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A Lifetime of Music Discovery Begins Here...

For dealers in the UK please call Padood on 01223 653199 or visit www.padood.com

For international sales please call SME on +44 1903 814321 or visit www.sme.co.uk

Available Finishes:

Based on the award winning Synergy, the Model 12A has been designed for those who 
prefer to select their own special combination of phono stage and cartridge for a unique 
listening experience. It comes equipped with the legendary SME 309 tonearm and high-
end Crystal Cable wiring. Precision engineered and handcrafted perfection with the close 

attention to detail that SME is famous for.

Transparency, detail and sound purity that will simply take your breath away.

“This is a no-nonsense, compact, user-friendly package that will cut to the heart of the musical 
mix to reward with a sound that’s taut, precise and highly detailed.”

Hi-Fi News, September 2019
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LEFT: Reaching for 

the stars – PS Audio’s 

Stellar Gain Cell

DAC/preamplifi er 

sits atop a brace 

of Stellar M700 

monoblocks. 

See p46 
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Save 75% on digital with a
print subscription See p120

ABOVE: It’s labels, licences and 

lacquers as we talk face to face 

with those behind the

180g vinyl scene.

See p26
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Niagara 1200 

Noise-Dissipation System

BIGGER, but easier to place and access.

BOLDER, thanks to 2 High-Current outlets.

THE SAME because the 1200’s extraordinarily e� ective Noise-

Dissipation is exactly the same as in the multi-award-winning 

Niagara 1000. 

BETTER because the price is lower.  How cool is that?

Bigger, Better, Bolder, 

The Same. 



EISA is the unique collaboration of 62 member magazines and websites from 29 countries,  
specialising in all aspects of consumer electronics from mobile devices, home theatre display and  

audio products, photography, hi-fi and in-car entertainment. Now truly international with members in 
Australia, India, Canada, the Far East and USA, and still growing, the EISA Awards and official logo are 

your guide to the best in global consumer technology!

TESTED BY THE EXPERTS  WWW.EISA.EU

CELEBRATING 
THE YEAR’S 

BEST PRODUCTS

GLOBAL AWARDS 2019-20
visit www.eisa.eu for the winners









kudosaudio.com Meet the Titans 
 

tearing it all up and starting over. We only 

 

 

TITAN 707
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THE ULTIMATE DREAM SERIES

 

Exceptional neutrality,

Unforgettable transparency.

www.siltechcables.com

EST. 1983

www.crystalcable.com

Come and Visit us at High End Munich  
room E229, Atrium 4.2

ELEGANT, FLEXIBLE  

AND BEAUTIFUL. 

Absolute clarity,

Extraordinary musicality.

Distributed in the UK and Ireland by Padood

www.padood.com  |  info@padood.com

+44 (0)1223 653199  |  20 Station Road, Cambridge CB1 2JD



Tickets 

available 

NOW!

For more information, updates & ticket sales: 
wwwww.hifi sshhoowliveee.ccoommm

EEXXCLUSSSIVE HIGH-END AUDIO

ON DEMONSTRATION •• LIVE MUSIC
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• HI-FI WORKSHOPS • PANORAMIC HEADPHONE ZONE
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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

APR/20

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

DAVID PRICE 

An avid collector of 
audio treasures, and 
life-long hi-fi  addict, 
DP lends his ears 
and experience from 
analogue to digital

KEN KESSLER

is a long-serving 
contributor, luxury 
goods writer and  
champion for the 
renaissance in valves 
and ‘vintage hi-fi ’

KEITH HOWARD 
has written about 
hi-fi  for 40 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

ANDREW EVERARD 
has reviewed hi-fi  for 
over 30 years and 
is still effortlessly 
enthusiastic about new 
technology, kit and 
discovering new music

MUSIC: Steve Winwood’s ‘one last shot’ 

produced Arc Of A Diver, our Vinyl Icon 

(p82) while Steve Sutherland recalls US 

race relations as Nina Simone’s Black 

Gold is re-released on 180g LP (see p80)

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

RIGHT: Hi-Fi News & RR is the UK’s 

representative of EISA’s Hi-Fi Expert 

Group. Editor Paul Miller took over as 

EISA’s President in June 2016

O
K, so the Kii 
Audio THREE 
loudspeakers 
sitting atop the 
BXT towers on 

our front cover are hardly ‘tots’ 
but they are most certainly 
‘turbo’d’ by the addition of that 
self-powered bass column. As we 
discover in our in-depth review 
of this sophisticated, DSP-driven 
loudspeaker system [p34], the 
BXT bass section brings a further 
eight LF drivers and four 250W 
amplifi ers into play, extending its 
bass response below 20Hz.

As we would expect from 
Kii Audio, the BXT is more than 
a mere ‘dumb’ subwoofer. 
Without signifi cantly increasing 
the footprint of the Kii 
THREE standmount, the 
BXT bass tower improves 
its sound quality from 
the lowest bass to the 
highest highs.

The THREE instantly 
detects the presence of the 
BXT once it’s located and 
locked atop, and the output 
and radiation pattern of the 
entire tower is then adapted 
for optimum performance in 
freestanding, near-wall or corner 
positions. As I say, this is no 
archetypal sub/sat system...

Nevertheless, listening to 
the impact of the BXT on the 
performance of the already 
rather fi ne THREE [HFN Aug 
’18], I was reminded of my fi rst 
experience adding a big active 
subwoofer to my two-channel 
system some 20 years ago. 

Positively prehistoric alongside 
the BXT, the REL Stentor with its 
actively-driven, downward-fi ring 
10in woofer was once the height 
of audiophile sophistication.

One of its ‘innovations’ was 
a high-level input that derived 
its signal from the fi nal output 
stage of your amplifi er, rather 
than take a line-level feed from 

a preamp or sub output from an 
AV processor or receiver.

Using a cable with 4mm 
bananas at one end and an XLR 
at the other, it was possible 
to infuse the Stentor with the 
colour (the distortion) of the 
amp and speaker by ‘sampling’ 
the voltage right at the speaker 
terminals. The sonic integration 
of speaker and sub was often 
hugely improved by this simple 
tweak, but the THREE BXT is 
proof positive that we have 
come a long way since then!

PAUL MILLER  GROUP EDITOR

‘The Kii Audio BXT 
is more than a mere 
“dumb” subwoofer’

ABOVE RIGHT: From the 

can brand formally known as 

MrSpeakers comes Dan Clark 

Audio’s Aeon 2, p68

ABOVE: Acoustic Solid’s Wood Round MPX deck comes with a Rega-

based arm and Ortofon pick-up. We get the motor running on p60!
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MUSICAL FIDELITY M8XI INTEGRATED AMPTWENTY5 SPEAKER LINE REVAMPED

PMC’s i treatment Massive MF

FINK ACQUIRES EPOS
UK loudspeaker manufacturer Epos 
Loudspeakers has been sold to 
German loudspeaker design and 
development guru Karl-Heinz Fink. 
Epos will be run jointly from Germany 
and the UK, with new models now 
in development which undertake 
to capture the innovative spirit of 
company founder Robin Marshall. 
In the interim the Epos website has 
been reduced to a home page and 
contact page carrying Karl-Heinz 
Fink’s address and telephone number 
in Essen. www.fi nk-audio.com

MSB MONOBLOCKS
Best known for its audiophile DACs 
[HFN Aug ’19], California-based 
MSB Technology now has two 
power amplifi ers in its range, the 
S500 stereo amplifi er and M500 
monoblocks. Constructed within 
a CNC-machined metal frame and 
enclosure, the M500 features a ‘1.0 
Farad Power Core’ for a specifi ed 
output of 500W/8ohm (1kW/4ohm). 
Price will be £118,500 a pair.
www.msbtechnology.com

PMC has updated its twenty5 series to create 
the twenty5i range and says that ‘a substantial 
re-engineering’ process underpins the seven 
new models. Five are main speakers, plus the 

twenty5Ci centre-channel model and 
twenty5.sub powered subwoofer. 

Prices range from £1995 
per pair for the two-way 
twenty5.21i standmount 
to £8495 per pair for the 
three-way twenty5.26i 
fl oorstander, with the
twenty5.Ci and twenty5.sub
costing £1995 and £3795 
each. Standard fi nishes 
are walnut, oak and white 
silk, with diamond black 
available at a premium 
(except in the case of the 
subwoofer, which has the 
black fi nish as standard). 
All models feature a 
new 19mm ‘Sonomex’ 
soft-dome tweeter and 
improved cabinets.
The Professional Monitor 

Company Ltd,

01767 686300;

www.pmc-speakers.com

Wharfedale’s crown
A three-year research programme has culminated in the launch 
of two new fl agship Wharfedale loudspeakers – but being 
Wharfedales they don’t carry eye-watering price tags. Smaller 
of the two, the three-way, three-driver, standmount Elysian 2 
costs £4500 a pair, with the three-way, four-driver, fl oorstanding 
Elysian 4 priced at £6500 a pair. Whether there will ever be a 
Elysian 3 Wharfedale doesn’t say… Both models feature an Air 
Motion Transformer (AMT) tweeter, the development of which 
was ‘a key part of the project’. Wharfedale’s unit features a PET 
(polyethylene terephthalate) diaphragm and integral damped 
chamber to dissipate the rear radiation. Various diaphragm 
materials were assessed for the Elysian’s 150mm midrange 
driver before Wharfedale’s engineers settled on a woven 
glassfi bre composite cone with a lossy coating to damp breakup 
resonances. A central phase plug helps optimise the driver’s 
performance on- and off-axis. Glassfi bre is also used in the cones 
of the 220mm bass units, which are refl ex-loaded using what 
Wharfedale calls a ‘Slot-Loaded Profi led Port’ to improve airfl ow.
International Audio Group Ltd, 01480 447700;

www.wharfedale.co.uk, www.internationalaudiogroup.com

ELYSIAN SPEAKERS EMERGE FROM THREE-YEAR R&D PROJECT

Comprising separately developed DAC, preamp 
and twin, bridged power amp stages in one 
substantial chassis, the Musical Fidelity M8xi 
follows in classic MF tradition, despite its new 
ownership, in offering both a high specifi cation 
and prodigious power output at a competitive 
price. Rated at 550W/8ohm, increasing to 
870W/4ohm, and boasting a peak output of 
1.6kW/2ohm, the 48kg M8xi will be priced at 
£5649 when it goes on sale this spring. Based 
around a TI (Texas Instruments) PCM5242 DAC, 
the converter stage offers compatibility with 
LPCM sampling rates of up to 192kHz/24-bit 
on its twin coaxial S/PDIF inputs and single USB 
input, with 96kHz/24-bit compatibility via its 
twin Toslink optical inputs. Six analogue inputs 
(four unbalanced on RCAs and two balanced on 
XLRs) are also provided.
Musical Fidelity (Audio Tuning Vertriebs 

GmbH), Austria, 01235 511166; www.

musicalfi delity.com, www.henleyaudio.co.uk
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STREAMING ‘HORNS’ BOOST THE CLASSIC LOUDSPEAKER SERIES

Chord Electronics has levered 
its dual-feedforward ULTIMA 
amplifi er technology into 
two new stereo amplifi ers, 
the £9250 ULTIMA 5 (which 
replaces the SPM 1200 MkII), 
and the £5995 ULTIMA 6 
(replacing the SPM 1050 MkII). 
The two amplifi ers, which look 
identical, are rated at 300W 
and 180W, respectively, and 
both have multiple proprietary 
MOSFET transistors in their 
output stages, the ULTIMA 
5 using 64 of them and 
the ULTIMA 6 a total of 32. 

Klipsch’s latest powered 
loudspeaker, The Fives, claims 
to be the most versatile 
speaker on the planet, and with 
good reason. It even boasts a 
phono input, so you can plug 
a turntable into it! The 
analogue input can also 
be used with line-level 
signals, with digital 
inputs via HDMI, USB, 
Toslink optical and a 
Bluetooth interface.

Sampling rates of up 
to 192kHz are supported 
by the onboard DAC, and 
a fi ltered LF output, on 
an RCA phono socket, is 
provided for easy addition 
of a sub. Available in the 
UK from April, The Fives’ 
UK price has not been 

Solitary listening

High Fives from KlipschTwo-channel ULTIMA

14-17 MAY High End 2020, MOC, Munich; www.highendsociety.de

20-21 JUN  North West Audio Show, Cranage Hall (De Vere Cranage

 Estate), Cheshire; http://audioshow.co.uk

19-20 SEPT The UK Hi-Fi Show Live, Ascot Racecourse Grandstand,

 Ascot Berkshire SL5 7JX; www.hifi showlive.com

17-18 OCT World of Hi-Fi, Dorint Kongresshotel, Düsseldorf Neuss;

 www.highendsociety.de/world-of-hifi 

06-08 NOV Audio Video Show, Radisson Blu Sobieski Hotel, Warsaw,

 Poland; www.audioshow.pl
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T+A has announced its fi rst 
headphone, the £4800 
Solitaire P (details in a 
forthcoming HFN review), and 
an impressive DAC/headphone 
amp to drive it, the £6600 
HA 200. The latter includes 
separate power supplies for 
its digital processing/DAC and 
Class A analogue headphone 
preamp circuits. Unbalanced 
and balanced headphone 
connections are provided on 
mini-jack, ¼in jack and four-pin 
XLR sockets, with T+A saying 
that each output ‘can be 

accurately fi ne-tuned to match 
the connected headphones’. 
Two analogue inputs are 
provided, together with up to 
six digital inputs if an optional 
HDMI input board is specifi ed. 
T+A’s proprietary ‘True 1-Bit 
DAC’ is compatible with a 
maximum sampling rate of 
768kHz/32-bit for PCM sources, 
together with DSD1024. 
T+A elektroakustik GmbH & 

Co., KG, Germany,

(0)1225 704669;

www.taelektroakustik.de, 

www.theaudiobusiness.co.uk

CHORD’S FLAGSHIP AMPLIFIER TECHNOLOGY IN STEREO CHASSIS

T+A INTRODUCES SOLITAIRE P HEADPHONES AND HA 200 AMP

AN ISSUE...

Balanced and unbalanced 
inputs are provided on both 
models, together with a 12V 
trigger and chunky C19-style 
IEC mains socket. Chord’s 
familiar solid aluminium 
casework provides a consistent 
design aesthetic with other 
Chord items while the ‘Integra 
Leg’ system allows the amps to 
be stacked with other full-size 
Chord products like the Dave 
DAC and Blu MkII transport.
Chord Electronics Ltd,

01622 721444;

www.chord electronics.co.uk

fi nalised but is expected to be 
around £800.
Klipsch Group, Inc., 01235 

511 166; www.klipsch.com,

www.henleyaudio.co.uk



SHOWBLOG Sights and sounds from around the globe

As well as the Harmony integrated amplifi er on display (top), 
Serbian company Šolaja Audio demonstrated two new products: 
the all-tube SA-SYMPHONY preamp (above left) and SA-HPA2150 
power amp – a hybrid design said to deliver 150W into 8ohm. 
Speakers (above right) were SR-57 Studio Reference Monitors 
from RAAL. www.solajaaudio.com; www.raalribbon.com

mplifier on display (top)

Tight Sounds Factory from 
southern Serbia unveiled 
a revamped version of 
its semi-active Model B 
loudspeaker (left). Now 
in a redesigned cabinet, 
it features a RAAL 70-10 
ribbon tweeter, Fostex 
FF165 midrange driver 
and a pair of bass units, 
each with a Class D 250W 
IcePower amplifi er. The 
crossover is passive. A pair 
of the speakers were driven 
by a Šolaja Audio Grand 
Excellence preamp and 
SA-SE215W power amp 
(below left) with a vintage 
Sony CDP-X7ESD CD player 
as source. Cabling was 
all from Belgrade-based 
Hedonist Audio, including 
its Icon interconnects, S6 
speaker cable and PD8 
power distributor which 
features star-wiring. 
www.solajaaudio.com

Local importer Audio Plus 
came up with some unusual 
system combinations, but 
its expertise in mixing and 
matching was plain to hear. 
One of these (below) saw 
a Rega Elex-R integrated 
amplifi er (centre of rack) 

paired with Harbeth HL 
Compact 7ES-3 speakers. 
Sources used were a Rega 
Planar 3 turntable (above) 
and a Bluesound Node 2i 
streamer along with a Rega 
DAC-R (bottom of rack).
www.rega.co.uk 

Hi-Files Show, Serbia
Words & pictures: Milan M Milošević 

On the fi nal weekend of 
November last year, the 
Hi-Files Show – organised by 
the Serbian audio magazine 
of the same name – saw 
brands both global and local 
descend on the refurbished 
Holiday Inn in Belgrade.

Now in its 16th year, the 
event is an opportunity for 
audiophiles from all over 
Serbia to share their love of 
music and the equipment 
on which it is played, while 
enjoying product premieres 
and a show discount, or two.
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SHOWBLOG Sights and sounds from around the globe

At last year’s event Auris 
Audio showed a prototype 
of its Legato CD player. This 
year the player was making 
music once again (see below, 
top of rack), as was the 
company’s D2D DAC with 
Amanero USB solution, said 
to be able to handle native 
DSD and 384kHz/32-bit PCM. 
Electronics included a Vivace 
preamp (above, top of rack) 
and a pair of push-pull Forte 
150 monoblocks using 6SN7 
input tubes allied to two 
KT150 output tubes to give 

a claimed 100W into 8ohm. 
Although Auris Audio has 
announced that it is ceasing 
production of loudspeakers, 
it was good to hear two of 
its models in the system: the 
Poison 88 (above, far left) and 
the smaller Poison 4 model. 

Below can be seen the 
company’s Fortino 6550 
valve integrated amplifi er 
(bottom of rack) which is said 
to deliver 50W per channel 
in push-pull mode using four 
ECC82 and four 6550 tubes. 
www.aurisaudio.rs

The loudspeaker pictured 
here is the Kii Audio THREE 
[HFN Aug ’18] which sports 
six drivers shared between 
the front, side and back of 
its 400x200x400mm (hwd) 
cabinet. Each of the six 
drivers has its own power 
amplifi er while the four 6.5in 
bass drivers are controlled 
by onboard DSP. The 
source was Melco’s 
N1A/2 music library 
[right – HFN Aug 
’15] equipped 
with 4TB of 
internal storage. 
The N1A/2 can 
be used either as 
a network player 
or NAS drive directly 
connected to a player 
of your choice. www.kiiaudio.

com; www.melco-audio.com

This McIntosh system was assembled by Belgrade-based 
Sretenovic Audio, best known for distributing the marque. As 
well as the towering XR100 speakers, the system comprised 
an MCD1100 CD player [HFN Aug ’11], C500 preamp and 
MC611 monoblocks. All line components were connected to 
an MPC1500 Power Controller. www.mcintoshlabs.com

Another local manufacturer, 
Act Audio showed its RCD-1 
CD player (centre of picture). 
A top-loader, it features a 
Philips CD-Pro 2 transport, 
Wolfson WM8741 DAC and 
two 6N30P tubes per channel 
in the output stage. It was 
connected to an RL-1 preamp 
having 5Y3GT, EF86, 6S19P 
and 6N30P tubes, which in 
turn fed a brace of 6C33 
monoblocks with 6N6P and 
6C33C-B valves. Speakers were 
Vienna Acoustics’ Beethoven 
Baby Grand [HFN Aug ’08]. 
www.actaudio.com
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REVEAL ING EVERY  DETAIL

The new Spendor D-Line loudspeakers reveal every nuance of the performance with absolute clarity 

and realism. With their transparent, superbly natural sound and extraordinary resolution, they create 

an airy, spacious soundscape, then invite you in to explore it, uncovering new depths,  

textures and definition in your music.

MADE FOR MUS IC .  DES IGNED FOR YOU.

spendoraudio.com



SHOWBLOG Sights and sounds from around the globe

Pro-Ject showed a wide 
selection of components 
from its ever-growing 
catalogue, all of which 
were on static display. 
There was the Debut 
Carbon Essential III 
turntable seen next to a 
VS Vinyl Demagnetizer 
from VS Audio (above 
left), an X2 deck in white 

(top left) and an RPM 10 
Carbon (above right). Also 
on display were digital 
components, including 
the company’s CD Box S2 
CD player, and electronics 
such as the MaiA S2 
integrated amplifi er.

Now that Pro-Ject 
owns the Musical Fidelity 
brand it was no surprise 

to also see a clutch of 
components from the 
ex-Wembley company, 
including the M2si amp 
and M2scd CD player [HFN 
Jul ’19], M8sPRE preamp 
and M8s-700m power 
amp and the 300W/ch 
Nu-Vista 800 integrated 
amplifi er (top right). 
www.project-audio.com

Veselin Teoharov 
is a Macedonian 
engineer who is 
gaining recognition 
outside the country. 
He demonstrated his DSP Active 
Loudspeaker System III (top, in white) – 
a fully active design with analogue and 
digital inputs, DSP processing and B&O 
IcePower Class D amp modules said 
to deliver 550W. Also on show was his 
Loudspeaker System II (right), which is 
a passive design using ScanSpeak drivers. 
Meanwhile, the pre/power amps (above 
centre) are both modular in design, the 
preamp, for example, able to be supplied 
as an integrated. The power amp is rated 
at 200W/ch. www.teoharov.mk

v 
n 

tion
ntry.

Electronics from Hegel and Exposure 
joined forces in the room of local 
distributor Impulse Hi-Fi Audio (above 
left) and included the former’s EISA 
Award-winning H390 integrated amp 
[HFN Aug ’19] and the latter’s XM5 
integrated and XM CD player [HFN Nov 
’19]. Loudspeakers used included the 
Graham LS 5/9, Neat Extra and Spendor 
A7 (above right). www.hegel.com; 

www.exposurehifi .com

Under the spotight 
here is the 50W/8ohm 
Menuetto integrated 
amplifi er from Dayens 
(top centre and inset, 
right). Here it’s driving 
a pair of the company’s 
250x160x250mm (hwd) 
Tizo Mikra standmount 
speakers (top) said to have 
a sensitivity of 85dB/W/m. 
To show how accessible 
this addictive-sounding 
system can be, a standard 

portable PC was used as 
source, connected via a 
digital USB connection to 
an HRT Music Streamer. 
Cabling included 
handmade, OF-copper In 
ViVo Basic II interconnects. 
www.dayens.rs
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Find out more about the new series at your 

local retailer: www.pmc-speakers.com

A LEGEND IN 
THE MAKING 



SHOWBLOG Sights and sounds from around the globe

Next 
month

HFN reports on highlights 

from the Bristol Hi-Fi Show

Mladjen Vojinović, owner of local distributor 
Vox Trade (below), talks listeners through a 
system comprising a Moon Néo 260DT CD 
transport and Métronome Le DAC connected 
to a VTL TL-5.5 Series II Signature preamp and 
ST-150 power amp. Speakers were Dynaudio 
Confi dence 30 (bottom). www.vox-audio.com

Way Cables again demonstrated a number of its 
fl agship products, including the Champagne+ USB 
cable (right) and Mind Ethernet 8+ network cable. 
The system consisted of a Fidata HFAS1-S10U streamer 
with Nagra HD DAC-X as source, connected to Pass Labs’ 
XP-12/XA-30.8 pre/power duo. Loudspeakers pictured are 
the Franko Serblin Accordo Essence. www.waycables.com

M-Kabl showed two active 
loudspeakers: the S1 from 
Manger Audio fl anked by 
Scansonic’s smaller M9 
with ribbon planar tweeter. 
Source was a Cocktail 
Audio X45 Pro ripper, 
recorder, streamer and 
DAC. At the bottom of the 
rack can be seen an EVO3 
Nova power conditioner 
from IsoTek. www.mkabl.rs

er 
abs’ 
 are 
com

Trifecta Audio, the Belgrade-based 
distributor of Audio Note and SoTM, 
recently added Rogers to its roster. 
On show were the company’s LS3/5A 
Classic [HFN Jul ’19] and LS5/9 Classic 
speakers, both powered by a prototype 
Rogers 20E tube amplifi er. Sources 

were an Audio Note Model 3 turntable 
and CDT Three transport with DAC 3 
Signature (above). Also to be heard 
were SoTM’s sMS-200ultra network 
player, sPS-500 PSU, sCLK-OCX10 
external clock and tX-USBultra USB 
signal regenerator. www.rogers-hifi .uk
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Back in the groove
Mike Barnes unpicks the story of the 180g vinyl reissue…

many labels that reissue albums on 

audiophile vinyl. Demand has risen 

in the last fi ve or six years, not just 

for vinyl, but for the highest possible 

quality of materials, pressings and 

album sleeve artwork.

Esoteric Records specialises 

in reissues of ’70s progressive, 

psychedelic and classic rock albums 

on 180g vinyl, though its fi rst brand-

new vinyl release was the Van Der 

Graaf Generator album A Grounding 

In Numbers in 2011. Yet apart from 

releasing LPs as part of box sets the 

label only began doing standalone 

reissues on vinyl in 2014 when it 

was sure that demand had been 

established beyond doubt.

‘Initially with reissues, the 

standards of pressing left a lot to be 

desired, but the whole approach to 

manufacturing has improved,’ says 

O
n October the 3rd 1996, 

after a concert by Steve 

Reich And Musicians at 

The Royal Festival Hall 

to mark the American composer’s 

60th birthday, this writer presented 

him with the LP sleeve of his 1978 

album Music For 18 Musicians, and 

asked him to autograph it. This 

prompted some amusement on his 

part. ‘I haven’t seen one of these in 

a while,’ he said chuckling, ‘have you 

borrowed it from a museum?’

Such is the way we laugh 

at things that have become 

unfashionable or obsolete – we 

can add brick-sized mobile phones, 

Video 2000 systems and MiniDiscs 

to the list. In the fi rst decade of 

the new millennium, the joke was 

that if you mentioned records to a 

teenager they would respond with 

‘What’s a record?’. 

PRESSING CONCERNS

But trends can come around again 

and in an unlikely rehabilitation of 

the format, young hipsters began to 

be spotted hunting through LP racks 

in secondhand record shops while 

older listeners were retrieving their 

vinyl collections 

from storage.

Yet few could 

have predicted the 

ubiquity of vinyl 

versions of new 

album releases in 

the second decade 

of the 21st century 

and the rise of so 

RIGHT: There 

now exists a 

raft of reissue 

labels dedicated 

to reviving past 

classics on vinyl, 

ranging from 

small operations 

to imprints run 

by major record 

labels. Inset shot 

shows a record 

pressing machine 

at Record 

Industry in The 

Netherlands, 

used to produce 

180g LPs for 

Music On Vinyl 

BELOW: Van Der 

Graaf Generator 

pictured in 

1970 and (right) 

their album 

A Grounding 

In Numbers, 

released on 

vinyl by Esoteric 

Records in 2011 

M
A

IN
 I
M

A
G

E:
 S

H
U

T
T
ER

ST
O

C
K
.C

O
M

/
R

A
D

U
 B

ER
C

A
N



APRIL 2020 | www.hifi news.co.uk | 27

Esoteric label manager Mark Powell. 
‘I think it was imagined that people 
were putting them on a shelf as a 
kind of curio, but now it’s different. 
High-end turntables are selling again 
and you have to make any vinyl as 
good as the original, and if you go 
back to the original master tapes 
I think that the new vinyl pressings 
are superior to the old ones.’

Music On Vinyl, which is based 
in Haarlem in the Netherlands, 
began operations in 2009 with 15 
releases on 180g vinyl. The company 
was formed by Jan van Ditmarsch, 
the managing director of Bertus 
Distribution – currently the biggest 
distributor of physical music product 
in Europe – with John Burgers, and 
Ton Vermeulen. Ton is the owner of 
Record Industry, one of the world’s 
biggest pressing plants with 33 
presses and the capacity to produce 
up to 50,000 records per day. Van 
Ditmarsch reckons that makes it ‘a 
perfect combination’. 

OUT ON LICENCE 

So why exactly did they start? 
‘Just for the love of music,’ van 
Ditmarsch replies. ‘I’m 60 and John 
and Ton are also 60, and I have 
memories of buying vinyl. I’ve now 
been working for over 40 years 
in the music industry. Vinyl was 
something special and we thought, 
maybe we can make a little turnover.

‘I went through my collection 
and made a choice and saw what 
wasn’t available. With Bertus I have 
daily contact with all the record 
companies and in meetings I told 
them, "Listen, is it OK to give me 
the license to release some of your 
records?”. And they said yes because 
it was so small and they know me. 
They really didn’t expect that it 
would become so big!’

During an album’s lifetime it 
can be released on LP on different 
labels, which is largely down to the 
fact that the licences vary in length. 
For example, Music On Vinyl can 
now secure long-term licences for 
European releases, but other 
licences might last for just a few 
years while others are specifi c to 
particular territories. 

Heavyweight vinyl has been 
a part of the record industry for 
longer than people might realise. 
The very fi rst Columbia LPs of over 
60 years ago tipped the scales at 
220g while in the ’50s and ’60s it 

BELOW: One 

of Mo-Fi’s 

early 180g 

releases was 

Supertramp’s 

Crime Of The 

Century in 1978, 

while (right) in 

1981 it produced 

The Beatles 

Collection box 

set of 14 LPs

RIGHT: The fi rst 

step for a Music 

On Vinyl release 

– a cutting 

machine etches 

a groove into 

a lacquer and 

(far right) the 

company’s Jan 

van Ditmarsch  

ABOVE: The 

Music On Vinyl 

warehouse in 

the Netherlands 

where all the 

company’s 

180g reissues 

are arranged 

in alphabetical 

order to aid 

shipping

‘Columbia 
LPs of over 

60 years ago 
weighed 220g’

was relatively common to press LPs 
on heavy virgin vinyl, although with 
rising costs in the ’70s, the use of 
recycled vinyl compromised quality. 

Chicago-based company Mobile 
Fidelity Sound Lab 
was founded in 
1977 and launched 
the Original Master 
Recordings series, 
which utilised the 
half-speed mastering 
process. It released 
Supertramp’s Crime 

Of The Century in 1978 and Pink 
Floyd’s The Dark Side Of The Moon 
in 1979, both on three-year licenses. 
These reissues, which came in heavy 
cardboard sleeves, sold 20,000 
and 30,000 units respectively. They 
were remastered from the original 
master tapes with no compression 

and the minimum of equalisation, 
and were pressed in Japan using 
JVC Supervinyl, which had been 
formulated for manufacturing 
quadraphonic LPs. It was more 
durable than standard vinyl with 
less surface noise. 

MASSIVE INSURANCE 

Back in 1981 the company 
produced the 14LP box set The 

Beatles Collection for which the 
album masters left Abbey Road for 
the fi rst time. It must have been 
a bit like shipping the Ark of the 
Covenant out on loan. 

Michael Grantham, MFSL’s 
Managing Director A&R/Business 
Affairs explained the procedure. 
‘Masters were couriered by MFSL 

executives in lots of 
two to four at a time, 
back and forth from 
Abbey Road to our 
Chatsworth studios 
in California, for 
periods long enough 
to get test pressings 
back from JVC. Then 

the next batch was readied for 
another swap trip. We had – and still 
do have – a fairly massive insurance 
policy that covers us having masters 
in our possession.’

Jessa Zapor-Gray, owner of ZG Inc, 
which undertakes communications 
work on behalf of MFSL says, ‘There 
has always been audiophile vinyl, 

from direct-to-lacquer cutting to 
high-fi delity monophonic 78s.
Modern audiophile releases are 
defi ned by the time and care 
taken to get things right, coupled 
with choosing the best materials 
and processes available’.

These days MFSL uses the Mo-Fi 
SuperVinyl compound developed 
by the vinyl pellet manufacturer 
Neotech in conjunction with 
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APRIL

LEFT: MFSL’s 

Abraxas from 

2016, the fi rst 

LP the company 

released in its 

Ultradisc 

One-Step series

ABOVE: ZG Inc’s 

Jessa Zapor-Gray 

who handles 

PR for MFSL. 

Previously she 

worked for 

AudioQuest

Californian pressing plant RTI. The 

compound is said to bring enhanced 

groove defi nition to pressings while 

reducing the noise fl oor. 

ONE SMALL STEP

Making audiophile vinyl LPs means 

getting as close to the master tape, 

sonically, as possible and trying to 

cut down generational 

loss from the lacquer 

to the vinyl LP. 

‘For our Ultradisc 

One-Step releases 

[HFN May ’17] we use 

one-step plating to 

create our stampers,’ 

says Zapor-Gray. 

‘One-Step plating reduces the 

number of plating steps down to a 

single step and that plate is used for 

pressing. We also switch plates for 

pressing more frequently, meaning 

that the listener is also receiving a 

record that has been pressed on a 

fresh, unworn stamper.’

It might seem reasonable to 

assume that most pressing plants 

operate to a roughly similarly 

standard, but there can be a big 

difference in quality, as Mark Powell 

of Esoteric Records explains:

‘We do 180g as a 

minimum and I’m fussy about 

getting the vinyl and lacquers 

cut at Abbey Road as you tend 

to get a much better sounding 

record. I don’t necessarily trust some 

of the factories to do a good job in 

terms of their cuts. When we used 

some of the European factories we 

had some serious problems with test 

pressings. We’ve been using Abbey 

Road for six or seven years and never 

had any problems.

‘The process of cutting vinyl itself 

was a bit of a dying art and I think 

cutting engineers in the [recent] 

past were used to cutting dance 

music rather than something that 

was more dynamic 

and required more 

attention to detail, 

rather than fi nding 

a peak and cutting 

from there.’

In terms of the 

weight of pressings, 

all of the above 

three companies use 180g vinyl as 

a benchmark. Jan van Ditmarsch 

reckons that although it is diffi cult 

to differentiate between 180g and 

200g pressings, these weights offer 

improved response at the high-end 

‘“Ugh! Don’t 
fall for those 

records, you’ll 
only regret it”’

compared with standard vinyl. 

But just as the difference in 

quality between vinyl and CD 

is still argued over by some 

audiophiles, it’s not surprising 

to fi nd that some record labels 

dispute that increasing the 

weight of vinyl always translates 

into improved fi delity.

PRICE IS RIGHT

Sundazed Records is based in 

Coxsackie, New York and since 

its fi rst release in 1989, has 

specialised in vinyl reissues from 

the ’50s to the ’70s. What does the 

label’s Jay Millar think are the sonic 

differences between 180g vinyl and 

lower weight pressings?

‘Non-existent,’ he says. ‘When 

the cutting engineer is cutting the 

lacquer they have no idea what the 

weight of a record will be, nor do 

they care. The grooves are just as 

deep, just as wide and have zero 

differences. Our team has over a 

decade of experience working at 

pressing plants and can tell you 

that while 180g records can be less 

susceptible to warping, they can 

also be more susceptible to non-fi ll.’

Non-fi ll occurs when molten 

vinyl does not fl ow fully to produce 

a well-formed groove and is 

considered a pressing defect. 

