 

should be heard but not seen.

Many companies do get it right 

and produce consistently good-

looking and, more importantly, 

great sounding equipment but 

some do not seem to bother, 

preferring everything to be matt 

black and at fi rst glance ugly. 

It might help if manufacturers 

followed furniture trends so that 

at least the speakers would blend 

in with what was in the rest of the 

room. Not everyone has the space 

for a dedicated music room.

There is also the industry 

itself. All too often I have been 

in demonstration rooms that are 

grubby, untidy, cold and stark. If 

the rooms were more like living 

rooms them perhaps women could 

visualise the equipment in their 

own homes. You never know, sales 

might improve signifi cantly along 

with relationships!

PS: I read Barry Willis’s article 

all by myself. 

Kathryn Maclean, Scotland

Barry Willis replies: Please accept 
my apologies if I implied that women 
lack men’s refi ned perceptions. 
Physiologists have long known that 
women have better hearing than 
men, both in terms of sensitivity 
and frequency response. They are 
certainly as enthusiastic as men in 
their love for music!

But I stand by my premise: that with 
rare exceptions, women are supremely 
uninterested in the technology of 
musical reproduction. This gives 
them a pure and unbiased basis for 
listening, but prevents a deeper level 
of involvement in the experience. They 
simply aren’t gearheads. 

Whether this situation is the audio 
industry’s fault or a fundamental 
difference between the genders is an 
issue deserving of more inquiry.

ABOVE: Barry Willis tackles the issue of 
women and hi-fi  in his Nov ’13 Opinion

ABOVE: Quad FM tuner with gold dial and round ends

WOMEN AND HI-FI...
READER WRITES WITH FEMALE PERSPECTIVE

My secret source
READER SHARES HIS ‘BEST EVER SYSTEM UPGRADE’



Cat 600  
Pearl

Cat 700  
Pearl

Cat 700  
Forest

Cat 700  
Carbon

RJ/E  
Forestst

RJ/E  
Cinnamon

RJ/E  
Vodkaa

RJ/E  
Diamond

8
Lanes On Your 
Entertainment 
Superhighway

Since its origins in the early 
1980’s, Ethernet, and the Local 
Area Network (LAN) systems 
it enables, has become the  
copper plumbing of the digital  
age. Originally deployed only 
over coaxial cable, the Ethernet  
protocols (IEEE 802.3) now 
also apply to fibre-optic and 
“Category” (Cat 5, 5e, 6, 6e, 7)  
cables. These 8-conductor (4  
twisted pairs) Cat cables are the 
8 lanes which stream or transport 
your digital entertainment to 
equipment a foot away or several 
rooms aways.

AudioQuest refers to its  
pre-terminated  leading-edge  
Cat 7 cables as the RJ/E Series …  
RJ for the RJ45 connector 
standard to the application,  
and E  for  Ethernet .  For  
AudioQuest, the highest Cat 7  
standard (with all 4 pairs  
using correctly differentiated  
twist rates and individually 
shielded) is only the solid 
foundation to which AQ then 
adds better materials and 
unique-to-AQ additional  
technologies.

The particulars of the RJ45  
connectors have also received  
extreme attention. The plugs  
used on the Vodka and Diamond  
models (and available for use 
with bulk Cat 700 models), 
feature a unique patented 
t r a n s i t i o n - c o m p e n s a t i n g  
system which reduces reflections  
caused by the impedance 
mismatch where 4 twisted pairs 
meet a straight line of 8 plug 
contacts. 

What does this all mean? Simple 
... better sound!
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Home-brew hi-fi  
WHY THE WAY TO GREAT SOUND IS TO USE YOUR FAVOURITE INGREDIENTS

About 20 years ago, while auditioning 

a number of loudspeakers, I was 

struck by the articulation and 

dynamics of a pair of Impulse H6 

horns. I didn’t buy them, but peering 

into the mouth of the horn and seeing 

the Focal tweeter and SEAS midbass 

kick-started my interest in DIY hi-fi .

Despite the appeal of the H6, my 

early builds were not horns. I was (if 

somewhat naively) going to build, 

‘the best loudspeaker in the world’. 

After all, if my enthusiasm combined 

with the balance on my credit card 

after buying test equipment and 

components was anything to go by, 

how could I fail? 

Without the internet, research 

was actually more enjoyable back 

then. Following the best practices 

outlined in a number of books and 

publications, my fi rst build looked 

remarkably like a Wilson WATT/

Puppy. Of course, mine sounded 

considerable better than the Wilson.

But then ignorance is bliss. I sold 

them to a friend who continues to use 

them to this day, and in all likelihood 

he would still recover his costs due to 

the scrap value of the lead lining the 

inside of the cabinet!

After many builds in the 

intervening years I now have a hybrid 

loudspeaker system consisting of 

horns for the treble and midrange, 

and a closed box for the bass with a 

Hypex Class D amp module inside.

As my interest in DIY grew, I also 

started to look at amplifi ers to power 

my speakers. In very basic terms, 

one could view an amplifi er as simply 

a modulated power supply, and so 

the quality of the power supply is 

paramount. With this in mind I built 

a single-ended amplifi er using a 

couple of triode valves and put a 

big emphasis on the power supply. 

With no capacitors or resistors in the 

signal path, and no more gain than 

is necessary, it is a truly transparent 

device. As Peter Walker of Quad once 

said, it’s ‘a straight wire with gain’.

With all this talk of valves and 

horns, you could be forgiven for 

thinking that I use an expensive 

analogue front-end. No, I was an 

early adopter of digital, and my 

second CD player, a Meridian 207 

Pro, remained in my system for many 

years. Likewise, I quickly moved to 

computer-based music to eliminate 

the transport from the equation.

DIY hi-fi  offers one of those rare 

occasions in life where not only can 

we have our cake and eat it, but we 

can also make it with our favourite 

ingredients. What I have learned from 

building this system applies equally 

to those buying commercial products; 

don’t get too wrapped up in any 

particular technology, convention, or 

what others might think. 

Music is a personal thing and how 

we choose to deliver it should be 

equally personal. Horns, an amplifi er 

using 1930s valves, a loudspeaker 

with Class D amplifi cation, a PC-

based source... what would the audio 

intelligentsia have to say about that!?

Steve King, via email

Paul Miller replies: Our hobby is a very 
broad church, Steve, which Hi-Fi News 
endeavours to refl ect every month. I 
fi nd it particularly interesting that you’re 
using Hypex Class D amp modules to 
power your bass loudspeaker. These are 
a great choice and typically very easy to 
implement – just add your own fl avour of 
power supply (linear or switchmode) and 
the modules are ready to make music.

ABOVE: Steve’s DIY hybrid loudspeaker 
system and single-ended tube amplifi er
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audioquest.com

Not only are wires still very much the 
lowest-distortion highest-performance  
way to send both analog and digital 
audio information, but when it comes 
to sending power, “wireless” is just 
a nifty science project, not part of a 
home entertainment rig.

The challenge of not adding distortion 
as AC power goes from the wall to the 
electronics, and the challenge of not 
adding distortion as audio power is sent 
to a loudspeaker, are almost the same. 
The amount of energy transferred  
through these cables, and the size of 
the associated magnetic fields, puts 
them in a different class from all other 
audio and video cables.

Speaker cables need to maintain  
perfect integrity across the audio band 
and then some, while AC cables only 
have to try to be perfect in a narrower  
band. AC cable design is therefore  
a subset of speaker cable design  
because AC cables are subject to almost  
all the same distortion mechanisms, 
and benefit from almost all the same 
damage minimizing techniques.

For the most sophisticated power-
transfer cables, for the best sound and 
video, please visit audioquest.com for 
more details.

WIRELESS 
FRONTIER?

I was interested to read the letter 

from Alistair Montgomery in the 

December 2013 issue on the subject 

of hearing aids. Many years ago I 

was diagnosed as having severe 

hearing loss affecting the mid-upper 

frequencies in my right ear. My left 

ear was marginal. I was fi tted with a 

standard issue hearing aid and hated 

it, so soon stopped wearing it.

Though the treble roll-off in my 

right ear was severe, I could still hear 

over much of the audible frequency 

range. To compensate for this treble 

loss I looked at other solutions, 

such as the use of a digital studio 

processor (Behringer Ultracurve Pro) 

in my hi-fi  system to boost the higher 

frequencies. But this would have 

made listening to music unbearable 

for my wife while the processor itself 

lacked the gain needed to raise 

higher frequencies to near normal. 

A few years ago, a bout of severe 

tinnitus meant I had to return to the 

NHS audiology department, where I 

found a new young audiologist had 

joined the team. He was very keen to 

have me use a hearing aid again and 

offered me a new style digital aid. His 

view was that the setup of the device 

was more important than its cost. 

Initially we made little progress, 

but a switch to a loose-fi tting hearing 

aid ear-tip meant that some external 

sounds were now allowed to enter the 

ear without being channelled through 

the aid. In short, the aid is just used 

to fi lter in the missing frequencies. 

I select a non-fi ltered program and 

adjust the volume so that the effect is 

just audible. It works really well.

Now I always wear my hearing 

aid when listening to music. Granted, 

it’s not a perfect solution and it does 

make the device more susceptible to 

feedback. But, thankfully, I am able to 

continue enjoying my hi-fi .

Derek Cottrel, via email

At the age of 75 I have just become 

the proud owner of my fi rst NHS 

hearing aid – an anathema for 

the audio enthusiast. Luckily, my 

loss (around 3-6kHz, after which it 

climbs back up before falling off the 

scale beyond 10-11kHz) is termed 

‘moderate’ and the aid is a small 

‘behind the ear fi tting’. Its internal 

parameters are adjusted by the 

audiologist and set with the aid 

‘in-ear’, using a PC, with no user-

fi ddling possible.

My audiologist has set an initial 

compensation level and plans to 

increase the level in stages at two 

monthly intervals to enable my 

brain to adjust gradually to the new 

audio environment. The process is, 

of course, geared to improve the 

hearing of speech rather than music.

At the moment I am getting used 

to hearing sharper trumpet sounds 

and much more ‘zip’ in the violin 

department. Very occasionally there 

is a slight distortion/echo at the top 

end – maybe the ‘tranny’ sound 

that reader Alistair Montgomery 

described in his December Sound Off 

letter – but initially I would say I am 

favourably impressed. 

The cause of the hearing loss 

has been put down to my riding a 

motorcycle without ear protection for 

many years and my sinful hobby of 

being a jazz drummer. I’m not giving 

up either activity yet! 

John Coad, via email

Patrick Fraser replies: Alistair’s letter, in 
which he described his rather depressing 
experiences with hearing aids, certainly 
struck a chord with quite a few of you. 
Indeed, Derek and John were just two of 
scores of fellow readers who wrote to us 
with their own stories. Sadly we don’t have 
the space to print them all here. Keith’s 
Investigation is planned for our March 
issue. Do let us know your thoughts.
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Curse of the hearing aid
EXPERIMENTS AND SOME SOLUTIONS TO HELP WHEN LISTENING TO MUSIC 

ABOVE: The Behringer Ultracurve Pro processor – Derek’s clever, but doomed, fi rst idea
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The current growth in headphone 

listening and reviewing highlights a 

fundamental problem when it comes 

to evaluating equipment. Being able 

to recognise a difference between 

components is one thing; placing a 

value on that difference quite another. 

A further factor is measurement and 

its relation with both. These are not new 

issues but the stripped-down nature of 

headphone listening throws them into 

sharper relief. The reported differences 

in the experiences of listeners to the 

same headphone in endless internet 

threads; the differences between 

reviewers in reputable magazines such 

as yours; and fi nally the differences 

between one’s own experiences and 

those of reviewers cast in doubt any 

defi nitive expert view of particular 

headphones. What we have is reality 

through multiple perspectives, which 

runs counter to the single expert model 

used by your magazine. 

One way to address these multiple, 

sometimes contradictory, perspectives 

is to use a group of reviewers, which 

is relatively uncommon in Hi-Fi News. 

Another would be some form of focused 

discussion forum that follows on from 

reviews where users’ opinions could 

be aired. The job of the reviewer would 

be to attempt a synthesis of these views 

after a due period had elapsed. 

A good starting point might be the 

three headphones recommended in the 

2013 Yearbook. In my humble opinion 

the Grado PS1000s are piercing to a 

point which makes them painful; the 

Beyer T1s are competent but bland; and 

the ATH-900Xs are probably the best and 

most musical, if a coloured compromise. 

These views are somewhat, although not 

entirely, at variance with those of your 

reviewer Keith Howard and no doubt 

with those of many other listeners. Could 

you try encouraging comment through 

your website and could Keith give us 

an overview of these models after a 

few months? You could then balance 

the expert view with a recognition of 

multiple listener perspectives. 

The new features of this approach 

would be the explicit encouragement of 

reader comment after a specifi c review 

and an obligation on the reviewer to 

summarise the responses.

Professor Roger Ellis, via email

Keith Howard replies: I understand Prof 
Ellis’s desire to refl ect and in some 
way corral the disparities in opinion that 
occur when different listeners assess 
the same item of hi-fi  equipment. It is 
an ideological quest of obvious appeal. 
From his previous contributions to 
HFN’s letters pages I would guess that 
headphones are a subject close to his 
heart but I don’t agree that they are a 
special case in this regard. 

If differences in opinion seem more 
prevalent, more polarised or more widely 
scattered in the case of headphones it is 
perhaps because – as I’ve remarked many 
times in the past – today’s headphone 
market encompasses a range of tonal 
balances that it’s impossible to conceive 
existing among loudspeakers. 

Not entirely in jest, I have also remarked 
to colleagues that people can seem to lose 
their marbles when listening to headphones, 
a comment that isn’t intended to be rude 
or dismissive so much as a dispassionate 
observation of what is written about them. 
Listening via headphones to material 
intended for replay via loudspeakers is 
even more artifi cial than listening to it over 
loudspeakers themselves, and that – I 
suspect – is why listeners can lose their 
bearings. And anyone with a faulty compass 
isn’t much good at guiding others.

I’m not a fan of reviewing by committee, 
however it is contrived, but particularly via 
vox pop – and for a number of reasons. First, 
if you desire opinions other than the ones 
I express in HFN’s headphone tests then 
they are, as Prof Ellis observes, not diffi cult 
to fi nd, particularly online. Second, if you 
were subsequently to gather such opinions 
from a group of listeners, as he suggests, 
how would you weight them? Of course 
you can’t, and yet not to do so is to value 
the input of someone who may only have 
heard a few headphones as highly as that of 
someone who has much broader experience. 
Third, the contributors to such a scheme 
would be self-selecting, and that prevents 
them being a representative cross-section. 
Fourth, the process is open to abuse, either 
systematically by the submission of falsifi ed 
opinions or, more subtly, by individuals or 
groups with hidden agendas. 

Such agendas need not be sinister: hell 
hath no fury like an audiophile who owns a 
product you’ve just criticised in print. And 
it is the owners, of course, who are likely to 
make up the bulk of respondents.

On reviews and reviewing...
SAME COMPONENT, CONTRADICTORY CONCLUSIONS...  IT’S A REVIEWING CONUNDRUM!

I’ve been reading hi-fi  magazines for even 
longer than I’ve been writing for them, and 
the latter now totals 36 years. In that time I’ve 
seen various approaches to hi-fi  reviewing, 
edited a hi-fi  magazine myself for almost 
nine years, thought a lot about the reviewing 
conundrum and talked to many people about 
it. I’ve concluded, with some irony, that the 
single reviewer assessment – whether of one 
product or a group – is like democracy: the 
least worst alternative. 

The irony, of course, is that it is the polar 
opposite of the democratic process, one 
that is open to accusations of dictatorship 
(accusations which even some fellow 
journalists, who should know better, can’t 
resist...). But the review en masse leaves the 
questioning reader wondering exactly whose 
opinion they are being regaled with, whereas 
the by-lined solo review does not.