‘We prefer a standard 150g 

record, he continues. ‘If you want 

a record to be more at one with 

the platter then get a good record 

clamp, not a thicker record.’

It seems now that as well 

as paying premium prices for 

hi-res downloads and monthly 

subscriptions to streaming services, 

consumers are also willing to pay 

a ‘proper’ market price for high 

quality LPs. This writer bought LPs 

in the early ’90s for £10 a pop 

BELOW: The Alan 

Parsons Project’s 

Ammonia Avenue 

on Esoteric with 

two 12in 45rpm 

LPs that were cut 

at Abbey Road

RIGHT: Jay Millar 

of Sundazed 

Records 

examines the 

rear sleeve of 

a Chet Baker LP
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without fl inching, so it doesn’t seem 

excessive to spend around £20 or 

the dollar equivalent on a premium 

quality LP. Sundazed fi nds that its 

7in single and LP box sets, and LP 

bundles also sell well.

‘Everything has always been a 

little odd with music pricing,’ Millar 

notes. ‘Even though CDs have almost 

always been more expensive than 

cassettes, cassettes cost more to 

manufacture. They’re mechanical 

items. The price of vinyl seems right 

to us. It’s a very involved process 

using petroleum and when you 

compare the rise in the price of vinyl 

to the rise in the price of gasoline, 

it’s surprising that vinyl LPs don’t 

cost more than they do.’

However, to put things into 

perspective, the resurgence of 

audiophile vinyl is still fairly small-

scale. ‘You press a run of a thousand, 

usually – that is the demand for that 

kind of stuff,’ say Mark Powell. ‘But 

you do get albums that defy that, 

and you can do a lot more.’

BIG BUSINESS 

Music On Vinyl may have started 

with van Ditmarsch rifl ing through 

his record collection, but with the 

company’s growth and expansion 

the choice of catalogue is now 

arrived at more democratically.

‘After ten years in business Music 

On Vinyl is a brand that is known 

throughout the world and so now 

people are coming to us and asking 

if we can release this on vinyl,’ van 

Ditmarsch says. 

‘We have a whole team who 

are looking after that and we have 

our own website and 

people who visit the site 

can leave suggestions 

as to what they want 

on vinyl. We have a list 

of thousands of titles 

that people would like to 

have reissued.’

He gives some 

examples of the 

company’s releases as 

‘soundtracks and ’70s 

ABOVE: Two 

typical Sundazed 

releases on 180g 

vinyl – Chet 

Atkins’ Workshop 

(HFN Album 

Choice in Feb ’18) 

and The Lovin’ 

Spoonful’s Do 

You Believe In 

Magic

BEWARE THE BOOTLEG...

RIGHT: Sleeve 

and label of 

The Pink Floyd 

bootleg LP Live, 

The Best Of 

Tour ’72 with 

ticket and (top) 

programme 

from the concert 

at which the 

recording was 

secretly made. 

The record label 

refers to ‘The 

Grate Gig In The 

Sky’ [sic]

music, Bob Dylan, Crosby Stills & 

Nash and Pearl Jam’. One might 

well assume, then, that Music On 

Vinyl’s customers might be older 

BELOW: Music 

On Vinyl reissues 

of Pearl Jam’s 

album Vs from 

2011 and Bob 

Dylan’s World 

Gone Wrong, 

which the label 

released in 2016

and, like van Ditmarsch himself, 

inspired by an early love of vinyl. But 

it seems that love has crossed the 

generational divide. 

‘When we started we thought we 

were doing it for people 45 years 

and older, but after one year we saw 

the age was going down,’ he says. 

‘It was younger people who were 

very interested. Personally I think it’s 

to do with emotions. Some young 

people have a small box with all 

the music of the world on it. But 

you can’t see anything and you 

can’t read anything. Now they have 

something big in their hands.’

When buying LPs, one of the things 

the vinyl afi cionado needs to be wary 

of is the bootleg version. A cursory 

scan of albums listed in online music 

database Discogs (it now contains over 

11.6 million releases) will reveal LPs 

it categorises as ‘unoffi cial’. Back in the ’70s, 

bootleg records were usually privately pressed live albums, a prime 

example being Live, The Best Of Tour ’72, which featured Pink Floyd’s 

then work-in-progress The Dark Side Of The Moon, surreptitiously 

recorded at the Rainbow Theatre, London that year. It is said to have 

sold 120,000 copies before Dark Side... was released offi cially. 

While there might not be the same quantity of vinyl sales in 

recent years, the market has still supported facsimiles of the offi cial 

releases. And although people will pay more for premium product, 

they are also on the look 

out for a bargain.

‘Sadly you can obtain 

reissues dirt cheap 

from countries where 

copyrights expire,’ says 

Jay Millar of Sundazed 

‘because they cut 

every corner, including 

paying royalties. 

What’s worse, these 

LPs are often cut 

from CD copies of the 

album and sound on 

a par with a YouTube 

video. Ugh! Don’t fall 

for those records, 

you’ll only regret it.’

Mark Powell of 

Esoteric Records has this to say. 

‘The reason we took so long to do vinyl 

reissues of certain albums was because the 

market was fl ooded with vinyl bootlegs 

from companies that didn’t have licences 

and were dubbing the albums from vinyl. 

‘Wholesalers and retailers were saying, “we 

can get some of this stuff cheaper”. But in the last 

few years a lot those companies have dropped out of the market 

because people have realised that the audio quality isn’t very good.’

y
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Six-driver, DSP-controlled active speaker/eight-driver sub
Made by: Kii Audio, Bergisch Gladbach Germany 

Supplied by: Sound Design Distribution Ltd, Cardiff, UK
Telephone: (0)800 009 6213

Web: www.kiiaudio.com; www.sounddesigndistribution.co.uk 
Price: £29,990-£32,290 (with Kii Control)

A
s the moving-coil loudspeaker 
approaches its centenary you 
could say plus ça change – 
much about it has changed, 

but some things remain stubbornly the 
same. For instance, for a large slice of 
the loudspeaker’s lifetime, designers and 
enthusiasts have argued over how sound 
should be radiated into the room. Should 
a speaker ‘beam’ its sound towards the 
listener, thereby quelling the room’s 
contribution as much as possible? Or 
should it fi re sound in all directions, 
engaging the room as much as possible?

Whatever your philosophical stance 
on this, the plain fact is that most 
loudspeakers, old and new, do a bit of 
both: they are omnidirectional at low 
frequencies, where the wavelength of 
sound in air is long, and directional at high 
frequencies, where the wavelength is short.

There’s probably a broad consensus 
among speaker designers that constant 
directivity is desirable, but it’s a diffi cult 
ideal to achieve. Notionally it can be had 
passively using the ‘acoustic resistance box’ 
to create a radiation pattern like the polar 
pattern of a cardioid microphone – but it’s 
hard to realise in practice and, as far as I’m 
aware, only Finnish company Gradient Labs 
has ever offered speakers which attempt 
this over a wide frequency range.

DIRECTIVITY BY DSP

Recently we’ve seen another approach 
gain traction – multi-driver active speakers 
with clever DSP controlling the directivity. 
B&O began the trend with its large, costly 
BeoLab 90 [HFN Dec ’16]. Then start-up 
Kii Audio arrived with the Kii THREE [HFN 
Aug ’18], a simpler, smaller, less ambitious 
design at a much lower price point.

Recipient of wide critical acclaim, the Kii 
THREE had just one obvious shortcoming 
– it was too compact to deliver prodigious 
bass capability. Hence what you see here, 
the £29,990 Kii THREE BXT – the Kii THREE 

atop a ‘bass bin’, although that demeaning 
terminology does no justice to what is 
the logical culmination of the Kii design 
approach. Existing THREE owners can buy 
a pair of BXTs for £16,670, and custom 
fi nishes are more expensive.

In each THREE BXT there are 10 Ncore 
Class D power amplifi ers. The THREE itself, 
which can be removed from the BXT and 
used independently if required, contains 
six – one per drive unit (tweeter, midrange, 
two side-fi ring drivers, and two rear-fi ring 
drivers). Using designer Bruno Putzeys’ own 
adjective, the BXT is less ‘profl igate’ in that 
it has ‘just’ four amplifi ers driving its eight 
drivers (four forward-fi ring, four side-fi ring) 
in pairs, each amplifi er being rated at a 
maximum output of 500W/2ohm.

WORKING IN UNISON

There is no crossover as such between 
the THREE and BXT. Rather, the BXT 
supplements the THREE below 250Hz, 
mimicking its behaviour while dividing 
the LF output among a larger number of 
drive units. As with the THREE, the THREE 
BXT radiates omnidirectionally up to 50Hz 
before transitioning to cardioid radiation 
above 80Hz. This is maintained up to 1kHz, 
at which point the directivity becomes 
dominated by that of the tweeter. It’s this 
surrendering of DSP directivity control at 
HF which makes the THREE so much less 
complex than the BeoLab 90.

The benefi t of cardioid directivity is 
simple – it radiates 4.8dB less energy into 
the room for the same on-axis SPL than an 
omnidirectional radiation pattern, which 
means you hear more of the loudspeaker 
and less of the room. Arguably as 
important as the constrained radiation 

RIGHT: Sliding a THREE onto the BXT adds four 

amplifi ers and eight drive units, considerably 

increasing bass output capability while 

retaining cardioid directivity from 80Hz to 

1kHz. Bass extension also increases slightly

If there was anything wrong with the Kii Audio Three, it’s 
fi xable at a stroke by adding the BXT extension module
Review: Keith Howard & Andrew Everard Lab: K. Howard

Kii Audio

THREE BXT
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angle is that it’s essentially constant from 
80Hz to 1kHz, which means that – over this 
frequency range at least – early refl ections 
from room boundaries will have the same 
spectral content as the direct sound, 
which makes it easier for us to recognise 
them as refl ections and fuse them with the 
speaker’s forward output.

FLEXIBLE POSITIONING

Temptation to lower the frequency at 
which the omni to cardioid transition 
occurs with the BXT was resisted, says 
Putzeys, because this ‘eats into headroom 
rather quickly’. But the opportunity was 
taken to lower the bass roll-off from 30Hz 
down to 20Hz (–3dB). And the BXT, like 
the THREE, incorporates compensation 
for room boundary gain, a screwdriver-
adjusted rotary control on its upper rear 
panel allowing adjustment 
for use near a wall or corner 
[see Lab Report, p39].

DSP driver excursion 
protection is implemented 
as previously, by sliding 
the bass corner frequency 
upwards, but with the 
increased number of 
drivers it kicks in at 10dB higher SPL than 
with the THREE alone. A graph on the Kii 
Audio website shows the THREE BXT’s 
peak output capability to be 115dB SPL 
(distance not specifi ed, probably 1m) 
down to 60Hz, below which it decreases 

at 12dB per octave. This is with the 
BXT’s boundary gain control set to 

‘F’ (fl at); if the LF response is 
adjusted for ‘W’ (near-wall) or 
‘C’ (near-corner) use then the 

115dB SPL limit is retained down to 
even lower frequencies, depending on the 
exact setting chosen.

‘The term 
“bass bin” 

does no justice 
to Kii’s design’

Mating the THREE and BXT is easy, 
as is decoupling them. The THREE slides 
into position on lipped rails, and short 
electrical connections for mains power, 
signal and data are made between the rear 
panel of the THREE and top rear panel of 
the BXT. External power, data and signal 
connections are then made to the BXT’s 
lower panel, with a three-pin XLR providing 
for either analogue or AES/EBU digital 
inputs. USB, Toslink optical and coaxial
S/PDIF inputs are available via the optional 
Kii Control wired remote [see boxout, 
above], which also provides volume and 
access to DSP functions like tone control.

 INSTANT INTEGRATION

Considering the complexity of this speaker 
system – not least those 14 drive units per 
channel, plus all the DSP and amplifi cation 

– it’s laudable that the fi rst 
impression the Kii THREE/
BXT creates when fed 
from editor PM’s reference 
Melco server/player via the 
Kii Controller is one of total 
integration [writes Andrew 
Everard]. There’s no sense 
of parts of the frequency 

range being shuffl ed between drivers, as 
can sometimes be the case with less well 
thought out multi-driver speakers.

Instead, this set-up simply sounds like a 
pair of very high-quality monitors (which 
the THREEs are) with very decent bass 
extension (from the BXTs) – not that the 
Kii THREEs used ‘solo’ are exactly lacking 
in respectable low-end ability. After all, 
these compact monitors already have four 
actively-driven16.5cm bass drivers apiece.

So, with all that ability already in the 
‘head unit’, it would have been easy to 
overcook things by adding another

Although the THREE BXT can be used ‘as is’, most 
buyers will want to add the optional Kii Control 
external controller/preamp. With it, digital input 
options are considerably expanded to include 
coaxial and optical S/PDIF (maximum sampling rates 
192kHz) as well as USB, which supports PCM fi les 
up to 384kHz and DSD fi les up to DSD128. In addition, the controller provides 
volume, source selection and mute controls alongside armchair adjustment of 
the DSP’s boundary and contour fi ltering, facilitated by a small OLED display. 
Although the Kii Control uses a wired connection to the master THREE BXT, the 
main functions can also be remote controlled using either an Apple Remote or 
RC-5 protocol IR handset. Some potential buyers will inevitably question why 
Wi-Fi isn’t supported to allow control via iOS/Android apps, but perhaps that will 
come. Others will thank heaven for a proper, chunky control solution with real 
buttons and a real volume knob that won’t get lost down the back of the sofa 
and never tells you it’s having a problem connecting with the network! KH

KII-PING IN CONTROL
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ABOVE: Standard fi nishes are high gloss white 

or graphite satin metallic. Custom high gloss, 

matt or metallic fi nishes can be ordered for a 

£3000 premium. You can even specify different 

colours for the THREE and BXT, as illustrated!

Kii Audio’s ‘full stack’ – the THREE 

‘satellite’ and BXT bass module – is 

hardly fresh off the boat. Indeed, the 

combo was debuted in the UK as far 

back as our Hi-Fi Show Live 2018, 

developing into one of the stand-out 

sounds at the Hi-Fi Show Live 2019 

in Ascot. Rather than guess what the 

brand will unveil at this year’s Hi-Fi 

Show Live (19th-20th Sept, Ascot), I 

asked CTO Bruno Putzeys to offer a 

hint of what’s to come.

‘Kii Audio has arrived at that 

point in a company’s life when 

its future actions become more 

predictable,’ said Bruno, ‘as are the 

questions asked about its future.’ 

Questions that spring to my mind 

at least include: 1. will Kii make an 

even smaller speaker? 2. will Kii 

make a bigger speaker with all the 

latest technology embedded within? 

And, 3. will Kii launch a digital 

networked source?’

‘Like most companies we don’t 

like to pre-announce,’ demurred 

Bruno, ‘but unlike others that’s not 

because we fear people will hold off 

a purchase in favour of a marginally 

better new model. We don’t do 

marginal, and we don’t do a mkII. 

We’re not in the business of making 

fi nely-graded speaker lineups with 

a multiplicity of tiers and sizes that 

leave prospective customers baffl ed 

as to which to choose.

‘You can be sure that any 

new products will be suffi ciently 

distinctive from the existing ones, 

and from each other, to leave no

doubt which is the right one for you.’

I’ll take that as a ‘yes’ to all three 

of those questions! PM

voice has bags of character, with no sign of 
the sibilance some speakers can elicit, and 
as the track gets busier and the mix denser, 
the speakers just let it do so, with no 

confusion or compression.
Simple though its 

instrumentation may 
be, Iiro Rantala’s take on 
‘Caravan’, from his My 

History Of Jazz set [ACT 
9531-2] still challenges 
systems with its speed 
and detail. It’s driven by 

rhythms in the piano’s left hand, and then 
violin on top, and these speakers give each
instrument its space without making a song
and dance about how clever they’re being.

In other words all the quality here is 
subservient to the main task of making 
music rather than technical showboating, 
and the same goes for soundstaging – 
broad, deep and focused, it’s just there, a 
stage on which the performances are set.

It’s this combination of extreme ability 
combined with an almost insouciant ease 
that sets these Kii speakers apart. Even 
with the least complex music – in this 
case Keith Jarrett’s The Köln Concert [ECM 
1064/65; DSD64] – the quality of the Kii 
Audio speaker system is evident in the 
luminous piano sound and ambience, with 
the way each note decays into the space, 
Jarrett’s exertions and the thud of the 

eight(!) bass units to each speaker, but it’s 
to the credit of Kii Audio’s designers, and 
their DSP, that there’s nothing overblown 
or artifi cial going on here.

Rather, the THREE/BXT package hangs 
together as if it was designed as a single 
speaker, a supposition clear right from 
the sparkling opening notes of Britten’s 
Piano Concerto, played by Howard 
Shelley and the BBC Philharmonic under 
Edward Gardner [Chandos 
CHAN10764; 96kHz/
24-bit]. The percussive 
attack shows the speed and 
defi nition of the speakers, 
and their ability with the 
microdynamics of the music, 
and the balance between 
the solo instrument and 
the orchestra manages to sound entirely 
natural while retaining insight into both 
the score and performance.

ON YOUR MARKS...

This controlled, revealing nature is retained 
with the better-known Violin Concerto, the 
sweet tone of Tasmin Little’s instrument 
soaring above the repeating motifs of the 
orchestra, after a darker opening laden 
with thrilling percussion.

Off to a good start, then, but still 
Donald Fagen’s title track from Morph The

Cat [Reprise 9362499752; 96kHz/24-bit]
takes the listener by surprise, the Kii combo 
slamming into the track with a literal kick 
in the drums before the whole kit springs 
into life, soon joined by a satisfyingly 
grumbly and tight bass and the chiming 
keyboards, guitar and then brass. Fagen’s 

BRUNO PUTZEYS

‘Above all, they 
just sweep you 

along with
the music’
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ABOVE: Cabinet is well damped with only low-level 

driver resonances visible between 3kHz-10kHz

ABOVE: The Kii Audio THREE BXT’s forward response is 

remarkably fl at and even, with a sub-20Hz bass

LAB
REPORT

KII AUDIO THREE BXT

Although it’s only one of the benefi ts of using DSP in an active 
loudspeaker, well controlled frequency response is something 
you expect and the Three BXT delivers. While it’s possible using 
DSP to achieve a ruler-fl at frequency response at a particular 
point in space, Kii Audio has a more realistic approach to 
equalisation, which is not individually customised for each 
speaker and seeks only to correct larger anomalies which are 
present in both the on- and off-axis responses. So at 1m on the 
axis of the midrange driver the forward frequency responses 
[Graph 1, below] proved to be largely fl at in trend but without 
minor wiggles being ironed-out. The resulting response errors, 
300Hz to 20kHz, are modest at ±2.1dB and ±1.7dB respectively, 
and reduce further to ±1.3dB and ±1.4dB over the range 400Hz 
to 10kHz. This is probably fl at enough for any departure from 
absolute tonal neutrality to pass unnoticed.

Pair matching error over the same 300Hz-20kHz is an 
acceptable ±1.0dB and reduces to an outstanding ±0.5dB if the 
upper frequency limit is reduced by a little over an octave to 
9.2kHz. These fi gures don’t quite match those we recorded from 
the Kii Audio THREE [HFN Aug ’18], but they remain impressive. 
Performing a nearfi eld bass response measurement with the 
THREE BXT is complicated by the large number of drive units 
involved, but that measurement issue aside it’s clear that the 
THREE BXT has a bass output that’s effectively fl at to below the 
audible frequency range.

When the rear panel rotary control was moved from F (fl at) 
to W (adjusting bass output for positioning near a wall), output 
was measurably reduced by about 8dB at 20Hz (re. 100Hz), and 
further reduced to about 17dB when the control was rotated 
right around to C (corner location). As there are six intermediate 
settings between the ‘F’ and ‘W’ positions and between the ‘W’ 
and ‘C’ positions, it should be possible to adjust the THREE BXT’s 
bass output to suit most installations. The CSD waterfall [Graph 
2] reveals some low-level treble resonances. KH

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

Frequency response error (300Hz–20kHz) ±2.1dB / ±1.7dB

Pair matching (300Hz–20kHz) ±1.0dB

LF/HF extension (–6dB ref 200Hz/10kHz) <20Hz / >40kHz/>40kHz

THD 100Hz/1kHz/10kHz (for 90dB SPL/1m) 0.5% / 0.1% / 0.3%

Dimensions (HWD) / Weight (each) 1200x200x400mm / 51kg

Pink Floyd’s ‘High Hopes’ [The 

Division Bell; Legacy/Columbia, 
96kHz/24-bit], just about shows 
everything the THREE/BXT combo 
can do, from the open and spacious 
ambience of the intro, with its 
sounds of nature and distant church 
bells already grabbing the listener’s 
attention before the vocals and bass 
grumble. Again there’s that sense of 
clarity, of listen-in detail even when 
the mix is dense but, above all, they 
just sweep you along with the music.

With the Swedish Radio SO/
Ticciati recording of Berlioz’s 
Roméo & Juliette [Linn CKD 521; 
192kHz/24-bit], the ability of the 
THREE/BXT to convey a full-blooded 
orchestral event while maintaining 
fi nesse is much in evidence. The bass 
is rich, conveying the scale of the 
musical forces, but that tight control 
powers the piece along, with the 
instrumental textures – the richly 
metallic brass – crisply defi ned.

That deft low-down punch, 
delivered as part of the musical 
whole, is highly addictive. Playing 
the Neil Cowley Trio’s ‘Rooster Was 
A Witness’ [The Face Of Mount 

Molehill, Naim NAIMCD 171], 
the sheer rhythmic drive of the 
relentless, metronomic drums and 
bass of Evan Jenkins and Rex Horan, 
forming the foundation for Cowley’s 
percussive, charging piano, is every 
bit as exciting as I recall from seeing 
the group live. And that, simply, is 
what the Kii THREE/BXT does. 

LEFT: Unlike the THREE, the BXT has 

no rear drivers, just forward-fi ring and 

side-fi ring ones. Two panels on the BXT 

provide for connection to the THREE 

(top) and external inputs (bottom)

pedals laid out for inspection, as is 
the beauty of the tumbling musical 
expression. It’s a recording so 
familiar as to be almost a hi-fi  cliché, 
but via these speakers it’s again 
captivating, almost mesmerising.

BASS WITHOUT BOOM

You defi nitely get that ‘bass you feel 
as well as hear’ effect, but it’s so 
well-controlled and tautly-defi ned 
that it can sound less than ‘obvious’. 
Those BXT cabinets aren’t really 
subwoofers after all, low though 
they go: instead they just extend the 
remarkable abilities of the THREE 
speakers to give an altogether more 
full-bodied sound, and all without 
drawing attention to themselves.

This Kii combo is serious money, 
visually striking (you can have it in 
a range of colours, and even the 
THREEs in one shade and the BXTs 
in another) and for a hi-fi  reviewer 
totally impractical, as everything 
but the source is in the speakers. 
But that last consideration counts 
not one jot compared to its 
effortless soundstaging and focus, 
remarkable levels of detail, power 
and dynamics, and breathtaking 
musicality. Fabulous!

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality: 90%
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Pre & power tube amplifi ers. Rated at 70W/8ohm

Made by: PrimaLuna, The Netherlands 

Supplied by: Absolute Sounds Ltd

Telephone: 0208 971 3909

Web: www.primaluna-usa.com; www.absolutesounds.com

Price: £4150 (each) 

S
hortly after the turn of the new 
millennium, PrimaLuna began 
manufacturing valve amplifi ers for 
buyers hankering for an alternative 

to the stereotypical solid-state sound. The 
Netherlands-based company launched 
accessible tube designs with up-to-the-
minute styling, starting with the ProLogue 
and then DiaLogue ranges. These played 
an important part in proselytising the joys 
of ‘glass audio’ to a new generation. Now, 
the company’s new EvoLution range – EVO 
for short – has taken over the mantle, with 
100, 200, 300 and 400 levels. The EVO 
400 pre/power amplifi er combination you 
see here (£4150 apiece) is the company’s 
third-generation fl agship.

There’s no mysticism to PrimaLuna, 
no pretentious backstory that warrants a 
high-end price tag. This pre/power is devoid 
of gimmicks, with a neat and uncontrived 
design allied to solid engineering. 
Although the preamplifi er has no internal 
DAC, there’s a good selection of inputs – 
including, for the fi rst time on a PrimaLuna 
amp, balanced XLR connections – that let it 
form the heart of a modern hi-fi  system.

PERFECT PAIRS 

The power amplifi er offers excellent 
loudspeaker driving ability and switchable 
triode/ultralinear operation to taste. The 
traditional valve amplifi er issue of reliability 
is addressed by careful component choice 
and the use of two unstressed pairs of EL34 
power valves per channel, when many 
rivals deploy only a single pair each side. 
Lest we forget, the EL34 is probably the 
world’s most popular audio output tube of 
all time – guitar amp users swear by them – 
so the valves are inexpensive and plentiful. 

The EVO 400 preamp sports a number 
of noteworthy design features. This fully 
dual-mono design has twin custom-wound 
toroidal power transformers, said to be low 

in hum and electromagnetic interference. 
Selected passive components are fi tted, 
including Japanese Takman resistors, 
DuRoch tinfoil capacitors and a motorised 
ALPS Blue Velvet volume pot.

Input selection is achieved using sealed 
relays, mounted right behind the rear 
panel for short signal paths. Neat, hand-
wired, point-to-point wiring is employed, 
using Swiss-made silver-plated OFC wire. 
Alongside a pair of 5AR4 tube rectifi ers 
there are three 12AU7 triodes per channel, 
with the four outermost being the drivers, 
and the central two the input valves.

 The EVO 400 power amp shares 
the same approach in terms of power 
transformers, passive component choice 
and so on – yet there are a number of 

features specifi c to it. It sports six 12AU7 
triodes and, in the standard version tested 
here, eight EL34 output valves, the latter 
confi gured in either triode or ultralinear 
modes at the press of a button on the 
IR remote! Claimed power output is 
2x70W/8ohm in ultralinear mode, dropping 
down to 2x38W/8ohm in triode mode [see 
PM’s boxout, p41 and Lab Report, p45]. 

READY TO ROLL 

One bugbear of valve amplifi ers is biasing 
the tubes – an essential job but not 
every owner’s idea of fun. PrimaLuna has 
removed the need for this with its ‘Adaptive 
AutoBias’ circuit, which continuously 
monitors the condition of all the valves. 
PrimaLuna does not run its valves hard, but 

RIGHT: Underneath the EVO 400 power amp 

reveals its dual-mono construction with high 

quality tube bases [top], point-to-point wiring 

with Tefl on insulation, and choke-regulated PSU 

with tube rectifi cation [lower left]

The ultimate expression of PrimaLuna’s EvoLution amplifi ers not only accommodates a 
raft of different output tubes but also offers triode/ultralinear switching on the fl y
Review: David Price Lab: Paul Miller

PrimaLuna EVO 400 series
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when the inevitable fi nally does happen 
and a tube goes down, it instantly switches 
the amp into protection mode and 
illuminates a red LED beside it. 

The ‘Smartwatts’ system runs the output 
valves at minimum dissipation without 
going into crossover distortion. Lower 
plate and screen voltages mean the tubes 
are less stressed – the company says both 
are set at 417V, compared to many rivals 
that push north of 600V.

Meanwhile, and key for tube-rollers, the 
AutoBias facility also ensures the EVO 400 
will accommodate almost any power tube 
you desire – including the 6L6G, 6L6GC, 
7581A, EL34, EL37, 6550, KT66, KT77, 
KT88, KT90, KT120 and even the huge 
KT150. So power output, and sound, will 
also vary with your choice of tube.

The amplifi er comes with 4, 8 and 
16ohm taps at the back, and can be 
switched into monoblock operation 
should you fi nd yourself able to afford 
an additional EVO 400. In this mode, it 
thumps out a claimed 140W/8ohm in 
ultralinear and 82W/8ohm in triode mode 
with the supplied EL34s.

Build quality is extremely good and 
there’s a choice of black or silver front 
panels to complement a removable 
rounded safety cage – not just decorative 
but for protecting against high voltages. 

LEFT: The EVO 

400 preamplifi er’s 

chassis is almost 

identical to that of 

the power amp [p43] 

with rotaries added 

here for volume and 

input selection. Three 

12AU7 double-triodes 

are employed per 

channel with the two 

larger 5AR4 tubes as 

rectifi ers in the PSU

Both units are physically quite large, and 
virtually identical in size, so you’ll need a 
chunky hi-fi  rack to house them. 

 
 THOROUGHLY MODERN

The company’s founder, Herman van den 
Dungen, has voiced this combination to 
sound crisp, punchy and modern. It’s a very 
long way from the soggy sound of Leak 
Stereo 20s huffi ng and puffi ng their way 
through beat-driven music. Despite this, 
the PrimaLuna EVO 400 combo still has 
something of a ‘valve sound’ – fulsome in 
the bass, while the midband has a subtle 

richness that’s not something you 
hear from all transistor amplifi ers. This 
said, it’s also surprisingly insightful 
and one might even say ‘well lit’ in the 
upper mid. Treble is clean and smooth 
yet retains plenty of energy.

The overall effect is rather intriguing 
then – it’s almost a valve amp for 
someone who’s not quite willing to go 
fully ‘native’. Especially when running 
in ultralinear mode, it has a distinctly 
upfront sound that will be more familiar 
to solid-state fans than long-term users 

of Quad IIs. Indeed, cue up Steely Dan’s 
‘Home At Last’ [Aja; MCA Records 088 112 
056-2] for example, and this normally fairly 
smooth and silky ’70s rock track actually 
becomes rather forward and feisty. That’s 
not to say it sounded harsh, but neither 
were Donald Fagen’s distinctive vocals shy 
and retiring. This complemented the well-
lit treble, as cymbals came over with bite. 
Bass was punchy and thumpy, the power 
amplifi er delivering a big thwack into my 
loudspeakers, as if to make a point.

The EVO 400 pre/power combination 
sounded unexpectedly barrel-chested for 
things that glow in the dark, and anyone 
walking into the room without seeing the 
electronics being used would most likely 
laugh if you told them it wasn’t solid-state. 

With praise for the ‘sweet sound’ of 
pure triode amplifi cation reaching near-
religious zeal in some quarters, some of 
the smarter tube amp brands have been 
offering switchable ultralinear (UL)/triode modes on their integrated 
and power amplifi ers. With its ‘AutoBias’ facility and ability to accommodate 
almost any choice of pentode or tetrode, PrimaLuna’s EVO series is one of the 
most fl exible in this regard. Historically, and partly by design, the EL34s fi tted 
here are perfectly suited to triode adaption – the control and suppressor grids 
are disconnected (or linked to the cathode) while the screen grid is coupled to 
the anode (plate) typically via a 100ohm resistor. So the screen grid no longer 
has a fi xed DC potential but swings with the audio on the anode.

Distortion is reduced in this triode confi guration, but gain is almost halved 
so, in practice, negative feedback is typically reduced to boost the gain at the 
expense of distortion. PrimaLuna walks a sensible compromise – there’s 2dB less 
gain, but also 2dB less noise, in the EVO 400’s triode mode and maximum power 
is 45W in place of UL’s 75W. So direct A/B comparisons may fool your ears if you 
do not tweak up the volume control when switching to triode... The reduction 
in output impedance from 4.8ohm (UL) to 3.9ohm in triode mode confers better 
bass control and a more uniform frequency response. As for distortion, within 
the more limited dynamic range of triode mode it still has a slight advantage 
offering, at best, a x1.5 reduction in THD [black, with UL in red, inset Graph]. PM
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ABOVE: At 31kg, the EVO 400 power amp’s bulk stems from the toroidal PSU transformer and two 

custom output transformers [all in screening can, behind]. Red LED on the fascia means the two pairs 

of EL34 pentodes (per channel) are confi gured in Ultralinear mode; green LED indicates triode mode

LEFT: The EVO 400 

power amp has 

balanced (XLR) and 

single-ended (RCA) 

inputs, switched 

alongside. There 

are also three 4mm 

speaker outputs per 

channel fed from 

16ohm, 8ohm and 

4ohm transformer 

taps, respectively

Editor PM caught up with 

PrimaLuna’s CEO, Herman van den 

Dungen, while visiting his ‘home 

town’ for the ISE show. Surrounded 

by technology from over 50 vertical 

market sectors within the ‘AV 

channel’, and not a tube in sight at 

ISE, it seemed appropriate to revisit 

PrimaLuna’s own tech timeline.

‘We started off by modding 

early Marantz CD players with a 

tube stage’, said Herman. ‘it was 

easier buying the Marantz players 

wholesale than sourcing a Philips CD 

transport and starting from scratch! 

A friend, an ex-Goldmund engineer, 

created the “tube clock” for us

before developing the Adaptive Auto

Bias scheme used in our tube amps.’

The fi rst generation of PrimaLuna 

amps, in the early 2000s, were more 

conventional in design. ‘Yes, and we 

soon realised it was unrealistic to 

expect audiophiles to fi ddle with a 

small screwdriver and multimeter. 

We needed to offer a user-friendly, 

plug-and-go solution.

‘Our Adaptive AutoBias circuit not 

only accommodates a wide range 

of tubes but also optimises the 

conditions according to the music 

signal,’ Herman revealed. And his 

tube of choice? ‘That’ll be the EL34. 

In fact we buy more EL34s from 

Suguang than anyone else. They 

send us selected tubes, but we

re-test and keep only about 60% of 

the stock, returning 40% to be used 

in guitar amps, etc.’

Anything bigger than the EVO 

400s in the pipeline? ‘Yes, we will 

be launching a Reference Series 

integrated, pre and power amp, at 

about €6500 apiece, later this year.’

have, it’s also quite distracting. During 
my listening, the more I got to know 
the amplifi er, the less I fi ddled with the 
remote, and indeed began to realise that 
my choice of programme material was 
beginning to make the decision for me. For 
example, when I cued up Nookie’s ‘Give A 
Little Love’ [The Sound Of Music; RIVET CD 

05] the jury wasn’t out 
for long. This is no slinky 
Steely Dan jazz-funk, it’s 
banging early ’90s jungle/
hardcore, bristling with 
scratchy 8-bit samples and 
a massive sub-bass.

Here triode mode 
sounded a touch too 

soft – it was clearly better in the midrange 
but all the action was with the sub-bass 
modulating up and down, and the frenetic 
hi-hats crashing away above it. 

Ultralinear mode added a welcome bite 
that made the song sound wonderfully 
visceral. Even at seriously high listening 
levels, the EVO 400 power amplifi er held 
on tight and showed few signs of its output 
transformers saturating. Indeed, I couldn’t 
help thinking to myself, ‘Gosh, all this 
power from pairs of EL34s!’.

This combo has real guts and oomph then, 
with just a slight padding out of the upper 
bass to signal its valve origins. 