It takes some effort on the readers’ behalf 
to appreciate where each reviewer is coming 
from, how well informed he is, and whether 
they have empathy for his world view, but 
the solo review at least allows that world 
view to be expressed and subsequently 
embraced or rejected. That is why I 
continue to consider it preferable, in this 
specifi c context, to any form of proportional 
representation. Not that I dictate policy on 
this magazine!

I also value the solo review as a more 
natural vehicle for campaigning about 
aspects of product design. On headphone 
issues I’ve been successful, I think, in 
highlighting the importance of source 
impedance and am now hammering on 
about headband resonances and the 
invidious slide to tonal balances that 
embrace too much upper-bass/lower-
midrange output. The role of the reviewer 
isn’t just to refl ect what the hi-fi  industry is up 
to but, on occasion, to seek to infl uence it.

ABOVE: Best of 2013 – the Grado, Beyer and 
A-T cans as featured in the HFN Yearbook ’13
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I t’s hardly coincidental that four 
of the  ve manufacturers in our 
June ’13 headphones group 
test – AKG, Audio-Technica, 

Beyerdynamic and Sennheiser 
– make microphones as well as 
headphones. Expertise in the 
manufacture of small transducers 
has often brought the two products 
together under one roof, at least 
among long-established marques. 

The closed-back ATH-A900X is 
a large headphone, traditional in 
appearance but for the fact that it 
uses A-T’s distinctive Wing Support 
mechanism rather than a traditional 
headband. It’s a clever idea in that 
it removes headband pressure from 
the top of the skull and obviates 
the need for the usual sliding 
capsule adjustment. On all previous 
exposures to it we’ve found it 
comfortable, but with the A900X 
the capsules could slide down over 
one’s ears, so that the inside of the 
large, plush earpads rested on the 
top of the pinnae: not conducive to 
restful long-term listening!

The A900X has a 3m cable, and it 
accommodates both ¼in and mini-
jack connection by means of a gold-
plated sleeve adapter. We were 
particularly pleased to see that 
the two overarching steel hoops 
that provide the moderate capsule 

clamping force are damped with a 
plastic coating, thereby obviating 
the all-too-obvious structural 
resonance that inexplicably mars 
Audio-Technica’s top-of-the-range 
ATH-W5000.

 AIRY DELIVERY
Listening to the A900X took us 
back the better part of six years 
to a much earlier HFN headphone 

group test where we encountered 
the cheaper, open-back ATH-AD700, 
a model still in the Audio-Technica 
range. We’ve heard quite a few 
A-T headphones in the interim, not 
many of which we’ve liked as much 
as this, but a few bars of music were 
enough to tell us that the A900X 
shares the AD700’s great strength: 
a sense of spaciousness uncommon 
in headphones (even less so in 
closed-back models).

Partly down to tonal balance and 
partly the result of an easy, natural 
way with dynamics, this quality gifts 
the A900X with an ability to make 
all kinds of music enjoyable to listen 
to. In truth it doesn’t have quite 
enough presence band output to be 
entirely neutral tonally or unfailingly 
transparent, but it only takes a 
few minutes of adaptation to be 
captivated by its music-making and 
to forgive its limitations.

This spaciousness was 
particularly welcome in a naturally 
distanced Opus 3 recording: a 
24/88.2 conversion of the DSD128 
transcription of ‘Black Beauty’, a 
knockabout trad jazz piece from 
Showcase 1 downloaded from 
www.dsd  le.com. It also conveyed 
well the large Kingsway Hall 
acoustic of Decca’s  ne old LSO 
recording of Proko  ev’s Peter and 

the Wolf, conducted by 
Sargent [ripped from 458 
595-2]. OK, the double-
bass slaps could have 
been more energetic 
in the former, and the 
tape hiss was notably 

suppressed in the latter. 
The overall impression in both 

cases, though, was of an airy 
delivery that was neither in-your-
face nor stodgy, and which entirely 
avoided the all too common 
headphone listening experience 
of the sound being extruded like 
toothpaste from a tube. 

Tracks by Dylan and McCartney 
were delivered with more warmth 

and less clarity than ideal but 
certainly weren’t stripped of 
interest, and bass output was 
meatier than suggested by our Lab 
Test measurements.

VERDICT
We love the ATH-A900X’s airy 
imaging and its ability to invite you 
into the music even though it lacks 
a little in transparency. If you can 
forgive it that, you will probably  nd 
its charms irresistible. 

ABOVE: A-T’s 
large earpads 
and unique 
Wing Support 
make for good 
general comfort. 
Drivers feature 
copper-covered 
aluminium wire 
to reduce moving 
mass and are in 
an aluminium 
housing

‘The Audio-Technica’s 
airy delivery was neither 
in-your-face nor stodgy’

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS
Sensitivity (SPL at 1kHz for 1Vrms input) 115.8dB
Impedance modulus min/max
(20Hz-20kHz)

39.4ohm @ 20Hz
45.3ohm @ 110Hz

Capsule matching (40Hz-10kHz) ±7.6dB
LF extension (–6dB ref. 200Hz) 38Hz
Distortion 100Hz/1kHz (for 90dB SPL) 0.3% / <0.1%
Weight (inc cable and 0.25in connector) 400g

Audio-Technica 
ATH-A900X

Circumaural closed-back dynamic headphoneMade by: Audio-Technica, Japan
Supplied by: Henley Designs Ltd, OxfordshireTelephone: 01235 511166
Web: www.audio-technica.com; www.henleydesigns.co.ukPrice: £340

 _ _ .
079 Audio Technica ATH-A900X_v3_CBPMSP.indd   Sec1:79
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HEADPHONE

The T1 looks smart, modern 
but restrained in silver-
grey and black. Acoustic 
resistance, in the form of 

a  ne mesh between the back of 
the driver in each capsule and the 
outside world, lets less sound in, or 
out, than a true open-back design 
but is less complete in its isolation 
than with the impervious enclosure 
of a closed-back design.

All the new-generation 
Beyerdynamic models pre  xed 
‘T’ bene  t from Tesla technology 
drive units: the name of Nikola 
Tesla being invoked because it is 
honoured in the SI unit of magnetic 
 ux density, and the design effort 

focused on increasing  eld strength 
within the magnet gap.

The neodymium ring magnet 
provides a large diameter vent for 
the centre of the 45mm driver, 
which has a multilayer diaphragm 
and 19mm lightweight voice coil of 
coated copper wire. In the case of 
600ohm Beyerdynamic models, like 
the T1, the voice coil wire diameter 
is just 18 m (0.018mm).

This is also the  rst Beyerdynamic 
headphone to use angled drivers 
– although you wouldn’t guess 
this from looking at the capsule 
exterior. Such an arrangement has 
a reputation for delivering a more 
spacious and natural stereo image.

Beyerdynamic understands how 
to make a headphone comfortable. 
With its wide, padded headband to 

spread the weight across your scalp, 
its large and soft velour earpads and 
modest head clamping force, the T1 
is suited to long listening sessions. 

 FINE TONAL BALANCE
As expected, the semi-open 
capsules provide little in the way 
of isolation of external sounds. But 
anyway, there’s a theory that not 
shutting out the room acoustic 

helps create a more natural 
listening experience.

Our lab tests showed that 
Beyerdynamic adheres pretty 
closely to the notion of the diffuse-
 eld response being ideal for 

headphones, so it was no surprise 
to  nd an essentially neutral tonal 
balance, without the plumminess 
of excess bass and lower midrange, 
or the arti  cial sense of detail 
conferred by an over-energetic 
presence band or treble. 

The T1 also has one of the best 
judged bass deliveries we’ve heard 
from a headphone, if not the best. 
In both quantity and quality it’s 
spot on, and as a result it pitches 
double- and electric-bass lines with 
unusual precision. The treble is 
neither excessive nor does it hide 
its light under a bushel. In terms of 
quantity it’s about right, although 
occasionally we did hear an over-
energetic sibilant. The issue is 
rather one of quality, and it seems 
generic to all ’phones rather than a 
characteristic of the T1 in particular. 

With, for instance, the 24-bit/
96kHz download of Christy Baron’s 
‘Got To Get You Into My Life’ 
(available from HDtracks), the 
treble remained true to every other 
headphone we’ve experienced in 
lacking the naturalness of real high 
frequency sounds.

Few loudspeakers, let alone 
headphones, can capture the 
bell-like clarity of Emma Kirkby’s 

voice as well as the T1 
did on the heartfelt ‘Full 
Fathom Five My Father 
Lies’ (a 24-bit/88.2kHz 
rip from BIS-SACD-1505), 
where the large church 
acoustic was also notably 

well portrayed. The 24-bit/96kHz 
‘Snow  ake’ from Kate Bush’s 50 
Words for Snow was magical too. 
Every strand was exactly positioned 
and meticulously reproduced. 

Peder Af Ugglas is never destined 
to be a superstar, we fear, but 
his agreeably laid-back ‘Beyond’ 
(ripped from the Opus 3 SACD and 
converted to 24-bit/88.2kHz using 
AudioGate) found the T1 showing 

off its LF prowess, with it effortlessly 
distinguishing the contributions 
of bass guitar and kick-drum and 
affording them both full weight.

VERDICT
Beyerdynamic’s new  agship is 
everything that a true audiophile 
headphone ought to be: 
comfortable to wear, neutral in 
tonal balance, informative and 
engaging to listen to across the 
gamut of musical genres. 

ABOVE: The 
T1 is classily 
understated 
in black and 
silver-grey. Its 
generously 
padded 
headband, soft 
earpads and 
modest clamping 
force prompt 
long, comfortable 
listening sessions

‘Every strand of Kate 
Bush’s “Snowfl ake” was 
meticulously positioned’

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS
Sensitivity (SPL at 1kHz for 1Vrms input) 99.6dB

Impedance modulus min/max
(20Hz-20kHz)

597ohm @ 3.4kHz
1.26kohm @ 81Hz

Capsule matching (40Hz-10kHz) ±7.9dB

LF extension (–6dB ref. 200Hz) <20Hz

Distortion 100Hz/1kHz (for 90dB SPL) 0.1% / 0.1%

Weight (inc cable and 0.25in connector) 520g

Beyerdynamic T1

Circumaural semi open-back dynamic headphone
Made by: Beyerdynamic GmbH & Co. KG, Germany

Supplied by: Polaraudio Ltd, UK
Telephone: 01444 258258

Web: http://europe.beyerdynamic.com; www.polaraudio.co.uk
Price: £900
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The T1 looks smart, modern
but restrained in silver-
grey and black. Acoustic
resistance, in the form of 

a  ne mesh between the back of
the driver in each capsule and the 
outside world, lets less sound in, or 
out, than a true open-back design 
but is less complete in its isolation 
than with the impervious enclosure 
of a closed-back design.

All the new-generation
Beyerdynamic models pre  xed 
‘T’ bene  t from Tesla technology
drive units: the name of Nikola 
Tesla being invoked because it is 
honoured in the SI unit of magnetic 
 ux density, and the design effort

focused on increasing  eld strength 
within the magnet gap.

The neodymium ring magnet 
provides a large diameter vent for 
the centre of the 45mm driver, 
which has a multilayer diaphragm
and 19mm lightweight voice coil of 
coated copper wire. In the case of
600ohm Beyerdynamic models, like 
the T1, the voice coil wire diameter
is just 18 m (0.018mm).

This is also the rst Beyerdynamic 
headphone to use angled drivers 
– although you wouldn’t guess 
this from looking at the capsule
exterior. Such an arrangement has
a reputation for delivering a more 
spacious and natural stereo image.

Beyerdynamic understands how
to make a headphone comfortable.
With its wide, padded headband to 

spread the weight across your scalp, 
its large and soft velour earpads and 
modest head clamping force, the T1 
is suited to long listening sessions.

 FINE TONAL BALANCE
As expected, the semi-open 
capsules provide little in the way 
of isolation of external sounds. But
anyway, there’s a theory that not
shutting out the room acoustic 

helps create a more natural 
listening experience.

Our lab tests showed that
Beyerdynamic adheres pretty 
closely to the notion of the diffuse-

eld response being ideal for 
headphones, so it was no surprise 
to nd an essentially neutral tonal
balance, without the plumminess
of excess bass and lower midrange, 
or the arti  cial sense of detail 
conferred by an over-energetic
presence band or treble. 

The T1 also has one of the best
judged bass deliveries we’ve heard 
from a headphone, if not the best. 
In both quantity and quality it’s
spot on, and as a result it pitches 
double- and electric-bass lines with 
unusual precision. The treble is
neither excessive nor does it hide 
its light under a bushel. In terms of 
quantity it’s about right, although 
occasionally we did hear an over-
energetic sibilant. The issue is 
rather one of quality, and it seemss 
generic to all ’phones rather than  a 
characteristic of the T1 in particuular. 

With, for instance, the 24-bit//
96kHz download of Christy Baroon’s 
‘Got To Get You Into My Life’ 
(available from HDtracks), the 
treble remained true to every other other
headphone we’ve experienced in 
lacking the naturalness of real high
frequency sounds.

Few loudspeakers, let alone 
headphones, can capture the 
bell-like clarity of Emma Kirkby’s

voice as well as the T1 
did on the heartfelt ‘Full 
Fathom Five My Father
Lies’ (a 24-bit/88.2kHz 
rip from BIS-SACD-1505),
where the large church 
acoustic was also notably 

well portrayed. The 24-bit/96kHz 
‘Snow  ake’ from Kate Bush’s 50 
Words for Snow was magical too. 
Every strand was exactly positioned 
and meticulously reproduced. 

Peder Af Ugglas is never destined 
to be a superstar, we fear, but 
his agreeably laid-back ‘Beyond’ 
(ripped from the Opus 3 SACD and
converted to 24-bit/88.2kHz using
AudioGate) found the T1 showing 

ABBOVVE:VVE: The  The 
T1 is classily 
understated 
in black and 
silver-grey. Its 
generously
padded 
headband, soft 
earpads and 
modest clamping
force prompt
long, comfortable
listening sessions

‘Every strand of Kate
Bush’s “Snowfl ake” wasfl
meticulously positioned’

HHI--FII NEW
Sensitivity (SPL at 1

Impedance modul
(20Hz-20kHz)

Capsule matching

LF extension (–6dB

Distortion 100Hz/

Weight (inc cable a

Beyerdynamic T1

Circumaural semi open-back dynam
Made by: Beyerdynamic GmbH & Co.

Supplied by: Polar
Telephone: 0

Web: http://europe.beyerdynamic.com; www.pol 
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HEADPHONE

G
rado’s PS1000 is, by a 

comfortable margin, 

the most expensive 

headphone we have ever 

reviewed. And it has to be said that 

it’s something of a frump when 

compared to, say, the slick, modern-

looking Sennheiser HD 800. 

In fact it’s much like every 

other Grado over-the-head 

headphone with a thin, unpadded 

headband, those trademark but 

rather crude and insubstantial 

looking adjustment poles, the 

round capsules and the shaped 

foam earpads. So it isn’t a cosy 

companion for long sessions.

Exactly what makes the PS1000 

a cut above others in the range isn’t 

obvious but Grado offers precious 

few insights. We’re told that it 

uses ultra-high purity long-crystal 

copper in its new eight-conductor 

cable and recon  gured voice coil, 

and that the capsule comprises an 

inner sleeve of cured mahogany 

surrounded by a machined alloy 

housing, cast in such a way as to 

increase its porosity. Together these 

suppress structural resonances. 