WHISTLE-CLEAN

When I switched to triode mode, the 
same Steely Dan song was instantly 
transformed. No longer did this combo 
sound so physical, as there 
was a subtle diminution 
of bass power and a slight 
fl attening of treble. Yet 
the midband came into its 
own, the textures of the 
many different instruments 
now distinct, vibrant, less 
generic. I began to hear 
real tonal colour, with the saxophones 
presenting themselves in a softer and 
more subtle way, their rawness unabrasive 
but better resolved. I was also struck by 
the piano sound in triode mode, as it 
was deliciously rich and bristling with 
whistle-clean harmonics. By comparison, 
in ultralinear mode, this same instrument 
sounded more artifi cial and processed.

In practice the switchable ultralinear 
and triode modes completely defi ne this 
amplifi er for while it’s a great feature to 

HERMAN V. DEN DUNGEN

‘It’s a valve amp 
for those not 
willing to go 
fully “native”’ 
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Just to complicate things, the 
ultralinear/triode divide doesn’t 
confi ne itself to power and tonal 
colour. The former is brighter and 
bassier, while the latter still delivers 
music in a more fl uid, free-and-
easy way. Even the frenetic Nookie 
track fl owed a lot better in triode 
mode, so I loved the way the drum 
machine’s rim-shots and snare loops 
were more easily distinguished. 

This was even more obvious 
with pop music such as ABC’s 
‘Date Stamp’ [The Lexicon Of Love; 
Phonogram 32PD-90], which 
bounced along at a cracking 
pace. The song’s subtle rhythmic 
nuances, such as the rhythm guitar 
work and phrasing of Martin Fry’s 
vocals fl owed better, and to great 
emotional effect.

LARGE ’N’ LUXURIOUS 

This pre/power seems able to get 
into the song’s groove right down 
to an almost granular level, as if to 
celebrate what was secreted inside 
this classic early ’80s recording. By 
contrast, to these ears, many more 

expensive solid-
state amplifi ers 
sound far more 
matter-of-fact.

Finally, the 
sense of recorded 
space never 
failed to impress, 
whichever way one 
ran this pre/power 

combination. Good valve amps seem 
to have a special knack of making 
music seem larger than life, and this 
PrimaLuna duo was no exception. 
The haunting modern jazz of Herbie 
Hancock’s ‘I Have A Dream’ [The 

Prisoner; Blue Note TOCJ-4321] had 
a luxuriously wide acoustic. This 
classic late ’60s track is simple but 
effective, and the EVO 400 pre/
power amps opened it right up.

The combo’s confi dence when 
driving even awkward loudspeakers 
meant it threw images far stage 
left and stage right, yet was subtle 
enough to hang things back 
nicely, especially in triode mode. 
The beautiful fl ute, trumpet and 
fl ugelhorn playing also charmed me, 
being locked confi dently in space, 
panned hard to either side and 
dancing between the speakers.

At the same time, I was struck by 
the sheer absence of noise and hum 
when using this pair of amplifi ers, 
which only further helped the sense 
of scale and three-dimensionality on 
offer. It was yet another reminder 
that this is a thoroughly modern 
valve pre/power design. 

ABOVE: The EVO 400 preamp offers fi ve line inputs (two balanced on XLR), two 

balanced outs, one single-ended out, one tape out and an HT bypass

The PrimaLuna EVO 400 pre/
power gets embarrassingly close 
to the top tier for a fraction of 
the price of high-end equipment. 
Given a good source and 
loudspeakers, it’s the impressive 
centrepiece of a serious hi-fi  
system – one with a charm that 
many rivals conspicuously lack. A 
great affordable audiophile valve 
amp combination then, built to a 
high standard and with masses of 
upgrade potential.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality: 86%

0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

LAB
REPORT

PRIMALUNA EVO 400 PRE/POWER

PrimaLuna devotes considerable webspace detailing the quality 
of its PSU and output transformers, its ‘AutoBias’ regime, passive 
component selection, dual-mono layout and other engineering 
niceties – but the upshot is a preamp and, particularly, a power 
amp of exceptional quality. Noise, as claimed, is very low indeed 
with A-wtd S/N fi gures of 98dB for the preamp and a full 94dB 
for the power amp (re. 0dBV and 0dBW, respectively). The latter 
is 10dB better than that achieved by many solid-state amplifi ers! 
Distortion increases with output in both amplifi ers, from 0.03% 
at 100mV to 0.38%/1V and 0.8%/2V with the preamp and 0.19%
at 1W to 0.8%/10W and 0.9% at the rated 70W/8ohm for the EVO
400 power amp (UL mode). I discuss the differences between 
triode and ultralinear/pentode modes in my boxout [p41] but in 
both cases THD increases at low frequency through transformer 
core saturation, reaching ~2% at 10W/8ohm and ~1.3%/20Hz at 
0dBV from the preamp [see Graph 2, below].

This is perfectly typical, as is the increasing source impedance
of the preamp at LF from its moderate 270ohm midband fi gure
to 1.1kohm at 20Hz. The power amp has a high but consistent
~5.5ohm output impedance that will infl uence the overall system
response according to the impedance trend of the attached
speaker. Into a ‘fl at’ 8ohm load it offers an extended bass (–0.3dB/
20Hz) allied to a treble that rises slightly above 20kHz/+0.5dB 
to ‘peak’ at 40kHz/+1.55dB. This will be ‘magnifi ed’ in practice 
because the EVO 400 pre also has a +3.1dB lift at 42kHz. Power
is plentiful too, those double pairs of EL34s achieving 2x73W/
8ohm and 2x85W/4ohm with 112W, 110W, 105W and 82W into 
8, 4, 2 and 1ohm under dynamic conditions [see Graph 1]. PM

ABOVE: THD vs. frequency for EVO 400 pre (1V out, 

black trace) vs. EVO 400 power (10W/8ohm, red)

ABOVE: Dynamic power output versus distortion into 

8ohm (black trace), 4ohm (red), 2ohm (blue) and 

1ohm (green) speaker loads. Max. current is 9.0A

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

Continuous power (<2% THD, 8/4ohm) 73W / 85W (2.45V, preamp)

Dynamic power (<5% THD, 8/4/2/1ohm) 112W / 110W / 105W / 82W

Output imp. (20Hz–20kHz, pre/power) 264-1.1kohm / 5.6–5.0ohm

Freq. resp. (20Hz–20kHz, pre/power) –0.0 to +0.0dB / –0.3 to +0.5dB

Input sensitivity (for 0dBV/0dBW) 429mV (pre) / 147mV (power)

A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBV/0dBW) 97.5dB (pre) / 94.0dB (power)

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz, 1V/10W) 0.36–1.25%/0.70–2.0% (UL)

Power consump. (pre/idle/rated o/p) 57W / 273W/475W

Dimensions (WHD, Pre/Power/weight) 386x206x404mm/24kg/31kg

LEFT: PrimaLuna’s 

system remote offers 

transport controls for 

its CD players; input 

select, volume and 

mute for its amplifi ers 

plus UL/triode 

switching for the EVO 

400 and 300 models  
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DAC/preamp and mono power amps. Rated at 350W/8ohm
Made by: PS Audio, Boulder, Colorado 
Supplied by: Signature Audio Systems 

Telephone: 07738 007776
Web: www.psaudio.com; www.signaturesystems.co.uk 

Prices (DAC/Preamp & Monoblocks): £1550/£2700 

This entry-level combination from US brand PS Audio combines proprietary technology 
with some tried-and-tested solutions in a preamp/DAC and brace of mono power amps
Review: Andrew Everard Lab: Paul Miller

C
olorado-based PS Audio is 
known for a number of things: 
its products are handmade in its 
own US facilities and, as of last 

year, it only sells direct to its US customers. 
Here in the UK, PS Audio’s equipment 
is sold more conventionally, through 
distributor Signature Audio Systems, which 
premiered the company’s Stellar Phono 
Amplifi er at the Hi-Fi Show Live at Ascot in 
October last year. That product, along with 
the Power Plant 3 AC regenerator [HFN Jan 
’20], is part of the new entry-level range 
from the company.

This review features the £1550 Gain Cell 
DAC (which is actually also a preamplifi er), 
and a pair of M700 monoblock power 
amps, claiming a healthy 350W/8ohm, 
and double that into 4ohm, and selling for 
£2700 a brace. If you don’t mind trading 
some of that output for compactness, 
there’s also a stereo power amp in the 
range, the S300, selling for £1550, and 
if you want even more power you don’t 
have long to wait: in March the company 
is planning to launch a Stellar M1200 
monoblock, complete with a valve input 
stage and a 4ohm power output of – you 
guessed it – 1200W.

EVERYTHING TO GAIN

However, it’s not as if the monoblocks, 
or indeed the DAC/preamp, are exactly 
space-hungry. Each unit is a fairly standard 
43.2cm wide, but a slender 7.6cm tall and, 
despite solid, high-quality casework, they 
won’t exactly break your back lifting them, 
as you might suspect if you’ve nipped 
ahead and stolen a look at the ‘lid off’ shots 
accompanying this review [right and p49]. 
There’s quite a lot of fresh air in there, not 

least due to the compact nature of the 
technology used in both preamplifi er/DAC 
and power amplifi ers.

So what exactly is a ‘Gain Cell DAC’ 
when it’s at home, especially when it’s also 
a preamp? Well, PS Audio describes it as 
the ‘Gain Cell Preamplifi er’, but it says ‘Gain 
Cell DAC’ on the front, so it’ll come as no 
surprise that you can use 
it as just a DAC should 
you wish. There’s a fi xed 
output ‘DAC mode’ buried 
in the menu system, 
corresponding to a setting 
of ‘76’ on the variable 
level accessed via the 
single front-panel knob. 

Using this setting, it was possible to 
assess the quality of the digital-to-analogue 
conversion, if not alone, then at least with 
minimal effect from the rest of the design. 
The DAC chip is a familiar ESS Sabre type, 
which seems to be almost ubiquitous these 

days, partnered with passive analogue 
fi ltering and a Class A output stage. 

ALL ANALOGUE 

The chip is fed from a choice of inputs 
– two coaxial and one optical, plus 
asynchronous USB, all using circuitry based 
on the company’s DirectStream DAC [HFN 

May ’18] and an I2S 
connection on an HDMI 
socket, which is suitable 
for use with sources 
such as PS Audio’s 
DirectStream Transport.

Incoming data is 
handled in its native 
form, depending on the 

input used, and three digital fi lters are 
available, accessible from the front panel or 
the tiny remote control handset supplied, 
with the manufacturer saying very sensibly 
that ‘No fi lter choice is wrong or right. 
Instead, each fi lter can be selected and 

RIGHT: The Stellar DAC/preamp employs a 

pair of PS Audio’s encapsulated variable gain 

op-amps [blue boxes] powered by a linear PSU 

[centre]. The DAC section [top right] includes an 

XMOS USB solution and ESS ES9018 DAC

‘There’s no “A-to-
D-to-A” nonsense 
you see in some 
digital preamps’

PS Audio Stellar Gain Cell DAC
& Stellar M700
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auditioned by the user to more perfectly 
match their chosen [system], as well as 
personal tastes and biases’.

As well as its array of digital inputs, 
the Gain Cell DAC also has three sets of 
analogue ins, with three sets of RCAs 
and a single pair of XLRs. These feed 
straight into the preamplifi er, with none 
of the ‘A-to-D-to-A’ nonsense seen in some 
digital-equipped preamplifi ers. This is an 
all-analogue design, with the addition of 
a DAC stage. Or possibly a DAC combined 
with an analogue preamp and output 
control. Editor PM discusses the Gain Cell 

architecture in his interview boxout with 
PS Audio’s guiding light Paul McGowan 
[p49], but it’s worth remembering that the 
preamp also offers a Class A headphone 
stage to feed the socket on its front panel.

AMP TECHNOLOGY 

Within the M700 power amplifi er, potted 
in a blue case like the preamp’s Gain Cells, 
can be found PS Audio’s ‘Analog Cell’ 
input stage, a ‘zero feedback, balanced, 
Class A, MOSFET input stage [that] closely 

ABOVE: PS Audio plays it slender and simple, 

the substantial casework having an unusual split 

design. Volume knob is the only main control, 

with a single button to access menu options

mirrors the sonic characteristics of a 
vacuum tube’. This feeds a Class D power 
amplifi er module based on B&O’s tried-and-
tested ICEpower technology. Originally a 
collaborative project between Denmark’s 
Technical University and B&O, the 
ICEpower brand has since been spun off as 

an independent entity. 
The company’s technology, 

though now regarded by some as 
being rather long in the tooth, is still 
used widely where compact, high-
effi ciency amplifi cation solutions are 
required, from musical instrument 
applications to powered loudspeakers, 
products such as the M700 and in 
the automotive sphere – although 
of course other Class D amplifi cation 
solutions are both available and, 
arguably, more fashionable.

 THAT’S ENTERTAINMENT

Those who cut to the chase and start 
reading any review from the lab report 
[p51] backwards will know that PM has 
reservations about the level of noise and 
jitter measured from the Gain Cell DAC. 
I only got to see the lab work quite late 
in the review process, by which stage I’d 
spent considerable time with this PS Audio 
combo, and enjoyed several long listening 
sessions, both with analogue inputs and 
with the Gain Cell DAC/Preamp fed via USB 
from one of my ‘audio computers’.

ICE-ING ON THE CAKE?

Very few audiophiles had heard of Bang &
Olufsen’s ICEpower technology before 
Rotel’s RMB-1077 was launched [HFN 
Dec ’05], and this fi rst credible stab 
at ‘audiophile Class D’ held sway for 
a good fi ve years with everyone from 
Audio Research and Bel Canto to Pioneer 
incorporating it into mono, stereo and 
multichannel AV products. The next decade saw numerous 
alternative OEM Class D solutions from Texas Instruments, International Rectifi er 
(now Infi neon Technologies) and Hypex, the latter arguably the more elegant 
with their compact footprint, single-ended architecture and ability to deliver a 
reliably fl at response regardless of loudspeaker load variations.

PS Audio’s choice of B&O’s ‘700W/4ohm’ ICEpower module brings with it 
some of the familiar foibles of ‘traditional’ Class D amplifi ers. In particular, the 
ICEpower 700AS1 module’s output fi lter [see coil in centre of pic, p49] increases 
the output impedance at ultrasonic frequencies (8.7ohm/87kHz), which has an 
effect on both distortion and, to a limited extent, response. The latter varies 
with loudspeaker load impedance [inset Graph: unloaded/8/4/2/1ohm = black/
grey/red/blue/green traces]. Into 8ohm it dips to –0.5dB/20kHz before peaking 
at +2dB/55kHz, but is ‘fl atter’ into 4ohm and low 2ohm loads. PM
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ABOVE: The M700 employs one of PS Audio’s ‘Analog Cell’ op-amps at the input [top left], powered 

from the switchmode supply on B&O’s ICEpower700AS1 mono Class D amplifi er module [main PCB]

Actually, I’d spent time not consciously 
reviewing or listening critically – I simply 
hooked up the three-box system just before 
the festive break at the end of the year, 
with the intention of doing little more than 
warming it up. Nevertheless, once it was 
all connected and in place, including being 
linked to my resident AV receiver, it simply 
sort of stayed there, and became part of 
my day-to-day entertainment.

I was able to play music using my 
regular network player, connected in 
analogue, or using a Mac mini running a 
variety of playback software; watch TV and 
fi lms with the Stellars amplifying the front 
left and right channels to good effect; and 
even simply use the amps as 
a means of conveying radio 
programmes, using the 
Mac’s Roon installation. In 
other words, running them 
just as a ‘proper’ user would 
experience them. And that, 
almost as much as the 
ensuing ‘serious’ listening, 
using a selection of tried-and-tested tracks 
as well as a few recent discoveries, allowed 
me to get the measure of the sound of the 
Stellar amplifi er combination. 

UP TO SPEED 

They are weighty, fast and fl eet of foot, 
albeit with some evident softness in the 
treble that goes beyond sweetness into 
something just a little too muted for 
some tastes. Those whose pet hobby 
is attempting to fathom out the exact 
dimensions of the acoustic in which a 
recording was made might feel a bit short-
changed, and that sense of the sound 
hanging in the air after the last note has 

sounded is somewhat diminished, as is 
that sometimes magical sense of space in 
the few seconds before the music begins. 
But for the main event – the music itself – 
these amps have much to commend them.

ROCKIN’ OUT 

Playing Stokowski’s Rhapsodies set [Sony 
BMG 82876-67903-2; DSD64], which 
is hardly the most subtle collection of 
interpretations, it’s still not hard to admire 
not only the playing of the RCA Victor 
Symphony Orchestra, or in particular 
the frankly astonishing combination of 
defi nition and sheer dynamics the RCA 
Living Stereo engineers captured back 

at the beginning of the 
1960s. Whether with the 
headlong charge of Liszt’s 
Hungarian Rhapsody or 
the stately progress of 
Smetana’s ‘Moldau’, the 
musicians are playing on 
top form, and the weight 
and midrange openness of 

the Stellar amplifi cation brings all that to 
the speakers, despite the ‘maximum thrills’ 
approach of the whole recording.

The speed of these amps, and their 
dynamic ability, is much in evidence with 
Wesseltoft/Schwarz/Berglund’s Trialogue 
[Jazzland 060253786601], with its 
winning mix of Bugge Wesseltoft’s jazz 
piano and Dan Berglund’s bass with some 
frankly strange electronica courtesy of 
the third member of the trio, DJ/producer 
Henrik Schwarz. Sometimes Schwarz just 
contributes subtle percussion, sometimes 
he overdrives the piano into fuzz, but 
throughout this fascinating album keeps 
the feet moving when played through the 

‘Sometimes 
Schwarz will 
overdrive the 

piano into fuzz’

PS Audio’s ‘Gain Cell’ aims to better 

the performance of a conventional 

potentiometer in setting the volume, 

or gain, of a preamp. Inside the Gain 

Cell’s blue boxes [see pic, p46], a 

brew of IC op-amps and discrete 

FETs are confi gured into a Gilbert-

style mixer. However, instead of 

combining two audio feeds, a 

variable DC feed is ‘mixed’ with the

audio to increase or decrease its level.

The linearity of this technique is 

infl uenced by the matching of the 

transistors in each half of the cell 

[see Lab Report, p51], so we asked 

Paul McGowan, PS Audio’s owner, 

to shed a little extra light on the 

thinking behind its latest innovation.

‘We knew that potentiometers 

and stepped volume controls 

impacted sound quality as much as 

the circuitry supporting it’, says Paul. 

‘We had to fi nd a better solution! 

It occurred to me that we could 

eliminate the need altogether by 

directly changing the gain of the 

preamp’s line stage.

‘Over the course of the next year, 

I played around with various Voltage 

Controlled Amplifi er (VCA) topologies 

that all showed promise but were 

diffi cult to build and harder still to 

consistently manufacture. Then I

stumbled upon some op-amp ICs from

a small design house (THAT Corp). 

‘Another six months of design 

work later I had what we call the 

“Gain Cell” an amazing sounding 

variable gain amp. That circuit, which 

requires a number of peripherals and 

hand tuning to get right, solved our 

volume control dilemma and serves 

as the basis of our Stellar Gain Cell 

line, including our upcoming Strata – 

a new integrated amplifi er.’ PM

PAUL MCGOWAN
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LAB
REPORT

PS AUDIO STELLAR DAC/M700

Although PS Audio has adopted the tried-and-tested ES9018 
DAC, the usual mix of low noise, low distortion and vanishingly 
low jitter are swamped here by PSU noise and THD from, 
presumably, the encapsulated ‘Gain Cell’ preamp [see interview, 
p49]. The A-wtd S/N is 90dB (re. 0dBV, or just 103dB via the DAC 
at the maximum 6V balanced output) while distortion is a steady 
0.016% on the left, 0.0095% on the right, from 20Hz-20kHz. 
The ‘Gain Cell’ itself offers a maximum +12dB gain, delivering 
up to 19.9V from a 97ohm source impedance via its balanced 
outputs. Add the DAC into the signal path and distortion reaches 
0.09-0.11% at 0dBFs with a minimum of 0.005-0.02% over the 
top 30dB of its dynamic range [see Graph 2, below]. The ES9018 
DAC is capable of far lower than the ~3000psec jitter/PSU 
intermodulation recorded here, and this will surely add some 
fuzzy warmth to the Stellar DAC’s sound.

The 76.1dB A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBW) of the partnering 
M700 monoblocks suggests they’re no ‘quieter’ than the pre, 
but this is an innocuous white noise. Otherwise the M700 
is deceptively powerful, matching its 700W/4ohm rating at 
365W/8ohm and 715W/4ohm, the Class D architecture yielding 
little or no difference under dynamic conditions at 366W, 
725W and 750W into 8, 4 and 2ohm, falling to 495W/1ohm as 
a result of its 22A current limit [see Graph 1, below]. This and 
the trend of gently rising distortion above 10W (0.0009%/10W 
to 0.005%/100W, 0.011%/200W and 0.022%/300W) is also 
visible in Graph 1 (albeit lower under continuous than dynamic 
conditions). I discuss the M700’s frequency response and 
sensitivity to speaker loading in my boxout, p47. PM

ABOVE: Distortion versus 24-bit digital signal level 

over a 120dB range (1kHz, black; 20kHz, blue)

ABOVE: Dynamic power output versus distortion into 

8ohm (black trace), 4ohm (red), 2ohm (blue) and 

1ohm (green) speaker loads. Max. current is 22.3A

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

Continuous power (<1% THD, 8/4ohm) 365W / 715W

Dynamic power (<1% THD, 8/4/2/1ohm) 366W / 725W / 750W / 495W

Output imp. (20Hz–20kHz, Pre/Amp) 97ohm / 0.011-0.022ohm

Freq. resp. (20Hz–20kHz/100kHz) –0.09 to –0.5dB/–8.9dB

Digital jitter (USB / S/PDIF) 3050psec / 3150psec

A-wtd S/N ratio (DAC/Amp) 102.7dB (0dBFs) / 76.1dB (0dBW)

Distortion (DAC, 0dBFs/Amp, 0dBW) 0.085–0.095% / 0.0009–0.008%

Power consumption (Preamp/Amp) 7W / 402W (19W idle)

Dimensions (WHD, each unit) 432x76x305mm / 21kg (total)

Stellars, with their combination of 
weight and alacrity, as tracks like 
‘Take A Quick Break’ charge along.

These sonic characteristics also 
suit the fi nal Wings album, 1979’s 
Back To The Egg [Parlophone CDP 
7 48200 2], with a delicate touch 
on ‘We’re Open Tonight’ and the 
ability to rock out on the stadium 
crowd-pleasing ‘Old Siam, Sir’ and 
‘Rockestra’, bookending the quirky 
‘Arrow Through Me’, with its deep, 
dark bassline. The album’s dense, 
complex mix tests amplifi ers, for 
example with the brass break on 
‘Arrow...’, and the PS Audio trio is 
more than up to the job, punching 
its way through with real drive.

It’s only with really atmospheric 
recordings, such as various titles 
on the Norwegian 2L label, 
including Stemmeklang’s Tomba 

Sonora [2L-155, 
DSD128], which 
was performed in 
the highly resonant 
mausoleum in 
Oslo’s Emanuel 
Vigeland Museum, 
that the Stellars 
come slightly 
unstuck. There’s 
still a sense of the 
atmosphere of 
the recording’s 

location, but the smoothing effect 
in the treble does slightly diminish 
it, and to some extent blunts the 
way the interplay of the harmonics 
contributes to the experience.

VOICES SOAR 

Nevertheless, what little top-end 
sparkle is missing here is more than 
compensated for by the seeming 
unstoppable nature of these amps, 
and I’m not just talking about 
their ability to thrash out a spot 
of Motörhead or ZZ Top at room-
shaking levels. Indeed, they’re just as 
convincing with the stripped-down 
sound of Otis Taylor’s fi rst album, 
1997’s When Negroes Walked The 

Earth [Shoelace Records OT333], as 
is clear from a listen to the literally 
chilling ‘Cold At Midnight’, with its 
metronomic bass fi gure over which 
Taylor’s guitar and voices soars. 

ABOVE: The preamp/DAC [top] includes USB-A, HDMI (I2S), optical and two coaxial 

digital ins alongside fi ve line ins (two balanced on XLRs), and balanced/single-ended

preamp outputs. The two M700 amplifi ers [middle/bottom] offer matching balanced/

single-ended inputs and pairs of 4mm speaker cable binding posts

If the lab report makes slightly 
troubling reading, this DAC/
amp combo is somewhat more 
entertaining in use. There’s 
not the last word in wide-open 
treble detail, but when it comes 
to power and pace the slimline 
Stellars will raise few complaints. 
Whether used with a computer 
and its onboard DAC, or as a pure 
analogue set-up, this package 
has a scale and weight belying its 
slimline dimensions.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality: 85%
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LEFT: PS Audio’s 

compact remote 

governs volume, 

input and digital fi lter 

select, phase invert 

and menu navigation 

including Stemme
S
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O
rdinarily, I prefer to ignore 
the vexing topic of prices. My 
attitude is simple: if I can’t afford 
something, I don’t take it out on 

the world. I can’t afford a Bugatti T57SC 
Atlantic, but I don’t hate Ralph Lauren for 
owning one. So let’s get two things out of 
the way, the fi rst being that the D’Agostino 
Momentum HD Preamplifi er costs £47,998, 
making it one of the most expensive 
control units on the planet.

This, however, is totally commensurate 
with the pricing of the power amplifi ers in 
the D’Agostino catalogue, so it makes sense 
in that context. Reality check, for as painful 
as it seems, Extinction Rebellion types are 
not potential HD owners. Rich guys are. 
The second is good news, for owners of 
the earlier Momentum preamp do not 
have to rail against the heavens about 
obsolescence. Their units can be updated.

MAJOR REVAMP 
And the updates are extensive. As they’re 
internal, I was confused momentarily 
when editor PM sent me the HD because 
I recall that we had reviewed the preamp 
before, albeit in non-HD guise [HFN Nov 
’13]. Perfect timing because a day later, 
a detailed internal memo arrived from the 
distributor, outlining the modifi cations, as 
described elsewhere in this review by PM 
[see boxout p53 and Lab Report p55].
Thus, unlike second-generation models that 
have undergone minor cosmetic changes 
and a tweak or two, this is a major revamp 
of what was already one of the fi nest 
preamps money can buy.

Offered in black or silver, both with 
the company’s distinctive use of copper 
trim, the Momentum HD is recognisably 

a D’Agostino product, and it looked like it 
had come home when sited next to the 
Momentum Stereo [HFN Aug ’12]. (At the 
risk or inciting the Wrath of Dan, I also 
used it with the Audio Research REF75SE 
tube amplifi er, which confi rmed its 
magnifi cence.) As this is the top preamp, 
it will also be used, no doubt, with the 
Relentless mono power amp [HFN Mar ’20].

Unsurprisingly, there are a couple 
of quirks wholly consistent with Dan 
D’Agostino’s world view. This is a balanced-
only affair, which might prove inconvenient 
for legacy components that use phono 
connections but the HD is strictly line-level, 
so one might presume that those shopping 
in this price sector can afford to add the 
matching D’Agostino phono stage. Staying 
balanced all the way wasn’t a chore for 

me, as I used the Marantz CD-12/DA-12 
CD player and the Otari MX5050 open-reel 
deck, which provided assessment with both 
analogue and digital sources.

COMPLETE CONTROL 
Another oddity here – refreshing, if 
you’re of the more-is-more mind-set – 
is the inclusion of tone controls. These 
work subtly and proved useful with iffy 
recordings, eg, if one is found with absurdly 
overloaded bass, so I am not averse to 
them as I have no doubt that when they’re 
not in use, they’re out of circuit. The 
tone controls are not accessible from the 
remote, but that’s a minor issue because all 
of the other functions are, and the remote 
is now Bluetooth, so you don’t need line-of-
sight at the unit to use it.

RIGHT: Mainboard is now shared with 

the MLife integrated’s line section. Volume 

adjustment is achieved via a relay-switched 

resistor ladder [centre, with discrete transistor 

preamp] and note tone PCB [bottom right]

While we await the Relentless Preamp the ‘HD’ remains D’Agostino’s top model, with 
its Bluetooth remote and raft of subtle enhancements culled from the MLife integrated
Review: Ken Kessler Lab: Paul Miller

Solid-state preamplifi er with outboard PSU
Made by: D’Agostino LLC, Connecticut, USA

Supplied by: Absolute Sounds Ltd
Telephone: 0208 971 3909

Web: www.dagostinoinc.com; www.absolutesounds.com
Price: £47,998  

D’Agostino Momentum
HD Preamplifi er
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IMPROVING THE TONE

The HD Preamp’s watchface indicates 
the available preamp gain rather than 
absolute level with ‘25’ representing 
–30dB (in/out); ‘50’, –11dB; ‘75’, +5dB; 
and full volume +12dB or x4, even if the 
‘100’ legend is just beyond the arc of the 
needle. Below about ‘70’ on the display 
the HD Preamp acts as an attenuator, 
only offering gain above this position. The control confers 
fi ne ±0.5dB steps over the top 42dB of its range with ±1dB steps over the middle 
16dB and coarser ±2dB-3dB steps across the lower 30dB. The total useable 
range is 89dB. The preamp’s default frequency response is discussed in the Lab 
Report [p55 and dashed, above] while the profi les of the six ‘boost’ (red) and 
fi ve ‘cut’ (black) bass/treble tone settings are illustrated on the inset Graph. As a 
rule of thumb, the boost settings suggest frequencies of 50Hz and 20kHz (ie, +2 
equals +2dB/50Hz re. 1kHz) while the ‘cut’ profi les operate closer to 20Hz and 
25kHz (except ‘–5’). A subtle but broad adjustment is evidently possible using 
the ±1 and ±2 settings, allowing a useful tailoring of deep bass and high treble, 
compensating for room and ancillary equipment the ‘old fashioned’ way! PM

control confers

Set-up – the ludicrous weight of the unit 

aside – was easy-peasy, especially if slotting 

it into an existing, all-balanced system. 

Transferring XLR cables? Two minutes 

maximum. Power on at the rear, press the 

standby button and you’re in business. 

The volume control via 

the signature watch-style 

bezel around the meter 

still gives me a kick, what 

with my horological 

tendency, and the feel of 

the buttons’ action also 

reminded me of superior 

chronograph pushers.

The Momentum HD is everything that 

I have been screaming about for three 

decades: a presence so luxurious that the 

Swiss and the Germans will only be able 

to look on with awe and envy. So, for the 

umpteenth time, when you pay this kind of 

money for hi-fi , you deserve a product that 

looks like it was made by a top jeweller, not 

a travelling basket-weaver.

 RIGHT ON TIME

It doesn’t take a pair of golden ears to 

recognise, from the fi rst notes, that the 

Momentum HD speaks 

with unparalleled 

authority. That Breguet-

style meter may seem 

an odd conceit, but the 

reference is apposite: 

Abraham-Louis Breguet 

was arguably the 

greatest watchmaker 

who ever lived, and his raison d’être was a 

lifelong quest for precision in time-keeping.

Now it starts to makes sense, especially 

if you believe that music is, above all, a 

function of timing. Not just the correct 

ABOVE: Fabulous casework oozes luxury. 

Rotating the outer ring of the watchface dial 

adjusts volume; defeatable bass and treble 

controls (right) offer subtle tonal adjustment

time-aligned delivery of the signals in the 

manner of angled-baffl e speakers, but of 

rhythm, of all the elements in a band or 

orchestra working in perfect concert. Blow 

me down, does this unit take control of 

the entire proceeding, neither adding nor 

removing anything. It is so revealing that it 

smacks of laboratory hardware.

With ‘Muskrat Ramble’ from The Best Of 

The Dukes Of Dixieland [Audio Fidelity AF 

1962 7½ips open-reel tape], the clarinet 

had a gorgeous woodiness and richness 

so mellifl uous that I did more than one 

double-take – you know, those momentary 

fl ashes of being fooled by the system. The 

piano stage left had a wonderful honky-

tonk roundness, the percussion – 

especially the woodblock – was as crisp 

as a Frito and the audience sounded so 

genuine that I had to reassess my list of 

Top 10 tapes. Then again, it did this to 

everything I played…

READY TO DAZZLE 

Soundstage recreation was so glorious, 

so open and so spatially convincing that 

I found the Wilson Sasha DAWs [HFN 

Mar ’19] to be even more dazzling than 

I had previously realised. The HD is like 

a makeover – that feeling when you’ve had 

your car serviced to perfection and you just 

want to head out on the open road. 

Take, for example, Buffalo Springfi eld’s 

‘For What It’s Worth’. I’ve heard this 

song more than any other in my entire 

library, even Beatles tracks. I played the 

best version in my possession, from the 

Atco compilation Smash Sounds Vol 2 

[ALC8188]. It was like hearing it for the fi rst 

time. Which I can actually remember.

‘I’m struggling to 
comprehend how 
it demonstrates 

such grip’
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LAB
REPORT

D’AGOSTINO HD PREAMPLIFIER

Comparisons with the original Momentum Preamplifi er [HFN 
Nov ’13] reveal a series of subtle differences not refl ected in the 
general description of the updates. For example, the application 
of the fi nest ±0.5dB volume control increments has been 
extended from the top 35dB to the top 42dB of its dynamic 
range [see boxout, p53] while the overall gain has been boosted 
from +8.2dB to +12dB in the HD Preamp. Maximum output has 
increased too, from 20.5V to a massive 26.5V, so the HD Preamp 
will drive any likely power amp into clipping – including any 
of the Constellation power amps in their reduced-gain ‘Direct’ 
mode [HFN Oct ’19]. The A-wtd S/N ratio is proportionally lower, 
however, from 96dB to 92dB here (all re. 0dBV) although the 
residual noise is still vanishingly low at –98dBV (13μV). That 
outboard PSU clearly confers benefi ts...