We were told there’s ‘a newly 

recon  gured voice coil and 

diaphragm design’, and that the 

PS1000 was conceived ‘to extract 

low-level information out of any 

recording or live feed’. But that was 

it. Asking for Grado’s philosophy 

regarding ideal headphone 

frequency response revealed only 

that it is ‘an aesthetic judgement’ 

– which doesn’t readily explain 

why the responses of the PS1000, 

GS1000i and SR325is (three 

current models we’ve tested) are all 

markedly different.

So we can only speculate about 

aspects of the PS1000’s design. We 

have no idea what the transducer 

diaphragm is, other than it is a clear 

plastic of some sort. The magnet 

material is surely neodymium 

(ubiquitous in modern headphones) 

and the voice coil is almost certainly 

not edge-wound given the PS1000’s 

less than exceptional sensitivity.

 CHOOSY OVER MUSIC 
The lab tests show the PS1000’s 

frequency response is idiosyncratic. 

That peak in the upper-bass is, 

we’re sure, an attempt to disguise 

the early bass roll-off that results 

from Grado’s trademark foam 

earpads, which do not provide 

an airtight seal to the head. This 

arrangement has the advantage, 

though, of providing a consistent 

bass response pretty independent of 

head shape, and of eliminating an 

enclosed space between the drive 

unit and ear that would be subject 

to resonances. 
At the other end of the 

frequency spectrum the PS1000’s 

excessive high treble is less easy to 

explain, except as a deliberate ploy 

to add arti  cial ‘detail’.

We like the PS1000 better than 

any Grado headphone we’ve heard 

before but for different reasons, and 

only on certain source material. We 

found the GS1000i [HFN May ’11] 

had ‘excessive treble output and 

a hump in the upper bass’. So too 

does the PS1000 but, as with the 

GS1000i, how these aberrations 

play out depends on what music 

you select. 
The PS1000 can deliver 

extraordinary insight 

into the minutiae of 

recordings, in this 

one stroke justifying 

its ‘professional’ 

designation. ‘Country 

Dreamer’ from Wings’ 

Band On The Run is a good example 

as this old recording is still capable 

of springing surprises. Such as 

when we played it through the 

PS1000 for the  rst time and on the 

opening guitar in the right channel 

heard  ngering noises we’d never 

noticed before. 
The downside came on items 

like ‘Black Beauty’ from Opus 3’s 

Showcase 1. This lighthearted trad 

jazz romp came over as a bit sterile 

and unrelenting via the PS1000, 

which lacked tonal warmth and a 

sense of space.

VERDICT
Grado’s PS1000 is all about an 

exaggerated – but on the right 

programme, thrilling – sense of 

resolution and transparency. If you 

crave tonal neutrality it isn’t the 

headphone for you, but its ability to 

dig deep is unique. 

ABOVE: All the 

familiar Grado 

features are 

in evidence in 

the PS1000: a 

thin unpadded 

headband, slider 

poles for capsule 

adjustment 
and large foam 

earpads. The 

driver is 40mm in 

diameter

‘Providing extraordinary 
insight into recordings it 
justifi es its “pro” moniker’

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

Sensitivity (SPL at 1kHz for 1Vrms input) 108.8dB

Impedance modulus min/max

(20Hz-20kHz)

31.1ohm @ 996Hz

54.6ohm @ 86Hz

Capsule matching (40Hz-10kHz) ±7.1dB

LF extension (–6dB ref. 200Hz) 35Hz

Distortion 100Hz/1kHz (for 90dB SPL) 0.3% / <0.1%

Weight (inc cable and 0.25in connector) 588g

Grado PS1000

Circumaural open-back dynamic headphone

Made by: Grado Labs Inc, NY, USA

Supplied by: Armour Home Electronics Ltd

Telephone: 01279 501111

Web: www.gradolabs.com; www.armourhe.co.uk

Price: £1990
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Tapping into the REF75
GETTING THE BEST FROM AUDIO RESEARCH’S BABY HIGH-END POWER AMP
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From solid conductors, superior metals 
(conductors and plugs) and low-interaction  

 

 
minimizing ingredients are used to ensure 

 
cables bring you beautiful music, clear  
dialogue and thunderous sound-effects.

RCA plugs for the back

3.5mm plugs for portables 
and more

DIN plugs for the back

iPod plugs for underneath

3.5mm socket for extension 
cables

We’ve Got   
Your Back ...
Your Front and Your Sides!

I just want to thank Ken Kessler for 

recommending the ARC REF75 amp... 

I think! Having read his review back 

in the November 2012 issue and spent 

the good part of a year juggling my 

fi nances I have now taken delivery of 

one. It’s the most expensive piece of 

kit I have ever bought. 

As Ken said in his review, it is 

a quite special power amplifi er, 

sounding detailed and delicate yet 

having really powerful bass. I am 

running it with a version of the Music 

First Audio Baby Reference passive 

preamp. My local dealer brought a 

REF3 preamp with him to demonstate 

the REF75 and I have to say that I 

marginally preferred the passive pre. 

As for the REF75, it may put out 

just 75W but it has real grip over 

my admittedly sensitive Daedalus 

speakers. To date I haven’t yet 

managed to move the power meter 

more than a micron.

As a matter of interest, I was able 

to compare the REF75 with ARC’s 

new VSI75 integrated amp and a 

REF110 retubed with KT120 tubes. 

The latter was close to the 75, but 

clearly not as good. The integrated 

was markedly inferior, which suprised 

me a little. Compared with the REF75 

it sounded grainy and lacked both 

detail and bass control. 

David Wise, Oxfordshire

I have a question for Ken Kessler. 

When you tested the ARC REF75 with 

your Wilson Audio Sophia 2s, did you 

use the 8 or 4ohm taps? 

Dan Evert, via email

Ken Kessler replies: Last things fi rst: I 
mainly used the REF75 into the Sophias 
with the 4ohm taps which match the 
speakers’ nominal 4ohm impedance. I 
suppose one could experiment with the 
choice of impedances, but I found the 
performance to be so consistent that 
I opted for the matching setting. The 
REF75 has turned out to be not just a 
great-sounding unit, but also incredibly 
system-friendly in this regard and others, 
especially in working well with a variety 
of preamps, so I bought it because it’s a 
reviewer’s dream.

I recently survived a spate of hi-fi  
shows and was staggered to fi nd a 
number of rooms in which exhibitors 
felt the REF75 was suffi cient for ‘big 
room’ demo purposes, attesting to its 
unbelievable sense of power. While the 
verdict is still out on KT120s – I know at 
least one major valve amp manufacturer 
who remains unimpressed with them 
– the 120s seem to have endowed 
this medium-powered amplifi er with 
capabilities far beyond its wattage class.

Suffi ce it to say, the REF75 is turning 
out to be a modern classic. I’m not 
suggesting for a moment that it obviates 
the need for bigger amplifi ers but I 
feel that it will – in years to come – be 
mentioned in the same breath as the 
McIntosh MC275, the Dynaco Stereo 70 
and the Radford STA-25. 

If you’re in a position to buy one, and 
its power is suffi cient for your needs, do 
it now, before Audio Research inevitably 
does what every manufacturer has done 
since the passing of the era of long-
lived gear like the Quad 303: replaces it 
unnecessarily because of market habits.

ABOVE: The Audio Research REF75 power amp – ‘turning out to be a modern classic’
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Every hi-fi  system needs 
an amplifi er and there 
were plenty of tempting 
transistor designs that 

appeared during the vintage period. 
In fact, there were thousands, 
meaning that to give detailed 
buying advice for every single 
one of them is an impossibility 
here. Instead, described over the 
following four pages are some 
widely available models that will be 
an asset to any system. 

Like large cars, large amplifi ers 
tend to be more troublesome than 
smaller ones so the inexperienced 
vintage buyer is strongly advised to 
limit themselves to lower-powered 
units to begin with. Up to around 
75W is a good region to operate in. 
Such a unit should offer more than 
enough power for the majority of 
domestic listening requirements.

LEADING LEAK
In the UK, the Leak Stereo 30 
was one of the fi rst really popular 
transistor hi-fi  amplifi ers. Introduced 
in 1964, it offered a compact 
alternative to the company’s 
remaining valve models, most of 
which would be retired by 1967. 
The fully-transistorised Stereo 30 ABOVE: The Leak 

Stereo 30, one 
of the fi rst really 
popular transistor
amps. The output
transistors can be 
seen in the centre 
and to the right in 
the interior shot. 
The ad features 
company founder 
Harold Leak

LEFT: Pioneer 
amplifi ers from 
the late 1970s, 
including the
SA-9500 (bottom). 
Japanese build 
quality was then 
at a peak

Our guide to buying classic kit from decades past continues with a look at the market 
for secondhand transistor amps. Tim Jarman sorts the icons from the bygones...

Vintage transistor amps

For example, the power amplifi ers 
are built on plug-in cards but the 
output transistors are bolted to 
separate heatsinks, meaning that 
the two parts of the circuit are 
joined by mechanical connections. 
Poor contacts here can lead to the 
destruction of the transistors, which 
are germanium types and therefore 
not routinely available. 

NEW TRICKS 
As with all amps that use germanium 
output transistors (originally AD140, 
replace with AD149), the setting 
of the bias current is critical. Do 
this with care in the case of the 
Stereo 30 Plus as the bias controls 
can disintegrate when an attempt 
is made to adjust them, which puts 
the transistors instantly at risk. 

cost about the same as a valve 
Stereo 20 (along with its matching 
Point One Stereo control unit) and 
was an instant hit. The combination 
of equivalent sound quality, greater 
output power and cool-running 
reliability proved irresistible. 

These units have survived in large 
numbers and are not diffi cult to fi nd 
in working condition. But there are 
still a few things to watch out for 
when buying secondhand. Some 
samples were supplied for console 
mounting and therefore have a 
rather makeshift-looking cardboard 
top cover. Hold out for one in a 
wooden sleeve if you want to use 
the amp as a free-standing unit.

In the case of the Stereo 30 Plus 
version, modular construction was 
used and this can lead to problems. 
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supplies appear or the V-FETs will 
be ruined. These components must 
be checked to ensure that they’re 
in fi rst-class condition before an 
untried unit is powered on. 

As well as the power amp stage, 
the TA-5650 also uses V-FETs in its 
phono stage, which runs from a 
stabilised supply of nearly 100V in a 
bid for maximum immunity against 
distracting surface noise. These are 
nowhere near as problematic but 
were made especially for this model, 
making replacement a non-trivial 
task if they do fail.  

SIMPLE ’N’ SOLID 
Not all 1970s Japanese amplifi ers 
contained strange devices and 
novel circuitry. Most were simple 
and solid, built at a time when the 
undervalued Yen made professional 
standards of 
construction and 
fi nish available at 
high street prices 
in the UK.

Typical was the 
Pioneer SA-9500, 
also released in 
1975. Essentially 
conventional but beautifully 
made, this 100W hulk of metal 
looks fantastic (before the MkII 
re-style, anyway) and, aside from 
the odd crusty capacitor and noisy 

transistor, should last 
a lifetime if treated 

Replacing the bias controls with a 
modern alternative before touching 
them is thus a very good idea.

Sony was quick out of the blocks 
with a transistorised stereo amp, 
releasing its TA-1120 in 1966 [re-
tested in HFN Sep ’13]. This model 
was a very modern concept thanks 
to the fact that Sony had a new trick 
up its sleeve: the V-FET. This was a 
new type of output device which, in 
some ways, was more akin to a valve 
than a regular transistor.

The V-FETs went into a whole 
range of Sony amps, but the 
most popular was the TA-5650 
released in 1975, which became a 
worldwide best seller. Rated at 50W 
per channel, the TA-5650 is still 
respected for its performance today, 
although how much of this has 
to do with the V-FETs remains 
open to debate. 

The various V-FET devices 
that Sony made have long 
ceased to be available and 
even though they are robust 
when all is running well, 
relatively minor faults in the 
surrounding circuitry can easily 
destroy them. In particular, 
two bias voltages derived from 
an unusual arrangement of 
diodes, capacitors and resistors 
in the amplifi er’s power supply 
section must be present and at 
the correct level when the main 

ABOVE: Sony’s
TA-1120A from 
1966 and original 
Hi-Fi News review 
of the amp from 
the September 
1967 issue

BELOW: Sweet 
sounding, but 
the Sony TA-5650 
from 1975 needs 
to be checked 
over before being 
pressed into 
service as the 
special V-FET
transistors that it 
uses are now no 
longer obtainable

Repairing a transistor amplifi er 
requires much greater skill than 
sorting out a valve one so it 
makes sense to hold out for a 
fully working example. 

Feel the heatsinks after 15 or 
so minutes of use. They should 
be warm (not hot) to the touch 
and of equal temperature across 
both channels.

Missing pre/power amp links 
are a common reason why old 
transistor amplifi ers fail to work 
so be sure not to dismiss an 
otherwise hopeful example for 
this trivial reason alone.

Don’t rush when checking the 
unit; make all the connections 
properly as one slip or short can 
ruin an amplifi er in an instant.

BEFORE YOU BUY…

‘The Pioneer will 
last a lifetime if 
treated with a 

modicum of care’

with a modicum of care. Japanese 
electronic components of the 1970s 
were typically of high quality so it 
pays only to replace things which 
are actually faulty when overhauling 
kit made in Japan during this time.

A transistor amplifi er is one of the 
simplest hi-fi  components to make 

on a limited 
scale so it’s not 
surprising that 
Britain’s smaller 
manufacturers  
came up with 
a multitude of 
designs. Many 
were based 

on standard circuits originated 
by semiconductor manufacturers 
like Hitachi, Texas Instruments and 
Philips, but quite a few were original 
pieces of work. 

One model which sold well, 
despite its relatively low output 
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power, was the original Naim Nait of 
1983. Unusually, Naim chose not to 
specify the amp’s output power but 
independent tests soon established 
it to be around 10W per channel. 
At the time, a decent quality 40W 
amplifi er could be bought for the 
same sort of money, yet the Nait 
proved to be popular due to its 
impressive sound quality and Naim’s 
good reputation. 

The Nait has proved to be very 
reliable if used 
sensibly, the 
only weaknesses 
being the small 
red plastic-cased 
electrolytic 
capacitors found 
in some examples 
which are now 
coming to the end of their useful 
lives, and the fl imsy PCB-mounted 
sockets at the rear of the amp. 
Both problems are easily remedied, 
Naim’s own repair service being a 
good (if expensive) option. 

SUPERIOR SUGDEN 
Another long-running success was 
the Sugden A48. It is commonly seen 
in three versions, but it is the fi rst 
two that will be of interest to the 
vintage buyer. The original model 
looks very conservative, having a 
rather derivative silver and black 
fascia and a heavy wooden sleeve. 
It’s the second incarnation that is 
arguably the prettiest, sporting a 
nice industrial look enlivened by 
an orange inlay behind the main 
controls. Both are fi ne-sounding 
amps, if a little restrained. 

Since the quality of components 
available to British manufacturers 
was poor during the period when 
these amplifi ers were made both 
iterations may benefi t from a 
thorough overhaul to restore 
original performance. The results 

that can be achieved will more than 
justify the cost.

It takes a real vintage buff 
to remember the Mission 778 
integrated amplifi er from 1983, but 
mention the later Cyrus Two and 
suddenly everyone knows what you 
are talking about. These compact 
units were proper ‘audiophile’ 
designs but one quirk was that they 
dispensed with the usual protection 
circuitry for the output stages, 

making them 
somewhat fragile 
under adverse 
conditions. 

The ’778 is 
rated at 50W 
per channel and 
the Two at 60W 
but they need 

to be used with care. Loudspeaker 
matching and the integrity of the 
cabling needs to be fi rst-rate to 
avoid problems. An external power 
supply known as the PSX was later 
offered for the Cyrus Two, but if 
more power is felt to be necessary 
then a larger amplifi er is a much 
better solution. 

WEMBLEY WINNER 
Also for the serious listener, the 
Musical Fidelity A1 combined Class A 
sweetness with integrated amplifi er 
convenience. Since Class A amplifi ers 
inevitably generate a lot of heat, a 
clever piece of design was contrived 
where the whole top of the unit 
became a heatsink.

This looked great and appeared 
to be a good idea until repairs 

‘It is the fi rst two 
versions that 

will interest the 
vintage buyer’

ABOVE: Some 20 
years after Harold 
Leak was pictured 
in a company 
ad holding up 
his latest and 
greatest amp, 
Naim founder 
Julian Vereker 
proffers a plate full 
of miniature Nait 
amps in this quirky 
’80s ad

ABOVE LEFT: 
A Sugden A48, 
ripe for picking 
at a recent 
Audiojumble. The 
orange fascia
shows this sample 
to be a MkII 
version of the 
amp – the most 
attractive variant

US TRANSISTOR AMPS

BELOW: The 
Cyrus Two was a 
popular next step 
up from the NAD 
3020 and was
praised for its fi ne 
performance. The 
lack of effective 
protection
circuitry made it 
fragile though

Unlike vintage American tube 
amps, few cults have developed 
around the affordable US 
equivalents of assorted Leaks, 
Armstrongs, Sugdens and Quads. 
While makes like Fisher, Scott, 
Harman Kardon, Marantz and 
numerous others produced 
mid-priced (but never ‘entry 
level’) solid-state models that 
are regarded with fondness, the 
ones that are coveted most were 
high-end when new. What they 
have in common with ‘golden 
age’ American valve amps is that 
they’re rare, too, in the UK.

UK collectors of Americana 
must think about the poor 
availability of vintage solid-
state amps relative to the 
demarcation I will call ‘BK’ and 
‘AK’ – for Before- and After-Krell. 
Prior to that range of amplifi ers 
cracking open the UK market in 
the mid-1980s even relatively 

affordable US transistor amps 
were impossible to fi nd. If you’re 
lucky, you might fi nd smaller 
‘BK’ McIntosh receivers, the 
occasional Dynaco piece, or pre-
Japanese Marantz. After Krell, US 
amps became respectable.

Massive powerhouses and 
high-end classics like the fi rst 
Mark Levinson components, 
all true Class A Krell hardware, 
and beasties from Phase Linear, 
Threshold, SAE and the like are 
highly desirable. But if you don’t 
want to break the bank, solid-
state Harman Kardon Citations, 
like the Citation 11 preamp and 
matching 2x60W Citation 12 
power amp are great buys. The 
fi rst AR integrated amplifi er is a 
gem, if somewhat pesky due to 
its ‘early transistor’ innards.

Hot tip: those in the know 
relish the heavyweight Crown 
(sold here as Amcron) DC-300 
power amplifi er [pictured above], 
or its sister, the D150, or any of 
the variants. KK
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now and will have been worked on, 
but it’s still worth checking that all 
the functions operate correctly. 

Another issue is that most 3020s 
will have had a hard life, being a 
student-system mainstay for many 
years. The plastic front panel marks 
easily and the fl imsy knobs are easily 
lost, so fi nding a clean and complete 
one may be a challenge. 

RECEIVERS, TOO...
Some transistor amplifi ers, the 
NAD included, formed the basis 
of receivers which, although 
considerably more expensive when 
new, can now offer better value for 
money. A decent FM section makes 
an amplifi er far more useful, offering 
not only a source of free, high 
quality entertainment but also a way 

to warm up the 
system without 
causing wear to 
the sources.

Models like the 
Armstrong 621, 
the B&O Beolab 
1700 and the 
Nytech CA-202 

are all much better buys in receiver 
form, which in these cases were the 
Armstrong 625 (or 626 with AM as 
well), the B&O Beomaster 1100 and 
the Nytech CTA-252 (a true classic). 
Meanwhile, the NAD receiver is 
the 7020. All these models offer 
essentially identical performance to 
their amplifi er-only equivalents and 
are well worth considering. 

were needed (and this model wasn’t 
known for being especially reliable). 
Only then would it be discovered 
that the output transistors were 
stuck fast to the top cover by the 
heat transfer compound that was 
used to fi t them in place. Extensive 
damage can be caused if repair is 
undertaken and this point is not 
appreciated as gentle persuasion is 
the only way to part the transistors 
from the lid. Nonetheless, the A1 is a 
superb-sounding amplifi er.

NAD’S WONDER 
Of the budget designs, the NAD 
3020 [see HFN Nov ’12] stands head 
and shoulders above all others. 
Introduced in 1979 to universal 
acclaim, this £69 20W-per-channel 
wonder set new standards at the 
entry level and 
was a major 
headache for 
NAD’s competitors 
for most of the 
following decade.

Numerous 
revisions were 
made, as well as 
derivative models such as the 3120 
(no tone controls) and 1020/2140 
pre/power combo. An original 
NAD 3020 can be identifi ed by its 
provision of spring clip terminals for 
loudspeakers and the lack of an MC 
option for the phono stage (which 
was introduced with the 3020A).

The design is essentially a durable 
one, helped by clever touches such 
as automatic thermal cut-outs, 
which offer some protection 
against shorted loudspeaker 
cables (a major transistor 
amplifi er killer) but build quality 
of early examples is dubious. 
Sub-standard soldering and 
printed circuit defects are 
high on the list of potential 
sources of trouble. That said, 
most working samples will have 
thrown up any problems by 

ABOVE: The 
ubiquitous NAD 
3020, centrepiece 
of countless 
starter systems.
Despite its budget 
price the 3020 
was strong and 
capable and 
remained a
popular choice 
for years after its 
release in 1979

BELOW: The 
unusually styled 
Nytech CTA-252, 
seen here with 
its cover and 
without, may 
have looked like a 
gimmick but was 
a serious piece of 
kit, both amp and 
tuner sections 
being of excellent 
quality

ALSO CONSIDER...
Quad 34/405: The original 
‘current dumper’ was at 
fi rst diffi cult to partner with 
loudspeakers, a problem 
addressed in the Mk II version. 
The 34 preamp has tone 
controls and fi lters galore – not 
fashionable, but very effective.
Trio KA-2000A: Lovely little 
1970s Japanese integrated, only 
16W per channel but sounds 
as sweet as they come. Still a 
bargain – for now.
Sony TA-AX500: Designed to 
partner the CDP-101 CD player 
(so why isn’t it black then?). A 
conventional design after years 
of V-FETs and Class D, it’s very 
competent, if a little bland.
Exposure III/IV: Looks a tad 
‘home made’ but was a great 
pre/power amp combo in its 
day. Reliability was always 
slightly suspect, so perhaps a bit 
of a liability now.

Lecson AC1/AP1: Pretty but 
problematic, it’s these models’ 
industrial design (pictured 
above) which keeps prices 
buoyant. The later AP1X power 
amp was an improvement but 
reliability was still poor by 
Japanese/European standards.
Pioneer A-400: The NAD 3020 
of the early ’90s, basic but 
sounding much better than its 
price suggested. Like the NAD, 
most are worn and battered 
now but clean samples are well 
worth seeking out.
Audiolab 8000A: It’s hard to 
believe that this was introduced 
in 1983, yet its infl uence is still 
clear in the Audiolab range 
today. Performance was strong, 
right from the start.

‘The NAD 3020 
stands head and 
shoulders above 

all others’
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The 1300DC integrated amplifi er 
was released when Marantz 
was still owned by US company 
Superscope, though much of 

the manufacturing was carried out by 
Marantz Japan. On the market from 1978 
to 1979, the amp was one of the fi nal 
fl owerings from the marque as in 1980 
Superscope sold the Japanese factory and 
the rights to the Marantz name to Philips. 
From this point onwards, the amplifi ers’ 
model numbers gained a ‘PM’ prefi x while 
their styling and design took on a more 
‘international’ feel. 

Big was beautiful in the world of 
late ’70s hi-fi  and the new ranges of 
semiconductors that were becoming 
available made it relatively easily to 
construct massive amplifi ers with 
enormous power outputs. With a rating of 
around 150W per channel the 1300DC had 
no shortage of grunt, although it was not 
the most powerful Marantz amplifi er of the 
period. That accolade belongs to the 2600 
receiver, which boasted 300W. 

TWO AMPS COMBINED
Essentially, the 1300DC integrated was a 
combination of the 3650 pre and 300DC 
power amp, built onto a single chassis. 
The DC in the model name indicated that 
it was DC coupled, though it is important 
to realise that this arrangement has its 
limitations. In simple terms, DC coupling 
implies that there is no low frequency cut-
off and that the amplifi er will continue to 
be effective down to zero Hertz (DC). Such 

ABOVE: Contemporary catalogue shows the range of Marantz amps available in the late 1970s; the 
design and styling of the range would change when Philips took over the brand shortly afterwards

It’s big, a little brash-looking and sports more knobs than a door factory, but who can 
deny the appeal of this late-’70s integrated? We check out how it performs today...
Review: Tim Jarman Lab: Paul Miller

Marantz 1300DC amplifi er

Sensibly, Marantz chose to make only 
the power amplifi ers used in the 1300DC 
DC coupled. The preamp stages were 
conventional in design and, for line-level 
sources (tuner, tape, aux), the roll-off 
occurs at around a claimed 10Hz. 

PLUGGING THE SOCKETS 
When the power amplifi er sections are 
used alone (achieved by inserting plugs 
into the ‘main in’ sockets, which disconnect 
the preamp automatically) the unit can 
then be DC coupled, though this is not to 
be recommended. This is especially true in 
the case of modern digital sources, which 
may present a DC voltage at their outputs 
under certain circumstances. 

Fortunately Marantz fi tted a switch to 
the amp that allows AC coupling to be 
used in this mode and the switch has no 
real effect when the 1300DC is used as a 
traditional integrated amplifi er. 

To feed the two hungry power amplifi er 
modules, the 1300DC employs a separate 

an arrangement eliminates the diffi culty 
of selecting a cut-off point whose effect is 
inaudible and eradicates the problem of 
phase shifts, which can occur around any 
circuit that is frequency selective. 

In practice, these minor gains are 
outweighed by the disadvantages. The only 
effect of having a DC component in the 
output signal is to move the rest position 
of a speaker’s woofer cones away from 
their natural point of balance. As well as 
being wasteful of power, this can damage 
both the amplifi er and the loudspeakers if 
maintained for any length of time. 

LEFT: The 1300DC in its wooden sleeve. Most 
samples are seen without this nowadays; it 
wasn’t a fashionable look in the ’80s and ’90s 
and only served to increase the amp’s bulk
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from a worn or badly produced LP. In this 
mode the response of the main amplifi er 
becomes ‘fl at’ in order that the effect of 
the compensation is not multiplied through 
the tape loop. 

Another point of interest is that the 
volume control operates simultaneously 
at both the input and the output of the 
preamp so that both noise and overload 

performance can be 
optimised. The aim of 
such arrangements 
is to ensure that the 
intermediate stages of 
the amplifi er cannot 
be overloaded before 
the output stage 
clips, regardless of the 

settings of the individual controls. 
To achieve this, a volume control with 

four active elements rather than the usual 
two is needed. It’s an exotic component, 
but is just the kind of thing that the 
Japanese seemed to be able to produce at 
will during this golden period. 

Though made in Japan using Japanese 
components, the 1300DC was designed 
in the US and was clearly tailored to 

American tastes. As a result, its size and 
appearance may have been at odds with 
what European buyers had come to expect. 
Weighing in at just under 25kg and almost 
half a metre deep, this is a massive unit 
which is diffi cult to house in conventional 
furniture. Then there’s the styling and 
garish printed legends, which some will 
think look crude when compared with 
Japanese best practice (as employed by 
Technics and Pioneer at the time). 

Ergonomically there are some 
shortcomings too. The size of the amp’s 
individual controls bears no relation to the 
importance of their purpose and while the 
panel layout is symmetrical, only some of 
the functions are. Separate tone controls 
for left and right channels are a nuisance 
(and surely a fascia-fi lling gimmick) and 
why the seldom-used recording EQ switch 
was given the prominent central position is 
anyone’s guess. Still, it’s hard not to warm 
to the muscle amps of this period; for me 
they are a bit of a guilty pleasure.

 TIM LISTENS
In terms of basic compatibility, amplifi ers 
have changed little in the past 40 years 
and I was quickly able to connect my Cyrus 
CD8 SE CD player and Monitor Audio PL100 
loudspeakers to the 1300DC. Do note, 
though, that adapters will be needed if 
your speaker cables have 4mm plugs as 
these won’t fi t into the jumbo spring-clip 
terminals on the Marantz on their own. 

power supply for each channel, run from 
independent windings on a common 
mains transformer. The power stages can 
therefore be described as dual mono in 
design, although the preamplifi er is not.

LOUDSPEAKER PROTECTION 
With so much power available, it is good 
to know that serious attention was paid to 
loudspeaker protection. 
With an effective relay-
based system in force, 
the Marantz cannot be 
faulted in this respect. 

The rest of the 
circuitry is standard in 
nature, although it is 
expansive due to the 
sheer variety of signal routing options 
available. As well as having two phono 
inputs, one of which offers variable loading 
and is suitable for MM or MC cartridges, 
the 1300DC also offers two tape-loops plus 
extensive tone controls and fi lters.

Unusually, it is possible to use the tone 
controls (but not the fi lters) to equalise 
the recording outputs so that a correctly 
balanced tape recording can be made 

‘Bass was tight 
and fast with bags 

of percussion 
sparkle too’

ABOVE: A well-stocked front panel, although 
the layout is random and some of the controls 
are duplicated needlessly; note that there are 
independent tone sliders for each channel

LEFT: More Marantz heavy metal – with the 
US market as its main target at the time, large 
amplifi ers were a speciality, although in Europe 
the appeal of such behemoths was more limited
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Despite being apparently ready for 
immediate use, I have found in the past 
that large transistor amplifi ers benefi t from 
a warm-up period of about an hour before 
they give their best. The Marantz was no 
exception, and during this time its sound 
underwent a transformation from being a 
little mechanical and inept to one that was 
really rather good. 

My session started with Level 42’s World 
Machine [Polydor 827 487-2], an album I 
imagined would play to the strengths of 
the Marantz. My assumption was correct. 
The music is driven primarily by Mark King’s 
bass and in this recording its sound is 
heavy, meaning you need a big amplifi er 
to get the complete 
picture. With the track 
‘Physical Presence’ the 
1300DC provided a 
pleasing balance boasting 
a tight, fast and fl exible 
bottom end with bags of 
percussion sparkle to keep 
things interesting. 

In my set-up this basic tonal correctness 
was accompanied by a large and stable 
soundstage where there seemed to be a 
place for every element in the mix.

Feeding the Marantz a range of other 
bass-driven dance tracks confi rmed this 
impression further, though while the 
amp’s top-end could never be described 

as harsh, it didn’t sound 
as effortlessly smooth as 
some I’ve heard. 

The listening 
experience was more 
about detail than 
relaxing into the music. It 
would be a fi ne amplifi er 
for forensically exploring 

a new album but perhaps less of an asset if 
you like drifting off to sleep while listening 
to the close of a late-night session of BBC 
Radio 3’s ‘Late Junction’.

Having confi rmed the amplifi er’s 
credentials with jazz funk and dance, I 
swapped the music for a range of more 
easy-going fare. One of the discs used 
was Chris Rea’s breakthrough album On 
The Beach [Magnet CDMAG-5069] which 
provided an opportunity to check out 
the 1300DC’s performance with closely 
recorded vocals. 