The preamplifi er’s output impedance is unchanged at
38-39ohm (20Hz-20kHz) but the response, previously extended 
to within ±0.02dB out to 100kHz, now features an ultrasonic 
roll-off amounting to –0.18dB/20kHz to –3.5dB/100kHz [not 
unlike the Relentless power amp – HFN Mar ’20]. The broad 
subsonic boost of +0.4dB/20Hz and +0.78dB/5Hz is unchanged 
and also remains unaffected by the Tone in/out setting [see 
Graph 1 below]. The profi les of the 11 bass/treble tone settings 
are discussed in my boxout [p53]. Distortion is now more 
consistent between L/R channels and still very low at <0.0005% 
from 5Hz-5kHz but, along with the mildly tailored response, THD 
also increases at HF up to 0.002%/20kHz and 0.01%/40kHz [see 
Graph 2]. We saw the same from the MLife preamp board, upon 
which the HD Preamplifi er is based [HFN Apr ’17]. PM

ABOVE: Distortion versus extended frequency at 0dBV 

(Balanced in/out; left, black; right channel, red)

ABOVE: Balanced line frequency response at 0dBV 

(tone defeat, solid; tone on at ‘0’, dashed)

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

Maximum output (<1% THD, 47kohm) 26.8Vrms (Balanced)

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

Output impedance (20Hz–20kHz) 38.3-38.8ohm (Balanced)

Frequency response (20Hz–100kHz) +0.38dB to –3.50dB

Input sensitivity (re. 0dBV) 251mV (Balanced)

A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBV) 92.0dB

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz re. 0dBV) 0.00025–0.0022%

Power consumption 36W (33W standby)

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight (w. PSU) 457x178x300mm / 45kg

There’s nothing one can say 
about gear at this level that isn’t 
a superlative. The D’Agostino 
Momentum HD is a true crème-

de-la-crème component, rich 
with that quality which defi nes 
cost-no-object designs: a sense of 
no limitations, characterised by 
no compromises, no intrusions. 
It will challenge everything you 
own, as it demands sources and 
speakers in the same league. It is 
unabashedly magnifi cent.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality: 90%
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Reviewers often speak of being 
able to ‘listen into’ a performance. 
The HD accomplishes this by 
applying to the sound of a speaker-
based system the sort of focused, 
almost forensic experience of using 
headphones. Cans achieve this by 
isolating the listener from external 
distractions. The HD? I’m struggling 
to comprehend how it demonstrates 
a grip that redefi nes the old name 
for the product genre of which it is 
a part: ‘control units’.

WHAT A BLAST!

Every instrument, every placement 
of each sound possessed body, 
location and scale. That’s a verbose 
way of saying ‘3D’ but I do need to 
convey how thorough is the overall 
experience. It is almost impossible 
to criticise it, let alone dissect it. If 
anything, I could muster only one 
tiny concern, and that was down 
to the power amplifi ers… or, to be 
more precise, tubes-vs-transistors, 
a feud I’d rather not re-ignite.

There is a point where a hint of 
coldness manifested itself when 
using the Momentum Stereo. I 
detected it with the acoustic guitars 
in Three Dog Night’s magnifi cent 
take of ‘It Ain’t Easy’ from the album 
of the same name [Dunhill X5078; 
3¾ips open reel tape].

Was it disturbing, a deal-breaker, 
a point-lowering phenomenon? Not 
at all: it was no more of a ‘thing’ 
than the difference between two 
top cables. But the absurdity of 
this is that I am criticising what is 
actually a strength, a virtue. What it 
gets down to is personal preference, 
and I always opt for a slightly softer 
sonic experience. I like a bit of 
warmth, even if it is inaccurate.

That’s by-the-by. This preamplifi er 
has, to my ears, no rivals in dynamics 
nor in the bass. The tubas on the 
various Dukes Of Dixieland tracks 
blasted from the speakers with all 
of the force of the Salvation Army 
Band that performs in Canterbury on 
most Saturdays. I hear brass bands 
all the time – the HD put them in my 
listening room, with the mass, the 
power and above all the extension of 
the actual instruments in reality.

There is danger in using the 
word ‘best’. But I can tell you this 
much: the Momentum HD is one 
the greatest preamps I have ever 
experienced. If you own a TechDAS 
Zero turntable, Wilson Audio WAMM 
Master Chronosonics, or other 
components of that elevated calibre, 
you have to hear the D’Agostino 
Momentum HD. It’s that simple. 

ABOVE: Fed via a short umbilical from its outboard DC PSU (doubling as an 

isolation platform), the Momentum HD Preamp offers six balanced inputs (inc. an HT 

throughput) and two parallel balanced outputs. Remote is now via Bluetooth control

ABOVE: Machined to match the preamp, 

D’Agostino’s tactile remote is now fi tted 

with Bluetooth. It accesses volume, 

balance, input but not tone adjustment
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ABOVE: Machined to match the preamp, 

D’Agostino’s tactile remote is now fi tted 

ABOVE M hi d h h
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R-2R non-oversampling DAC
Made by: AQ Technologies S.r.l., Milan, Italy

Supplied by: Elite Audio Ltd, Fife 
Telephone: 01334 570 666

Web: www.aquahifi .com; www.eliteaudiouk.com 
Price: £11,990

A
s we’ve seen in the past, 
notably in our review of its La 
Voce S2 DAC [HFN Aug ’16], 
Italian company Aqua, aka AQ 

Technologies, tends to follow its own 
path in the design and engineering of its 
products. Based in Milan, and just coming 
up to the tenth anniversary of its founding 
by chief engineer and product designer 
Cristian Anelli, it bases its work on what 
it describes as ‘dedicated research with 
creative thinking’.

This has led to a select range of digital 
products: a £6495 CD transport called 
La Diva, and a choice of three DACs: the 
£3395 La Voce S3, the La Scala MkII at 
£6295 and the fl agship £11,990 Formula 
xHD we have here. All three DACs share a 
common converter architecture, of which 
more in a moment, while the pricier two 
also incorporate what the company calls 
‘Optologic’ technology. The latter refers 
to the fact that galvanic (and magnetic) 
isolation, between the DAC’s analogue 
and digital sections, is achieved via opto-
couplers. All the same, to describe this as 
‘our proprietary Optologic D/A conversion 
system’ seems something of a stretch.

STEPS TO SUCCESS

More to the point is the digital-to-analogue 
conversion set-up here, which eschews 
off-the-shelf chip-based converters. Its 
solution is based on a ‘ladder’ of resistors 
for each channel or – as in the Formula 
xHD – two ladders per channel, operated in 
differential mode for improved resolution 
and noise cancellation. These are fed 
with a proprietary digital signal derived 
from the inputs, generated within a Field 
Programmable Gate Array (or FPGA). Editor 
PM describes this in his boxout, p57.

The galvanic isolation bit comes in 
between the FPGA and the four ‘branches’ 
of the R-2R resistor ladders, thus keeping 

the entire digital conversion section, 
including the clocking, well away from any 
interference from the analogue circuitry, 
and vice-versa. In addition, the Formula 
xHD uses separate digital and analogue 
power supplies, all the way to a pair of 
C-core transformers and 
is built using discrete 
components, selected for 
sound quality and longevity.

The DAC uses no 
oversampling or digital 
fi ltering, and the analogue 
section is direct-coupled, 
with no capacitors in the 
signal path. The outputs are offered on 
either conventional unbalanced RCAs, or 
balanced XLRs fed from a transformer-
coupled circuit – rare in consumer audio 
products, but de rigueur in the pro 
audio arena. Also, in common with all 
Aqua products, this one is of modular 
construction, with its various sections on 
separate circuitboards (all the way down to 
each ‘ladder’ here being on its own board), 

not just for ease of servicing but also to 
allow it to be upgraded in the future. 

WELL CONNECTED 

In fact, all three of the company’s DACs 
have already been subject to upgrades 

and improvements. Not 
only did the original 
Formula gain the xHD 
improvements in format-
handling, processing and 
performance, but the 
model we have here, to 
give it its full name, is 
actually the Formula xHD 

Rev2. All that aside, the Formula xHD is a 
pretty simple device, its controls running to 
nothing more than power, mute and phase 
inversion fl ip-switches, plus selectors for 
the bank of digital inputs to the rear.

In addition to what Aqua calls its AQlink 
input, an I2S port to match the similar 
connection on the La Diva transport, 
using an RJ45 connector, the Formula 
xHD also offers more standard coaxial 

RIGHT: Two transformers [near left] feed 

separately regulated PSUs [centre left] that 

supply the XMOS USB input board [top left], 

Xilinx DSP [lower right], discrete ladder DACs 

[centre right] and analogue stages [top right] 

Aqua Formula xHD Optologic
The most novel high-end DACs often employ proprietary converter solutions instead of
off-the-shelf chipsets. From Italy comes this unique take on the NOS ‘ladder DAC’
Review: Andrew Everard Lab: Paul Miller

‘There’s a fl uid, 
organic quality, 
and a glow to 

the concert hall’
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Like MSB [HFN Aug ’19 & Feb ’20], Aqua 
employs a precision-matched resistor 
ladder network to convert ‘bits’ into 
sequential steps of current. In an 
R-2R DAC the LSB (Least Signifi cant 
Bit) is represented by the smallest 
current source, with each subsequent ‘bit’ twice the output of the last (a ratio 
of 1:65,536 over 16-bits). Burr-Brown’s Sign Magnitude DACs were a popular 
commercial example of this technique, employing two R-2R ladder networks with 
resistors laser-trimmed to achieve a claimed 19-bit accuracy. Indeed, Aqua itself 
used Burr-Brown PCM1704 DACs in its previous La Voce S2 [HFN Aug ’16] but, for 
its Formula xHD, has implemented its own modules, each with 68 chip resistors 
sequenced through a bank of four 8-bit shift registers [see inset picture].

Aqua’s added ‘twist’ involves running these DACs at the incoming sampling 
rate, ie, with no up- or oversampling or digital fi ltering. With no time domain 
distortion, impulse tests [see inset Graph] appear entirely ‘natural’ with no 
artifi cial pre or post ringing (echo). Payback comes with aliasing distortions – 

particularly troublesome with lower (44.1/48kHz) sample 
rates [see Lab Report, p59] where the frequency response 

also rolls away through the treble from –0.8dB/10kHz 
to –3.1dB/20kHz [black trace, inset Graph]. The best 

of both worlds is realised at higher sample rates 
where the response reaches out to –0.6dB/20kHz 
and –3.2dB/45kHz with 96kHz fi les [red trace] and 
–0.1dB/20kHz, –0.6dB/45kHz and –3.0dB/90kHz 
(192kHz media) and where aliasing distortions are 
also pushed well out of the audio band. PM 

digital ins. There’s an AES/EBU socket, 
and an asynchronous USB-B for computer 
connection, using a proprietary USB 
receiver implemented on an FPGA. The 
latter is a fully fl oating, isolated design that, 
along with heavily revised fi rmware for 
the main FPGA in the conversion system, is 
central to the xHD’s improvements.

Windows users will need to download 
a driver for the USB option, but as is usual 
the DAC is plug-and-play with Macs or Linux 
computers. In addition, the DAC has a 
modular option – an extra interchangeable 
input, able to offer an extra AES/EBU or RCA 
coax, AT&T fi bre or an optical Toslink.

Between the switches on the front 
panel is a bank of LED indicators, which 
light singly or in pairs to show the type of 
input signal the DAC is receiving. The single 
lamps cover sampling rates up to 384kHz, 

while paired lamps indicate up to 768kHz, 
and one-bit audio up to DSD512. These 
higher rates, and input of DSD in native 
form, are only possible via the USB and 
AQLink connections as the ‘conventional’ 
digital inputs are limited to 192kHz, and 
DSD via DoP (the custom DSP within the 
Formula xHD necessarily converts DSD to 
LPCM to suit the R-2R ladder).

HAND ASSEMBLED

Again, as with other Aqua products, this 
fl agship DAC is entirely hand-built in Italy, 
and the standard of fi nish is exceptionally 
high, with solid anti-resonance aluminium 
casework fi nished in Nextel, sitting on four 

ABOVE: The Formula xHD uses solid aluminium 

casework with a Nextel fi nish; switches cover 

power, mute and phase, plus selectors for the 

digital inputs, with sampling rate indicator LEDs

pointed isolating feet and available in a 
choice of silver or black. So the Formula 
xHD may be unashamedly expensive, but 
it’s a long way from your average ‘chip 
package, analogue output, power supply 
and case’ design, and there’s an awful lot 
of components hand-assembled together 
in there [see picture, p56].

An infrared remote handset is optional, 
but the DAC also offers an RS232 port to 
the rear for control in custom installations. 

Or, if you’re using it with a computer, you 
can just select the USB input and forget 
all about the DAC – yes, all £12k-ish of 
it! What you’re unlikely to forget is the 
performance of the Formula xHD. I’m 
not sure of the provenance of the review 
sample, aside from its grilling on PM’s test 
bench [see Lab Report, p59], but after a 
week or so of gentle use in my system to 
let all those components warm up, when 
serious listening began I was both amazed 
and charmed by the music singing forth.

 WHIPCRACK FAST

Opening the listening with pianist Anna 
Fedorova’s latest Rachmaninov [Channel 
Classics CCS42620; DSD128/DXD] I was 
struck by the clarity with which the Jared 
Sacks recording was conveyed via the 
Aqua DAC, especially in the Rhapsody 

on a Theme of Paganini. Not only is 
the presentation whipcrack fast where 
required, with a lovely sense of the attack 
and decay of each note, but the music is 
supremely easy to enjoy – there’s nothing 
mechanical or artifi cial going on here – 
with a fl uid, organic quality, and a real 
glow of the concert-hall ambience. 

Even more, this DAC delivers the 
fl uency and emotion of Fedorova’s playing 
in magnifi cent manner, while giving the 
playing of the Symphony Orchestra St 
Gallen, here ‘on their home ground’ under 
Modestas Pitrenas, wonderful weight 
and drama. Nor do you need to stick to 
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‘hi-res’ recordings to hear what 
the Formula xHD can do. Playing 

Heart Of A Woman, Etta James’s 
somewhat glossed-up 1999 album 
of love songs [Private Music/RCA 
01005821802], it’s striking how 
the quality of the voice shines 
through, even against the lavish 
arrangements here. It’s hardly 
classic Etta, but it’s still something 
of a spine-tingler in the way the 
DAC brings out all the scale of the 
accompanying forces while still 
retaining focus where it should be.

MAGICAL EXPERIENCE
Streaming the David Bowie Is it Any 

Wonder EP via Qobuz Studio [n/a 
cat no], the Formula xHD again does 
that intimacy thing with ‘I Can’t 
Read’ before slamming and snarling 
into ‘Stay’ and then delivering Eno’s 
now-remastered funked-up remix 
of ‘The Man Who Sold The World’ 
with gloriously deep bass and 
skittering beats behind a close-up 
yet reverberant view of Bowie’s 
voice. The ability of the Aqua DAC 
to get deep into a recording and 
deliver it with crystalline clarity 
makes it a magical experience.

Whether fed in from a PC via USB, 
or using the ‘conventional’ digital 
inputs, the Formula xHD does a 
superb job with CD-quality music, 
even opening up the muddy mix 
of Billie Eilish’s dense When We All 

Fall Asleep… [Interscope/Polydor 
7742762]. I’m still not sure this 
display of youthful precocity is yet a 
set with which to fall in love, but at 
least through the Aqua DAC there’s 
a greater awareness of what’s going 
on within the production.

There are no such qualms with 
the latest remaster of The Tallis 
Scholars’ recording of the Allegri 
Miserere [Gimmell CDGIM639; 
192kHz/24-bit], for the combination 
of the 2019 wash ’n’ brush-up and 
the sheer clarity of the converter 
brings us very close to ‘surround 
sound’ without the extra speakers. 

The voices soar into the lushly-
captured Merton College Chapel 
acoustic, and Alison Stamp’s top 
notes sound easier than ever. Just 
close your eyes and wonder at it all.

Similarly, the simplicity of Raís, 
a new album on the ‘one take’ Just 
Listen label [JL010; DSD 128], shows 
the ability of the Formula xHD to 
thrill with the sheer realism of voices 
and instruments, whether with the 
tender numbers or the more dance-
infl uenced tracks, the trio set up and 
close-miked in a large space – as is 
all too apparent. 

Due to the ‘no edits’ recording 
technique, the music has an 
immediacy that’s infectious, and 
this is matched with a sound to die 
for, both recorded and reproduced. 
Dynamics are striking but never 
irritatingly so. This just sounds like 
real music, as if you are sitting in 
front of the performers listening, 
from each breath and phrase of 
vocalist Kris Berry to the way pianist 
Randal Corsen and guitarist Jean-
Jacques Rojer are balancing their 
instruments with the voice. 

It’s simply a performance, 
captured, and the Formula xHD 
brings out all of that sense of 
listening in, rather than hearing 
something manufactured in a mix. 

ABOVE: Six digital inputs are offered including S/PDIF (RCA and BNC), AES/EBU (XLR), 

USB-B for computer connection, I2S ‘AQlink’ (RJ45) and a module option for one more 

of the same (also Toslink optical). Fixed analogue outs are offered on single-ended 

(RCA) and balanced (transformer-coupled XLR) connections

The Formula xHD looks costly for 
a relatively ‘featureless’ DAC – 
even one hand-assembled – but 
then you listen, and it all makes 
sense. This DAC is revealing 
without being trying, lush but not 
bloomy, and above all capable of 
a sound so musical, whatever the 
source, that it’s impossible not to 
be captivated. It’ll breathe new 
life into old recordings, and have 
you exploring many new ones. It’s 
simply magnifi cent.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality: 89%
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HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

Maximum output level / Impedance 3.52Vrms / 29-69ohm

A-wtd S/N ratio (S/PDIF / USB) 112.6dB / 112.8dB

Distortion (1kHz, 0dBFs/–30dBFs) 0.044% / 0.046%

Distortion & Noise (20kHz, 0dBFs/–30dBFs) 0.90% / 0.0050% 

Freq. resp. (20Hz-20kHz/45kHz/90kHz) +0.0 to –3.1dB/–3.2dB/–3.0dB

Digital jitter (48kHz / 96kHz) 910psec / 260psec

Resolution (re. –100dBFs / –110dBFs) ±0.4dB / ±0.8dB

Power consumption 9W (2W standby)

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 450x100x370mm / 9kg

LAB
REPORT

AQUA FORMULA XHD OPTOLOGIC

Although the Formula xHD’s R-2R DAC concept shares certain 
technical parallels with MSB’s DACs [HFN Aug ’19 & Feb ’20], 
its lack of any digital fi ltering brings it closer to CAD’s NOS DAC 
[HFN Mar ’16] in ‘real world’ performance. Aqua’s FET-based 
analogue stage supports a 3.5V transformer-coupled balanced 
output, the latter isolating the system from circulating RF 
interference while blocking DC, but it does cause the output 
impedance to rise from 29ohm at bass/mid frequencies to 
69ohm/20kHz. The 113dB A-wtd S/N ratio is up with MSB’s DACs 
but jitter [see Graph 2, below] is slightly worse than both the 
MSB and CAD implementations at 910psec (48kHz) and 260psec 
(96kHz). Low-level linearity is excellent, however, with errors of 
just ±0.4dB over a full 100dB dynamic range.

The drawback of a fi lterless DAC [see boxout, p57] is the 
presence of digital ‘images’ directly outside the audioband – just 
1.4dB down with 44.1/48kHz media. This causes moderate IM 
distortion within the audioband when treble levels are high 
(–65dB re. 20kHz/–10dBFs), but is less of an issue with 96kHz 
fi les and entirely absent at 192kHz+ sample rates. However, the 
most intriguing feature of the Formula xHD, and the one most 
likely to (positively) impact its subjective performance, is the 
remarkable consistency of its distortion vs. level over the top 
50dB of its dynamic range [see Graph 1, below]. Distortion is 
certainly higher at very low and high frequencies at peak output 
(8% at 20Hz and 1.1% at 20kHz) but from 200Hz-6kHz it hovers 
almost unwaveringly at 0.04-0.05% over what amounts to the 
practical dynamic range of most recordings. The distortion is 
very extended (10th harmonic and beyond) so is more likely 
a function of the R-2R DAC modules than the analogue stage. PM

ABOVE: High res. 48kHz/24-bit jitter spectrum via USB 

and S/PDIF inputs. Jitter is principally data-induced

ABOVE: Distortion vs. 48kHz/24-bit digital signal level 

over a 120dB dynamic range (1kHz, black; 20kHz, blue)
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Belt-driven turntable with electronic speed control

Made by: Wirth Tonmaschinenbau GmbH, Altdorf, Germany

Supplied by: Elite Audio Ltd, Fife 

Telephone: 01334 570 666

Web: www.acoustic-solid.com; www.eliteaudiouk.com 

Price: £5950 (with WTB 370 arm and Ortofon MM)

Nestling in the foothills of the Swabian Jura, southern Germany, the tiny municipality of 
Altdorf is home to some very big turntables from the boutique Acoustic Solid brand
Review: Adam Smith Lab: Paul Miller

Acoustic Solid

Wood Round MPX

W
eighing 22kg, with a good 

deal of this mass being platter, 

the Wood Round MPX is the 

latest turntable from German 

company Acoustic Solid and fi ts neatly 

into its seven-strong ‘Classic Line’, sitting 

above the Classic Wood but below the 

Wood Referenz. The deck’s appearance, 

with its three pillars, echoes the company’s 

top ‘Aluminium Line’ models and also 

differentiates it from the rectangular decks 

that make up the rest of the Classic Line.

The turntable is offered in both ‘MPX’ 

and ‘Black’ versions, the difference being 

the outward fi nish of the plinth. For the 

MPX, the layers of plywood that make up 

the 100mm-thick base are left on show 

and varnished to a pleasing degree while 

the Black has a deep gloss black paint job. 

At present, UK distributor Elite Audio 

is only offering the MPX version as part of 

two complete packages. The fi rst costs 

£5950 and includes an Acoustic Solid 

WTB 370 tonearm – essentially a modifi ed 

Rega RB220 – with an Ortofon Quintet 

Red MC cartridge. Alternatively, Acoustic 

Solid’s WTB 213 carbon tonearm may be 

specifi ed, taking the price up to £7345.

STRING THEORY 

The turntable’s plinth is probably the 

daintiest part of the assembly. It sits on 

three adjustable spiked feet that locate 

into three rack-protecting spike cups with 

felt undersides. A metal outrigger is 

bolted onto the plinth and this, in 

turn, supports the armboard. One bolt 

does the job, and not only does it hold it in 

position tightly, but this arrangement also 

means the armboard can be rotated to set 

optimum tracking angle for any arm used.

The platter is machined from a solid 

billet of aluminium to a thickness of 60mm 

and tips the scales at 12.5kg. Leather and 

Perspex mats are supplied to top this off 

but, as per previous Acoustic Solid models 

I have reviewed, I found the deck to sound 

better with just the leather mat in place. 

The platter is driven around its periphery 

by twin belts from the freestanding motor 

pod. Acoustic Solid describes the deck as 

‘string drive’ but the belts are pliable and 

not unyielding as a true string drive would 

be. As a result, there is no fi xed location 

for the motor – a set-up I’m not generally 

a fan of since it gives rise to the possibility 

of performance variation if belts are pulled 

too tight or left too loose. However, the 

Wood Round MPX appeared to be unusually 

immune to the positioning of the motor, so 

you won’t hear any complaints here!

The motor pod is a chunky affair with 

at least half of its internal fi lling consisting 

of metal to add weight. The motor itself 

is a 24V synchronous AC type made by 

Schneider Electric and is a pleasingly 

torquey item that starts the platter 

spinning surprisingly easily, despite it being 

barely larger than the pulley that sits atop 

its spindle on the outside. 

ON THE BUTTON 

The motor is driven from the control unit 

[see inset shot, p61] which takes a DC 

input and uses an 8-bit microcontroller to 

generate the necessary variable frequency 

supplies. Speed change is achieved at the 

touch of a button while incremental speed 

adjustment is brought about by using the 

controller’s up and down keys. This is handy 

because the deck’s speed has a tendency 

RIGHT: Top-down view highlights the deck’s 

three ‘legs’, outrigger for the Rega-sourced 

tonearm, separate motor pod [far right] and 

electronic speed controller [near left]. The latter 

is fed from a 32V DC (switch mode) PSU
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Acoustic Solid was founded in 1997 by Karl Wirth who 

began building high-mass turntables in a garage belonging 

to his parents. Karl designed his fi rst deck using mechanical 

engineering principles he had learned as a production manager 

at an automotive fi rm, and as word spread he soon found himself 

making turntables for friends. Demand increased so swiftly that in 1999 

the search for a proper manufacturing facility began and in 2001 the company 

relocated to Altdorf, with international distribution commencing in 2002. By 

2006 production had ramped up to such a degree that further expansion and 

new machinery was required, the company purchasing its fi rst CNC machine 

four years later with a second arriving in 2011. The factory in Altdorf was then 

expanded further and the company resides there to this day.

HOME SPUN VINYL
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to ‘wander’ [see PM’s Lab Report, p63]. I 

am used to increases in platter speeds with 

old idler-drive decks as the greases and oils 

warm up, but the Wood Round MPX often 

seemed to need a tweak of one ‘step’ in 

either direction every now and then.

The WTB 370 tonearm is based on 

the Rega RB220, which is 

the latest version of the 

UK company’s evergreen 

classic. In fact its lineage 

can be traced back to the 

original RB250. Acoustic 

Solid has modifi ed it by 

substituting an aluminium 

counterweight and stub 

for the plastic original. This has been a 

common update throughout the life of 

the Rega arm variants and adds a touch 

of glamour as well as imparting a subtle 

improvement in sound quality. 

To fi t the arm, Rega’s non-adjustable 

and frankly fi ddly three-point mount bolts 

into a beautifully machined tube. This fi ts 

into a collar on the deck, making set-up 

easy while adding the ability to tweak VTA 

in way that is simple yet highly effective. 

Finally, the Ortofon Quintet Red MC is 

easily fi tted as is setting the armboard 

mounting for correct tracking angle.

Packaging of all the elements that made 

up the deck was fi rst class, but the superb 

quality imparted by both 

this and the deck itself was 

a little undermined by the 

series of A4 photocopied 

pages (in German only) 

that passed for a manual. 

Nothing else is currently 

downloadable online, so 

hopefully this is something 

distributor, Elite Audio, will look into. 

 BRING IT ON...

I set the deck up on the twin-layer damped 

glass shelf of an Atacama Equinox rack and 

hooked it up to an Anatek MC-1 

phono stage, Naim Supernait 

amp and PMC Twenty5.24 

speakers [HFN May ’17]. 

Solid by name, solid in sound – I couldn’t 

help being amused at how the company’s 

name is so appropriate when it comes to 

describing the presentation of the Wood 

Round MPX. This is no thundering, out 

of control, bass monster by any means. 

Rather, it rewards with a quietly fi rm sense 

of authority and confi dence. It’s a turntable 

that, when the going in the groove 

gets tough, seems to give you a wink to 

suggest: ‘Don’t worry – I’ve got this’. 

Consequently, there is never any fear 

of upsetting it with any particular musical 

style. Soaring orchestral crescendo? No 

problem. Banging electronica? Great fun. 

The subtle whisper of an a cappella female 

vocal? Bring it on. The Wood Round 

MPX is very well balanced. And 

it’s a turntable as equally 

capable of hammering 

its message home when 

required, as it is sitting 

back and taking it easy. 

However, these 

comments apply to the 

deck with only the leather 

mat in place. The Perspex 

mat made the midrange shouty 

and added a coarseness to the treble 

that did the sound no favours. I dispensed 

with it for reviewing purposes.

This sense of sonic solidity was 

accompanied by a decent level of bass, 

but this was far from being all quantity 

and no quality. The bass line from Maxi 

Priest’s ‘Suzie – You Are’ from his Maxi LP 

ABOVE: Also available in gloss black, the 

polished plywood chassis is supported on 

adjustable spiked feet. The chromed platter has 

a combination leather and 5mm Perspex mat

‘The fi ne detail 
ensured strings 
were both vivid 

and lifelike’
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Acoustic Solid has done it again 
with the Wood Round MPX 
turntable. The plinth layout 
adds a dash of style while the 
engineering ‘under the bonnet’ 
is top drawer. The package with 
the WTB 370 arm and Ortofon 
Quintet cartridge is sonically very 
well judged yet the turntable 
itself will give even more if 
treated to an arm upgrade when 
the mood or funds arrive. Solid by 
name, it’s a solid choice too.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality: 80%
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HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS
HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

LAB
REPORT

ACOUSTIC SOLID WOOD RND. MPX

Described as a ‘string-drive’ by Acoustic Solid, its 60mm-thick 
chromed alloy platter is in fact driven via two continuous silicone 
rubber belts. Unlike a thread drive, these circular-section belts 
are extremely fl exible, allowing the separate motor pod to be 
parked in a wide variety of positions. With other decks having 
this arrangement, the precise motor position and belt tension 
typically has an impact on wow and fl utter. Here, however, 
placing the motor in over 15 different positions around the deck, 
the belts from slack to taut, the peak W&F remained stubbornly 
high at 0.45% (best case) with a signifi cant near-DC drift evident 
[see Graph 1, below]. Acoustic Solid is using an AC synchronous 
motor here, governed by a ‘microprocessor controlled PSU’, 
but this degree of low-rate speed drift (still inaudible to many 
listeners) is more common with DC motor solutions.

While speed stability is disappointing, Acoustic Solid’s 
ceramic bearing is fi rst-rate, offering a low –69dB rumble 
(direct), reducing still further to –70.9dB through-the-groove 
and –71.8dB with the record weight in place. That alloy/leather/
Perspex sandwich seems genuinely effective! Furthermore its 
WTB 370 arm, with alloy counterweight and thread, looks to 
benefi t from a somewhat cleaner and more distinct series of 
resonances than Rega’s donor. The main tube mode occurs at 
100Hz [left hand edge of Graph 2] with harmonics and twisting 
modes clearly defi ned at 195Hz and 300Hz. The high-Q mode at 
550Hz, and minor harmonics, seem to be linked to the headshell 
but are all swiftly damped. As with the Rega RB220, its excellent 
bearing tolerance ensures there’s no perceptible play while 
friction is <20mg in both horizontal and vertical planes. PM 

Turntable speed error at 33.33rpm 33.25rpm (–0.25%)

Time to audible stabilisation 8 seconds

Peak Wow/Flutter 0.20% / 0.25%

Rumble (silent groove, DIN B wtd) –70.9dB (–71.8dB with clamp)

Rumble (through bearing, DIN B wtd) –69.1dB

Hum & Noise (unwtd, rel. to 5cm/sec) –58.1dB

Power Consumption 2-4W

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 310x190x310mm / 22kg

ABOVE: Wow and fl utter re. 3150Hz tone at 5cm/sec 

(plotted ±150Hz, 5Hz per minor division)

ABOVE: Cumulative tonearm resonant decay 

spectrum, illustrating various bearing, pillar and ‘tube’ 

vibration modes spanning 100Hz-10kHz over 40msec

[10 Records DIX64] was deep and 
powerful yet skipped along with a 
lightness of touch that seemed at 
odds with the large lump of metal 
spinning in front of me. Each bass 
note was clearly defi ned and started 
and stopped with precision.

Further up the frequency range, 
the Wood Round MPX maintained 
its aura of quiet confi dence by 
deftly capturing the fi ne detail of 
both instruments and vocalists. This 
meant that strings, in particular, 
were vivid and gloriously lifelike. 
Spinning ‘Fell Down Hard’ from 
Kathryn Williams’ album Little Black 

Numbers [Snowstorm STORM008LP] 
demonstrated this perfectly. The 
acoustic guitar was expertly defi ned 
while the backing cellos sounded 
both rich and fulsome.

SILENT RUNNING

The Wood Round MPX also made a 
fi ne job of placing Ms Williams right 
in the centre of the action, though 
I was aware of a lack of projection. 
Rather than push her vocal into the 
room, the deck positioned it behind 
the plane of the loudspeakers. There 
was still a good sense of depth, but 
the overall effect was like standing 
up in an auditorium then moving 
half a dozen rows backwards. 

This was the case with other 
recordings during my time with 
the deck, which eventually saw me 
swapping the supplied arm for an 
Inspire X100 (another hot-rodded 
Rega design). This pulled things 
forward by a good amount leading 
me to conclude that while the WTB 
370 is a fi ne budget tonearm, it was 
the weak link here.

 With the WTB 370 back on 
board, though, it was hard not to 
be impressed by other aspects of 

the combination’s performance. At 
the top end, the arm’s neutrality 
and the slight sparkle offered by the 
Ortofon Quintet Red added up to 
bags of detail presented crisply and 
tidily. The gently strummed electric 
guitar that begins ‘So Real’ from 
Jeff Buckley’s Grace LP [Simply Vinyl 
SVLP 0077] had a menacing intent 
to it and Buckley’s vocals themselves 
were gloriously heartfelt. And 
when the track moved up a gear, 
the Wood Round MPX exhibited no 
sense of strain or compression, rising 
to the challenge of the particularly 
explosive cymbal strike that appears 
later in the track with ease.

Finally, I have to offer one last 
paean of praise for the Wood Round 
MPX. It’s been a while since I have 
heard a turntable so quiet between 
tracks with one of the lowest levels 
of general vinyl surface noise I have 
encountered in a long time. This 
only served to ensure recordings 
sounded even more dynamic and it 
speaks volumes for the high quality 
of the drive system and bearing. 

ABOVE: Dual-belt drive brings the platter up to speed within 8secs while the leather/

Perspex mat and LP weight combo are very effective at quelling low-level vibrations 

[see Lab Report, adjacent]. Motor connects to the speed controller via a fl ying lead
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Two-and-a-half-way refl ex-loaded fl oorstanding loudspeaker
Made by: ELAC Electroacustic GmbH, Kiel, Germany

Supplied by: Invision UK Ltd, Diss, Norfolk
Telephone: 01359 270280

Web: www.elac.com; www.invisionuk.com
Price: £3670

C
onstant change is here to stay’ as 
the saying goes. And it’s certainly 
true of ELAC – one of Germany’s 
most long-established hi-fi  

manufacturers – as the brand has spread its 
wings over the past few years. ELAC began 
life way back in 1926 in the coastal town 
of Kiel, where its main focus concerned 
the development of sonar systems. It was 
after the Second World War that it began 
manufacturing turntables and pick-ups.

In 1981 it was acquired by Wolfgang 
John who built ELAC up to the company we 
know now, latterly with his son Oliver at 
the helm. It made its fi rst 
speakers in 1984, and has 
never looked back.

With a change of 
CEO in late 2017 and 
designer Andrew Jones 
joining long-time Director 
of R&D Rolf Janke, the 
brand has taken on a new 
lease of life. It now makes a dizzying range 
of speakers, including the Jones-designed 
Adante and Navis ranges [HFN Feb/Jul ’18 
& Aug ’19] developed in the USA, plus the 
more traditional German Vela series with 
its iconic JET tweeter.

Janke says that, ‘as a global brand, 
we tailor to different markets that have 
different expectations in terms of pricing, 
design and sound’. In the case of the 
£3670 Vela FS 407 loudspeaker we have 
here, the industrial design was completed 
in North America while the acoustic 
engineering was driven from Germany.

JET PROPELLED
Retained from its 400-series predecessor 
is the JET 5 planar tweeter – the highlight 
of this loudspeaker. It uses a light, folded 
foil membrane and neodymium magnets to 
produce an extended frequency response 
said to go up to 50kHz [see KH’s boxout, 
p65, and Lab Report, p67]. This is matched 
to a pair of conventional moving-coil 
drivers, 150mm in diameter, with large roll 
surrounds and cast aluminium baskets. 

A two-and-a-half way design, the upper 
midrange unit takes over from the treble 

RIGHT: The FS 407 features an updated 

version of ELAC’s JET tweeter [see boxout, p65]

combined with a pair of AS XR bass/midrange 

drivers. The cabinet is shaped to minimise 

internal refl ections and external diffraction

Despite the success of its Debut and Adante models, ELAC 
retains its traditional designs, complete with JET tweeter
Review: David Price Lab: Keith Howard

unit at 2.4kHz, and the lower bass driver 
kicks in at 450Hz. As for the cones, these 
are made using an aluminium-sandwich 
technology folded to resemble a large 
crystal. This, says the company, delivers 
stiffness with relatively low mass, and good 
self-damping properties too.

The cabinet’s convex shaped baffl e 
extends down to an alloy bottom plate, 
which has an aperture for the down-fi ring 
bass refl ex port. This fi ts into a die-cast 
plinth that confers impressive stability, 
as well as looking classy. ELAC says that 
the rearward angling of the speaker’s 

trapezoidal shape, 
alongside the JET tweeter’s 
new waveguide, improves 
stereo image accuracy. The 
angling of the Vela FS 407 
also lends visual drama. 

The speaker is supplied 
with a fabric grille over a 
wooden frame, attached 

by magnets hidden beneath the cabinet’s 
front baffl e. This pretty looking yet 
sturdy product is topped off by an inset 
aluminium plate, black anodised to match 
the choice of gloss black, gloss white or 
walnut cabinets. 

Placement proved straightforward in my 
room – possibly aided by the down-fi ring 
refl ex port – with the speaker working well 
from around 30cm out from the boundary 
wall. For optimum stereo imaging, a few 
degrees of toe-in really helps.

 SMOOTH ’N’ SILKY
The Vela FS 407’s most apparent 
sonic feature is – perhaps not entirely 
unexpectedly – its smoothness and 
evenness. This comes in large part from the 
JET tweeter, which is as good as I have ever 
heard it – and indeed it seems to integrate 
with the other drivers below better than 
ever. At the same time, the midband is 

ELAC Vela FS 407

‘The propulsive 
double bass 

hogs this sparse 
recording.’

‘
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A LITTLE SQUEEZE

Conventional loudspeaker diaphragms – whether cone, dome or planar – 

move back and forth along the axis that they radiate sound. The air motion 

transformer (AMT), patented by German engineer Dr Oskar Heil in 1973, 

operates quite differently. Pleated like an accordion, it displaces air by 

squeezing it out from its crevasses. Thin aluminium strips bonded to the 

diaphragm carry the signal current and generate the squeezing motion in much 

the same way as a conventional voice coil, by interacting with a static magnetic 

fi eld. Oscar Heil conceived AMTs that worked at bass frequencies, and his ideas 

were exploited in Tymphany’s compact LAT subwoofer, now discontinued. But 

most AMT drivers today are tweeters, where a resurgence of interest in the 

technology is evident in ELAC’s JET tweeter and the extensive range of AMT 

tweeters – including dipole models – now sold by Mundorf. Claimed advantages 

are a total radiating area many times greater than an equivalently sized dome 

tweeter, which benefi ts power handling and distortion performance, and a 

resistive impedance which simplifi es crossover design. KH

clean and couth yet precisely detailed, and 

bass is tight and extended. The result is a 

most pleasing-sounding speaker that, while 

not totally fl awless, is hard not to like. It 

also shows how far the company’s sound 

has progressed in the past few years.

DETAIL STUDY
It’s impossible to ignore this speaker’s 

exceptional high frequency performance, 

regardless of the music being played. It 

fl atters everything. For example, ‘London 

Town’ by Wings [from London Town; 

Parlophone TOCP-65510] is a super 

sounding Abbey Road studio recording, 

with George Martin at the controls. It 

has some beautifully recorded acoustic 

instruments, from violins to cor anglais. 

The Vela FS 407 made a lovely job of it, 

giving an open and spacious sound. Hi-hat 

cymbals had a crispness and sheen I’ve 

rarely heard from any £4k speaker, while 

the rich harmonics from the electric organ 

and massed string backing shimmered all 

around. Fascinatingly, the tape hiss from 

this old analogue recording was clear to 

hear, yet it was very softly and smoothly 

carried rather than grating on my ears.

The smoothness of the tweeter isn’t just 

its only party trick – another is how evenly 

it integrates with the midrange driver. 

There’s no sense of the speaker’s midband 

being lumpy or hard for example, instead 

there’s a seamless transition from one drive 

unit to the other. The Wings track clearly 

showed this, but so did rougher and less 

‘hi-fi  sounding’ recordings such as ELO’s 

‘Thunder And Lightning’ [Out Of The Blue; 

Epic 88697053232] from the same period.

This is heavily compressed and has some 

strange EQ applied that favours a mid-

forward sound possibly geared towards 

AM radio. The Vela FS 407 seemed utterly 

unfazed by this, sashaying its way through 

the song without any sign of harshness, 

even at high listening levels.

The third highlight of this loudspeaker 

is its excellent detail retrieval. Even 

with modest-sounding source material 

such as ‘King’ by UB40 [Signing Off; DEP 

International CDOVD439] – which was 

actually, legend has it, recorded in the 

producer’s kitchen – the Vela FS 407 had 

an uncanny ability to scythe through the 

mush to reproduce the music in a vibrant, 

living and breathing form. 

Of course the other drive units come 

into play here too, but it’s the transient 

speed of the tweeter that really makes 

things so special. It was a joy to behold 

all the respective elements of the mix. 

from the heavily effects-processed electric 

organ to the saxophones and clarinet. This 

loudspeaker is a class act.

CLEAR TO HEAR 
Instrumental timbres are also realistically 

exposed, almost like the speaker is wiping 

the detritus off the lens to bring the 

listener a crisp and accurate view of what is 

going on at the mixing desk, from bottom 

to top. It’s certainly far more translucent 

sounding than many rivals, and this is 

greatly aided by a thoughtfully-engineered 

cabinet that doesn’t sully the sound in any 

obvious manner. Indeed, that handsome, 

sturdy box surely goes a long way to 

explain why the Vela FS 407’s bass sounds 

so neutral and even. Of course, physics 

dictates that it’s not able to mix it with 

seriously large fl oorstanders, yet still it has 

a great go at reproducing bass accurately. 

‘King’ has a deep, sumptuous bassline 

and this speaker carried it with surprising 

dexterity, sounding neither overblown nor 

bloated. Rather, the playing retained a fair 

deal of heft without slurring or slowing 

the song down. As the bass player goes 
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ABOVE: Cabinet modes are adequately suppressed 

but there are driver resonances at 2kHz and 4kHz

ABOVE: Broad depression of presence output in the 

forward response is indicative of the classic ‘BBC dip’

Sensitivity (SPL/1m/2.83V – Mean/IEC/Music) 86.8dB / 86.1dB / 85.5dB

Impedance modulus: minimum

& maximum (20Hz–20kHz)

3.5ohm @ 184Hz

12.7ohm @ 75Hz

Impedance phase: minimum

& maximum (20Hz–20kHz)

–40o @ 92Hz

37o @ 25Hz

Pair matching/Resp. error (300Hz–20kHz) ±1.8dB/ ±3.6dB/±3.3dB

LF/HF extension (–6dB ref 200Hz/10kHz) 48Hz / >40kHz/>40kHz

THD 100Hz/1kHz/10kHz (for 90dB SPL/1m) 0.5% / 0.1% / 0.1%

Dimensions (HWD) / Weight (each) 1000x229x266mm / 19kg

LAB
REPORT

ELAC VELA FS 407

The FS 407 is compact as fl oorstanders go, so even with 
a 4ohm nominal impedance its specifi ed 88dB sensitivity 
looks optimistic. Our measurements recorded almost 87dB 
as a simple FFT mean but 86.1dB SPL for 2.83V at 1m on 
the industry standard pink noise input, and less on a typical 
music spectrum, so 86dB looks to be a more realistic fi gure. 
In addition to specifying a 4ohm nominal impedance ELAC 
quotes a minimum of 3.5ohm/200Hz, which is very close to the 
3.5ohm minimum we recorded at 184Hz. Impedance phase 
angles are unusually tightly controlled, so the minimum EPDR 
(equivalent peak dissipation resistance) is a little higher than 
typical at 2.1ohm/210Hz – but other dips to 2.1ohm/20Hz and 
2.6ohm/353Hz complicate the picture.

The forward frequency responses, measured at 1m on the 
tweeter axis [Graph 1, below], show a distinct dishing of output 
through the presence band – the famous ‘BBC dip’ – which 
suggests that the FS 407’s stereo imaging will be somewhat 
recessed, although that’s a presentation many listeners like. 
Despite that the response errors are modest at ±3.3dB and 
±3.6dB, respectively. Although pair matching error over the 
same 200Hz-20kHz is disappointing at ±1.8dB, the largest 
disparities are narrowband and in the middle- and high-treble. 
Diffraction-corrected nearfi eld bass measurements – made more 
challenging by the ‘open mouth’ port – showed the expected 
fourth-order (24dB/octave) roll-off below 40Hz but a gentler 
transition to 70Hz. The cumulative spectral decay waterfall 
[Graph 2] shows some resonance associated with the response 
dip at about 2.2kHz and peak at around 4kHz. KH

a fi nite amount of air from its 
mid-sized cabinet. You only notice 
this at higher volumes, when you 
can hear some dynamic compression 
to programme material. 

I detected an example of this 
when listening to the excellent 
recording of Mahler’s Symphony 
No 4, with Iván Fischer and his 
Budapest Festival Orchestra 
[Channel Classics CCS SA 26109], 
which in the opening movement 
demonstrates plenty of dynamic 
light and shade. On the powerful 
crescendos, especially where low 
range instruments like massed cellos 
are involved, it sounded slightly 
breathless and lacking in punch. 

DEEP SPACE

Nevertheless the Vela FS 407 is 
still very adept at conveying subtle 
dynamic contrasts within a piece 
of music while also reproducing a 
better sense of ‘space’ than might 
be anticipated from its relatively 
compact frame. So, with the Mahler, 
it served up a panoramic sense of 
the concert hall, with plenty of 
space about the orchestra along 
with a keen sense of the location of  
the individual instrumentalists

What’s more, there was a very 
realistic feeling of atmosphere to 
the recording, and surprisingly 
good stage depth too. This, plus the 
speaker’s subtle accenting of the 
playing, brought out the life and soul 
of the sound to impressive effect. 

LEFT: Alloy bottom plate also provides 

the exit for ELAC’s downward-fi ring 

refl ex port. The bass/mid and treble 

crossover is split and terminated in two 

sets of 4mm speaker cable terminals

up and down the scale, so does the 
speaker – and the result is a tuneful, 
engaging sound. This really came 
into its own with jazz music like Lou 
Donaldson’s ‘One Cylinder’ [Alligator 

Bogaloo; BlueNote TOCJ-9103], 
where the propulsive double bass 
work absolutely dominates what is 
otherwise a pretty sparse recording.

So far, so good – but it’s not all 
plain sailing for the Vela FS 407. 
While certainly a highly capable 
all-rounder – one that is able to give 
its price rivals a seriously hard time – 
this fl oorstander will still only move 

The new Vela FS 407 is a very 
capable fl oorstanding speaker, 
and one that shows ELAC is now 
able to deliver a broad spectrum 
of models that are right up with 
the best of their contemporaries. 
It performs the unusual trick of 
both being very appealing to look 
at, and to hear. Fast, lithe, agile, 
smooth, open and engaging, 
it works skilfully across a wide 
range of music, and so will surely 
have far reaching appeal.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality: 85%
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Open-back, circumaural planar magnetic headphone
Manufactured by: Dan Clark Audio, San Diego, USA  

Supplied by: Electromod, Bucks, UK 
Telephone: 01494 956 558

Web: www.danclarkaudio.com; www.electromod.co.uk
Price: £900

San Diego-based Dan Clark Audio, previously known as MrSpeakers, has just launched 
its lightweight but resilient Aeon 2 headphone in both ‘open’ and ‘closed’ variants
Review: Keith Howard & Christopher Breunig & Lab: Keith Howard

Dan Clark Audio Aeon 2 Open

I
f you’re looking at the photos of the 

Aeon 2 here thinking, ‘Isn’t that a 

MrSpeakers product?’, the answer 

is yes and no. The original Aeon was 

indeed made by MrSpeakers but recently 

the company changed its name to Dan 

Clark Audio, Dan Clark being the company 

founder. It was a sensible move because 

MrSpeakers had never made, or looked like 

making, a loudspeaker, but like all company 

name changes it can take time to bed in.

After all, the original Aeon and this, its 

replacement, are not easy headphones to 

mistake. Among the plethora of models 

with round, rectangular or elliptical 

capsules, they are rare in having capsules 

that are ear-shaped. So when the £900 

Aeon 2 Open (there’s also a closed-back 

model called, yes, the Aeon 2 Closed) 

is described as circumaural, it’s not an 

approximate term but an accurate one.

I have middling to large lugs and this 

is one of very few headphones I’ve worn 

which truly doesn’t bend them or lean on 

them in any way. Well done Dan Clark for 

seeing the obvious and making it work; I 

hope it proves to be an object lesson for 

the rest of the headphone industry.

COMFORTABLE CAPSULES

As a result of its genuinely circumaural 

earpads, broad headband, fairly low weight 

and modest head clamping force, this is 

a very comfortable headphone to wear. 

The earpads are thicker at the rear than 

the front to help achieve a more effective 

seal behind the ear and at the jawline, 

and this is an important factor with the 

Aeon 2 because, like the Ether 2 [HFN 

Sep ’19], its bass output is signifi cantly 

affected by imperfect earpad sealing.

Some open-back planar magnetics 

are largely unaffected by this, examples 

being the Meze Empyrean [HFN Dec 

’18] and, especially, the Quad ERA-1 

[HFN Aug ’18], both of which sailed 

through my testing with thick spectacles 

and synthetic ‘hair’ added to the artifi cial 

ear. Not so the Aeon 2 Open, which lost 

between 15dB and 20dB of output at 

20Hz. This may not be entirely bad given 

that the well-sealed Aeon 2 Open has an 

excess of bass, but it means that different 

users are going to experience signifi cantly 

disparate tonal balances.

Unusually, the Aeon 2 Open is supplied 

with three different ‘tuning materials’ 

which fi t within the capsules to provide 

various levels of absorption 

and resonance damping. 

Black foam, and black and 

white felt, tailor the sound 

to suit individual tastes.

It’s increasingly 

common for headphone 

manufacturers to use a 

broad strap to support the 

headphone on the scalp, above which is 

the true headband – the structure which 

applies head clamping force – in the form 

of a thin metal strip or, as in the Aeon 2, 

a pair of thick wires. These are interesting 

for being made of Nitinol, an alloy of 

roughly equal proportions of nickel and 

titanium which is both superelastic and 

‘There was a big 
moment where 
I truly bonded 

with the Aeon 2s’

RIGHT: The Aeon 2 headphone comes 

in two distinct versions: closed-back for 

users who need isolation from external 

sound, and open-back, as reviewed here

has shape memory. But headbands of this 

type, because they are undamped, always 

resonate, and the Aeon 2’s is no different – 

if you tap it while wearing the headphone, 

you hear a distinct metallic ‘ting’.

PIN NUMBERS

Should headphones have locking electrical 

connectors or non-locking ones which will 

separate if the connecting cable is yanked 

accidentally? Lots of designers settle for 

using non-locking mini-jacks but Dan Clark 

Audio has decided to 

use sliding sleeve locking 

connectors, which 

certainly lend a more 

upmarket look and feel.

But here’s an oddity: 

the connectors are four-

pin but only two pins are 

used. I’d have thought 

that if you’re going to have four pins you 

might as well use them all by doubling up, 

thereby halving contact resistance and 

adding redundancy should one pin fail.

The cable itself is a nominal 2m long, 

terminated at the source end with a 

3.5mm TRS mini-jack plug with a screw-on 

sleeve adapter for 6.35mm jack sockets. 

This rather suggests that, although the 

capsules fold up into the headband (it takes 

a bit of practice to master the mechanism) 

and a zip-up hard-shell case is provided, 

the Aeon 2 isn’t really intended for use 

on the move. From what I can see on the 

Dan Clark Audio website, no shorter (or 

balanced) cable is offered, so this territory 

is left to aftermarket suppliers. Although 

it has a braided sheath, I’m pleased to 

report that the cable generates only 

low levels of capsule noise if dragged 

across clothing or furniture.

Given its close visual resemblance 

to the original Aeon, you might 

suppose that the new iteration is 

a minor improvement but DCA 

demurs, claiming a ‘colossal 

performance upgrade’. Principal 

changes to the design include an 

updated driver structure which 

is fl ipped by 180o to remove fl ow 
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disturbance by the magnets between 
the diaphragm and ear; superior driver 
damping (a real issue with planar magnetic 
diaphragms, which tend to display a series 
of closely-packed high-Q resonances); and 
new voicing, which is different for the 
Closed and Open versions. The former has 
‘a warmer, fuller tone’ whereas the latter 
offers ‘a leaner lower midrange’.

 JAGGER’S LIPS...
Yes, I liked the ruby lustre of these 
generously-sized shells [writes CB] – 
although for some reason they make me 
think of Jon Pasche’s iconic Mick Jagger 
lips artwork! For maximum comfort 
you need to adjust the headstrap 
for the closest fi t to the cranium, 
when those soft, deep earcups 
sit more tightly and there’s 
less awareness of microphony 
when you move. You can 
strum those frame wires like 
a banjo but the novelty soon 
wears off. I did fi nd fi tting 
the locking cables in place 
fi ddly, with those four tiny 
recessed pins – some kind 
of alignment marker would 
have helped.

The ‘sound’ of these 
headphones is usefully 
illustrated by a couple of 
recent Harmonia Mundi releases: 
a period instruments account of the 
‘Storm’ movement from Beethoven’s 
‘Pastoral’ Symphony [Akademie für Alte 
Music Berlin; HMM902425] and the fi nale 
of Schoenberg’s Violin Concerto, with 
its extended writing for solo violin then 
crashing forte coda [Isabelle Faust, Swedish 
RSO/Daniel Harding; HMM902341]. The 
Beethoven is interesting in that the players 
are seated (based on historic precedent) 

with strings to the left, winds to the right, 
horns and timpani centred behind. With 
Audirvana 3.5 on my MacBook Pro and 
the AudioQuest Cobalt DAC/headphone 
amp [HFN Oct ’19], the Aeon 2 made an 
attractive complement for laptop listening 
at close quarters.

One of the enduring mysteries of headphone design is why it has taken so long 

for someone to create a circumaural headphone whose capsules are (cry in 

wonder) ear-shaped. Headphones with circular or elliptical capsules abound, and 

some even have ovoid capsules which are vaguely ear-shaped but often spoil it 

by using elliptical earpad recesses within. Ultrasone has used the parallelogram 

[HFN Oct ’16] while Sonus faber deployed what I refer to as ‘the mitre’ because 

the capsules for its Pryma model resemble a bishop’s titfer [HFN Jun ’16]. But 

until Dan Clark Audio (then MrSpeakers) introduced the original Aeon, no major 

headphone manufacturer I can think of had abandoned regular geometric 

forms for the obvious one: the shape of the ear itself. It’s not as if the familiar 

alternatives are adequate – most headphones ruck or squash the pinnae in 

some way or other – nor is it the case that statistical dimensional information 

for a wide range of ear shapes is in short supply. In fact there’s a quite a lot of 

literature on the subject, albeit of variable quality. Let me put it this way – you 

wouldn’t wear square shoes, would you? KH

LEFT: You need to adjust the leather 

headstrap position via the wire hoops 

to achieve a tight fi t around the ears 

for optimum performance [see boxout, 

below]. Pop-in accessory pads are 

provided to fi ne tune the sound

One strong virtue of this headphone 
is its pinpoint and detailed 

soundstaging, albeit imaging very 
much within the head with no impression 

of spanning out further. And with the 
Beethoven the drums made a massive 

impact, given the bass response of 
the Aeon 2, although these are not 

brought forward by the record 
producer. With Faust every 
tiny infl ection in her playing 
made its clean mark. I also 

listened to Beethoven’s last 
String Quartet, Op.135, in the 

new Chandos/Brodsky Quartet 
recording [CHAN 20114(3)] 
– a well-balanced Potton Hall 
production – and, again, you 
could readily follow the interplay 

and contribution of each player.

BENCHMARK TEST
Switching to the more critical 

Benchmark HPA4 headphone amp [HFN 
Oct ’18] and DAC3 B [HFN May ’17] – S/PDIF 
via iFi Audio’s iLink – and rather than Faust 
playing solo I tested the fi rst-movement 
cadenza in Johan Dalene’s auspicious 
debut recording of the Tchaikovsky Violin 
Concerto [BIS-2440; 96kHz/24-bit]. 
Compared with a more neutral headphone
the Aeon 2 rather blunted the sense of 
openness, even if you could still appreciate 
Dalene’s skills.

When listening to Dave Brubeck’s ‘Blue 
Rondo À La Turk’ [Time Out; Columbia 
Legacy CH 65122] with the Abyss AB-1266 
headphones [HFN Feb ’20] and before 
that the HiFi Man Susvara [HFN Dec ’18], 
I puzzled over where the struck metal 
percussion had gone; and it was the same 
here – especially around the 2m mark. The 
playing motored along enjoyably but those 
contributions were notably muted.

As this month’s From The Vault [see 
p128] is a reprise of our interview with 
Mitsuko Uchida, I played as my pianoforte 
example one of her early Philips Mozart 
recordings: the dramatic C-minor Sonata 
K457, produced in 1984 at Henry 
Wood Hall [Philips 468 3562]. Here, 
notwithstanding a slight thickening of the 
sound, given the Aeon 2’s tonal balance, 
I was immediately drawn into the fl uency 
of Uchida’s playing and all of her subtle 
expressive nuances.

en 
iver 

magnetic 
a series 

es); and 
the 

rmer has 
e latter 

se 
B] – 

make me 
k Jagger 

mfort 
ap 
m, 
s 

eleases: 
ount of the 
Beethoven’s 

i ds to the right, 

LEFT: You nee

headstrap pos

to achieve a ti

for optimum p

below]. Pop-in

provided to fi 

One strong v
is its pinpoint

soundstaging,
much within the

of spanning out f
Beethoven the dr

impact, given t
the Aeon 2

bro
p
t

li
Stri

new
reco
– a w
prod
could

and c

BENCH
Switching

Benchmark 
Oct ’18] and
via iFi Audio
playing solo
cadenza in
debut reco
Concerto [
Compared

A on

LEND US YOUR EARS



Distributed by Henley Audio

T: +44 (0) 1235 511 166  |  E: sales@henleyaudio.co.uk  |  W: www.henleyaudio.co.uk

Distributed by Henley Audio

T: +44 (0) 1235 511 166  |  E: sales@henleyaudio.co.uk  |  W: www.henleyaudio.co.uk |       : HenleyAudioUK  |        : HenleyAudio      : 

MC 
 WINDFELD

Built to honour the ex-chief engineer of Ortofon, Per Windfeld, the central band of 

the MC Windfeld Ti body is made using a revolutionary Selective Laser Melting (SLM) 

cartridge. The technologies use of Titanium increases the overall rigidity of the cartridge 

body, eliminating unwanted vibrations within the cartridge and increasing the dynamic 

and true high end ability.
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Offering good value, the Aeon 
2 headphones are fi nished to a 
high standard and at 326g are 
comfortable to wear. A longer 
cable might have helped reduce 
clothes-rub microphony, and 2m 
is perhaps a compromise length 
for home use, but the spacious 
and insightful sound is right on 
the money. Classical listeners 
might want a more extended 
treble but if electronic music is 
your thing, don’t hesitate!

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality: 84%

0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Changing tack: I doubt that with 
‘On The Run’, from Pink Floyd’s Dark 

Side Of The Moon [EMI 582136 2], 
you’d pick out all the lyrics whatever 
your system, and only the odd word 
registered here. But the Aeon 2s 
made an engaging job of all those 
electronic sound effects buzzing 
around, just as the swearing was 
clear in the ‘Speak To Me’ intro – 
so a pleasing result again here.

MAGNIFICENT MONO

With mono, and The Beatles’ ‘Please 
Mister Postman’ [With The Beatles; 
EMI CDP 7 46436 2] the words 
were clear and the exuberance of 
this track immediately found me 
‘head-bobbing’, caught up with the 
rhythmic fl ow. Turning the clock 
back to Duke Ellington and the 
1930s, I reprised a favourite track 
with singer Ivie Anderson and Ivor 
Mills’ ‘It Don’t Mean A Thing…’ 
[Columbia Legacy/Jazz Moods 
516425 2]. With its swirling, ‘talking’ 
brass and (uncredited) trombone/
sax solos by Joe Nanton and Johnny 
Hodges I enjoyed this with the Dan 
Clark ’phones, and there was no 
suggestion that this was a historic 
78rpm transfer.

More up to date (2007) and 
Claire Martin’s intimate title track 
from He Never Mentioned Love 
[Linn AKD295, SACD] came across 
well, with a bloom to the piano and 
bass, every syllable crystal-clear and 
– although the voice is set forward – 
nothing to mar the confi ding nature 
of her performance.

But the really big moment where 
I truly bonded with the Aeon 2s 
came with the huge orchestra 
Richard Strauss employed for his 
Alpine Symphony and some thrilling 
conducting and playing by the Oslo 
Philharmonic and Vasily Petrenko 
[Lawo LWC1192; 192kHz/24-bit]. 
Particularly, I might add, in the 
passage where a storm threatens 
and then engulfs the climbers.

Here the Aeon 2s did rather 
favour the lower-register 
instruments thus suiting the 
intensity of the thunder. As the 
storm passes Strauss writes a 
peaceful section with a warming 
character – by then I was hooked 
and stayed with the piece to its fi nal 
‘Nacht’ some 15m later. 

ABOVE: An ingenious mechanism folds the capsules up into the headband while 

a compact zip-up case is provided to pack and protect them when travelling

ABOVE: Swivelling gimbal arrangement 

lets you reverse one capsule for storage

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS
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ABOVE: Third-octave freq. resp. (red = Harman 

corrected; cyan = FF corrected; green = DF corrected)

ABOVE: With good sealing around the ear, the Aeon

2’s bass output is strong. The suppressed presence/

treble is evident from the corrected responses [below] 

LAB
REPORT

DAN CLARK AUDIO AEON 2

Increasingly we’re seeing planar magnetic (PM) headphones 
with single-sided drivers to save weight and size. Last issue it 
was the Audeze LCD-1, this time around the Aeon 2. Both also 
have capsules which fold up into the headband to enhance 
portability, but in other respects the LCD-1 and Aeon 2 are rather 
different. While both resort to low impedance to retain voltage 
sensitivity, the LCD-1 is much more successful than the Aeon 
2. We recorded an impressive 118.1dB for the former, but Dan 
Clark Audio’s latest creation is a long way adrift at 105.2dB. This 
is not to say that the Aeon 2 is likely to be incompatible with the 
usual spectrum of signal sources, both portable and ‘fi xed’ – it 
isn’t – but you may notice that the volume control setting is 
higher than with other headphones.

As usual with PM drivers, impedance is virtually constant 
across the audio spectrum so you need have no concerns about 
changes in frequency response caused by different source 
impedances. Also typical for PM designs, the Aeon 2 has an 
extended bass response – but only if those ear-shaped capsules 
seal well to the head [see boxout, p69]. As we found with the 
Ether 2, tested when Dan Clark Audio was still MrSpeakers [HFN 
Jul ’19], the Aeon 2 is sensitive to this seal being compromised. 
Whereas some open-back PM designs shrug off earpad leakage 
due to spectacles or hair, the Aeon 2 does not – it suffers 
signifi cant loss in bass output.

The uncorrected frequency responses [Graph 1, below] are 
par for the course for a PM design in that, as already noted, LF 
output is extended, and the expected output peak at around 
3kHz is less energetic than usually considered necessary for a 
neutral tonal balance. The shelved-up LF and reticent presence 
band peak mean that in all three corrected responses [see Graph 
2, below] there is a marked bias to lower midrange and bass 
frequencies, and a distinct paucity of treble. KH 

p [

Sensitivity (SPL at 1kHz for 1Vrms input) 105.2dB

Impedance modulus min/max (20Hz-20kHz) 12.2ohm @ 20Hz

12.3ohm @ 11.0kHz

Capsule matching (40Hz-10kHz) ±5.0dB

LF extension (–6dB ref. 200Hz) <20Hz

Distortion 100Hz/1kHz (for 90dB SPL) <0.1% / <0.1%

Weight (headset only) 326g



72 | www.hifi news.co.uk | APRIL 2020

CD PLAYER/AMPLIFIER

Integrated CD player & amplifi er. Rated at 70W/4ohm
Made by: Sound United LLC/DEI Holdings, California 

Supplied by: Sound United UK (D&M Audiovisual Ltd)
Telephone: 0208 103 4770

Web: www.denon.com/en-gb; www.soundunited.com
Prices: £549/£1099 (CD/amp) 

Denon’s Design Series brings us this attractive-looking two-box system, combining disc 
playback with streaming. But does style and fl exibility mean a compromised sound? 
Review: James Parker Lab: Paul Miller

E
ach of Sound United’s two 
mainstream hi-fi  brands – Denon 
and Marantz – has its own take on 
compact, room-friendly separates. 

In the case of Marantz, it’s a lineup 
comprising an integrated amp and a USB 
DAC/headphone amp, each styled in ‘retro’ 
casework designed to evoke memories of 
Marantz amps of the past.

Denon, meanwhile, goes for a 
completely new look for its ‘Design Series’, 
to which the £549 DCD-100 CD player 
and £1099 PMA-150H network amplifi er 
are the latest additions. The main body of 
the product is a mixture of gloss and matt 
black, sandwiched between two slabs of 
alloy to give a look that’s kind of ‘modern 
deco’, being both up to date and with hints 
of classic 1930s ‘style moderne’ design.

Denon’s Design Series is rather more 
extensive than that of its stablemate, 
encompassing three amps and a receiver, 
starting with the £299 PMA-30 and rising 
through the £529 PMA-60 and £799 DRA-
100 receiver to the PMA-150H. There’s 
also a brace of CD players including the 
DCD-100 and £249 DCD-50. Well, actually 
there’s only one CD player, but we’ll come 
to that in a moment and neither is the 
PMA-150H quite what it seems.

FULLY LOADED 

The DCD-100 is the second CD player 
to be launched in the Design Series, its 
dimensions matching those of the DRA-100 
and PMA-150H at 26cm wide, whereas 
the original DCD-50 was a slender 20cm 
to match the PMA-30 and PMA-60. Both 
machines share slot-loading CD transports, 
Burr-Brown PCM5102 (192kHz/32-bit 
capable) digital-to-analogue conversion, 
and a choice of analogue outputs on RCA 
sockets or a single digital out. In fact, in 
every aspect the specifi cation of the two 
is identical, suggesting there’s little more 

happening here beyond the obvious larger 
form-factor of the DCD-100.

There’s nothing fi shy here – Denon is 
far from the only manufacturer making 
similar products in different sizes to appeal 
to various sub-sets of consumer – but it’s 
worth noting that buyers wanting to add 
on a player to one of the Design Series 
amps, and less troubled by the slight 
dimensional mismatch, could snap up 
something of a bargain by purchasing the 
DCD-50, which is a more than acceptable 
player in its own right.

The PMA-150H is designated by Denon 
as an ‘Integrated Network Amplifi er’ and, 
as such, comes fully loaded with streaming 
capability, both from home network 
storage and online services including 
Amazon Music, Deezer and Spotify. It also 
has both Bluetooth and Apple AirPlay 2 
onboard, along with the Denon-developed 

HEOS multiroom capability now featured 
in just about every Denon and Marantz 
product, plus a range of HEOS wireless 
speakers. That HEOS system also brings a 
choice of voice control options, the amp 
responding to (admittedly relatively simple) 
requests via Amazon Alexa and Google 
Assistant devices.

TALKING RADIO

However, also included in the specifi cation 
are both DAB+ and FM radio tuners, 
alongside the PMA-150H’s TuneIn-based 
Internet radio capability. Now in my book 
that makes this a receiver, not just an 
amplifi er – perhaps this is a PMA- rather 
than a DRA- to distance it from the existing 
receiver in the Design Series, which has 
after all been around for a while. Denon 
makes great play of this being an all-digital 
amplifi er, using as it does ‘next-generation 

RIGHT: Inside the PMA-150H a resonant switch 

mode PSU [far right] feeds Denon’s DDFA power 

amp and fi lter [just visible underneath the top 

PCB]. The latter incorporates network, USB and 

other digital audio processing, plus the MCU 

Denon DCD-100/PMA-150H
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Direct Digital Feedback Amplifi cation 
(DDFA)’, bridged to offer a 70W output. 
Well, into 4ohm, anyway, because into 
an 8ohm load that output 
halves [see PM’s boxout,
below and Lab Report, p75].

Meanwhile, one coaxial 
and two optical digital 
inputs are included along 
with an asynchronous USB-B 
for direct connection to 
a computer. There’s also 
a USB-A port on the front panel to play 
music from memory devices, and two 
conventional line inputs on RCAs. Files at 
up to 384kHz/32-bit and DSD256/11.2MHz 
can be played through the amp via the 
USB-B connection (which will require a 
Denon-supplied driver for connection to a 

PC for ‘hi-res’ music), and up to 192kHz/
24-bit and DSD128/5.6MHz from network 
storage or online sources. The USB-A slot 

on the front offers the 
same format coverage 
as the network playback 
while the conventional 
digital inputs top out at 
192kHz/24-bit.

Networking is via 
both wired Ethernet and 
Wi-Fi, the latter sharing a 

single stub antenna, and there’s a separate 
connection for a DAB/FM aerial. Output is 
on a single set of speaker terminals, and 

LEFT: Compact, 

classy-looking and 

deceptively minimalist 

for the features on 

offer. Basic track 

access [DCD-100, top], 

volume and menu 

navigation controls 

[PMA-150H, bottom] 

are supplemented by 

full remote control 

[see p75]

there’s also a single phono socket to feed a 
subwoofer. This is also marked as ‘Pre-Out’ 
and, as it’s unfi ltered, will need to be used 
with an active sub having its own low-pass 
fi lter. There’s also a 6.35mm headphone 
socket fed from a dedicated amp, with a 
choice of three impedance settings offered.

 RICH PICKINGS

Denon has an enviable history when it 
comes to making things to play physical 
media, having produced its fi rst cylinder 
players back in 1910, so it’s no surprise the 
DCD-100 is an attractive-sounding machine 
whether connected via digital or analogue 
outputs. The company’s in-house signal 
processing has long been about a sound 
combining smoothness with fi ne rendition 
of detail, and so it is here, especially when 
the player is connected to the amp using 
an optical link. After all, there seems little 
point in converting digital to analogue in 
the player only for the amp to re-digitise it.