NO GRIT OR GRAIN 
Rea’s famously gravelly style is clearly 
demonstrated on the track ‘Little Blonde 
Plaits’, which an amplifi er with a vivid 
top-end could easily make sound wearing. 
Not so the Marantz which, although not as 
sweet-sounding as some, still managed to 
resolve the texture of the sound without 
coming over as gritty or grainy. 

The absence of background noise (and 
of mechanical buzz from the power supply 
components for that matter – not always 
a certainty with old kit) also meant that 
there was nothing to dilute the song’s 
haunting atmosphere. A bit more warmth 
in the midband would not have gone 
amiss for most of this album, but this is a 
matter of taste rather than of technical 
competence. Overall, it was pleasing to 
discover that there is more to the Marantz 
1300DC than just making a lot of noise – 
although it is very good at doing that too.

Overall the 1300DC can best be 
described as sounding bright and punchy. 
It has no shortage of power at the bottom 
end and, provided the cables used are of 
reasonable quality, its DC-coupled output 
stages are an ideal way to control a 
loudspeaker cone, as the smoothness and 
confi dence of the lower registers testifi ed.

It’s also a fast-sounding and lively 
amplifi er with a remarkable amount of 

‘It’s an amp with 
a remarkable 

amount of 
get-up-an-go’

LEFT: The interior is dominated by the power 
supply arrangements in the centre, with the 
two power amp modules above and below. The 
preamp is in a screened housing to the left

RIGHT: The lesser 1122DC reviewed in HFN 
when new. This was a lower-powered amp with 
a clear family resemblance. An exploded view of 
the 1300DC’s rear panel is shown behind

F di th M t f th
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to insert a short RCA interconnect 
between them externally. 

The various small push switches 
can also be a reason why sound is 
missing from channels as these don’t 
seem to be particularly resistant to 
dirt and contamination. The use of 
a good quality contact cleaner fl uid 
should help to solve this problem. 

Because of the DC-coupled 
topology, it is also important that 
the offset and bias adjustments 
are carefully made in each power 
amplifi er. A quick check can 
be made with a DC voltmeter 
connected to the loudspeaker 
terminals. With the loudspeakers 
removed and the volume control 
at minimum the output should be 
within a few millivolts of zero. Have 
the adjustments checked if it is not.

Finally, the sheer bulk of the unit 
means it can easily be damaged 
when being moved around. Look for 
scuffed corners and bent controls. 

• Thanks to Red Diamond Audio for 
providing our review sample

Sound Quality: 80%

0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

get-up-an-go. The only caveat is that 
the top-end can sound a little busy 
at times, meaning that smooth-
sounding sources are the way to go. 
An MC cartridge with a sting in its 
tail is defi nitely not recommended!

As I was listening I couldn’t help 
thinking that this amplifi er would 
have been an ideal partner for the 
Marantz CD-73 CD player, which 
appeared a few years later. After 
all, the CD-73 boasted one of the 
creamiest top-ends in the business. 

BUYING USED
A common failing of many Marantz 
models of this period is that the 
contacts inside the pre-out/amplifi er 
sockets become corroded over the 
years, resulting in intermittent loss of 
one or other channel or loud clicks 
and pops through the loudspeakers. 
While it is possible to dismantle the 
unit and ‘link out’ the offending 
contacts, an easier route is simply 

Big and brash it may be, but the 
Marantz 1300DC proved to be 
a surprisingly refi ned performer 
overall thanks to its taut and 
powerful low-end and a treble 
which, while perhaps not the 
sweetest around, certainly 
repays in detail retrieval. 
Japanese build quality combined 
with more facilities and more 
power than you will ever need 
makes this is a good amplifi er 
for a long term relationship.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

ABOVE: The rear of the amp offers a socket for everything you could possibly need. 
This European model has a mains voltage selector, US versions (115V) may not

ABOVE: Marantz range of integrated 
amplifi ers as offered in Germany in 1980

MARANTZ 1300DC (Vintage)

LAB
REPORT

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

Rated at a hefty 150W/8ohm, Marantz’s 1300DC is quite the 
most powerful integrated amplifi er we’ve encountered in 
our long-running Vintage Review series. Refl ecting its pre-CD 
vintage, the overall gain is fairly high at +41.4dB and the 
A-wtd S/N ratio above average at 90dB (re. 0dBW) while the 
practical power output is massive at 200W/300W into 8/4ohm, 
increasing to a very substantial 235W, 410W and 440W into 
8, 4 and 2ohm loads but limited to 50W/1ohm under dynamic 
conditions. Nevertheless with its maximum current capability of 
14.8A this amplifi er would have driven most contemporary, or 
indeed modern, 4-8ohm loudspeakers with reasonable ease.

Distortion is low and climbs with power output and 
frequency, from a mere 0.0007% at 1kHz/1W to 0.0019% at 
10W and 0.006% at 100W and to a fi ne 0.006% at 20kHz/10W. 
Undoubtedly this refl ects Marantz’s use of compensation 
(feedback) but the fi gures are ‘better’ than those offered by 
many current integrated amplifi ers. The frequency response is 
also as fl at and extended as any ‘widebandwidth’ design of the 
digital era, rolling gently away to –0.2dB/20kHz (tone controls 
and fi lters defeated) but still good to –2.8dB/100kHz (and –1dB 
at 1Hz in AC mode). Interestingly, bearing in mind the applied 
feedback, the 1300DC’s output impedance is still moderately 
high at 0.13-0.20ohm while the stereo separation, more a 
function of board layout, is a little weak at 70dB (midrange) to 
50dB (treble). Similarly, in either ‘AC or DC coupled’ modes the 
output DC offset is +20mV. Readers are invited to view a full QC 
Suite test report for Marantz’s heavyweight 1300DC amplifi er 
by navigating to www.hifi news.co.uk and clicking on the red 
‘Download’ button. PM

Power output (<1% THD, 8/4ohm) 200W / 300W

Dynamic power (<1% THD, 8/4/2/1ohm) 235W / 410W / 440W / 50W

Output impedance (20Hz–20kHz) 0.12–0.20ohm

Frequency resp. (20Hz–100kHz, 0dBW) –0.06dB to –2.8dB

Input sensitivity (for 0dBW/150W) 24mV / 300mV

A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBW/150W) 89.9dB / 111.7dB

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz, 10W/8ohm) 0.0013-0.0061%

Power consumption (Idle/rated output) 90W / 596W 

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 416x146x436mm / 24.5kg

ABOVE: Distortion versus extended frequency (5Hz-
40kHz) at 10W/8ohm (black = left; red = right)

ABOVE: Dynamic power output vs. distortion (8ohm 
tap) into 8ohm (black trace), 4ohm (red), 2ohm (blue) 
and 1ohm (green) speaker loads
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Body & Soul
If you Really want to hear your Records 
call 01822 612449 to arrange an audition

www.puresound.info



INTRODUCING LUMIN. THE WORLD’S FIRST UNIVERSAL
AUDIOPHILE NETWORK MUSIC PLAYER.

AVAILABLE NOW AT AUDIO EMOTION

UNIVERSAL

FLEXIBLE

NO COMPROMISE

   ”

                            the Lumin player.“

INTUITIVE

BEAUTIFUL

LUMIN NETWORK MUSIC PLAYER
£4995



audioemotion
www.audioemotion.co.uk
e: info@audioemotion.co.uk
f: facebook.com/audioemotion
t: 01333 425 999

Conceived to represent the absolute pinnacle of Danish 
High End audio technology, performance and design, 

Gato Audio brings together decades of experience 
in the purest imaginable statement of Scandinavian 

excellence.

GATO AUDIO AMP-150 INTEGRATED 
AMPLIFIER

£5290

Ingenious pre-heating circuit - optimal 
sound quality about 15 minutes after 

turned on from stone-cold

Single Mos-Fet output stage
Gold-plated terminals

Balanced and unbalanced inputs

GATO AUDIO CDD-1  HIGH END
DAC with Drive

£5290

CDpro2LF mechanism
Low jitter clock circuit

24 bit/192 kHz S/PDIF and USB 
inputs

GATO AUDIO DIA-250 INTEGRATED 
AMPLIFIER

£2890

“The AMP-150 is both physically beautiful and
  sonically uncompromised.... 
         this is pure audiophile heaven.”

 - 6moons.com
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Coax, optical and asynchronous USB 
digital input up to 24bit/192kHz

Built in 24bit/192kHz D/A converter with upsampling
Class D output stage

2x 250W@8ohm / 2x 500W@4ohm

GATO AUDIO DIA-400 INTEGRATED 
AMPLIFIER

£3790

Coax, optical and asynchronous USB 
digital input up to 24bit/192kHz

Built in 24bit/192kHz D/A converter with upsampling
Class D output stage

2x 400W@8ohm / 2x 800W@4ohm



WELCOME TO THE NORTH EAST
ANATEK RESEARCH

APOLLO
ATACAMA

AV INTERNATIONAL
CHORD COMPANY

CHORD ELECTRONICS
CLEARAUDIO

DYNAVECTOR
EAR YOSHINO

GOLDRING
GRAHAM ENGINEERING

GRAHAM SLEE
G F HADCOCK

ISOTEK
KOETSU

KUDOS AUDIO
MARTIN LOGAN

LYRA
MAGNEPLANAR

MELODY
MICHELL ENGINEERING

MONITOR AUDIO

NAD
NAIM AUDIO
NORDOST
NOTTINGHAM ANALOGUE
OPERA
ORTOFON
PATHOS ACOUSTICS
PROJECT
PS AUDIO
PURESOUND
REGA
REVOLVER
ROKSAN
SME
STAX
SUGDEN AUDIO
TEAC ESOTERIC
TRANSFIGURATION
TRICHORD RESEARCH
UNISON RESEARCH
USHER AUDIO
VAN DEN HUL

HIFISOUND, Castlegate mill, Quayside, Stockton on Tees. 01642 267012

Tuesday to Saturday 10 til 5, tel 01642 267012 or email news@2ndhandhifi .co.uk

Analogue
Cambridge Audio 640P, excellent ...........................................99
Clearaudio Innovation Compact, good condition,..............1999
Clearaudio Balance Phono stage, excellent ........................749
Conrad Johnson TEA 1b Phono stage ...............................1999
Garrard 401, Slate Audio plinth .............................................799
Hadcock 242 Integra, ex demo as new ................................799
Kuzma Stabi Reference, excellent boxed ..........................3249
Kuzma Stogi, excellent...........................................................399
Linn Ekos, excellent................................................................Call
Linn Sondek LP12/Keel/Ekos SE/Lingo/Troika .................4999
Linn Ittok LVII, in rare black, excellent ...................................749
Linn Sondek LP12, Ittok LVII, great condition ......................799
Linn Sondek LP12, Cirkus, Valhalla, front mount motor .....599
Linn Sondek LP12, Lingo Mk1, excellent .............................999
Lyra Erodion Step up ............................................................1499
Mission 774LC tonearm, excellent ........................................129
Music First Step Up Transformer with custom options........899
NAIM Stageline S, excellent ..................................................179
Nottingham Analogue Spacearm, just rewired by NA .........299
Origin Live stub modifi ed RB250 ..........................................149
Ortofon TA100, excellent boxed ............................................399
Project RPM4, with arm and cover .......................................199
Roksan Xerxes, XPS2, Linn Fit .............................................349
SME 3009, excellent boxed ...................................................249
SME 3009/3, excellent boxed ...............................................249
Technics 1210, vgc boxed .....................................................249
Thorens TD124 c/w plinth ......................................................599
Thorens TD170, Fully Automatic, excellent..........................229
Tom Evans Groove, excellent ...............................................799
Wilson Benesch Act 1 Tonearm, nr mint superb ..................799
World Audio Design Phono 3S, nr mint 2 box unit ..............599

Radios/Recorders
Arcam T51, vgc+ ......................................................................69
Arcam DT91 Tuner .................................................................179
Arcam Alpha 10 DAB Tuner ..................................................199
Cyrus FM7.5, excellent boxed ...............................................179
NAIM NAT05, excellent boxed ..............................................399
Nakamichi CR1, excellent .......................................................99
Rega Radio R, excellent ........................................................159
TEAC TR650DAB, ex demo .................................................139

Roksan Radius 5, ex demo ..................................................799
Clearaudio Matrix RCM, ex demo, nr mint ..........................Call
Croft RIAA Phono Stage, ex demo ......................................349
EAR 834P Deluxe ex demo ...............................................1299
Rega RP1,  ex demo.............................................................159
Puresound P10 Phono stage ex demo ............................... 399 

Amplifi ers
Arcam Alpha 9, excellent .........................................................159
Arcam Alpha 8 excellent ..........................................................119
Arcam Xeta 290 excellent ........................................................129
Audiolab 8000A, vgc boxed .....................................................199
Audio Analogue Donizetti Power boxed .................................249
Audio Analogue Bellini VB/Donizetti cento, ex boxed .........2249
Audio Research LS8 Preamplifi er, excellent boxed ..............699
Audio Research Ref 610 Monoblocks, vgc boxed ........... 14999
Audio Research Ref 210T Monoblocks, as new boxed .....9499
Audiolab 8000MX, excellent ....................................................899
AVI Lab series integrated, excellent remote ...........................849
Ayre Acoustics AX7e Integrated amplifi er, ex boxed ...........1199
Ayre Acoustics V5xe Power boxed mint...............................1999
Conrad Johnson, PV10L & MB55 Pre/Power excellent .......999
Conrad Johnson ACT 2, excellent ........................................3799
CR Developments Romulus Integrated, boxed vgc ..............799
CR Developments Kalypso Integrated, boxed vgc+ .............599
Cyrus DACXP+, excellent boxed just serviced ......................Call
Cyrus XPA Power, excellent boxed.........................................179
Cyrus SmartPower, excellent ..................................................279
Cyrus SmartPower Plus, excellent .........................................349
Esoteric A03 Power amp, vgc boxed ....................................3749
Graaf GM100 Power, boxed..................................................2499
Lyngdorf SDA2175, excellent boxed ......................................799
Marantz PM6004, nr mint boxed .............................................199
Marantz SC7S2, excellent boxed .........................................2249
McIntosh MA2275, excellent boxed......................................3599
Meridian 558 5 channel monster.............................................599
Meridian 501V preamp, excellent ...........................................299
Micromega IA100, great integrated, ex demo boxed  ...........599
Musical Fidelity Xpre, excellent boxed ....................................109
NAIM NAP250 Olive 2002, vgc+ boxed, service 2010 .......1199
NAIM NAC252, excellent boxed ...........................................3749
NAIM NAP150, excellent boxed .............................................349
NAIM NAIT 3, excellent boxed ................................................279
Nightingale Armonia, excellent boxed ..................................1499
Nu Force Reference 9Se v3 Monos boxed mint .................1799
Quad QC24 Preamp, excellent boxed ...................................599
Quad 33/303 pre/power combo ..............................................249
Quad 34/405 pre/power combo ..............................................499
Sugden Headmaster, excellent ...............................................399
Unison Research Aria S2, excellent .......................................499

Loudspeakers
Acoustic Energy AE120, excellent boxed ................................99
B&W 685 c/w matching stands ...............................................349
B&W 800D, near mint ............................................................9499
Focal Electra 1008Be with matching stands as new...........1999
Focal Electra 1028Be, as new ..............................................2749
Focal 806V, excellent boxed ....................................................329
Kudos C30 in Cherry due in ....................................................Call
Kudos C1, early pair .................................................................Call
Kudos C2, ex-demo boxed ......................................................949
Linn Sara with matching stands, vgc+ ....................................349
Martin Logan Aerius i, excellent boxed ...................................799
Martin Logan Aeon, vgc ...........................................................899
Martin Logan Source, excellent boxed ex demo ...................899
Martin Logan Purity, excellent boxed ex demo ....................1299
Martin Logan Vista, excellent boxed ex demo .....................1799
Magneplanar MG1.6, superb ..................................................999
Meridian M1 Active speakers, boxed  ...................................1199
Monitor Audio GS10, in oak, excellent ....................................399
Monitor Audio PL300, mint crated .........................................3999
Monitor Audio RXW12, gloss black, ex demo........................599
Neat Elite SX excellent .............................................................999
Opera Seconda, excellent boxed ............................................749
Q Acoustics, 2010, ex display nr mint award winner ...............79
Sonus Faber Cremona Auditor, boxed with stands .............1399
Sonus Faber Cremona Auditor M, as new with stands.......2749
Spendor S3/5r, due in ..............................................................Call
Thiel CS7.2, vgc, just refurbished… .....................................2499
Triangle Comete ES, excellent  ...............................................229
Usher S520 in birch, excellent boxed .....................................279
Usher X616 centre speaker, excellent ....................................399
Wilson Duette, crated with stands .........................................5999
Wilson Benesh Arc with stands boxed excellent .................1599

Special System Deals
Audio Analogue Crescendo Amp & CD, ex demo ................799
Audiolab 8200 Amp and CD ....................................................Call
Monitor Audio Radius 90HD HCP with Onkyo AV amps ......Call
NAIM Unitilite and Usher Speaker Bundle .............................Call
Roksan Caspian M2 amp/CD .................................................Call
TEAC DISTINCTION SERIES - Special deals - ON DEMO....Call
Yamaha RXV673 & Monitor Audio Radius 90 p5.1 pack .....Call

Digital
Accuphase DP100, excellent boxed....................................3749
Arcam Alpha 8, excellent  .......................................................149
Arcam CD92, excellent  ..........................................................249
Audiolab 8000DAC, vgc+ .......................................................199
Audiolab 8200CD, nr mint boxed ...........................................549
Audio Analogue Crescendo CD, as new ...............................499
Audio Note CD2, vgc...............................................................349
Cambridge Audio DACMagic, excellent ..................................99
Copland CDA266, excellent ...................................................449
Cyrus dAD3Q, excellent .........................................................329
Cyrus DACXP+, boxed just serviced .....................................999
Cyrus CDXT2, boxed new laser from Cyrus.........................499
Esoteric X05, excellent boxed ..............................................1999
Goldenote Koala , near mint boxed .......................................759
Krell KAV250CD, exellent boxed remote ..............................749
Leema Stream 3, nr mint boxed.............................................649
Logitech Squeezebox Touch, excellent .................................199
Mark Levinson 360 DAC, excellent boxed ..........................1099
Marantz CD6002, excellent ......................................................99
Marantz NA7004 .....................................................................249
Marantz CD80, battleship player ............................................299
Meridian 200/203, vgc .............................................................399
Meridian 588, excellent boxed ................................................849
Micromega Duo with Duo BS DAC, excellent ......................549
Musical Fidelity A5CD, excellent ............................................549
Musical Fidelity Nu Vista CD, excellent boxed ......................899
NAIM CDX2, excellent boxed remote .................................1299
NAIM CD5i/2, excellent boxed remote ..................................549
Project Streambox DS, ex demo  ..........................................Call
Quad CDP99/2, excellent boxed ...........................................499
Rega Planet, excellent boxed .................................................199
Sony SCD777es, excellent boxed .........................................949

AV/Accessories/Cables
Apollo Racks, various ex demo ...............................................Call
Cyrus PSXR, from ....................................................................229
Isotek Aquarius ex demo .........................................................Call
NAIM XPS2, (2004), burndy, excellent boxed .....................1399
NAIM Supercap 2 (2010), excellent boxed, Burndy, SNAIC ...2399
Stax, various… .........................................................................Call
Ultrasone Limited Edition 10  Hedphones BNIB....................Call

Tuesday to Saturday 10 til 5, tel 01642 267012 or email news@2ndhandhifi .co.uk

Special offers to celebrate our new website
www.turntableworld.co.uk - the analogue specialists - 01642 267012

Telephone 01642 267012, Tuesday to Saturday 10 ‘til 5
or email news@2ndhandhifi .co.uk

Call: 0845 6019390    Email: news@2ndhandhifi .co.uk

Roksan Kandy K2 & Caspian M2 Integrateds, ex demo ...Call
Esoteric C03/A03 Pre Power, ex demo .............................7749
NAIM XS  Amps ex demo .....................................................Call
Unison Research Simply Italy, mint ex demo .....................899
TEAC Distinction A1000 and A3000 Integrateds, ex demo Call
Audiolab 8200 Integrated, Pre and Power, ex demo .........Call 

AMR 777 Amp and CD ex demo .........................................Call
Roksan Kandy K2 & Caspian M2 CD Players, ex demo...Call
NAIM CD5XS, CDX2, NDX, ex demo .................................Call
TEAC Distinction CD1000 & CD3000 ex demo .................Call
Audiolab MDAC, 8200CD ex demo ....................................Call
Chord Qute HD and QBD76HD ex demo ...........................Call 

Focal Electra range, ex demo ..............................................Call
Monitor Audio GX, RX and Platinum ranges ex demo ......Call
Martin Logan Summit X, ex demo .......................................Call
Magneplanar MG3.6, ex demo ..........................................2999
Focal Spirit One Headphones, ex demo .............................Call
GRADO Headphones, most models, ex demo ..................Call

MASSIVE SALE NOW ON – reduced items in RED





Take Centre Stage

Xtension 10
The Hi-Fi News ‘Highly Commended’* Xtension 10 turntable from
Pro-Ject Audio puts you at the centre of the musical performance. Whether
it’s recreating a rock concert, an orchestral symphony, or whatever else you have in
your record collection, the Xtension 10 turns any vinyl recording into a captivating, ‘live’ experience.

With a retro-styled mass-loaded chassis, which is decoupled by high-grade magnetic feet, the Xtension 
10 boasts a near-perfect base for vinyl playback. Combine this with the top-of-the-line 10CC Evolution 
Tonearm, high-mass  vinyl sandwich platter and built-in Pro-Ject Speed Box DS, and you are left with a truly 
desirable turntable package. All for only £2,250.

The Xtension 10 is only available through these premium retailers...
Analogue Seduction (Peterborough) - 01733 350878 Audio Affair (Birmingham) - 01212 247350
Audio Destination (Tiverton) - 01884 243584   Audio Venue (Ealing, London) - 02085 678703
Cranfield Audio (Bedford) -  01234 853044   Hi-Fi Gear (Hereford) - 01432 354921
Oxford Audio Consultants - 01865 790879   Paul Roberts Hi-Fi (Bristol) - 01179 429370
Sevenoaks S&V (Bristol) -  01179 743727   Sevenoaks S&V (Exeter) -  01392 218895
Sevenoaks S&V (Reading) - 01189 597768   Tavistock Audio (Devon) - 01822 618940
Vickers Hi-Fi (York) - 01904 691600
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Pro-Ject Audio Systems is distributed in the UK by Henley Designs Ltd.
T: 01235 511 166  |  W: www.henleydesigns.co.uk  |  E: sales@henleydesigns.co.uk



H I - F I  E X C H A N G E

Huge range of high end brands

Expert system matching advise

Used high end hi-fi  bought and sold

Part exchange welcome

All items checked and guaranteed

Major credit cards accepted

www.choice-hifi .com
Email: info@choice-hifi .com  Telephone: 020 8392 1959 / 07768 720456

STOCKISTS OF: ACCUSTIC ARTS / AIR TANGENT / AUDIO NOTE / AUDIO PHYSIC / AUDIA / AUROSAL
BEL CANTO / BURMESTER / CAT / CLEAR AUDIO / DENON / GAMUT / GRAHAM SLEE / GRAHAM TONEARMS
HALCRO / JM LAB / LAMM / LEXICON / LINN / METRONOME / MONITOR AUDIO / NAD / NUFORCE
ORIGIN LIVE / ORTOFON / PANASONIC / PARASOUND / PIONEER / PLINIUS / PRIMARE / PROJECT / QED
REVEL / ROKSAN / SME / TIVOLI / TOM EVANS / TOWNSEND / USHER / VELODYNE / YBA AND MANY OTHERS

*10% commision on fi nal sale value

CD Players and DACs
Arcam CD72T  £150
Audio Aero Capitole Signature    £3,300
Audio Aero La Fontaine  £17,500
Audio Aero La Source    £29,500
Audio Aero Prestige CD/SACD- Sig Edition  £3,990
AVI Series 21 MC4 Reference  £690
Ayre Acoustic C5 xe CD/SACD    £2,750
Bel Canto Dac3    £2,199
Bel Canto USB Link 24/96    £349
Blacknote SACD 300  £3,530
Bluenote Stibbert valve improved   £1,800
Cambridge Audio Dacmagic plus  £200
CEC TL0X    £9,990
Cyrus CD8X  £400
Esoteric P05 D05 Transport/DAC   £7,990
Krell Evolution 525    £5,990
Krell SACD MKIII  £1,790
Krell EVO 505 (110v)    £3,395
Krell Evo 505 SACD  £3,490
Linn Unidisk 2.1    £750
Luxman D08 cd player    £8,990
Marantz UD 9004    £2,690
Mark Levinson 31 & 30.5 Transp/Dac  £7,450
Mark Levinson No 512 CD/SACD  £7,995
Mark Levinson No 512 CD/SACD   £12,255
McIntosh MCD1100    £8,490
Meier Audio Stagedac    £350
Meridian Audio 206 delta sigma  £150
Meridian Audio 508  £600
Micro Seiki CDM2  £1,490
MICROMEGA Microdac    £295
MSB Platinum III    £950
Musical Fidelity A3.2 CD    £345
NAD M51    £1,100
Opera Consonance Droplet CDP 5.0    £1,295
Primare BD32  £3,500
Proceed CDP CD/HDCD player   £995
PS Audio perfect wave dac mk2 +bridge    £2,950
R&T Audio Design Orpheus mk2   £500
Raysonic audio CD128  £950
Shanling CD T-300 Omega    £2,495
Theta Compli    £1,595
Wadia i171    £400
Yamaha S2000 CD/SACD  £795
YBA Lecteur CD1 & 1 PSU    £1,990 
Loudspeakers
Acoustic Preference Gracioso 2    £4,990
Adam Audio Compact Active Version    £1,295
Adam Audio Tensor Epsilon (Active)    £2,400
ATC ATC SCM 100A Speakers – black piano fi nish  £5,990
ATC SCM 20 SL (Active) & WA Active Sub    £2,990
ATC SCM100 ASL active on stands  £5,795
ATC SCM300AT based custom model    £8,550
Audio Acoustics FUNDAMENTAL K2  £5,995
Audio Physic Virgo 3  £1,950
Aurousal A1 MKII  £645
Avalon Arcus  £3,450
Avalon Time    £57,600
Avantgarde Acoustics Duo    £6,590
B&W 802 Diamonds    £7,490
B&W DM 70 Continentals    £1,800
B&W htm 2D  £2,800

B&W Matrix 800    £5,990
Beauhorn B2.2 Revelation    £1,800
Dali 300 MK2 in Rosewood    £1,650
Eclipse TD512, A502 + Stands    £2,000
Eclipse TD712z    £1,990
Eggleston Works SAVOY    £15,000
Focal JM Lab Diablo Utopia III & Stands    £8,100
Focal JM Lab Electra 1028Be  £2,695
Focal JM Lab Grande Utopia III EM   £121,999
Focal JM Lab Maestro Utopia Be III   £19,990
Focal JM Lab Scala Utopia 3    £18,999
Focal JM Lab Stella Utopia III EM  £44,990
Genesis Technologies 5.3  £7,000
Goodmans Maxim    £400
Hansen Audio Emperor    £32,500
Hansen Audio Prince V2    £18,000
Hansen Audio The Knight    £9,900
Heco celan 500  £550
Infi nity PRELUDE 40    £4,000
JBL 250 Ti    £2,890
KEF Moun    £80,000
KEF Reference 207/2    £7,500
Martin Logan Ascent    £1,690
Martin Logan Logos Centre    £890
Martin Logan Summit    £5,500
Martin Logan Summit    £4,990
Merlin VSM MXR  £6,495
Mission 752  £200
Mission 753  £250
Mission 765    £400
Monopulse S    £600
Naim Audio DBL    £6,100
PMC Loudspeakers DB1i    £700
Proac Response 2.5    £1,290
Proac Studio 150    £575
Quad 11L  £175
Revel Ultima Studio 2 NEW  £13,500
Rogers LS3/5a    £995
Shahinian diapson  £11,990
Sonus Faber Concerto Home & Stands    £990
Sonus Faber Cremona    £2,990
Sonus Faber Cremona Auditor    £1,490
Sonus Faber Cremona Elipsa    £7,490
Sonus Faber Elcta Amator II & Iron Wood stands  £1,590
Sonus Faber Guarneri Homage Palladio 
Reference LE  £6,750
Sonus Faber Stradivari    £17,950
Titan 3Way    £1,295
Transmission Audio M1I    £1,750
Verity Audio Tamino    £1,990
wharfedale 1950’s Corner Horns   £6,990
Wilson Audio Maxx 3    £49,500
Wilson Audio Watt Puppy 7    £7,490
Wilson Audio WATT Puppy 7    £7,490
Wilson Audio Watt Puppy 7    £6,750
Wilson Audio WP8  £10,995
Wilson Benesch ACT 1  £2,890
Zu Audio Omen    £1,200
Power Amplifi ers
Audio Research Classic 120 Monoblocks    £2,450
B.A.T. VK-255 SE    £5,495
Bel Canto Ref 1000 M (Mk2) Mono blocks NEW £4,300
Bel Canto Ref 1000 monos  £1,990

Beyond Frontiers Audio Tulip w/ DAC    £8,500
Boulder 2050 Mono-blocks    £33,990
Bryston 28BSST-2    £12,750
Classe Audio CA2300    £3,990
Conrad Johnson Prem 8A monoblocks  £4,950
Crimson Electronics 640 E3 Monoblocks    £3,250
Edge G6    £2,250
Edge NL12.1    £8,900
Electrocompaniet AW180 mono-blocks    £2,490
Halcro DM38 with 220/110 V transformer    £8,500
Halcro DM 88 Monoblocks  £24,950
Jadis Defy 7 (KT90)    £3,750
Jadis ja-250    £15,000
Jeff Rowland model 3    £2,450
Jeff Rowland Model 3 Monoblocks   £2,500
Karan Acoustics KA M2000    £22,990
Krell FPB 350m  £3,995
Krell kav 150i  £950
Krell EVO 302    £5,500
Krell FPB 250M    £2,690
Krell FPB 600  £4,450
Leema Acoustics Corvus    £999
Luxman M800A stereo power    £8,990
Mark Levinson 33H    £9,900
Mark Levinson 532H stereo power amp    £4,995
Mark Levinson No 532    £17,362
Mark Levinson No 532H Reference 
High current Dual Mono Power Amp    £7,500
Musical Fidelity 308 K Mono-blocks  £650
New Audio Frontiers NAF Performance 2A3  £4,000
Passlabs XA100.5 Monoblocks    £7,990
Perreaux 750 Prisma Monoblocks   £3,500
Plinius SA 250mkIV  £3,495
PS Audio Classic C-250    £2,450
Sony TAN R1 monoblocks    £8,990
Sony TA-N1    £5,990
Soulution Audio 710 Stereo Power   £22,990
Sugden Masterclass stereo Power  £1,995
Tenor HP 300    £15,500
Tom Evans Linear A  £3,850
Tube Technology Genesis Monoblocks    £1,499
VTL MB 450-III Signature Monoblocks  £17,500
Welborne Labs DRD45    £1,690
YBA Passion 1000 Stereo Power   £4,990
Pre Amplifi ers
Audible Illusions Modulus 3A  £2,250
Audio Innovations L1  £240
Audio Research LS25mkII    £2,750
Ayre Acoustic K-1xe Pre and phono   £3,950
B.A.T. VK3i  £1,490
BORDER PATROL Contol unit exd  £2,250
Boulder 1010 Pre  £6,950
Boulder 2010 Pre Amp    £15,990
Boulder 2010 Pre Amp    £9,990
Bryston BP20    £800
C.A.T SL1 Ultimate  £4,895
Classe Audio CP - 800  £4,000
Classe Audio CP 500    £2,100
Concordant Exquisite + Exclusive   £1,250
Copland CVA 306    £1,790
Crimson Electronics 710 Pre Amp   £4,250
Jadis JPS2S    £9,990
Klyne Audio Arts 7LX3.5 & phono   £3,250