Playing some hardy favourites, with the 
amp connected to the unusual Neat Iota 
Alpha speakers [HFN Oct ’16], which match 
well with the aesthetic of the electronics, 
that mixture of warmth and openness is 
appreciated. The rich soundscape of Dire 
Straits’ Brothers In Arms [Vertigo 824 
499-2] sounds reasonably lush, whether 
with the drive of ‘Money For Nothing’ 
or the cinematic title track, and when I 
switched up to the bigger Iota Xplorer 
fl oorstanders [HFN Jul ’18] the little Denon 
amp proved more than up to the job. It 
stayed clean even at ‘exciting’ levels, even 
if I might not choose this amp if non-stop 
window-rattling was my priority. It sounds 
powerful, but has its limits.

What’s more, the Denon combination 
maintains its easy to enjoy, involving 
presentation across a wide range of 

‘Listening to
hi-res fi les had 
me straying to 
the dark side’

This new amp benefi ts from the 
‘Direct Digital’ technology we fi rst 
saw in the NAD M2 Master series 
[HFN Jun ’10]. Historically, the Direct 
Digital Feedback Amplifi er (DDFA), 
a proprietary and highly scalable 
digital Class D audio amplifi er technology, was originally developed 
by Zetex Semiconductors back in 2006. Also called ‘Class Z’ at the time, the 
know-how was latterly acquired by Cambridge Silicon Radio Ltd in May 2013, 
which was mopped up by mobile tech giant Qualcomm in August 2015.

In the PMA-150H, the DDFA’s (PWM) modulator is synchronised directly to the 
incoming sample rate (96kHz for all analogue sources) and supplies a discrete 
range of pulse ‘widths’ to the high-speed FETs at the output. The high frequency 
analogue stream is fi ltered to reveal the audio signal but, like other Class D 
amps of this ilk, the fi nal frequency response is infl uenced by the impedance 
trend of the attached loudspeaker. In practice, speaker impedance trends vary 
with frequency but into a ‘fl at’ 8ohm load the PMA-150H’s response rises from 
+1dB/20kHz to +2.2dB/38kHz [black trace, inset Graph] but into 4ohm falls from 
–0.4dB/20kHz to –1.8dB/38kHz [red trace]. The treble is more severely rolled-off 
into tougher 2ohm [blue] and 1ohm [green] loads. PM

CLASS SYSTEM

gy was originally developed
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REPORT

DENON DCD-100/PMA-150H

While Denon rates the PMA-150H at 70W (into 4, not 8ohm) in 
practice it delivers slightly more at 2x44W/8ohm and 2x87W/
4ohm. The Class D architecture means there’s no appreciable 
dynamic headroom – the power remaining unchanged into 
8 and 4ohm – with 145W available into 2ohm and limited 
by protection at exactly the same 145W/1ohm [see Graph 1, 
below]. Distortion climbs gently with output, levelling off at 
0.007% from 1-20W/8ohm through bass and midrange but 
climbing quite signifi cantly to 0.1%/5kHz, 0.25%/10kHz and 
0.65%/20kHz (all 10W/8ohm). This is mirrored by the output 
impedance which also climbs at HF from 0.05ohm/1kHz to 
1ohm/20kHz, and with the impact on frequency response 
discussed in our boxout [p73]. The A-wtd S/N ratio is above 
average at 87dB (re. 0dBW) and unwtd. hum low at –89dBV.

The partnering DCD-100 player is based around the popular 
Burr-Brown PCM5102A DAC and offers a generous 107dB 
A-wtd S/N from a maximum 1.94V output. The 850ohm source 
impedance is rather higher than I’d like to see, but distortion 
is consistently low at ~0.003-0.007% over the top 30dB of its 
dynamic range through bass and midrange [black trace, Graph 
2], increasing to 0.008-0.03% at high (20kHz) frequencies [blue 
trace]. Digital jitter is close to the measurable limit for 16-bit 
CD at 124psec. The DAC chip offers both FIR and low-latency 
IIR fi lters, with Denon evidently opting for the former with its 
impressive 120dB stopband rejection traded for transient pre- 
and post-ringing on impulses. There’s a slight ±0.05dB in-band 
ripple but the response merely dips to –0.1dB/20kHz and stereo 
separation is held to >85dB across the 20Hz-20kHz span. PM

ABOVE: THD versus 16-bit CD digital signal level over 

a 120dB range at 1kHz (black) and 20kHz (blue)

ABOVE: Dynamic power output versus distortion into 

8ohm (black trace), 4ohm (red), 2ohm (blue) and 

1ohm (green) speaker loads. Max. current is 12A

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

Continuous power (<1% THD, 8/4ohm) 44W / 87W

Dynamic power (<1% THD, 8/4/2/1ohm) 45W / 86W / 145W / 145W

Output impedance (20Hz–20kHz) 0.063–1.06ohm (850ohm, CD)

Freq. resp. (20Hz–20kHz/40kHz) +0.1 to +0.95dB/+2.0dB (Amp)

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz, 0dBFs/0dBW) 0.0029–0.0031% / 0.0068–0.65%

A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBFs/0dBW) 107.4dB (CD) / 86.8dB (Amp)

Digital Jitter 124psec

Power consumption (idle/rated o/p) 25W / 115W (4W, CD)

Dimensions (WHD / Total weight) 280x(71/104)x(305/337)mm / 9kg

musical styles, from the synth-pop 
of Depeche Mode’s ‘Tora! Tora! 
Tora!’ from Speak & Spell [Mute CD 
STUMM 5] to the scale and drama 
of the Bach Collegium Japan’s new 
recording of Bach’s St Matthew 

Passion [BIS BIS-2500; 96kHz/24-bit].
Yes, while the Denon duo is a very 
good solution for playing CDs, it 
wasn’t long before hearing what 
the amp could do with hi-res fi les 
had me straying to the dark side. 
The combination of warmth and 
insight is the perfect foil for the 
performance of Masaaki Suzuki and 
his Japanese ensemble, presenting 
the headlong rush of Bach’s passion 
play with real emotion.

RAP SWAGGER 

Yes, there are amplifi ers and digital 
front-ends able to deliver this music 
with even greater scale and – in 
particular – weight, but the Denon 
combination never suggests it’s 
merely hinting at what a recording 

has to offer, and 
neither does it 
require allowances 
to be made for its 
‘designer’ style. 
Instead it treats 
the listener to an 
enticing fl ow of 
music and does so 
with minimal fuss.

Play Anna 
Fedorova’s luscious 
reading of piano 
works by Sergei 

Rachmaninov, including his fi rst 
piano concerto and the Rhapsody 

On A Theme Of Paganini [Channel 
Classics CCS42640; DXD 352.8kHz], 
and the PMA-150H, fed from a 
Mac mini, does a fi ne job with 
the balance between soloist and 
orchestra, controlling my compact 
fl oorstanders to impressive effect. 
And in the Rhapsody there’s a 
lovely rendition of the precision 
and fl uidity of Fedorova’s playing, 
with both soloist and the Symphony 
Orchestra St Gallen under Modestas 
Pitrenas benefi ting from the tight 
control of the amp, both in terms of 
crisp detail and rhythmic acuity.

And yes, this combination 
will satisfy those with more 
mainstream music tastes, whether 
it’s the intertwining infl uences of 
Coldplay’s Everyday Life [Parlophone 
0190295337834] or the rap 
swagger of Grime star Stormzy’s 
Heavy Is The Head [Merky Records/
Atlantic 0190295403034]. In other 
words, this compact Denon system 
is pretty much perfectly sorted for 
its target market. 

ABOVE: DCD-100 [top] offers standard line and digital coax outs with the PMA-150H 

[bottom] featuring Bluetooth, USB-B, S/PDIF (one coax, two optical) and network 

digital ins, a DAB/FM antenna input, two line ins, pre out and 4mm speaker terminals

Denon’s duo proves you don’t 
have to give away too much 
performance to get a system 
with fl exibility, style and ease of 
use. Of the pair, the CD player 
is perhaps less easy to justify at 
the price, and if you major on 
music streaming it could be left 
off the shopping list. For those 
transitioning from physical media 
to fi le-and-stream music playback, 
and wanting a discrete solution, 
there’s much to enjoy here.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality: 82%
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LEFT: RC-1215 system 

remote boosts the CD

player with direct track

access, repeat/program

play. Input, volume and 

set-up menu access is 

provided for the amp



PS Audio’s Stellar range is 
afordable excellence

Pioneering world class audio products

er 

Pioneering world class audio products

er 

Stellar Gain Cell Preamplifier/DAC

The Stellar Gain Cell™ combines the  

benefits of an exceptional analogue  

preamplifier and a full-featured DAC.  

Fully balanced analogue circuitry from 

input to output, the Stellar Gain Cell 

builds upon years of research and   

innovation in the art of Class A analogue 

amplification and state-of-the-art 

digital reproduction.

£1,550

Stellar S300 Stereo Amplifier

Breathe new life into your loudspeakers with 

the Stellar™ S300. The S300 combines the slam, 

linearity, and toe-tapping pacing of a Class 

D output stage with the warmth, grace, and 

rich inner detail of Stellar’s Class A proprietary 

Analog Cell. £1,350

Stellar M700 Power Amplifier Monos

The Analog Cell is the heart of the M700’s 

musicality, where richly overlayed layers of 

music’s inner details are preserved even in the 

most complex orchestral crescendos. 

The Analog Cell is a proprietary, fully differential, 

zero feedback, discrete, Class A MOSFET circuit, 

hand-tuned to capture the smallest micro 

dynamics without sacrificing the loudest macro 

dynamics music has to offer.
£2,700



PS Audio Power Plants are regarded for their ability to reduce noise and THD to 

virtually zero while providing rock steady voltage output. 
Traditional power conditioners can only afect a portion of incoming noise and are unable to compensate for over or under voltage. Furthermore, 

power conditioners raise the impedance of the power going to your system, which can bleach your sound and drain away dynamics. The P3 

handles things completely diferently. Through the P3’s active regeneration process, it provides perfect power while also lowering the impedance, 

increasing the dynamics and openness of your system.

Built as an evolution from our renowned P12, P15, and 

P20 the P3 is our most affordable regenerator – 

perfect for powering sources and small to medium 

systems. Power Plants generate sine-wave-perfect, 

regulated, high current AC power from your home’s AC. 

In the process of regeneration, problems on your power 

line such as low voltage, distorted waveforms, sagging 

power, and noise are eliminated and the power quality 

enhanced. The results are both audibly and visually 

stunning when powering either audio or video products. 

£2,300

Stellar Power Plant P3

PS Audio Introduces 

the Stellar Phono 

Preampliier! 

Redefining record collections, 

one LP at a time

The new Stellar Phono Preamp has both fixed and variable loading for moving coil cartridges, fully adjustable from the 

remote control. The unit’s ultra-low noise allows the use of MC cartridges with output as low as 0.15 mV. Two different 

tonearms can be selected via the remote, with either single-ended or balanced outputs. A massive, heavily-regulated 

power supply and full DC coupling allow the unit to provide up to 20V rms output for powerful bass and unrestricted 

headroom and dynamics. PS Audio’s first product way back in 1974 was a phono preamplifier that outperformed and 

replaced far more expensive units. Since then, we’ve offered a number of excellent phono preamps, but the new Stellar 

Phono Preamplifier is the best we’ve ever made.

£2,500

Distributed by Signature Audio Systems, call: 07738 – 007776 

or by e-mail to: info@signaturesystems.co.uk Web: www.psaudio.com

A U D I O  S Y S T E M S

“I recommend a listen to the 

Stellar to anyone in the market 

for a new phono preamp, 

regardless of price. I don’t 

think I’ve ever written that 

before.”

Michael Fremer - Stereophile, Jan 2020
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n 1970, Deutsche Grammophon 
marked the bicentenary of the 
birth of Beethoven with LP box 
sets, part reissue partly new 

recordings, to provide the fi rst 
comprehensive Edition. (Philips 
did much the same for Mozart but 
marking 200 years after he had died 
– this time all CDs.)

Ludwig van Beethoven was born 
in Bonn, probably on the 16th 
of December 1770. The exact 
date is unproven but we know 
he was baptised on the 17th. His 
grandfather (same name) had come 
from an Austrian Duchy now a part 
of Flemish Belgium, to Bonn via 
Cologne, to become Kapellmeister.

EDISON FIRST

The fi rst recording of any piece of 
music composed by Beethoven 
was made in 1889 by one of 
Edison’s engineers. It was part of his 
Romance for violin Op.50, played 

Other recordings I’d not like to 
be without are Karajan’s from 1962; 
the fi rst Klemperer/Philharmonia, 
which came out as a 10in mono LP 
[reissued on Naxos 8.111248] and 
which you can hear on YouTube; 
and Carlos Kleiber’s with the 
Vienna Philharmonic [see Essential 
Recordings boxout, p79].

POET AND PIANO

Karl Böhm could be a dull old stick 
but in his early ’70s DG/Vienna cycle 
one Symphony is outstanding: the 
‘Pastoral’. It’s separated on a CD 
with Schubert No 5 [447 4332]. 

Karajan’s fi rst EMI/Philharmonia 
series had a better No 6 than any 
of his Berlin remakes, and Warner 
Classics has a 96kHz/24-bit mono 
option [part of 2564633735]. Only 
a few years ago the ‘Choral’ was 
discovered as a stereo tape, and for 
HvK completists Warner issued it 
as a mid-price CD [2564609030]. 
But the 1963 Berlin is in a different 
league [see Essential Recordings].

Otto Klemperer’s Kingsway Hall 
No 9 from 1957 introduced the 

Philharmonia Chorus 
but was superseded 
by a live Festival 
Hall version with 
the same singers, 
issued by Testament 
[SBT1177]. His 
1955 Philharmonia 
‘Eroica’ was a great 

interpretation, and indispensable 
[Warner 5677402].

My favourite Beethoven pianist 
is Wilhelm Kempff [Classical 
Companion Dec ’15], whom DG 
used to promote as ‘the poet 
of the piano’. He had a gentle 
improvisatory freshness ideally 
suited to the early Piano Sonatas 
– like Op.2:2 or Op31:1, with its 
sunny Adagio grazioso. He made 
two complete LP sets, also recording 
most of them fi rst as 78s.

with pianoforte accompaniment. 
Arthur Nikisch’s 1913 shellac set, 
with the Berlin Philharmonic, was at 
one time believed to be the very fi rst 
recording of Symphony No 5. But 
we now know that it was preceded 
by an Odeon version conducted by 
the little-known German composer 
Eduard Künneke and produced 
in August 1911. That December 
he also recorded the ‘Pastoral’ 
Symphony and later import copies 
to the UK carried no label credit, as 
we were then at war with Germany!

If you can fi nd the 
necessary £220 for the 
Decca/DG 175-hour 
‘Beethoven 2020’ box 
[483 6767] you’ll fi nd 
just the fi rst movt of 
the Nikisch Fifth. If you 
cannot, well just have 
fun exploring the lavish 
promo at www.beethoven-playon.

com. Unlike the 1970 Edition this 
one is full of duplicated works but 
has music never recorded before.

The Fifth which made a lasting 
impact in the LP era was Erich 
Kleiber’s with the Amsterdam 
Concertgebouw [Decca, Sept 1953]. 
It had been engineered by Kenneth 
Wilkinson (‘Wilkie’) and later licensed 
to Linn as an audiophile LP. It’s 
now in a 12CD box [482 3952] or 
downloadable in CD-quality.

‘I’d want also 
to have one 

of Menuhin’s 
versions’

Warner Classics and Deutsche Grammophon are early to the party, with huge boxed 
CD editions. Christopher Breunig suggests more affordable library must-haves

è
Arthur 
Nikisch’s 

1913 recording 
of Beethoven’s 
Symphony No 5 
was once 
thought to be its 
78rpm debut

í
Often 
used by 

the record 
companies, 
Joseph Carl 
Stieler’s idealised 
Beethoven 
portrait from 
1819

Classical Companion

Beethoven

250th Anniversary
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I rather wanted to avoid multiple 
sets here and it’s good to fi nd 
highresaudio.com now has some 
remastered Kempff couplings from 
the 1960s stereo cycle, making a 
good introduction to his playing.

But you need at least a sample 
of the Artur Schnabel 1930s cycle 
(the fi rst ever to be made). Warner’s 
reissue CD set was disappointingly 
transferred – rather like the EMI 
LP box-sets versions – and we are 
fortunate in also having Mark 
Obert-Thorn’s transfers for Naxos. 
Schnabel was technically erratic 
as he strived to plumb the depths 
and rages of Beethoven but had a 
unique authority. The disc with the 
‘Appassionata’ [8.110761] would 
make a good starting point. 

Brendel, Levit or Schiff are the 
common recommendations for 
the Diabelli Variations, but my 
preferences remain with Rudolf 
Serkin – the 1957 Sony or perhaps 
the Prades live one on Music & Arts 
– and the young Martin Helmchen 
[Alpha ALPHA386].

In Kempff’s two sets of the fi ve 
Piano Concertos, both with the 
Berlin Philharmonic, he plays his 
own cadenzas, rather than the 
composer’s. That aside, they’re 
equally recommendable [DG/Presto 
476 5299, mono with Paul van 
Kempen; GG 427 2372, stereo 
remake with Ferdinand Leitner]. 

Claudio Arrau made a very lovely 
1964 recording of No 4, with Haitink 
accompanying, and you can still 
fi nd it as a 2014 transfer Japanese 
import CD [Decca UCCD-4853].

It’s not unusual to fi nd 
violinists recording the Violin 
Concerto now preferring a 
cadenza (including a part for the 
tympanist) Beethoven wrote for 
his piano concerto transcription. 
Wolfgang Schneiderhan was fi rst 
to adopt this on a spacious, fi nely 
engineered1962 Berlin LP with 

Eugen Jochum conducting [Speakers 
Corner SLPM 138999]. It was, 
incidentally, DG’s fi rst stereo LP to 
come with no mono counterpart. 

VINYL THREESOME

I think, though, that I’d want 
also to have one of Menuhin’s 
versions. I used to play endlessly the 
Philharmonia one with Furtwängler 
conducting; Warner has this as an 
‘Original Jacket’ CD [2564607597].

Schneiderhan is also violinist in 
DG’s Triple Concerto with Janos 
Starker, Geza Anda and Fricsay 
conducting his Berlin RSO [483 
6399; 180g vinyl]. It’s odd that the 
– notorious? – EMI Karajan/Richter/
Oistrakh/Rostropovich and Sony’s 
Serkin/Laredo/Parnas also came 

out as vinyl reissues [Hi-Q Records/
Speakers Corner]. 

If you wanted to explore the 
String Quartets, Tully Potter’s 
exhaustive treatise [https://the 
beethovenproject.com/] is essential 
reading. We disagree over the 
Tokyo Qt, agree over the Takács… 
It predates the Belcea’s excellent set 
[Alpha ALPHA262] where you can 
download single works, or all, as 
required in 96kHz/24-bit resolution. 
Where to start? The F-minor Op.95, 
‘Serioso’, I’d say.

The Cello Sonatas have always 
done well on records and the DG 
Fournier/Gulda stands the test of 
time. Perlman/Ashkenazy for the two 
popular ‘Spring’ and ‘Kreutzer’ Violin 
Sonatas [Decca 4757509]. 

ESSENTIAL RECORDINGS

Symphonies Nos 5 and 7

DG 471 630-2 [SACD hybrid]

Carlos Kleiber’s mid ’70s VPO coupling is also 

on CD at less cost: 447 400-2. The two 180g LP 

pressings are now elusive: Amazon perhaps.

The Symphonies

DG 479 3442 (fi ve CDs + Blu-ray audio)

Karajan stinted on repeats but his fi rst Berlin 

cycle (of three) remains a library choice. 

The 8LP alternative is vastly expensive, and 

Eloquence’s CD set (no Blu-ray) the cheapest.

The Piano Concertos

Philips 462 7812 (three discs) 

Alfred Brendel’s fi nal and fourth recording, 

1997-8, is with the VPO under Sir Simon Rattle.

The Missa Solemnis

BR Klassik 900130

Haitink’s Sept ’14 live recording with the 

Bavarian RSO has all the qualities to make 

a top modern recommendation.

Fidelio

Warner 2564695614/Testament SBT21328

Klemperer again for the opera. Philharmonia 

studio or ROH live. Ludwig vs Jurinac as 

Leonore (both have Vickers in the lead role).

Late String Quartets and Grosse fuge 

Philips 475 8685 (three discs)

The late ’60s set by the Quartetto Italiano 

which Tully Potter suggests as ‘perhaps the 

most humane we have had’.

è
One of 
DG’s few 

Surround SACDs, 
Carlos Kleiber’s 
Beethoven 
Symphonies 
Nos 5 and 7 are 
also on CD

ë
Wilhelm 
Kempff can 

be seen playing 
the ‘Moonlight’ 
Sonata in 1970 
on YouTube
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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...

Nina Simone

Black Gold

O
nce upon a time there was 
a country which called itself 
the United States Of America 
– a gross misnomer because 

it couldn’t have been more disunited if it 
tried. It was fi rst largely populated by white 
people who had landed in ships and stolen 
the land from its original inhabitants. They 
then kidnapped and imported boatloads 
of people from Africa and the like to do 
all their heavy lifting. These slaves had no 
wages and no rights.

HARLEM RESISTANCE 
Then, some among the population 
developed a conscience about this 
situation and, although faced with vicious 
opposition from those who stood to lose 
out economically and those who feared for 
their livelihoods, sought to establish some 
basic human rights on the slaves’ behalf.

Which is where Alain LeRoy Locke comes 
in. Born in Philadelphia in 1885, 
to a family of ‘free’ blacks, he 
graduated from Harvard 

Digging into the darker, tragic side of America’s history, 
Steve Sutherland sets the context for this live recording, 
now reissued as a 50-year celebratory LP on 180g vinyl

in The Nation magazine in 1926. In 1951 
he published Harlem (aka A Montage Of A 

Dream Deferred), a book-length jazz poem 
which, in turn, greatly inspired a young 
writer called Lorraine Hansberry. 

EQUAL RIGHTS ANTHEM 
Born in Chicago in 1930 into a well-to-
do black family (her father was in real 
estate), the Hansberrys found themselves 

infamous when, in 1938, 
they purchased a house 
in Washington Park, 
incurring the wrath of 
white neighbours who 
attempted to have them 
moved straight back 
out. This resulted in an 
extremely complicated 

and lengthy lawsuit, which went all the 
way to the Supreme Court.

In 1951 Lorraine joined the staff of the 
Freedom Newspaper, published by the 
great black actor/singer Paul Robeson. As 
a reporter she travelled to Georgia to cover 
the case of Willie McGee, a negro who 
was spuriously convicted of raping a white 
woman and executed in the electric chair 
on May the 8th, 1951. A crowd of more 
than 1500 gathered on the courthouse 
lawn outside and the execution was 
broadcast on the radio. 

In his farewell letter to his wife, McGee 
wrote: ‘Tell the people the real reason they 
are going to take my life is to keep the 
Negro down... They can’t do this if you and 
the children keep on fi ghting. Never forget 
to tell them why they killed their daddy. 
I know you won’t fail me. Tell the people 
to keep on fi ghting.’

The events inspired Lorraine to write a 
poem called Lynchsong and then, in 1959, 
her A Raisin In The Sun (its title taken from 
a line in Langston Hughes’ Harlem) became 
the fi rst play by an African American to be 
performed on Broadway. Directed by Lloyd 
Richards (the fi rst Afro-American to direct 
there), and starring Sidney Poitier, the fi rst 
black actor to win an Oscar, Raisin, based 
loosely on her family’s lawsuit, was a great 

University in 1907 with degrees in English 
and Philosophy and became the fi rst 
Afro-American to be awarded a Rhodes 
Scholarship to Oxford University.

Back teaching at Harvard, in 1925 Alain 
edited The New Negro: An Interpretation, 
an anthology of poetry, fi ction, and 
essays by black writers and artists which 
greatly inspired a young gentleman called 
Langston Hughes who was widely regarded 
as the leader of a lively 
aggregation of negro 
artists working in New York 
City known locally as The 
Harlem Resistance.

Hughes had been born 
in Joplin, Missouri in 1902. 
His great grandmothers 
were slaves, his great 
grandfathers slave owners. By the early 
1920s he was hailed as one of the earliest 
practitioners of what became known as 

jazz poetry, as well as writing the 
Resistance manifesto published 

‘“A bunch of 
irate taxi drivers 

were leaning
on their horns”’

î
Label of original 
LP on RCA 

Records (right), Nina 
Simone pictured in 
1965 (below) and (far 
right) posing for a 
publicity shot in 1978
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success and again, greatly inspirational to 

the principal of our piece, Nina Simone.

Lorraine was godmother to Simone’s 

daughter Lisa, and when her friend died 

aged 34 in 1965, Simone was moved to 

compose a song for her. Named after a 

play put together from her various writings 

by Lorraine’s ex-husband and friend, 

songwriter and poet Robert Nemiroff in 

1968, that song was ‘To Be Young, Gifted 

And Black’, the Equal Rights anthem that 

forms the centrepiece to 1970’s Black 

Gold, the LP we’re here to celebrate. 

I make no apologies for the history lesson 

we’ve just been through because, in 

researching Black Gold, it struck me that 

if you were ever going to make a movie 

about one song, ‘To Be Young, Gifted And 

Black’ would take some beating.

CROSSTOWN TRAFFIC 

It’s wonderful from start to fi nish, dripping 

with past injustices, yet heroically hopeful 

for the future – proud, optimistic, defi ant 

and beautiful. Simone wrote the music, her 

bandleader and ace keyboard player, the 

estimable Weldon Irvine Jr, wrote the lyrics.

Here’s what he had so say about the 

process before he blew his head off with 

a shotgun on the front lawn of a Uniondale 

offi ce complex in New York on the 9th 

of April 2002. ‘It was the only time in my 

life that I wrestled with creating,’ he said. 

‘Usually, I just open the door and it comes.’ 

It took 14 days. ‘I was in my Ford Galaxy 

on my way to the bus station to pick up a 

girlfriend from down south. I was stopped 

at a red light at 41st Street and Eighth 

Avenue when all the words came to me at 

once. I tied up traffi c at that red light for 

15 minutes as I scribbled on three napkins 

and a matchbook cover. 

‘A whole bunch of irate taxi drivers were 

leaning on their horns. I wrote it, put it in 

the glove compartment, picked up the girl, 

and didn’t look at it until she got back on 

the bus to go home.’

When he fi nally read it, he was 

awestruck. He remembers thinking, ‘I didn’t 

write this. God wrote it through me’.

Simone introduces the song on the 

album thus: ‘It is not addressed to white 

people primarily. Though it doesn’t put you 

down in any way... it simply ignores you. 

For my people need all the inspiration and 

love that they can get.’

She was quite something was Nina 

Simone. She’s introduced here as the High 

Priestess Of Soul and who are we to argue?

Born Eunice Kathleen Waymon on 

February the 21st, 1933, in Tryon, North 

Carolina, she began playing piano at 

church from a very young age. Her concert 

debut, a classical recital, was given when 

she was 12. Simone later said that during 

this performance, her parents, who had 

taken seats in the front row, were forced to 

move to the back of the hall to make way 

for white people but that she refused to 

play until her parents were moved back to 

their front seats. 

That pretty much set the scene for the 

rest of her mighty career and you can hear 

all the pain and defi ance right here on 

Black Gold, recorded live, exhausted and 

emotional, in New York’s Philharmonic Hall 

on the 26th of October 1969.

‘Black Is The Colour Of My True Love’s 

Hair’ is haunting, almost holy, and 

wonderfully sexually ambiguous with 

guitarist Emile Latimer’s moving vocal 

coda. The famous hit ‘Ain’t Got No, I Got 

Life’ is a song that could only have come 

from someone who had suffered and 

survived, ‘Westwind’ is a conga-driven 

thing of grace and beauty, Sandy Denny’s 

‘Who Knows Where The Time Goes?’ sage 

and forlorn. And then there’s ‘YG&B’, 

a celestial celebration to end the show.

Simone was nominated for it but 

the Grammy for Best Female R&B vocal 

performance went to Aretha Franklin who, 

in 1972, recorded ‘Young Gifted And Black’ 

and named a great album after it. The 

fl aming torch, once again, passed on. 

RE-RELEASE VERDICT
Recorded live in 1969, the eight songs 

arranged by the singer and engineered 

by Ed Begley for Stroud Productions, 

Inc, Nina Simone’s album Black Gold 

was fi rst released the following 

year in the States as an RCA Victor 

‘Dynagroove’ LP [LSP-4248 – UK No 

SF8142] with cover art as seen here for 

this limited edition 50th anniversary 

reissue. This is a Music On Vinyl 180g 

pressing [MOVLP195] limited to 1500 

copies with black and gold marbling. 

Quiet surfaces and a fl at copy! HFN

ì
Priced £23.99, the 180g vinyl reissue 
of Black Gold is available to order 

online from www.roughtrade.com
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Steve Winwood Arc Of A Diver
Almost two years of recording and with his funds dwindling fast, Steve Winwood was 
beginning to wonder if the attempts to encourage him to come out of retirement 
really were misplaced. Yet success in the States was to turn his music career around
Words: Johnny Black
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ou’d think somebody 

who did a record 

called Arc Of A Diver 

could swim,’ owned up 

Steve Winwood in 1988, ‘but 

I was scared stiff.’ In fact, it was not 

until the late ’80s that the British 

singer overcame his phobia, taking 

lessons from a former Olympic 

swimmer, by which time Arc Of 

A Diver, released a decade earlier, 

had enabled him to keep his head 

above water in fi ne style.

After his global successes with 

The Spencer Davis Group, Traffi c 

and Blind Faith, Winwood had 

released his fi rst solo LP, Steve 

Winwood, in 1977. The minimal 

success of that album caused him 

to consider throwing in the towel. 

When I interviewed him in 1997, he 

admitted, ‘I was happy to go in the 

studio, write songs, make music, but 

I didn’t want it coming out under my 

name – especially if it wasn’t going 

to sell well. I’d fi nd another way 

of doing it, maybe production or 

songwriting, some other area’.

ONE LAST SHOT

Island Records’ president Marshall 

Blonstein has said, ‘Steve Winwood 

was very shy and Chris [Island 

Records owner Chris Blackwell] had 

to coax him out of retirement to 

record Arc Of A Diver’.

Winwood eventually agreed, but 

only on his own terms. ‘So when 

I decided to give it one last shot 

I made sure I did it completely alone 

– the reason being that I couldn’t 

then blame anyone else if it failed.’ 

Never one to do things by 

halves, Winwood proceeded to 

build his own studio – the gleefully 

monickered Netherturkdonic Studio 

– at his manor house in Turkdean, 

Gloucestershire, and set to work on 

his second album, with only an old 

school friend, assistant engineer 

John ‘Nobby’ Clark, for company. 

It turned out to be a long, slow 

process, a six-day 

week for eight or nine 

hours per day lasting 

from January 1979 

through to September 

1980. ‘I began ideas 

and scrubbed them 

and then I would try 

to resurrect them but 

end up throwing them away, and 

it wasn’t until March that all the 

material was fi nished.’

HELP WITH LYRICS

Music has always seemed to fl ow 

easily from Winwood’s fi ngertips 

but, in common with many musically 

gifted artists, he has always found 

lyrics diffi cult. For Arc Of A Diver, he 

chose three lyrics collaborators. Viv 

Stanshall, eccentric former frontman 

of The Bonzo Dog Doo Dah Band, 

was probably the most unlikely, but 

the pair had worked together on 

Traffi c’s fi nal album, and Winwood 

had helped out on Stanshall’s fi lm, 

Sir Henry At Rawlinson End. One 

Stanshall co-write, ‘If This Gun’s 

For Real’, proved too controversial 

for use on Arc Of A Diver, but his 

tongue-twisting lyrical contributions 

to the title track stayed.

Another collaborator was George 

Fleming, a friend of Winwood’s and 

the nephew of James Bond creator 

Ian Fleming. ‘He’d never written 

a song lyric before,’ explained 

Winwood, ‘but he wrote two that I 

liked and used’. Those two were the 

moving, slow ballad ‘Dust’, which 

closes the album, and the blatantly 

chauvinistic ‘Second-hand Woman’.

However, because of the way 

Winwood worked, there were still 

several tracks which 

existed as music 

without words. 

‘Steve already 

had his own lyrics 

recorded,’ recalls 

Island Music 

executive Lionel 

Conway, ‘but they 

were too abstract. We wanted love-

stories, commercial lyrics. I patched 

him up with a writer I knew here 

in LA, Will Jennings, to make sure 

their personalities matched before 

they wrote together. The two are 

similar – Steve, you know, is very 

introverted, very shy, very charming’.

In a 1997 interview, Jennings 

told me that, ‘I didn’t know much 

about Steve. The fi rst time I saw him 

play was when he invited me over in 

1980. He was playing to about ten 

people in a tiny Anglican church in 

Turkdean. They held services every 

‘By accident 
Winwood 
erased the 

track’s drums’

é Label 
for the 

original 1980 
Island Records 
release of Arc 

Of A Diver 
with artwork 
by sleeve 
designer Tony 
Wright

ìThe 
singer 

as pictured 
on the inner 
sleeve of the 
album

ì Live on 
stage 

in Knoxville, 
Tennessee in 
2005, playing 
mandolin

ê Caught 
on 

camera in 
the mid 
’60s. Born in 
Birmingham, 
Winwood 
joined The 
Spencer Davis 
Group at the 
age of 14

‘
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other month or so, and Steve would 

always turn out to play for them. 

‘As soon as I heard him play 

I knew everything I needed to know 

about him. We hooked up and wrote 

four tunes at his place, Lower Dean 

Manor.’ Those were ‘While You See 

A Chance’, ‘Night Train’, ‘Slowdown 

Sundown’ and ‘Spanish Dancer’.

PERSONAL CRISIS

When Jennings arrived, Winwood 

was still undergoing something of 

a personal emotional 

and creative crisis. 

‘Although that was 

such a low point,’ he 

later explained, ‘it 

was a good juncture 

too because I came 

to a lot of realisations 

about myself and 

about materialism. It was material 

things that I was really worried 

about. I fi gured I could do without 

them so I was able to take a 

lot of the load off myself. 

‘If I’d been making a 

record thinking, “This 

has got to be a hit”, 

there would have 

been no hope at 

all. These were the 

kinds of things that 

were on my mind 

when I wrote “While 

You See A Chance”.’

Winwood and Jennings 

proved to be a match made 

in heaven, natural collaborators 

who each instinctively understood 

where the other was coming 

from. Winwood confi rms that ‘We 

didn’t discuss what the song was 

about. Will just came up with the 

lyric, and it was right for me, right 

for him, and right for the song’. 

Recording of the track, however, 

didn’t go entirely to plan. Winwood 

originally recorded drums at the 

very beginning of ‘While You See 

A Chance’ but then accidentally 

erased them. After numerous failed 

attempts to recreate the drum track, 

a synthesised introduction was 

patched in to replace it. Happily, for 

many fans, that intro became 

a favourite part of the song.