Krell Evolution 202    £5,990
Linn Kairn  £490
Luxman C800f    £8,990
Mark Levinson 326S + Phono  £6,750
Mark Levinson No 326s Reference Dual Mono Pre  £8,170
Musical Fidelity Kw Phono    £1,450
Nagra PL-P  £4,500
Nakamichi 410  £198
Passlabs X1  £2,195
Sony TAE 900    £2,990
Sony TA- E1    £5,250
Tom Evans The Vibe pre & Pulse power supply    £2,750
TRON Seven Reference Phono    £2,490
Vitus SL 101    £13,995
Vitus SP102 Phono    £12,000
VTL TL 6.5 Signature Line Pre  £11,350
VTL TL-7.5 Series II    £7,500
YBA Passion 1000 pre & phono   £3,450
Turntables/Arms/Cartridges & Phonostages
Astin Trew AT8000 phono  £450
Boulder MS11 & MS01 Phono stage    £1,795
Cello Cartridge  £4,000
Clear Audio da Vinci V2  £2,890
Clear Audio Insider Gold    £1,000
Dynavector DV507 mkII    £1,995
ELP LT-1LRC    £3,500
Gale GT2101 Turntable    £7,990
Garrard 401  £750
Goldmund Studioetta  £895
Goldring- Lenco l75  £250
Goldring- Lenco tonearm  £100
Jan Allaerts MC1B mk1    £1,495
Klyne Audio Arts 6PE mm/mc    £2,250
Koetsu Rosewood Standard  £1,400
Kuzma Stabi (wood) & Ref psu    £1,990
Linn Axis    £300
Marantz tt15s1    £825
Origin Live Digital Stylus Force Gauge    £65
Passlabs XP15 Phono pre    £2,500
Pink Triangle Export/ Zeta  £1,495
SME Model 10A turntable    £4,250
SME Model 20/3A    £7,990
SME Model 30/2A    £8,790
SME Series V (gold print)  £2,390
SME Series V Gold plated arm    £2,395
SME Series V-12    £3,249
SME Model 20/12A    £11,567
SME Model 30/12A    £21,995
SME Series 312    £1,350
Sonic frontiers SFP-1 Phono    £750
Sony TTS8000 with Resinamic Sound 
RS-8000 plinth £1,500
Sumiko Pearwod Celebration II  £930
Thorens TD 126 mkIV    £590
Tri-Planar MKVII  £2,890
Tube Technology MM MC Phono stage  £995
van den hul Colibri PXC    £2,750
VPI TNT 4 Flywheel RB1000  £4,500
VPI TNT MK1V suspension    £2,490
Wheaton Tri-Planar MK IV    £1,795
Wilson Benesch ACT 0.5   £750

GUARANTEED HIGH QUALITY NEW & PRE-OWNED HI-FI:

100s more bargains online now list your items FREE at www.choice-hifi .com today!*

CD Players and DACs B&W Matrix 800    £5,990 Beyond Frontiers Audio Tulip w/ DAC £8,500 Krell Evolution 202    £5,990

Sony TA- E1    £5,250
Sony TA-N1    £5,990
Tag Mclaren T32r Dab tuner  £650
Boulder 2010 Pre Amp    £9,990
B&W htm 2D  £2,800
Mission 753  £250
Astin Trew AT8000 phono  £450
Passlabs X1  £2,195
Martin Logan Summit    £4,990
Passlabs XA100.5 Monoblocks    £7,990

LATEST 40LATEST 40
ELP LT-1LRC    £3,500
Sonus Faber Elcta Amator II & Iron Wood stands  £1,590
Spectral Audio DMA 100s & DMC 12    £3,490
Mark Levinson 326S + Phono  £6,750
Wilson Audio Watt Puppy 7    £6,750
Avalon Time    £57,600
Arcam AV9 + P7    £1,800
Yamaha S2000 CD/SACD  £795
Sonus Faber Cremona Auditor    £1,490
Spectral (Stands) HE684    £160

NAD M51    £1,100
Sonus Faber Cremona Elipsa    £7,490
Focal JM Lab Maestro Utopia Be III   £19,990
Velodyne DD15  £1,490
Classe Audio SSP800  £3,750
Martin Logan Logos Centre    £890
Martin Logan Summit    £5,500
Krell Evolution 202    £5,990
Martin Logan Ascent    £1,690
Wilson Audio WATT Puppy 7    £7,490

Krell Evolution 525    £5,990
Nordost Valhalla 2m RCA  £1,590
Nordost Valhalla 1m Digital RCA  £690
B.A.T. VK3i  £1,490
Akai GX95 mk2    £225
Moving Air Abbey Road Reference  £250
Adam Audio Tensor Epsilon (Active)   £2,400
McIntosh MCD1100    £8,490
Karan Acoustics KA M2000    £22,990
Luxman M800A stereo power    £8,990
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Worthing, West Sussex
Quality pre-owned equipment available

Main Dealer for: Tannoy Prestige, Thiel,
Esoteric, Audio Note, Ayre, Mark Levinson, 

Revel and much more.
Distributor for Wavac Audio Lab products

Part exchange welcome. Demonstrations in 
a dedicated listening room by appointment.

Hansen Elixir, Mint, Black with crates, (£15250) 
ex value ................................................................... £6250
YG Acoustics ANAT REFERENCE 11 speakers MINT 
WITH CRATES (new £43,000) superb value.........£19,995

Vitus Master pre-amp MP-L201 Superb condition ......£22,500 
Audio Note M-Zero R (remote controlled) pre amp .......... £350
Wavac PR-T1 pre amp, MINT/BOXED, Ex demo, 
like new  .............................................................................. £11995
Wavac PR-Z1, brand new  ..................................................POA

Moon W-7 Power amp, MINT/BOXED, .................. £4495
Almarro A50125A int amp. (£5730) ........................ £1995
Lindley Tyson KT88 Valve monoblocks (Quad 11’s) ... £2495
Boulder 1060 power amp, MINT/BOXED ...............£8995
Rowland 201 monoblocks ex value at  .................. £2500
Wavac EC-300B 
Ex demo, like new  .................................................. £9995

Accuphase DP-75V CD player MINT/BOXED, 
cost new 10k only ................................................... £3495
TRI CD player, BRAND NEW (£1895) only ............. £1450
Accustic Arts CD-1 Mk 111, MINT/BOXED ........... £2495
Mark Levinson ML 390S CD player, 
ex’ cond./boxed ....................................................... £2995

4 Acrolink Carbon/aluminium rca plugs (£400) ........ £195
Townshend S/Sink 3 tier stand ................................ £395
Okutsu Denko 1.5 mtr. Mains cable (US plugs) 
£1950 only ............................................................... £1195
Audio Note Zero Tuner ............................................. £299
Yamaha TX-761 FM/DAB Tuner, mint/boxed ........... £195
Madrigal CZ-Gel 1 metre balanced interconnect .... £295

TRIPLANAR Mk7 tonearm, new /unused. (£5k) only .. £3750
2 Tier Turn table wall mount stand .......................... £195
Miyajima Kansui Cartridge BRAND NEW (£3500) only
................................................................................. £1800

Selection of brand new discounted cartridges

All major credit cards accepted.
Telephone:

01903 261213
Mobile: 07860 660001

Web Site:

Email:

TO SUBSCRIBE Call 08456 777 807 or 
subscribe online at www.hi  news.co.uk/subscribe
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Tel: +44 (0)1733 344768

Analogue Seduction
where music is our passion

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

IAN HARRISON HIFI

PHONOSTAGES 
TRICHORD  
TOM EVANS 
GRAHAM SLEE 
LEHMANN 
HEED 
QUAD
CLEARAUDIO 
ICON AUDIO
PURE SOUND 
PRO-JECT
EAR YOSHINO 

CARTRIDGES 
ORTOFON
DENON
CLEARAUDIO
TRANSFIGURATION 
KOETSU 
GRADO
GOLDRING
BENZ MICRO
ROKSAN
ZYX
CARTRIDGE MAN

TURNTABLES
MICHELL
CLEARAUDIO
PRO-JECT
THORENS
SRM TECH
PALMER AUDIO
EAR
NAD
AUDIO TECHNICA
DENON
INSPIRE

TONEARMS
MICHELL 
CLEARAUDIO
REGA
SME*
GRAHAM
MOTH
ORTOFON
PRO-JECT
ROKSAN

SALE! UP TO 40% OFF!
TEL: 01283 702875  ian.harrison@mercian.myzen.co.uk

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.

“this accessory
is heartily
recommended”
Gramophone

Is this your problem? Here’s your
answer

www.rothwellaudioproducts.co.uk

It’s a common problem.  The usable range of the
volume control is all down at the bottom end and
fine control at low listening levels is either difficult
or impossible.  The noise floor may be audible,
too.  There is a simple and effective solution - the
Rothwell In-Line Attenuators.  They can be used
with pre/power or integrated amps to cure the
problem of excess gain and bring sonic benefits
with even the most expensive
equipment.

£39/pair - post free
01204 366133

loud too loud way too loud

IAN HARRISON HIFI

PHONOSTAGES 
TRICHORD  
TOM EVANS 
GRAHAM SLEE 
LEHMANN 
WHEST AUDIO 
ANATEK
QUAD
CLEARAUDIO 
ICON AUDIO
PURE SOUND 
PRO-JECT
EAR YOSHINO 

CARTRIDGES 
ORTOFON
DENON
AIR TIGHT
TRANSFIGURATION 
KOETSU 
GRADO
GOLDRING
BENZ MICRO
ROKSAN
ZYX
CARTRIDGE MAN

TURNTABLES
MICHELL
PRO-JECT
THORENS
SRM TECH
EAR
AMAZON AUDIO
AUDIO TECHNICA
DENON
INSPIRE

TONEARMS
MICHELL 
REGA
SME*
GRAHAM
MOTH
ORTOFON
PRO-JECT
ROKSAN
CARTRIDGE MAN
HELIUS
REED
AMG
MOERCH

SALE! UP TO 40% OFF!
TEL: 01283 702875  ian.harrison@mercian.myzen.co.uk

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.

TO SUBSCRIBE Call 08456 777 807 or 
subscribe online at www.hi  news.co.uk/subscribe

Tel: +44 (0)1733 344768

Analogue Seduction
where music is our passion

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
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SALE! UP TO 40% OFF!
TEL: 01283 702875  ian.harrison@mercian.myzen.co.uk

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.

“this accessory
is heartily
recommended”
Gramophone

Is this your problem? Here’s your
answer

www.rothwellaudioproducts.co.uk

It’s a common problem.  The usable range of the
volume control is all down at the bottom end and
fine control at low listening levels is either difficult
or impossible.  The noise floor may be audible,
too.  There is a simple and effective solution - the
Rothwell In-Line Attenuators.  They can be used
with pre/power or integrated amps to cure the
problem of excess gain and bring sonic benefits
with even the most expensive
equipment.

£39/pair - post free
01204 366133

loud too loud way too loud

IAN HARRISON HIFI

PHONOSTAGES 
TRICHORD  
TOM EVANS 
GRAHAM SLEE 
LEHMANN 
WHEST AUDIO 
ANATEK
QUAD
CLEARAUDIO 
ICON AUDIO
PURE SOUND 
PRO-JECT
EAR YOSHINO 

CARTRIDGES 
ORTOFON
DENON
AIR TIGHT
TRANSFIGURATION 
KOETSU 
GRADO
GOLDRING
BENZ MICRO
ROKSAN
ZYX
CARTRIDGE MAN

TURNTABLES
MICHELL
PRO-JECT
THORENS
SRM TECH
EAR
AMAZON AUDIO
AUDIO TECHNICA
DENON
INSPIRE

TONEARMS
MICHELL 
REGA
SME*
GRAHAM
MOTH
ORTOFON
PRO-JECT
ROKSAN
CARTRIDGE MAN
HELIUS
REED
AMG
MOERCH

SALE! UP TO 40% OFF!
TEL: 01283 702875  ian.harrison@mercian.myzen.co.uk

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.



MARKETPLACE
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2. AMPLIFIERS

KRELL KSA 50 power amp. VGC. 
Will demo. Tel: 07955 345952

SUMO Polaris power amp, Sumo 
Athenia preamp, 100W per channel, 
great condition. £900 ono. 
Tel: 07935 280001 

SAC Glowmaster KT88 Mk1, Class 
A fully balanced power amplifi er 
65w/channel. Good condition, 
some small cosmetic blemishes but 
otherwise in good working order. 
£1250 ovno plus carriage at cost or 
collection. Email: gary@jaz.me.uk. 
Tel: 079301 59930 

LFD Anniversary pre/power amp, 
will demonstrate, very good to mint 
condition, also silver cables. 
Tel: 0790 3049134

NAIM 52 preamp, SNAXO 3-way, 
2 x Supercaps, 6 x 135 amps (Olive). 
Serviced 2011, certifi cates. CDS CD 
player, working, serviced once since 
new (new transport, etc). Grey and 
black Burndies. All owned since new, 
with boxes and manuals. Offers and 
more information: Email lawzed@
gmail.com. Tel: 077175 77576 

SAC SA 522 passive amplifer TVC. 
With high quality Seiden switch and 
the highly rated SAC transformers. 
Dual input (phono). Silver case. Only 
£450 plus carriage at cost, or buyer 
collects. Email: gary@jaz.me.uk. 
Tel: 079301 59930

MUSICAL Fidelity A3.2CR power 
amp £395, A308CR preamp £695.  
Both unblemished, unmarked (kept 
covered by a dust sheet) as new, 
with original boxes, remotes and 
instructions. Reside in an audio rack 
in a smoke and pet free home. Email: 
michael.yates7@ntlworld.com. 
Tel: 07500 804700

3. CABLES

RAVES Audio (GA) Coalesce 
Balanced XLR interconnects. 
Excellent condition extremely 
high quality interconnect. 
Cryogenetically treated copper. In 
original presentation box. New price 
£380, £160 ono. Tel: 023 80601515.
Email: bridgens11@btinternet.com  

CARDAS Cross 1m pair RCA 
interconnects £145, 1 set of 4 
Stillpoints resonance support 
feet, including additional risers 

£145 and Vertex AQ Silver Jaya 
mains conditioner, £265. Email: 
johnlangley17@talktalk.net. 
Tel: Contact John on 01202 515474

ECOSSE The Baton RCA 
interconnect, three 1m pairs, as 
new, £100. Vintage Hitachi SA X-102 
RCA interconnects, two 1m pairs 
and fi ve half-metre pairs, very good 
condition. £100. Tel: 01531 631337

4. CD/DVD PLAYERS

YAMAHA CDX 1120 (UK 5050), 
needs new laser, no longer available. 
Top of range. Boxed. VGC. Offers. 
Tel: 01531 631337

NAIM CD51, superb condition, 
hardly used, can dem. 
Tel: 07973 426291

AUDIOLAB 8200CD, few 
months old, changing to recorder. 
Silver, manual, remote. Top choice 
for years, boxed, demo. £800, £600 
ono. Tel: 01661 823606. Email: 
grant.darras@gmail.com 