Back at the start of the ’80s, 

mainstream rock listeners were still 

unfamiliar with synthesisers and, 

although it may be 

hard to believe now, 

Winwood’s punchy 

solo in ‘While You 

See A Chance’, 

executed on 

a Multimoog using 

what he describes 

as a ‘fairly square 

waveform’, was thought by many 

fans to be a saxophone. 

CAREER BOOST

‘I did use a fi lter pedal to give 

it kind of a phased texture,’ he 

explained to Bob Doerschuk of 

Contemporary Keyboard in 1981. 

‘I’ve found that synthesisers can 

very easily lack natural sounds, 

so you need some kind of 

chorus effect to fatten the tone 

up and give it some life.’

Placed as the opening track 

on Arc Of A Diver, the uplifting, 

optimistic ‘While You See 

A Chance’ became the song that 

totally reinvigorated Winwood’s 

career. It peaked at No 7 on the 

Billboard Hot 100 in April 1981 

and eventually secured a million-

play award in 1988.

Jennings and Winwood showed 

their versatility when it 

came to their other 

collaborations,

‘If the album 
didn’t make it, 
then I’d have 

to sell up’

ç
On 
stage 

in August 
2013 at the 
Saratoga 
Performing 
Arts Center 
in New York. 
Headlining 
act was 
The Allman 
Brothers, who 
Winwood 
joined on 
vocals during 
the concert 

í
‘Night 
Train’ 

was issued as 
a 12in vinyl 
single in 1981 
[12 WIP 6710] 
and featured 
a remix of the 
album version

ê
The 
singer 

poses for 
a publicity 
photo in 
Amsterdam in 
1970

PRODUCTION NOTES 
‘I sank so much of my own money 

into it that the record company 

thought I’d gone mad’, Winwood 

told me when I asked him about 

the studio he had constructed on 

his Gloucestershire estate. The 

building’s thick stone walls ensured 

a solid recording environment, and 

he kitted it out with the best gear he 

could afford, including the 16-track 

soundboard – with which Free’s 

albums and ‘All Right Now’ had been 

recorded – from Island Records’ 

Basing Street Studios in London. 

According to Winwood, for most 

of the leads on Arc Of A Diver he 

used ‘A Steinway piano and a Yamaha 

CS-80, too, as well as a host of 

different guitars: an Ovation acoustic, 

this 1954 Fender Stratocaster, an 

Ibanez mandolin on one track of 

Arc Of A Diver’. Orchestral sounds 

on the album were delivered by the 

aforementioned CS-80 synth, with 

a rented Prophet also prominent. 

Having learned much from Jim 

Capaldi in Traffi c and Spencer Davis 

Group drummer Pete York, by the 

time of Arc Of A Diver, Winwood had 

taught himself to become a more 

competent drummer. His approach 

involved building up instrumental 

layers using a metronome or click 

track, and only when the rhythm had 

become established as part of the 

number, would he add real drums. 

‘I use a Hayman kit, with a Ludwig 

snare,’ Winwood has explained, 

‘and a Linn Electronics LM-1 box’. 

One outstanding example of his 

percussive nous is the bass drum 

pattern that’s heard on ‘Spanish 

Dancer’, which opens the second 

side of the album. Along with the 

seductively fl uttering sequencer 

rhythm, it insinuates appropriate 

hints of disco into the track.
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with the shuffl e rhythm of ‘Night 

Train’ conjuring up vivid images of 

a train hurtling through the dark and 

affording Winwood a chance to cut 

loose on guitar, whereas the sinuous 

‘Spanish Dancer’ combines the 

sounds of acoustic and electronic 

instruments to impressive effect.

FREE DIVING

Winwood’s decision to play every 

instrument on Arc Of A Diver – 

keyboards, acoustic and electric 

guitars, mandolin, bass, 

drums, and percussion 

too – was something 

which he saw as a 

challenge. ‘People 

have done albums like 

that before. But to 

me they sound like an 

overdubbed album. I 

worked hard at trying to make it 

sound like a band.’

He also saw making the music 

on his own as potentially liberating 

him from the need to compromise 

with other band members and – 

importantly – working out cheaper 

than recording in an expensive 

studio. Unfortunately it didn’t quite 

happen that way. 

‘There was really so much 

involved with doing the different 

parts, I found that if I got bogged 

down with one particular aspect 

there was always so much to 

be done that I would leave 

it and spend a week on 

something else. I found that 

I could get back to this other 

piece and say “of course, 

that’s exactly what to do”.’ 

ì
Winwood at the Tripod, Dublin in 2008 and (below) leaving the 
stage at the Outside Lands Festival in San Francisco the same year

Inevitably, though, this method 

proved inordinately time-consuming.

Indeed, the sessions dragged on 

for so long that his bank account 

dwindled to a worryingly low level. 

‘The record company was becoming 

almost embarrassed to ask how 

it was all going. I knew that if the 

album didn’t make it, I’d have to sell 

up, maybe move to a little fl at or 

join a gypsy caravan.’

Arc Of A Diver was eventually 

released by Island on the 31st of Dec 

1980. Britain was still 

in the grip of punk, so 

it didn’t do well here, 

stalling at No 13, As 

a Sounds reviewer 

pointed out, ‘This 

album’s too classy for 

1981’, while Melody 

Maker dismissed it 

as ‘the sound of a man treading 

water’. But the NME at least saw 

that the album had ‘no pretensions 

to be anything more or less than a 

collection of songs, sweet and (not 

always quite so) simple’.

After it launched in America, 

however, Winwood’s fears of joining 

a gypsy caravan proved unfounded. 

Arc Of A Diver peaked at No 3 in 

Billboard and went on to achieve 

platinum status. As Winwood told 

his biographer, Chris Welch, in 1988 

‘That album was a big 

turning point for me. It 

gave me a direction 

in music and some 

confi dence in my own 

work. And it gave me 

the means to 

continue’. 

Want to scour the world and 

spend eternity seeking out all 

possible variants of Arc Of A 

Diver? Just bear in mind that 

there are over 105 editions 

available in various formats. 

However, you might fi nd our 

handy-dandy run-down of the 

most signifi cant variants fulfi ls 

your requirements. 

ORIGINAL VINYL (1980) 

Although recorded entirely at 

Winwood’s Netherturkdonic 

home studio, mastering of 

the album was entrusted to 

The Sound Clinic, an Island-

owned facility in Chiswick, 

West London. The mastering 

engineer was the well-thought-

of John Dent, whose name 

appears in the runout groove 

as Jonz. This edition [Island 

Records ILPS 9576] is often 

praised for its warmth and the 

openness of its sound.

8-TRACK CARTRIDGE (1980)

Regular readers will already 

know my low opinion of 

8-track cartridges. This one 

[Island Records M8 9576] 

is no different. The track 

order is jumbled and two 

songs, ‘Spanish Dancer’ and 

‘Slowdown Sundown’, are 

spread over separate sections 

of the tape loop. Avoid…

CASSETTE (1980)

When Island Records was 

pushing its short-lived One Plus 

One chrome cassette series,

Arc Of A Diver also appeared 

in that format, with the whole 

album on one side, so punters 

could record whatever they 

wanted on the other [Island 

ICT 9576]. This was a neat 

marketing ploy, but one that 

never took off.

FIRST CD (1987)

Issued to tie in with Island’s 

25th Anniversary, this remaster 

[P32D-25001] is highly thought 

of and, as far as one can detect, 

it is sonically identical to the 

MFSL Gold CD edition released 

six years later [UDCD 579]. You 

don’t need me to tell you that 

it’s one worth checking out.

MINI LP REPLICA (2008)

The fact that this is an SHM-CD 

(Super High Material) release 

does not impress me in itself. 

However, I have an irrational 

soft spot for this cardboard-

sleeved mini LP format [Island 

UICY-93690], as it takes up less 

space on my shelves.

DELUXE EDITION (2012) 

This was remastered by Loud 

Mastering of Taunton, UK, run 

by John Dent who mastered 

the original vinyl. A Digipak in 

a slipcase, it’s quite a pretty 

package. Bonus tracks consist 

of just four radio edits of album 

tracks. Also included, however, 

is an enjoyable BBC Radio 2 

documentary about the album 

[Island Records 5339903].

PLATINUM SHM-CD (2014) 

This is an expensive Japanese-

originated artefact presented 

in a mini gatefold card sleeve 

replica of the original LP, with 

original obi, plus a boxed 

booklet. The disc is a straight 

transfer from the original 

master tapes but, for my 

money, the jury is still out on 

whether Platinum SHM-CDs are 

signifi cantly superior in sound 

quality [UICY-40066]. 

‘“That album 
was a big 

turning point 
for me”’
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MEET THE PRODUCERS

BEHIND THE MUSIC WITH HI-FI NEWS & RECORD REVIEW

Meet the Producers

Bill Szymczyk
The next time you hear the opening chords of ‘Hotel California’ spare a thought for the 
man who caught it all on tape... Steve Sutherland celebrates the work of a US-born 
producer who has shaped the sound of such greats as BB King, Joe Walsh and The Who

îCaught 
on 

camera in 
2014, Bill 
Szymczyk 
poses for 
a photo 
at Sterling 
Sound studios

ê
MCA 
press 

shot of BB 
King and 
sleeve of his 
Completely 

Well LP from 
1969

H
ere’s a cool pub quiz 
question for you: who 
links 1960s Russian 
leader Nikita Kruschev to 

The Eagles’ Hotel California? The 
answer? Bill Szymczyk. And while 
we’re at it, here’s another. How 
the heck do you pronounce that 
surname? Answer: Sim-Zik.

OK, let’s go: Bill Szymczyk was the 
top production geezer in the 1970s 
if you wanted a) to make a change 
to your musical direction while b) 
maintaining your commercial clout. 
Which, of course, is just about 
the Holy Grail for most musicians 
who, once they’ve earned a fan 
base, don’t want to bore them by 
producing more and more of the 
same while not wanting to lose 
them via a radical stylistic shift.

COLD WAR 

Bill had the gift and here’s 
how he got it: ‘I’m a 
professional listener. I listen 
and react. I never was a 
musician, so I don’t bring 
any prejudices to the table: 
I don’t favour the guitar 
over the keyboard, and so 
forth. I just try to fi gure 
out if I have anything I can 
bring to a song’.

Hmmm… must be more 
to it than that, sounds 
too much of a doddle. 
Truth is, though, Bill could 
hardly play a note and that’s 

where Comrade Kruschev 
comes in. Leaving home 
in Muskegon, Michigan at 
18, Szymczyk signed on 
with the US Navy. ‘It was 
the height of the Cold War 
at the time,’ he recalls. 
‘Our arch-enemy, the 
Russians, supposedly had 
submarines everywhere, 
loaded with missiles ready 
to attack us. So the Navy 
had put a premium on 

fi nding recruits with very good ears, 
to become Sonar operators. As soon 
as they inducted you, they gave you 
an audiometer test to check your 

hearing. The people 
who scored in the 
top 5% they sent 

directly to Sonar school... 
I guess I had pretty good ears, 

because in the next six months 
they crammed about three years’ 
worth of college-level electronics 
knowledge into me.’

Four years later, Sonarman 
Petty Offi cer Third Class Szymczyk 

was mustered out of the service 
and, for want of anything better 
to do, he scrounged a job at Dick 
Charles Recording, a studio used for 
demo-ing by the new generation 
of songwriters such as Carole King, 
Gerry Goffi n, Neil Sedaka and Neil 
Diamond. For $70 a week, he made 
the acetate copies of the demos and 
within 12 months was engineering 
sessions which led to a switch to 
Regent Sound where he became 
studio manager and engineer.

‘We did folkies in the daytime, 
like Phil Ochs, Tom Rush and David 
Blue, and we did these independent 
R&B records at night, like Van 
McCoy. I got to the point where 
I was working 80 hours a week.’

THE KING’S MEN 

The night sessions led, in 1967, to 
Szymczyk moving again, this time, 
via a stint at Jerry Ragavoy’s Hit 
Factory studio, to become a staff 
producer at ABC Records where he 
launched a campaign to let him 
record BB King, whose label, Blues 
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Way Records, were a subsidiary. 
Szymczyk had been a fan since a boy 
and fi nally ABC execs agreed if he 
could sell the idea to King himself.

King’s records had mostly been 
produced by Johnny Pate, using 
King’s road band. Szymczyk planned 
something more accomplished and 
lobbied King to use chosen New 
York session players. ‘The way it 
was, BB was basically recutting the 
same record over and over again,’ 
Szymczyk says. ‘We met at his hotel 
room and I outlined what I hoped to 
do. He said it was interesting, but he 
wanted to hedge his bets, so he said 
we won’t do the whole album that 
way, just half of it, the other half 
being done the way he always made 
records, with his band.’

SIGNATURE SONG 

The album, Live & Well, came out 
in early 1969 and did well enough 
to convince the label and King to 
give it another go. A few months 
later, Completely Well was released, 
featuring ‘The Thrill Is Gone’, which 
would become King’s signature 
song, partly because Szymczyk 
added strings to it. ‘The thing 
about the string part was 
I thought that this is what 
would put it over the top 
for the pop charts, make 
it palatable for a white 
mainstream audience. And 
it did... This was the track 
that took him off the chitlin’ 
circuit and put him in Vegas.’

King’s success convinced 
ABC that Szymczyk was 
capable of signing his own 
acts to produce and he went 
straight out and discovered 
The James Gang, fronted by 
Joe Walsh, with whom he would 
produce some of the greatest 
records of both their careers. When 
ABC merged with Dunhill Records, 
Szymczyk was moved to Los Angeles 
but an earthquake saw him fl ee to 

Denver where he started his own 
Tumbleweed label and, for the rest 
of his career, split his time between 
LA, Colorado and Miami. During this 
time he did Joe Walsh’s brilliant solo 
debut Barnstorm and The Smoker 

You Drink, The Player You Get, with 
its hit single ‘Rocky Mountain Way’. 

It was then that The Eagles came 
a-knockin’. They’d been in London’s 
Olympic Studios 
for six weeks trying 
to make their third 
album with producer 
Glyn Johns [HFN Nov 
’18]. Their second, 
Desperado, had sold 
disappointingly and 

they were 
keen to move away from 
their more country-tinged 
stuff into the rock arena.

Homesick for LA 
and frustrated at the 
stagnation of their sound, 
the band fi red Johns and 
approached Szymczyk. 
They went into Criteria 
Studios and cut On The 

Border in three weeks.
‘Don Henley asked me 

how many microphones 
I used on drums,’ 

Szymczyk recalls. ‘I said I used 
about eight or so. He was stunned; 
Glyn used to use two or three at 
the most. Don wanted to be a rock 
drummer, and he heard the sounds 
they were getting on rock records. 
That’s what he wanted.’

Szymczyk put them through 
their paces, laboriously working to 
get the right mics and placements 
for the sound they were after. The 

work was hard and 
meticulous. The 
band’s background 
and harmony 
vocals were always 
recorded as an 
ensemble, around 
a single mic. ‘They 
really could sing 

and could connect with each other 
as they sang,’ the producer recalled. 
‘But it was also the most tedious 
part. When you have four voices on 
one track, that’s four chances for 
one to make a mistake. Sometimes 
we’d do the same phrase for three 
hours to get it right.’

HOT STREAK 

‘He pioneered the careful making 
of records,’ says producer/musician 
Al Kooper. ‘With his work with The 
Eagles, every little piece of music on 
the record was made perfect. That 
really hadn’t been done before.’

Suddenly our hero found himself 
on a hot streak. Apart from On The 

Border, over the next 12 months he 
did Wishbone Ash’s splendid There’s 

The Rub, Joe Walsh’s So What and 

ë
The 
James 

Gang in the 
early ’70s, 
with Joe 
Walsh (far 
left)

éThe 
Eagles 

pictured in 
2008 (l-r) Tim 
Schmit, Don 
Henley and 
Glenn Frey

ì
The 
Elvin 

Bishop Group 
in 1975

ì
The 
Eagles’ 

1974 LP On 

The Border 

and One Of 

These Nights 
from 1975

‘“Don Henley 
was stunned 

by the number 
of mics I used”’
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é  The 
Who’s 

fi rst LP with 
Kenney Jones 
– Face Dances 
from 1981

êJoe 
Walsh 

at the 2017 
Academy 
of Country 
Music Awards 
in Las Vegas

1970

Recorded at the 

Record Plant in 

New York, ‘Funk 

No 49’ from The 

James Gang’s 

Rides Again LP 

is a breakout 

hit thanks to 

Szymczyk’s 

production work

1973

Szymczyk helps 

Joe Walsh score 

a Top 30 hit in 

the US charts 

with the single 

‘Rocky Mountain 

Way’, one of the 

earliest rock 

songs to feature 

a ‘Talk Box’

1981

‘You Better You 

Bet’ is taken as 

the lead single 

from The Who’s 

Face Dances 

album and is the 

last song by the 

band to reach 

the Top 10 in the 

UK charts

1969 
Szymczyk takes 

the bold step of 

adding strings to 

BB King’s cover 

of ‘The Thrill Is 

Gone’, helping to 

turn the singer 

into perhaps the 

biggest name in 

blues music

1977

Thirty-three edits 

on the master 

tape and three 

days to execute 

the guitar outro. 

The result? The 

Eagles’ ‘Hotel 

California’

1978

A mixing session 

that involves 

complex edits 

across three 

two-track decks 

results in the Joe 

Walsh hit ‘Life’s 

Been Good’

1975

Elvin Bishop 

pulls out ‘Fooled 

Around And Fell 

In Love’ after 

Szymczyk says 

he needs a track 

to fi nish Struttin’ 

My Stuff. It goes 

to No 3 in the US 

‘“Entwistle 

and I went 

head to head 

a few times”’

Elvin Bishop’s Struttin’ My Stuff which 

yielded the hit ‘Fooled Around And 

Fell In Love’. Szymczyk suggested its 

inclusion, sensing the blues-oriented 

album lacked a pop single.

PUNCH-UP 

Then came The Eagles’ more soulful 

One Of These Nights, followed by 

the big one, 1976’s Hotel California, 

a not altogether easy task. No 

strangers to the occasional punch-

up and with ego battles rampant, 

founding member Bernie Leadon 

had already quit over the band’s 

musical direction, Randy Meisner 

had been ousted and 

replaced by Timothy 

B Schmidt, Don Felder 

had been brought in 

to add guitar oomph 

and now Szymczyk’s 

good ol’ pal Joe Walsh 

was also on board to 

add slide and edge 

and eccentricity. Szymczyk says his 

production style was suited to this 

toxicity. ‘I was a bud, not a boss,’ 

he says. ‘They would not react well 

to someone dictating what should 

happen. Mostly I just listened and 

was always willing to try new stuff.’

It was quite a grind and quite 

an adventure. For instance, for the 

album’s classic title track several 

takes were recorded. The best parts 

were then spliced together to create 

the fi nal version. Yet ‘Victim Of Love’ 

was recorded essentially live.

While Hotel California was 

conquering the world, Szymczyk 

worked with Joe Walsh on But 

Seriously, Folks..., which gave us the 

wonderful ‘Life’s Been 

Good’ single. Then came 

The Eagles again, and 

The Long Run which it 

certainly was. It took 18 

months to do, the band 

were bickering and bad 

vibes prevailed.

‘My job was to defl ate 

tensions, get other people 

to lighten up. It was also 

important to be as inclusive 

as possible. I never wanted 

to be a dictator. If I had strong ideas, 

I’d express them, but otherwise I’d 

say, “OK, you don’t want to do that. 

What do you want to 

do?”.’ The band called 

him ‘Coach’. 

I didn’t think 

anything could 

get tougher than 

that,’ Szymczyk 

remembered, ‘but 

I was wrong’. He’s 

referring to Face Dances, which 

he travelled to England to record 

with The Who in 1981. It was their 

fi rst record with drummer Kenney 

Jones, who’d replaced the recently 

deceased Keith Moon.

‘That was the hardest record 

I ever had to make in my entire 

life, by far,’ he recalled. ‘Talk 

about people who 

didn’t get along. 

It was a rough, 

rough time…

‘Kenney 

and I were 

the new 

kids on 

the block. 

Pete was in pretty rough 

shape and his relationship 

with Roger wasn’t the best. 

Roger would never be in the 

studio with Pete.

‘So I never had Roger in 

the studio when we were 

cutting tracks, and I never 

had the rest of the guys in 

when we cut vocals. It was 

tough going... Plus, there 

was Kenney, who didn’t 

play like Keith, so I told him, “Don’t 

try to emulate; just be yourself”. 

We both caught grief for that.’

STANDING PROUD 

‘Pete blames himself for the songs. 

Roger blames me and Kenney. And 

John Entwistle blamed me – he and 

I went head to head two or three 

times. I told him, “We already have 

a great guitar player in this band. I 

want you to play like a bass player”... 

The rest of the band didn’t care for

me at all... They didn’t like being told

what to do... But we had some hits 

on it. It wasn’t a complete failure.’

Szymczyk effectively retired in 

1990, a bit burned out, though 

now and then he dips his toe back 

in the water. ‘It was all worth it,’ 

he says now of the madness, the 

pressure, the arguments… ‘What 

stays with me is how proud I am 

that those records we made have 

withstood the test of time. It’s 

very gratifying to stand in a 

restaurant or a lobby and 

hear “Hotel California” 

playing in the background.’

What he means is he 

soundtracks our lives. K
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AUDIOPHILE: VINYL

YES
Fragile
Mobile Fidelity UD1S 2-012 (Two 180g 45rpm One-Step LPs)

You can assume that Yes’s fourth LP will be one 

of the fastest-selling One-Step albums, because 

this 1971 title is a beloved prog-rock classic 

which even I can sit through without losing the 

will to live or the need for psychedelics. From 

the opening notes of ‘Roundabout’ you know 

you’re in the presence of a milestone release, 

sounding better than any edition I have ever 

heard. The transients of Howe’s guitar leads 

are eye-wateringly quick, Chris Squire’s bass 

deep and rich, the detail simply captivating. 

Wakeman’s keyboard playing sounds 

majestic, Anderson’s usually irritating, whiny 

vocals are rendered tolerable, and Bruford’s 

percussion suitably massive. This is one gem 

you will hear at hi-fi  shows! KK

THE BEATLES
France 1965
London Calling LCLPC5026 (180g green vinyl; mono)

Reviewing this is a public service, a caveat: 

it’s a curate’s egg, but not to be dismissed 

because of its failings. This live set contains 

12 songs from The Beatles at their peak, 

previously found only on bootlegs. I gather 

that, due to copyright law related to radio 

broadcasts, such recordings are legitimate 

in the EU. The sound is so-so mono, and 

there are incidents of severe tape wow, but 

the good bits are revealing and enthralling, 

and the packaging is excellent. This is 

strictly for rock historians and Beatles 

collectors of an utterly indiscriminating, 

completist mien. ‘I Feel Fine’, ‘Ticket To 

Ride’, ‘A Hard Day’s Night’ – magical despite 

the sound quality. KK

DIRE STRAITS
Communiqué
Mobile Fidelity MFSL 2-467 (two 45rpm 180g LPs)

This much-loved (by audiophiles) ‘diffi cult 

second album’, swiftly delivered in 1979, 

has survived the past 40 years as a safe, 

‘more of the same’ experience, a sequel 

to their debut in every way. It’s more 

confi dent and polished, but not a great 

departure from its predecessor, and that’s 

a goodly portion of its strength. Dire Straits 

are a default ‘hi-fi ’ band, like Toto or Steely 

Dan, where the listener knows what to 

expect (that the sound quality will match 

the music) and you can only scorn such 

groups if you’re a snob. As before, Mark 

Knopfl er is the star, so, for all of its slick 

production, this is a guitar showcase – and 

for millions of us, that’s enough. KK

TINA TURNER
Simply The Best
Parlophone 0190295378134 (two LPs)

Wonderful double-LP reissue (the review 

copy is on blue vinyl but Amazon shows 

black), this 18-track collection was fi rst 

released in 1991, earning multiple platinum 

sales globally. Here’s why it spent two years 

on the UK charts: ‘What’s Love Got To Do 

With It’, ‘Let’s Stay Together’, ‘We Don’t 

Need Another Hero’ (from the fi lm Mad Max 

Beyond The Thunderdome), ‘River Deep, 

Mountain High’, ‘Private Dancer’, the epic 

title track and so much more. The transfers 

are terrifi c, sounding open, rich and 

forceful, with Tina’s intensity and power 

at their peak. Released in the wake of the 

stage play, Tina, it reminds us why many 

regard her as the ‘Queen of Rock’. KK

Sound Quality: 80%

0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Sound Quality: 90%

0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Sound Quality: 85%

0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Sound Quality: 95%
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AUDIOPHILE: DIGITAL SUPERAUDIO DVD BLU-RAY VINYL DOWNLOADCOMPACT DISC

BOB DYLAN
Travelin’ Thru Featuring Johnny Cash
Columbia Legacy 19075981932 (three discs)

If like me you rate John Wesley Harding and 
Nashville Skyline as two of Dylan’s best, and 
you think Johnny Cash is a unique musical 
giant, you might deem this the best yet 
in Dylan’s ‘Bootleg Series’. Vol 15 in this 
staggering exercise in archive-dredging, 
contains 50 tracks dating from 1967-69, 
with alternate takes from both of those 
albums on CD1, while CDs 2 and 3 give us 
more of his work with Cash (eg, a fabulous 
duet on ‘I Still Miss Someone’), live material 
from Cash’s TV show, and outtakes from Self 

Portrait. This is ‘country’ Bob, which – along 
with the Lynn Anderson title – makes this 
a kind of C&W month, but there’s nothing 
wrong with that: the music is fabulous. KK

ARGENT
In Deep, Nexus And Ring Of Hands
Vocalion 2CDSML 8568 (two hybrid SACDs)

An opportunity to switch between layers 
on your SACD player: this double-disc set 
features three albums on two hybrid SACDs 
but not all tracks are multi-channel – you 
have to access four stereo-only songs on 
Disc 1 from the CD layer. No worries, for the 
three albums sound wonderful – classic and 
hugely infl uential powerhouse 1970s rock 
from ex-Zombie Rod Argent, journeyman 
rocker and ace songsmith Russ Ballard, and 
Kinks-to-be Jim Rodford and Bob Henrit. 
‘God Gave Rock And Roll To You’ – a huge 
cover hit for Kiss – kicks off the proceedings 
and the material remains of that standard, 
though the band veered more and more 
toward grandiose prog-rock. KK

LYNN ANDERSON
Rose Garden & Greatest Hits
Vocalion CDLK4612 (multi-channel SACD)

Long before Ken Burns’ dazzling history of 

country music was broadcast last year, Vocalion 

was delivering sublime examples of the genre; 

I hope that series inspires many of you not au 

fait with C&W to investigate it, starting with 

this two-on-one from one of its fi nest female 

vocalists. ‘Rose Garden’ was a massive hit for 

Anderson that crossed over to the mainstream; 

the eponymous album is a delight and fi lled 

with great covers like ‘It’s Only Make Believe’. 

The hits collection contains 11 gems, including 

the late singer’s aching version of ‘Cry’. The 

surround-sound may disconcert because there 

are whole instruments behind the listener, 

but, hey, that was 1970s ‘quad’ – and you can 

always play it in stereo. KK

Sound Quality: 90%
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Sound Quality: 85%
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CANTUS
Fryd
2L 2L-158-SABD (SACD + Blu-ray Audio)

This ear-cosseting choir, its talents used 
in both Frozen fi lms, have produced 
an album of gossamer-light material, 
featuring Norwegian folk songs and familiar 
Christmas tunes, but the appeal for you, the 
enthusiast, goes beyond that. In addition to 
sounding so gorgeous that it’s chilling, this 
set is an obsessive audiophile’s dream: both 
a hybrid SACD with 5.1 and stereo DSD, 
and ‘Red Book’ CD, and a Pure Audio Blu-ray 
with – deep breath – mShuttle MQA/FLAC/
MP3, 2.0 LPCM 192kHz/24-bit, 5.1 DTS 
HDMA 192kHz/24-bit, 7.1.4 Auro-3D 96kHz, 
and 7.1.4 Dolby Atmos 48kHz. I listened to 
both in stereo and 5.1 but won’t ruin your 
fun by saying which I prefer! KK
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  LAB REPORT

Sound Quality: 95%
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STEMMELKLANG
Tomba Sonora (DXD; DSD64-DSD512)
www.nativedsd.com; 2L 2L-155

By any standards this is something 
of a curiosity. The idea of the 
project is really an experiment in 
sound, utilising the acoustic of 
the mausoleum Norwegian artist 
Emanuel Vigeland built for himself 
at Slemdal, near Oslo (dubbed 
Tomba Emmanuelle). He then wrote, 
performed and recorded this music 
to make the most of the highly 
reverberant space. The music is by 
Kristin Bolstad, the performance a 
small vocal/cello ensemble including 
the composer, and the recording by 

2L founder Morten Lindberg, recently 
the recipient of a Grammy for another 
of his ‘immersive’ recordings. And 
this one is defi nitely immersive, the 
instruments and voices melding 
together with those early refl ections 
into a dense, meditative soundscape, 
yet retaining fi ne defi nition. Oh, 
and it’s even more spine-tingling 
in multichannel, the venue really 
engulfi ng the listener. AE

Following our Investigation feature 

[HFN, Jun ’11] in which 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

Merging Technologies’ DXD DACs were

employed for this 352.8kHz recording

(also offered in DSD64-512). Bandwidth

is overkill for the musical content but, for

best sound, the FLAC encodes should fi rst

be converted to linear WAV fi les. PM

  LAB REPORT

ALESSANDRO QUARTA
Plays Astor Piazzolla (96kHz/24-bit, FLAC; MQA)
www.highresaudio.com; IAN Productions LC 30467

Astor Piazzolla is hardly one of the world’s 

least-recorded composers, with a wide 

variety of artists having had a stab at 

the works of the Argentinian bandoneon 

player and tango-master, not to mention 

a hefty catalogue of his own recordings. 

Yet Alessandro Quarta, a violinist as at 

home in the classical and jazz fi elds, not 

to mention an accomplished rock and pop 

arranger, brings a fresh take to works both 

familiar and less so, aided by producer 

Stefan Zaradic. Quarta’s full-bodied violin 

tone, sometimes dreamy and at others 

snappily rhythmic is – as you might expect 

– front and centre in the open, expansive 

soundstage, but there’s fi ne support from 

the ‘band’ and in particular Giuseppe 

Magagnino’s expressive piano. The 

recording benefi ts from informative sleeve 

notes, and above all is a hugely entertaining 

listen, on both musical and audio levels! AE

Sound Quality: 85%

0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Available as an MQA encode, and 11.1 

Auro 3D and Dolby Atmos renderings 

on BD-Audio, our download is a straight 

stereo 96kHz fi le. The recording makes 

good use of the dynamic range but is 

fi ltered earlier than typical at ~40kHz. PM

STEEMMMMEELLKKLLAANNGG
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LARS VOGT/ROYAL NORTHERN SINF.
Brahms: Piano Concerto No 1; Ballades Op.10 
(48kHz/24-bit, FLAC)
www.highresaudio.com; Ondine ODE13302 

It’s certainly unusual for the pianist also to 

direct the orchestra in Brahms’s two Piano 

Concertos – not even Barenboim does this! 

But Vogt discusses this aspect at length in 

the online booklet, where he also praises 

the now retired Royal Northern Sinfonia 

leader Bradley Creswick and sets out his 

thoughts on the young Brahms’s four 

Ballades. These were recorded at a Cologne 

studio but, perhaps because of the acoustic 

of the Gateshead Concert Hall, which 

seems to soak up the sound, the Concerto 

reproduces the piano at the expense of the 

orchestra. Try, say, the counterpoint section 

in the fi nale and it’s hard to set a level to 

give presence to the strings, in particular, 

without Vogt seeming too prominent. Of 

course this balance allows appreciation of 

his complete mastery of this complex score 

but I’ve had to mark it down. CB

Sound Quality: 75%

0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

This is a powerful piece, and powerfully 

recorded right up to, but not exceeding, 

the 0dBFs endstops. So dynamic range is 

fully occupied but the ~20kHz response 

is insuffi cient to capture the orchestra’s 

bandwidth. Some minor spuriae too. PM

  LAB REPORT

SHEKU KANNEH-MASON
Elgar: Cello Concerto; ‘Nimrod’ (arr. Strings); and 
other arrangements (96kHz/24-bit, FLAC)
www.highresaudio.com; Decca 485 0241

Much publicised at the end of last year, 

this follows the pattern of Sheku Kanneh-

Mason’s debut album Inspiration, with a 

major Cello Concerto and unrelated shorter 

pieces. As there’s no booklet provided, 

you’ll need www.deccaclassics.com to see 

the track info and the other performers 

involved. I particularly liked Scarborough 

Fair (with guitar). With Sheku’s intimate 

style these pieces are more persuasive than 

the Elgar Concerto – ‘Nimrod’ (six cellists) 

excepted, where the combined vibrato is 

overdone and the character of the piece 

too altered. His light, nimble playing makes 

the Allegro molto the most satisfying part 

of the main work. Sheku then sustains 

a slow Adagio but it becomes static. In 

the outer movements there are beautiful 

moments – but while Sheku has sure 

technical skills, depth has yet to follow. CB

Sound Quality: 80%

0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

No technical information is provided 

about this recording, though it looks like 

a native fi le from which the commercial 

CD was probably derived. It is very clean

– no hint of spuriae or compression, with 

peaks rarely straying above –2dBFs. PM

  LAB REPORT

MICHAEL KIWANUKA
Kiwanuka (96kHz/24-bit, FLAC)*
www.highresaudio.com; Polydor Records 7795275

Kiwanuka’s third album, produced by multi-

Grammy-winning hitmaker Danger Mouse 

and hip-hop maven Infl o, is striking in that 

it manages to be both bang up to date and 

dripping with decades of soulful infl uences. 