MUSICAL Fidelity A308CR CDP 
£695. Unblemished, unmarked (kept 
covered by a dust sheet) as new, 
with original boxes, remotes and 
instructions. Reside in an audio rack 
in a smoke and pet free home. Email: 
michael.yates7@ntlworld.com. 
Tel: 07500 804700

MUSICAL Fidelity A308CR CD 
player. Was £1999. Sell for £699. 
A real heavyweight. Boxed. As new. 
Buyer collects. Tel: 01531 631337

5. DACS

LINN Majik DS, silver, excellent 
condition, original box. £375. Prefer 
buyer collects or shipping extra at 
cost. Tel: 01761 221166

7. SPEAKERS

MATCHED pair of Mission 
753 fl oorstanding speakers, fully 
working. Tel: 07935 280001 

IPL S5 full sized transmission line 
loudspeakers. Finished in American 
walnut veneer. Complete with 
sand-fi lled bases in satin black. 
Veneer is in need of some TLC, but 
cabinets otherwise sound. £2000 
ovno. Buyer collects only, on 
account of the speakers’ weight and 
size. Email: gary@jaz.me.uk. 
Tel: 079301 59930 

REFERENCE 3a MM de Capo-i 
loudspeakers in piano black. Very 
good condition with original packing 
and crate. £1100 (£2500 new). 
Custom- made loudspeaker stands 
constructed from solid aluminium, 
solid oak and steel. £175 (£650 
new). Would consider exchange or 
part exchange. Tel: 07504 675 071

SPENDOR SP2/2 speakers. 
Matched pair of boxed SP2/2 
speakers in walnut fi nish, £300 ono. 
Serial nos 6237/6328. Carefully 
used and in nice condition. Buyer to 
collect or can be mailed at cost. 
Tel: 01253 882623 

QUAD ESL 57s, black, owned from 
new, very good condition, boxed, 
Quad serviced in February 2009 
when treble units replaced. £750, 
prefer buyer collects or shipping 
extra at cost. Tel: 01761 221166

8. TUNERS

MUSICAL Fidelity A3.2RDS 
tuner, £295. Unblemished, 
unmarked (kept covered by 
dust sheet), as new, complete 
with original box, remote and 
instructions. From smoke and pet-
free home. Email: michael.yates7@
ntlworld.com. Tel: 07500 804700

9. TURNTABLES

NOTTS Audio Interspace 
turntable, open to sensible offer.
Tel: 07935 280001 

AUDIO Technica AT33 EV MC 
cartridge for sale. £329. Brand 
new and unused. Has all all 
original packaging, accessories 
and documentation. Comes 
with one-year guarantee from a 
major Japanese supplier. Email: 
paulmontg@hotmail.com. 
Tel: 0207 3502126

12. MISCELLANEOUS 

ARCAM Delta Nicam stereo TV 
tuner. No use for TV now but for FM 
stereo. Boxed. VGC. Offers. 
Tel: 01531 631337 

HUMAX Foxsat HDR. Freesat 
TV & recorder. Twin tuner, manual, 
remote, USB, 320GB. £235, £55 
ono. ION turntable, profi le fl ash, PC 
or hi-fi , copy to USB or SD card, aux 
input, manual, direct drive. £80, 
£45 ono. Tel: 01661 823606. 
Email: grant. darras@gmail.com

@-TUNES SB+ audiophile 
streamer. Two-box very high-end 
version of Logitech Squeezebox 3. 
Huge power supply and very high 
quality DAC. New price £1000, £350 
ONO. Tel: 023 80601515. Email: 
bridgens11@btinternet.com

POWER Supply for Class A 
amplifi ers, ideal for John Linsley 
Hood’s 1996/1969 or any other 
low power Class A amplifi er. Fully 
built, ready to use, in self-contained 
enclosure, £279. Tel: 0207 4998729 

13. WANTED 

SME Series IV tonearm with fl uid 
damper. Mint. Perfect working 
order. Also late  Grasshopper III SLA 
cartridge. One required. Repair 
considered. Cash waiting. 
Tel: 01505 346791

FAULTY or non-working Quad 
44 preamp, later grey model with 
phono sockets. Contact Mike 
01758 613790 with price. 

TOP quality hi-fi  separates and 
complete systems, Naim, Linn, 
Cyrus, Meridian, Arcam etc, fast, 
friendly response and willing to 
travel/pay cash. Tel: 0781 5892458

Fill in your advertisement copy here... 
Please write the product category number that best suits your equipment in the 
fi rst square. The product categories are: 1 – Accessories; 2 – Amps; 3 – Cables; 
4 – CD/DVD players; 5 – DACS; 6 – Software (CDs, records etc.); 7 – Speakers; 8 – 
Tuners; 9 – Turntables; 11 – Complete Systems; 12 – Miscellaneous; 13 – Wanted

We will insert the telephone number you want to appear in your advertisement(s) 
as many times as is needed. You only need to fi ll it in once and it only counts as 
one word – even if you run multiple adverts. 

PLACING AN ADVERTISEMENT IN THE HI-FI NEWS CLASSIFIEDS SECTION

Tel (to appear in advert):

Please post this completed coupon to Hi-Fi News magazine, MyTimeMedia Ltd, 
PO Box 718, Orpington, BR6 1AP, or email your advert to letters@hifi news.com.
Hi-Fi News accepts no responsibility for description or condition of items advertised.

THE PLACE TO 
BUY & SELL AUDIO 

EQUIPMENT & ACCESSORIES

NOW FREE

To help ensure accuracy, your classifi ed advertisements 
must be submitted by email or post...
Please email your entries to: letters@hifi news.com



High-end hi-fi  retailers and other specialist services including components, kits and restoration available in your area

DEALER DIRECTORY
TO ADVERTISE HERE Please call 01689 869919 or 01689 869853

Loricraft Garrard Turntables, 
Record Cleaning Machines & Power Suppplies.

www.garrard501.com
Contact: terry@garrard501.com

jane@garrard501.com
Telephone: 01488 72267

AUDIO   VISUAL
106 MILL STREET
MACCLESFIELD

CHESHIRE
SK11 6NR

01625 264666
sales@dooleys-hifi.co.uk
www.dooleys-hifi.co.uk

Saffron Walden  www.radlettaudio.co.uk
01799 599080  Radlettaudio@hotmail.co.uk

· Rega
· Harbeth
· Croft
· Spendor
· Michell 
· Devialet

W

h

r

t

Walden  www.radlettaudio.co.o kkukuk

www.soundcinergy.co.uk

37 High Street, Aldridge   01922 457926

Exposure, Focal, Linn, Marantz,
Michell, Monitor Audio, Okki Nokki, Onkyo,

Ortfon, Project, Rel, Roksan, Trichord

HAZLEMERE AUDIO
High Wycombe

Specialising in some of the 
world’s finest products for 

over 20 years.

By appointment only
01494 562610

info@hazlemereaudio.co.uk

GRAHAM SLEE - ORACLE - ORPHEUS SPECTRAL 
SME - STAX - USHER - NU FORCE HADCOCK 

ACOUSTIC SOLID - NAGRA - BELLES 
PEAK CONSULT - TRILOGY - BRINKMAN

ART SPEAKERS AND MORE...

love your music

18 Market Street Tavistock
Devon PL19 0DE

 

info@tavistockaudio.co.uk www.tavistockaudio.co.uk

01822 618  940

Hi-Fi, Home Cinema & Multi-room AV

Oranges & Lemons

020 7924 2040
61-63 Webbs Road   London   SW11

A u d i o - V i s u a l    
M u l t i - R o o m
H i - F i

w w w. o r a n g e s a n d l e m o n s . i n f o

TURNTABLES  I  HIFI  I  STREAMING

www.dougbradyhifi.com
01925 828009 (Mon–Sat  9.00–5.30) 

Stockists of:

Tel:
Open:

www.infidelity

Audio Destination Tiverton 01884 243584

Basically Sound Norwich 01362 820800

Chris Brooks Audio Warrington 01925 261212

Faithful Audio Birmingham 0121 224 7300

Home Cinema Centre Edinburgh 0131 229 9350

Phase 3 Worthing 01903 245577

Unilet New Malden 0208 942 9567

www.heedaudio.co.uk

Exposure · Heed · Lehmann · Linn · Marantz  
Michell  Monitor Audio · Neat · Nordost 
Okki Nokki · Ortofon · Project · Roksan

• Wilson Benesch • 
• Michell Engineering •  

• Grado • Naim • 
• The Chord Company •
• Kudos • Quadraspire •
• Audiovector • PMC •

• Audiolab • Quad •  
• Project •
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Have you missed a copy of Hi-Fi News? You can now 
order these online, over the phone or by post! JUST

£4.00* 
Per copy

Phone: 0844 848 8822 
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From outside UK: +44 (0) 2476 322234

Order Online: 
www.myhobbystore.co.uk/HFNBI
*Plus P&P. Yearbook issues are £4.99
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LAST WORD

KEN KESSLER TELLS IT LIKE IT IS...

OFF THE 
LEASH!

ER TEEEELLS IT LIKE IT IS....

‘On every level, 
the most recent 

shock is Musical 
Fidelity’s MF100’
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If the headphone revolution is the 
salvation of consumer audio per se, 
then it might also be regarded as a 
fi llip for audio journalism, too. I know 

of at least two websites that write about 
nothing else, and there are probably many 
more, while assorted headphone gurus have 
appeared as one would expect. Moreover, I 
can think of at least four mature, true high-
end companies whose fortunes have been 
assured saved by said devices.

Headphones are not a ‘magic bullet’ for 
the industry’s woes, but they demonstrate 
that – sometimes – the pursuit of superior 
quality can win over 
convenience in the 
digital era. As pessimistic 
as I am, even I admit 
to feeling warm ’n’ 
fuzzy about the world’s 
Beavises and Butt-Heads 
trading their vile ear-
buds or fashion-driven 
cans for models from makers with audiophile 
credibility. (Note: I hate all ear-buds. Period.)

REGULAR BRANDS
This far into the headphone era, three 
‘camps’ have emerged with headphones that 
even a seasoned hi-fi  enthusiast will enjoy. 
Before the current craze began, there were 
simply ‘regular’ headphone manufacturers 
in general. Now that they and the new 
makers of headphones have different stories 
to tell, and to a new audience, how they’re 
perceived determines who buys what.

An anti-ear-bud backlash 
means quality is at last 
trumping convenience, 
reckons Ken Kessler

Probably the most interesting for blogger 
types and those who want nothing to do 
with brands their dads patronised, are 
Category 3: the all-new headphone brands. 
Abyss, Skullcandy and the 600lb gorilla 
unleashed by Monster, Beats by Dr Dre, may 
be arrivistes, but to a target audience with 
no prior knowledge of purist makes, they’re 
a revelation after the mediocrity packed 
with iPads, iPods and iPhones.

PERSONAL FAVES
As one who always prefers speakers to 
headphones, but uses the latter when 
travelling or when reviewing, two brands 
have proven to be my revelations. Although 
my main travel cans are Sennheisers, I have 
been addicted to on-ear B&Ws since the P5, 
followed by the P3 and now the surround-
the-ear P7s. They sound great and feel good 
– what more could I want?

On every level, the most recent shock is 
Musical Fidelity’s MF100. Antony Michaelson 
is nearly as much of an Eeyore as I am, so 
when he self-deprecatingly suggested I tried 
the new on-ear headphones, I was led to 
anticipate nothing. He was, of course, his 
usual hard-sell self, but the undercurrent of ‘I 
won’t be hurt if you think they suck’ may be 
the result of his in-ear novelty headphones 
not taking off.

Fed variously by NAD’s D1050 DAC, three 
Musical Fidelity headphone amps/DACs or 
two iPods and an iPhone, I knew instantly 
that here was a headphone to adore. No, 
it doesn’t do ‘noise cancelling’, but it offers 
decent isolation. They can mute an iPhone, 
the box contained a 1⁄4in adapter and spare 
cushions so you can choose smooth leather 
or suede and they fold fl at.

Build quality: excellent. Comfort: even 
with glasses on, they were wearable for 
hours on end. Sound? Detailed, smooth, 
warm, airy, true audiophile gear tuned by 
a real musician. But the magic? They cost 
£119. Yes, a third of the price of the abject 
garbage that conquered the headphone 
universe. Just buy a pair. They’re sublime.

If there’s a wee cloud in the sky, it’s only 
that my all-time favourite headphone brand 
has yet to realise how great an opportunity 
is being squandered. Stax, why-oh-why 
aren’t you leading the charge?  

First, and most obvious, are the traditional 
brands that were already here with suitable 
headphones when the anti-ear-bud backlash 
emerged, and who quickly developed 
new models with specifi c appeal for a 
generation unfamiliar with audio separates 
and ¼in sockets. Sennheiser, Beyer, Koss 
and numerous others with decades’ worth 
of experience are reaping benefi ts they so 
surely deserve.

A NEW OPPORTUNITY
As for the second source, it consists of 
companies with the same experience of 

pure audio as the fi rst 
group, but who, prior 
to Apple’s inadvertent 
gift of a business 
opportunity, never 
made headphones. 
Most notable among 
these in terms of quality 
and market success 

is B&W. Monster, who created Beats, now 
produces its own brand of headphones at all 
price points. Shure rose to the upper reaches 
of in-ear design while Audio-Technica and 
Grado engaged in headphone production 
that long ago overshadowed the cartridges 
that made them, à la Shure.

KEF, Focal, Klipsch and many other 
loudspeaker makers are joining the fray, 
for they all know a thing or three about 
transducers. The only new discipline for them 
is dealing with proximity to the ear, rather 
than fi lling open spaces. 

ON TEST:
î Group Test: £2000 fl oorstanding loudspeakers
î Exclusive: Clearaudio Master Innovation TT
î Exclusive: Sony HAP-ZA1ES/TA-A1ES combo
î Exclusive: Icon Audio MB90IIm-150 tube amps
î Exclusive: Krell Connect media player/DAC

Mar Issue 
on sale31st

PLUS:
î Investigation: Audiophile hearing aids
î Show Blog: International CES 2014
î Vinyl Frontier: Latest LP releases
î Buying Vintage: First-generation CD players
î Vinyl Icons: The Band’s Music From Big Pink

JAN



Pioneering world class audio products

40 years in the making, 
the P10 is the ultimate in 

mains regeneration

Complete control of your mains, 
for the sound you aspire to.

The P10 has 5 separate regenerated zones and 9 outlets giving you 1200w of pure 
regenerated power. Don’t starve your music. The P10 gives you improved dynamics, 

far better bass and a much bigger, open sound stage.

For a no obligation demonstration please contact Signature Audio Systems 
on 07738 007776 or email info@signaturesystems.co.uk

www.signaturesystems.co.uk

“the P10 will have an 
eff ect ranging from 

positive to positively 
startling”. Hi-Fi News



Krell, creator of so many firsts, can be credited with the concept of the true high-end integrated amp.   

Its KAV-300i revolutionised the way audiophiles treated a single-chassis solution to their amplification 

needs. The secret? Incorporating all of Krell’s expertise in a no-compromise, yet compact enclosure.

The S-550i respects this long-standing tradition, building on the acclaimed S-300i and upping the power 

to a massive 275W per channel. With balanced and single-ended operation, an iPod dock and circuit 

details derived from the flagship Phantom, the S-550i is pure Krell. And that means power, musical authority 

and the ability to, well, rock. Hard.

International  Distr ibutors & Consultants of Special ised Hi-End Audio & Video Systems
58 Durham Road, London, SW20 0TW   T: +44 (0)20 89 71 39 09  F: +44 (0)20 88 79 79 62
W: www.absolutesounds.com  E:  info@absolutesounds.com

absolute sounds ltd.
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