It could be anything from a ’70s album 

by one of the soul greats to later period 

Beatles or Stones, and while the production 

isn’t the clearest or most ‘hi-fi ’ you’re going 

to hear [see PM’s Lab notes], it’s hard not 

to conclude that the lush, complex mixes 

sound nothing short of magnifi cent. At the 

same time, Kiwanuka is tackling subjects 

ranging from racist attitudes to gun 

violence and police shootings, right the way 

through to apocalyptic nuclear war, but 

does so in the intense, considered manner 

of the soulful activists who have gone 

before. It’s a remarkably compelling listen, 

and the fl ow means once you start playing 

it, you’ll listen to the end. AE

Sound Quality: 80%

0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Artistic integrity notwithstanding, this 

‘96kHz’ download of Kiwanuka is actually 

an upsample of a 48kHz mix. All 14 tracks 

are bandlimited as illustrated here by 

trk 2 [see Graph]. Dynamic range is also 

limited by the crushing levels. PM

  LAB REPORT
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Their most afordable 
loudspeaker yet 

The NEW A1 incorporates the same 

pure Beryllium-diaphragm tweeter 

as the full range A3, newly developed 

multi-wall carbon �bre 6.5-inch 

mid-bass driver and 3⁄8” thick 6061 
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FASSINE
Forge
Trapped Animal Records TAR 018

These people, one woman and two blokes 

based in London, deserve your attention, 

even if they sometimes stray into amorphous 

avantgarde cacophony. Sarah Palmer provides 

almost all of the vocals, a role she fulfi ls 

exquisitely, while the two chaps mostly confi ne 

themselves to providing brooding electronic 

accompaniment, and are occasionally set loose 

to create ambient soundscapes which are 

fascinating. But it’s when they go for something 

more closely related to classic pop, such as 

the captivating, soaring ‘Magpie’, the sci-fi  

nightmare of ‘Limbs’, or the enigmatically, 

almost unbearably sweet ‘Hellsto’ that their 

potential is revealed to full effect. Don’t expect 

an easy ride but, trust me, it’s wonderful. JBk

SON LITTLE
Aloha
Anti- Records EPIT7678-2A

I’ve sung the praises of this superior 

Philadelphia-born blues-oriented singer-

songwriter-guitarist before, but with this 

third album he’s exceeded even his own 

high standards. Written in just eight days 

and recorded at the iconic Studio Ferber 

in Paris, Aloha is the fi rst time Little has 

handed the production reins to someone 

else, Renaud Letang – previous credits 

include Feist and Manu Chao. The results 

are commendable with Little ingeniously 

blending r’n’b with mainstream rock 

in songs as gutsy as they are singable. 

Relinquishing control of the production 

duties seems to have freed him up to dig 

deeper into his own creativity. JBk

SETH LAKEMAN
A Pilgrim’s Tale
BMG LC19813

A concept album, no less, about the Pilgrim 

Fathers and their journey to America to 

escape religious persecution 400 years 

ago. Lakeman’s credentials as a creative 

folk singer-songwriter require no further 

elaboration here, and this bold venture is 

a delight. The dozen songs, interspersed 

with narration by Paul McGann, feature 

notably tasteful cameos from vocalist Cara 

Dillon and upright bassist Ben Nicholls, but 

Lakeman himself is at the heart of the entire 

album both vocally and instrumentally. 

Recorded in Lakeman’s home studio on 

Dartmoor, this stands as further evidence 

that excellent results can be achieved 

without spending tens of thousands. JBk

PAVEY ARK
Close Your Eyes And Think Of Nothing
Pavey Ark PA101

Probably the most conventional of this 

month’s crop, Pavey Ark are alt-folkies from 

Hull, led by singer-songwriter Neil Thomas. 

They’re good at what they do, but what 

they do isn’t exactly new or different. They 

claim inspiration from Nick Drake, Love, 

Father John Misty and other worthies, 

which would be fi ne if they were building 

something fresh onto those admirable 

foundations. Instead, their songs drift 

pleasantly along, rarely providing any of the 

surprises that can make debut albums so 

much more than merely interesting. Given 

a producer who could stand outside the 

group and lend a hand with arrangements, 

they might be much better. JBk

Sound Quality: 90%
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Sound Quality: 90%
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Sound Quality: 80%
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PABLO HELD
Ascent
Edition Records EDN 1148

Held and his loyal trio made several albums 

for Munich-based Pirouet before that label 

took a break from new recording in 2016. 

Now, following 2018’s Investigations, 

comes the German pianist’s second Edition 

release, with bassist Robert Landfermann 

and drummer Jonas Burgwinkel joined by 

Brazilian guitarist Nelson Veras. On ‘Poem 

#6’, with its tumbling theme reminiscent of 

Messiaen’s Turangalîla, Veras takes fl ight in 

a dazzling solo, while the fast-pulsed title 

track has him matching Held phrase-for-

phrase in an exhilarating duo improvisation. 

Pirouet now offers Glow II, with live tracks 

from Held’s bigger group of 2013-15 

[PIT3102], but make the Ascent fi rst. SH

SERGIO MENDES
In The Key Of Joy
Concord Records 7213500/Deluxe 7213502; LP:7213511

In a release that ties in with a new 

documentary on his life by Chasing Trane 

fi lmmaker John Scheinfi eld, Mendes 

‘celebrates six magical decades of music’, 

as the blurb puts it. He brings in rappers 

Common and Buddy (who expounds on the 

title track), Colombian urban pop duo Cali y 

El Dandee and other rising stars like Sugar 

Joans. But the Deluxe 2CD edition adds 16 

career-spanning selections from the fi lm 

soundtrack. You get ‘Mas Que Nada’, ‘Going 

Out Of My Head’ and less famous numbers 

like ‘Constant Rain’, where Mendes, never 

one to miss a trend, tops off the Ramsey 

Lewis-like piano and classic Brasil 66 vocals 

with a sitar. Unmissable. SH

JIM RATTIGAN’S PAVILLON
The Freedom Of Movement
Three Worlds Records (no cat no)

There have been French horns in jazz since 

the 1950s, when Julius Watkins paved the 

way. Today, in the UK, Jim Rattigan is pre-

eminent on the instrument. After music 

college he worked with major orchestras, 

became a fi rst-call session man for all kinds 

of recording and played jazz too. Then, 

working with groups led by Mike Gibbs 

inspired him to launch his own 12-piece 

band, Pavillon. It’s a stellar lineup of leading 

British players with three saxes, three 

trumpets and two trombones. Here, as with 

the band’s fi rst album Strong Tea, Rattigan 

has written pieces that involve wonderful 

ensemble work and give solo space for 

everyone. Intriguing and satisfying. SH

VIKTORIA TOLSTOY
Stations
ACT Music ACT 9740-2

Though she’s a descendant of the great 

Russian novelist, the singer’s Swedish father 

is a professor of music and, she says, ‘I heard 

jazz music every day since I was a baby so 

that just comes naturally. But then I listened 

to everything’. This time, as young pianist 

Joel Lyssarides joins her long-time guitarist 

Krister Jonsson, bassist Mattias Svensson and 

drummer Rasmus Kihlberg, she starts with 

Nordic material. The title song is by mysterious 

Swedish singer-songwriter Stina Nordenstam 

and there are two by Ida Sand. But she fi nds 

other destinations too, stirring deep emotions 

with a wonderful version of Nat Adderley’s ‘The 

Old Country’ and giving Jonsson a chance to 

rock out on Dylan’s ‘Million Miles’. SH

Sound Quality: 90%
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tonearm is probably one of the 
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BEETHOVEN
Symphony Nos 1 and 5
Budapest Festival Orchestra/Iván Fischer
Channel Classics CCSSA39719 (SACD; downloads up to DSD256)

The opening of No 1 has a Klemperer-like 
tempo and bluntness, Fischer setting out 
all but the fi nale – which properly springs 
to life – as if under dissection. All repeats 
and fi ne orchestral clarity, but curiously 
dispassionate. I then heard 5(i) broadcast 
without knowing the source, and I was 
impressed by its cohesiveness. The Andante 
is clear, with wide dynamic contrasts, and 
the basses (stage left) make an exciting 
effect in the trio of (iii). Fischer takes 
the repeat in (iv) but this has a certain 
objectivity and hasn’t the continuing 
momentum of the Carlos Kleiber/VPO [DG]. 
He also fi nds more in the Scherzo. CB 

RAVEL
‘Jeux de Miroirs’ – piano/orchestral works
Javier Perianes, Orchestre de Paris/Josep Pons
Harmonia Mundi HMM902326 (downloads to 48kHz/24-bit res)

A Spanish pianist and conductor, and 
refl ections of Ravel’s Basque/Spanish links 
in a symmetrically sequenced programme 
with Alborada del gracioso and Le 
Tombeau de Couperin (both versions – the 
extraordinary Fugue and Toccata aren’t in 
Ravel’s orchestral transcription) and the 
G major Piano Concerto at the centre. 
Slowing rather indulgently in the middle of 
(i), Perianes suggests a more romanticised 
than cracklingly jazzy piece. But in his two 
solo works he is lucid and engaging, while 
the Paris orchestra makes a colourful and 
engaging duplication with their two pieces. 
Well balanced sound: an enjoyable CD. CB 

KARL MÜNCHINGER
Concertos and Symphonies, etc, by Haydn and Mozart
Christian Ferras, Pierre Fournier, Wilhelm Kempff, VPO, 
Klassische Philharmonie Stuttgart, Stuttgart CO
Eloquence ELQ4840170 (8CDs; downloads to 44.1kHz/16-bit res)

Karl Münchinger founded his Stuttgart CO 
immediately after the war, and some will 
recall the early LPs of Vivaldi’s ‘Four Seasons’ 
and Bach’s Brandenburg Concertos. In 
1966 he expanded the ensemble for larger-
scale works and built up a large Decca 
discography. Here we have six well-known 
Haydn Symphonies (all VPO); Mozart Nos 
31-33, 35, 40; the ‘Haffner’ Serenade and 
a slew of smaller pieces. It’s good to have 
replica sleeves and the remastering is fi rst-
class. Exhaustive notes by (ex-HFN) Tony 
Hodgson. Detailed performances if with less 
light and shade than, say, Jochum’s. CB 

ROYAL FIREWORKS
Music by JS Bach, Handel, Purcell and Telemann
Balsom Ensemble/Alison Balsom
Warner Classics 9029537006 (downloads to 192kHz/24-bit resolution)

For her latest recording, Alison Balsom plays 

exclusively on the natural trumpet in a wide-

ranging programme, from the rich splendour of 

the Royal Fireworks to the black sound of drums 

in Purcell’s Funeral Music resonating in St 

Jude’s, Hampstead – and then giving way to the 

one beautiful vocal track: ‘Thou Knowest Lord’. 

(A vivid contrast with Purcell’s cheery Sonata 

in D here.) It’s all in demonstration-worthy 

sound, trumpets stage right and left in a new 

arrangement of the Handel. Director Simon 

Williams has re-orchestrated this and created a 

new setting of Bach’s ‘Jesu, Joy’, where Balsom 

is like a vocalist. A Bach Christmas Oratorio 

Suite is also rescored by him. CB

Sound Quality: 75%

0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Sound Quality: 85%

0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Sound Quality: 80%

0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Sound Quality: 90%

0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100



Sbooster BOTW Power & Precision 

ECO MK2 linear power supply.

The audiophile power supply solution

This simple linear power supply upgrade will dramatically improve the performance of 

your Hii products* and you will hear the diference. At £330.00 this is one of the most 

cost efective Hii upgrades available. Contact your dealer for a demonstration.

For a full list of compatible brands please see www.sbooster.com 

and search upgrades.

Arcam     Auralic    Bel Canto

Chord     Creek   Graham Slee

iFi Audio     Lumin    M2TECH

Martin Logan  Melco    Musical Fidelity

Mytek    Project    Rega

Roon     SOtM    Stax

Products from the brands above bene�t sonically when used with S Booster linear power supply.

 Distributed by Signature Audio Systems, call: 07738 – 007776 

or by e-mail to: info@signaturesystems.co.uk  Web: www.sbooster.com

A U D I O  S Y S T E M S

*Must have an DC inlet.

07842 126218 

 

Distributors for: Holbo, MSB, Pilium, Silbatone Acoustics and Thrax

holboAirbearing turntable system 
with integral linear tracking airbearing tonearm



OPINION

APRIL 2020 | www.hifi news.co.uk | 103

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

I
still think you can’t beat a bit of wire 

to connect bits of kit. Unless you 

have a pet rabbit that comes in the 

house and gnaws through cables 

(I once did) or have someone in the family 

who unplugs stuff by pulling on the cable 

rather than the plug, you know where 

you are with a physical connection. 

But the world is going wireless and 

airborne connections take on a mind of 

their own. Things that work on Sunday, 

don’t on Monday. It could be because of 

local congestion or interference. Or 

a system update. Or an operating system 

so cluttered with legacy code that no one 

person can hope to know all about it.

 

SMEAR CAMPAIGN

Apart from loss of connection, which 

is obvious, there’s the foggy bugbear 

of sync. Digital processing delays the 

signal which smears the audio image 

and separates lip motion from speech. 

It may be enough to notice, or not, 

since different people have different 

sensibilities. Sync loss is more noticeable 

if sound arrives ahead of 

vision, because that never 

happens in nature.

Many early Bluetooth 

headphone adapters sold 

for ‘silent’ TV listening 

introduced horrendous 

lag. The proprietary aptX 

system was developed for 

the broadcast industry and 

lags less than the bog-standard Bluetooth 

system, SBC A2DP (Sub Band Codec with 

Advanced Audio Distribution Profi le). But 

both ends of the chain must support aptX 

or the system defaults to SBC. Even the 

latest and best systems add some delay. 

It’s why theatres and concerts still use 

analogue radio mics. Digital mic feeds 

aren’t in step with the live sound.

Linn recently launched its Series 3 

wireless speaker system, with Bluetooth 

as an option. Despite claiming to keep 

lag to a minimum (70ms, which is around 

Syncing alike

I asked NT Live, the National Theatre 

company that distributes theatrical shows 

to digital cinemas by hard drives in vans, 

down a line or by satellite. ‘The syncing 

problems were likely to be a local issue,’ 

said an NT spokesperson.

AUTO RESET

So I brain-picked highly respected industry 

consultant Jim Slater. ‘Synchronisation in 

a cinema is adjusted in the “media block” 

[the server which these days is usually 

built into the digital projector],’ he told 

me. ‘But this is done when a projector 

is set up in an auditorium and doesn’t 

normally need touching again. 

‘I was on a DTG [Digital Television 

Group] committee and tests showed that 

if you set up a device in the morning 

for test purposes you can get lip-sync 

problems when the kit is left on until 

the evening. In a domestic environment 

they don’t expect to stay on the same 

channel for ever, and every time there is 

a channel change the sync resets itself, 

so the problem doesn’t apply. Cinemas 

are recommended to use professional kit 

from people like Arqiva. But this costs a 

few thousand pounds compared with a 

couple of hundred for a “domestic” box 

that works well enough most of the time.’

So sometimes a home AV system will 

perform better than a cinema system. 

two video frames) Linn recommends using 

Wi-Fi or HDMI cable for video content – 

and when two speakers are used there is 

a wired connection between them.

When I recently asked another UK 

company whether it was wise to use a 

Bluetooth link between its subwoofer and 

its soundbars and docks, I was assured 

that ‘the sub has latency… however it 

is not noticeable, and does not hinder 

user experience’. I am still 

waiting for the chance 

to hear how the image 

remains un-smeared.

Mind you, this is the 

same company which 

assures me that the 

constant low-level digital 

motor-boating noise I 

can clearly hear from its 

soundbar does not matter because it will 

usually be masked by louder programme 

sound, and is crudely switched off by 

gating circuitry when un-masked.

There is still widespread ignorance 

of lip-sync issues, even in professional 

circles. I recently went to a cinema 

screening of a theatre show. Speech was 

a few frames out of sync – enough to 

disturb me but not the cinema manager. 

He hadn’t noticed anything. ‘In any case 

there are no adjustments we can make. 

We just screen the digital fi le we’re sent.’

It’s unsettling to watch video if the speech is out of sync, yet there are those who appear to think 
that it’s hardly a problem. Barry Fox fi nds it’s worse with big public venues than home listening 

‘Digital mic 
feeds aren’t 
in step with 

the live sound’

RIGHT: Linn’s 

Series 3 wireless 

speaker also offers 

Bluetooth. However, 

the company 

recommends using 

Wi-Fi or HDMI cable 

for video and a wired 

connection if two 

Series 3 speakers are 

used as a stereo pair





OPINION

APRIL 2020 | www.hifi news.co.uk | 105

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

Reviving a relic
Looking to the past through rose-tinted specs can lead the audio collector up an expensive path. 
Barry Willis relates two examples of excessive hi-fi  hoarding and a costly restoration project 

the restorer, who to his credit refuses to 
do patchwork repairs. It’s total rebuild 
or nothing. ‘There’s no simple repair on 
this amp,’ he wrote. ‘It’s 40 years old and 

the components are 
dried up and/or out of 
tolerance. Asymmetrical 
clipping is the clue 
that its components 
are gone. If I rebuild 
just the one channel 
the two channels will 
have noticeable sound 
differences/distortion 

specs. And the other channel will fail.’

JUST LIKE NEW 
‘Full restoration on this unit with all new 
parts – capacitors, resistors, transistors, 
diodes, etc – all name brand and audio 
quality, is $2,050 plus shipping both 
ways, and includes adjustment of all bias 
and currents to factory specifi cations, 
at least 12 hours of break-in and 
readjustment of all settings. Shipping 
cost with declared value of $2,500 is 
roughly $140 one way. We issue a two-
year warranty on all such rebuilds, and 
readjustment of all settings.’ 

Bottom line: $2400 to restore an old 
power amp to like-new. A good use of 
money? That’s a subjective evaluation. In 
perfect working condition, the SAE Mark 
2500 may be worth $500. 

W
e like to imagine that the 
past was better and more 
fulfi lling than it possibly 
ever could have been – and 

audiophiles seem especially prone to this 
sort of romanticism. There’s a widespread 
belief that products back in the day were 
better built and better sounding than 
their modern counterparts.

Sometimes this nostalgia comes from 
deprived upbringings such as the one 
endured by Sergei, a Russian émigré of 
my acquaintance. He grew up a music 
lover and would-be audiophile in the old 
Soviet Union, where good playback gear 
was available only to well-connected 
politicians, highly-placed military offi cers, 
and favoured artists and athletes. 

COMING UNSTUCK
Sergei lives now in Silicon Valley, in a 
home full of ’70s and ’80s era hi-fi , stuff 
he lusted after as a student but could 
never afford. His collection is an obvious 
case of overcompensation. Luckily, and to 
his great pleasure, most of it is in working 
order thanks to a network of technicians 
who can still maintain it.

Other collectors aren’t so resourceful 
or so lucky. I know one named Michael 
who fancies both vintage audio gear 

and old cars. His garage has rows of 
racks swollen with old amps, preamps, 
turntables, tape decks, loudspeakers, and 
more. There’s barely room for a single car 
undergoing restoration. 
Cars that he’s fi nished sit 
on display in the driveway, 
awaiting buyers. 

Michael has built his 
audio collection via estate 
sales, charity shops, fl ea 
markets, and by scouring 
Craigslist. He wisely 
never spends too much 
and knows better than to swallow any 
seller’s line about what a particular 

piece is fetching on eBay. Even so, 
he sometimes gets stuck. Case in 
point: the SAE Mark 2500 amplifi er 
pictured here. Michael bought a 
complete SAE system at an estate 
sale – $150 for all – and surprisingly, 
every piece was fully functional 
save the power amp, a 300W-per-
channel behemoth with asymmetrical 
clipping in one channel (in other 
words, it passes only half a sine wave). 

Such problems are attributable to 
anything from a bad solder joint to 
a failed component, but I couldn’t 
locate the cause for him. Instead 
I found a specialist in the Midwest 
who makes a living rebuilding old SAE 
gear. I had an email exchange with 

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 SAE Mark 2500 amp, fully restored by a specialist even though the cost was far 

more than its subsequent value and (below left) the amp pictured in an SAE brochure from 1977

‘Every piece 
was fully 

functional save 
the power amp’
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Listen up!
Everyone seems to have an opinion on the most vital aspect of the sound of a system, but is it too 
easy to get hung up on your personal preference? Andrew Everard draws on a live experience

A
friend who was in the medical 
profession once said to me how 
much he hated going to events 
where he was likely to make 

new acquaintances. ‘The problem is,’ he 
said, ‘every time I’m asked what I do for 
a living, I fi nd myself spending the rest of 
the evening making diagnoses. Plasterers 
don’t have this problem, do they?’

Actually, I told him, they probably do: 
any time I let on that I review hi-fi  for a 
living, I either get ‘What, you’re paid to 
listen to music?, or ‘Oh right, so what 
are the best speakers to buy?’, and the 
suggestion that you’re copping out when 
you start with ‘Well, it depends…’

DESIGNING IN THE DARK 
What’s more, even with those in the 
know, it seems that even when I’m not 
listening to hi-fi  equipment, I seem to 
spend an unfeasible amount of time 
talking about it, and whether with fellow 
enthusiasts or casual acquaintances, one 
question always seems to come up – 
‘What exactly should I be listening for?’.

Of course, we all know that the 
ultimate defi nition of ‘high fi delity’ 
is the most accurate 
reproduction of the 
recorded sound. But in 
the absence of not just 
the original recording, 
but also the equipment 
on which it was captured, 
monitored and mastered, 
it’s hard to get much 
closer than the way 
one guesses the artists, engineers and 
producer wanted it to sound when played 
back in the homes of listeners.

The problem’s the same for hi-fi  
manufacturers, unless they have access 
to master tapes and the studios in which 
they were created. I was impressed 
recently to discover how closely turntable 
manufacturer Vertere works with Abbey 
Road mastering expert Miles Showell, 
and I know of one or two companies 

who make their own recordings, mainly 
as a reference. However, I suspect these 
are very much in the minority, so it’s 
likely those designing and tuning audio 
equipment are almost as much in the 
dark as those of us listening at home.

JUST AN ILLUSION
So what do you listen for? For some it’s 
all about leading edges and drive, while 
others get all excited by instrumental 

texture and clarity, or 
the sense of ambience 
in the sound. Then 
there’s soundstage 
size, depth and focus 
– though in most 
recordings this is more 
an illusion created in 
the mixing than an 
accurate refl ection of 

what was before the microphones. 
And, reading some old reviews, it 

seems some listeners even judged fi delity 
by the ability to hear extraneous sounds, 
from the squeak of a piano stool to the 
rumble of distant trains. I’m not sure 
that was what the original recording 
engineers intended…

Of course, there will be those who’ll 
tell you that any properly designed player/
amplifi er/speaker should sound exactly 

the same, or there’s something wrong 
with the design, but in the real world just 
about every piece of audio equipment is 
a compromise, however uncompromised 
it claims to be. And just about every part 
of the sound we hear in our homes is an 
illusion, from the basics of stereo to the 
fi ner points of the representation of a full 
orchestra or even a smallish ensemble, 
in an acoustic space clearly much larger 
than the dimensions of our own rooms.

THRILLING IMPACT 
I thought of that while listening to a 
seven-piece band the other night at a jazz 
club I visit occasionally. By hi-fi  standards 
the sound was somewhat messy, due to 
a combination of being close enough to 
hear the instruments for real and some fi ll 
from a simple PA system, with the piano 
tending to vanish unless the brass and 
rhythm section backed off. There was also 
a strangely distant semi-acoustic guitar 
and a trumpeter whose contributions, 
especially with the instrument muted, 
were tricky to hear even from the second 
row a few metres from her seat.

But the visceral impact of the 
ensemble, and the interplay between the 
members, whether smooching through a 
quiet number or giving it the beans, was 
thrilling. And so that is what I listen for. 

‘Some listeners 
judge fi delity 

by the squeak 
of a piano stool’

RIGHT: Abbey Road 

studio mastering 

engineer Miles 

Showell with the 

Neumann lathe 

used for half- speed 

mastering. He has 

been woking closely 

with turntable 

manufacturer 

Vertere Acoustics
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Armstrong and reader in Physics and Electronics at St Andrew’s University

doesn’t blow up your devices. But the 
reality is that they aren’t likely to work 
very well at rejecting broadband RFI. So 
why has this change in the availability of 
affordable solutions happened?

LIGHTS OUT! 

Various answers have occurred to me. The 
fi rst is that many more people will have 
computers and mobile devices these days 
than a good hi-fi  system. So perhaps it 
refl ects the market that manufacturers 
perceive, then target. However, it has 
also become common for homes to have 
electronic safety systems built into their 
mains wiring. These monitor the current 
levels on the live/neutral/earth wires for 
any signs of a ‘fault’ and shut down the 
mains supply when one is sensed. 

Unfortunately, an old-fashioned RFI 
fi lter with shunt capacitors will seem to 
‘leak’ current into the earth wiring and 
can unbalance the currents in the live/
neutral wires. So if the amount of RFI 
fi ltering applied exceeds some ‘trigger 
level’ the user may fi nd that connecting 
the fi lter causes the lights to go out! 

So is the old RFI fi lter a victim of 
‘progress’, leaving us with the less 
satisfactory ‘surge protection’? Or is it 
simply that RFI fi lters cost more than 
cheap surge protection devices? 

D
ecades ago I used to build 
my own mains fi lters to stop 
RF interference from the 
mains getting into my audio 

equipment. Early transistor equipment 
was particularly prone to crackles or pops 
caused by the switches or motors in other 
domestic items like a fridge or central 
heating system. In electronics terms, the 
fi lters were easy to build because you just 
needed a few inductors and capacitors 
that were rated for mains use.

PLUG ’N’ PLAY

Fortunately, as time passed, audio 
equipment improved and became less 
prone to the problem. In addition, various 
commercial suppliers started to sell plug-
in mains fi lters, often inside multiway 
extension blocks. These extensions prove 
particularly useful for hi-fi  enthusiasts as 
they allow you to use one wall socket to 
power half-a-dozen bits of equipment, all 
plugged into a distribution board with an 
inbuilt RFI fi lter. 

For decades, companies like RS, 
Maplin, CPC, Farnell, etc, sold these. As a 
result I stopped bothering to DIY my own 
and simply bought commercially made 
extension boards that had 
a decent fi lter pre-fi tted 
inside them. Job done! 
Alas, more recently the 
situation seems to have 
changed for the worse.

The last decade 
or two has seen the 
increasing use of devices 
that deliberately spray 
wideband RF into the home mains 
wiring system. These are a cheap and 
cheerful way of getting ’wired’ Internet 
connections around a home without the 
bother of installing dedicated ethernet 
wiring. The problem is that home 
mains wiring wasn’t designed to carry 
RF, and will have all kinds of nonlinear 
loads (eg, power supplies inside other 
domestic items like TVs, and indeed 

your hi-fi ) connected to it. So although 
these devices nominally ‘notch out’ the 
main broadcasting bands, the result is a 
great deal of wideband RF ‘noise’. This 
often can occur in bursts or pulses. Very 
sensitive inputs for items like moving-coil 
cartridges have also become common. 
These can easily pick up the mains-
conveyed RF and cause the hi-fi  to emit 
unwanted noises. And although you 
may not use your mains wiring to carry 
computer data your neighbours may 

do so. What happens 
is then a matter of 
luck, because the RF 
behaviour of home 
mains wiring varies 
unpredictably.

Chances are that a 
well designed and well 
made mains RFI fi lter in 
something like a mains 

extension board can fi x this. But fi rst, you 
need to fi nd one! Following a discussion 
I had a while ago I took a look, and I 
discovered that these now seem diffi cult 
to fi nd – unless you’re prepared to pay 
champagne prices. The old RFI fi lters 
appear to have largely been replaced by 
‘surge protection’ circuitry. For devices 
like home computers these may help 
ensure that a nearby lightning strike 

Wired for sound
Clicks and pops from interference used to plague our hi-fi  systems, but of late things seemed to 
have improved. Now Jim Lesurf discovers that modern day usage has made solutions more costly 

‘An RFI fi lter in a 
mains extension 
board might fi x 

the problem’

RIGHT: Typical 

aftermarket mains 

RFI fi lter. In the old 

days, the author 

would buy ferrite 

rings and mains-

rated capacitors in 

order to make his 

own problem-solving 

accessories
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The company majors on supplying 

best-quality parts for hobbyist builders 

who, it seems, are now generally better-

informed thanks to the Internet. Says 

Lucas: ‘There’s been a defi nite movement 

of people being better educated and 

taking a bit more of a risk, in the sense 

of doing a scratch build. They’d use 

the Internet to fi nd circuits and just 

build away. And within the community, 

obviously there are lots and lots of 

bulletin boards’.

IN THE KNOW 

Hifi  Collective does sell valve amp kits and 

all valve accessories, with its own brand 

Glasshouse, also from Audio Note and the 

Japanese company Elekit.

‘But there is still more of a tendency 

for customers to not invest in fi nished 

products. There’s a big secondhand 

market, so they’ll buy old stuff, and they’ll 

upgrade. With the resource of people in 

their community, their bulletin board or 

whoever they’re with… there are all sorts 

of little groups out there doing stuff… 

with advice from each other they do 

upgrades on their own.

‘So we rarely get called on saying, 

“Well I’ve got this, what do I do to 

upgrade it?”. They already know!’ 

W
hatever has happened to 

DIY audio? In the beginning, 

if you wanted high fi delity, 

you had to build it yourself. 

But this would soon change. You could 

say that 1956 marked the beginning 

of a transition from DIY to ready-made 

components. Many such products were 

unveiled at the very fi rst London Audio 

Fair in May that year, and two months 

later, in June, Hi-Fi News was launched. 

But it was a slow transition. John 

Crabbe, who edited the magazine 

through the 1960s and ’70s, had built his 

own amplifi ers, loudspeakers, moving-coil 

cartridges and tonearms. Under his aegis, 

HFN was still aimed strongly at home 

constructors and technically-minded 

enthusiasts, but increasingly it began to 

cater also for music lovers who wanted 

to get better sound without having to do 

any soldering, metalwork or woodwork. 

VALVE RESURGENCE 

By the 1970s the old hobbyist approach 

was being sidelined by a burgeoning 

industry. For a while, you could still 

save money by buying 

a loudspeaker kit that 

provided the drive units 

and electronic parts. 

As manufacturers 

adopted more effi cient 

cabinet-making 

machinery, though, you 

could soon buy a pair of 

complete speakers for 

less than the cost of buying equivalent 

cabinet materials and building your own. 

Then came the great valve amp revival, 

made possible by the resurgence of tube 

manufacturing around the world. In the 

1990s, along with a new wave of tube 

amplifi er manufacturers, came new tube 

amplifi er kits, and a new impetus for DIY. 

Since then, the communications 

revolution has changed everything. When 

I wrote about the DIY scene a few years 

ago [Investigation, HFN Mar ’11], 

I seemed to be looking back on the end 

of an old world, where enthusiasts relied 

on print magazines for information and 

even for contact with each other. 

I talked then to Ed Dell, the doyen of 

the American hi-fi  hobby scene. As well 

being responsible for the kit and parts 

supplier Old Colony Sound Lab, he’d 

launched Audio Amateur magazine in 

1970, subsequently 

branching out by 

adding Speaker Builder 

and Glass Audio. 

But he’d long 

since consolidated 

all these into the 

single publication 

audioXpress and, in 

his late 80s, fi nally 

sold this to the Elektor publishing group, 

along with Voice Coil, his magazine for 

professional loudspeaker designers. And 

when Ed Dell passed away in February 

2013, it really seemed like the end of an 

era. AudioXpress still thrives, but it has a 

broader remit now.

Here in the UK, there’s no-one better 

placed to comment on the changing 

DIY scene than Nick Lucas, head of the 

leading online parts and kit supplier Hifi  

Collective, which he set up in 2003. 

Doing it my way
The ability to swap ideas and learn new tricks via the Internet has helped kick-start a new interest 
in DIY building and restoring hi-fi . Steve Harris takes a look at the changing home-brew scene

‘“With advice 
from each other 

they do upgrades 
on their own”’

RIGHT: Nick Lucas 

stands at the top 

of the stairs with 

colleagues at the 

HiFi Collective HQ in 

Milton Keynes – see 

www.hifi collective.

co.uk. The company 

specialises in 

components for 

DIY hi-fi  hobbyists 
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Correspondents using e-mail are asked to give their full postal address (which won’t be published). Letters seeking advice 

will be answered in print on our Sound Off pages, but due to time constraints we regret we’re unable to answer questions on 

buying items of hi-fi  or any other hi-fi  queries by telephone, post or via e-mail.

YOUR VIEWS

Send in your views to:

Sound Off, Hi-Fi News, AVTech Media Ltd,

Suite 25, Eden House, Enterprise Way, Edenbridge, Kent TN8 6HF 

or email your views to: letters@hifi news.com – 

please use ‘Sound Off’ in your subject fi eld

I am in the process of restoring a vintage radio 

set as a surprise for an elderly relative and will 

need to source acoustically transparent fabric 

for the speaker grille. By this I mean a material 

that will enable sound to pass through without 

any muffl ing or blockage. I was interested to 

read Keith Howard’s Investigation piece on room 

treatments in which he discussed the properties 

of different materials with respect to sound and 

wondered if he could point me in the direction 

of any suppliers of fabrics? I have searched and 

have found a number of sites online that say they 

can supply such a material, but none is in the UK. 

Aran Sanders, via email

Keith Howard replies: Grille materials for vintage 

radios and loudspeakers are very different from room 

acoustic treatments, of course, but – yes – I can help. 

It’s likely that the radio you are restoring used Tygan or, 

if not, that it will suit your purpose and give the period 

look you require [see the Rogers LS3/5A Classic, 

HFN Jul ’19]. A range of different Tygan cloths can 

be purchased from www.retrospecialist.co.uk, and if 

you search Tygan you’ll fi nd other sources of it such 

as eBay sellers. However, read up on how to use it: 

you affi x it then gently heat-shrink it using a hairdryer 

or, even better, a temperature controlled air gun 

(absolutely not a paint stripping heat gun!).

WhitWorld
OUR HI-FI WORLD THROUGH THE EYES OF WHITWORTH

DIRECT MARKETING
WHY ARE MOST DECKS BELT DRIVE?

Grille talk
HELP SOURCING ACOUSTICALLY TRANSPARENT CLOTH

Adam Smith replies: As someone 

once asked me ‘Why did the Japanese 

waste so much time on direct-drive 

motor development if the best way 

of spinning a platter is to use a small 

Philips motor and a rubber band?’. 

Obviously, this over-simplifi es the 

situation, but it’s food for thought...

I think you have correctly identifi ed 

the issue, which is that the investment 

required in direct-drive motor design 

is much greater – both in terms of 

money and time. The number of 

turntables sold these days simply 

doesn’t justify that investment, unless 

it’s for a premium product offered at 

an equally premium price.

Vintage direct-drive decks are 

wonderful, addictive things, as my 

collection of them will attest! While 

generally reliable, they are complex 

and the failure of a now-obsolete 

control IC can spell the end of 

even the best. While I feel that the 

quality of a turntable drive system is 

more determined by how well it is 

implemented rather than whether it 

is direct-drive or via a belt, if you were 

to break out the thumbscrews and 

demand a defi nitive answer from me, 

I’d go with direct-drive as being the 

best way to play a record.

While we all know that there is 

a healthy demand for turntables, 

why is it that the vast majority on 

sale today are belt drive? To put 

it another way, why are there so 

few direct-drive decks on the 

market, except those models from 

the Japanese brands, Cambridge 

Audio in Europe and decks like the 

HW-40 Anniversary [HFN Apr ’19] 

from US company VPI? 

Am I right in thinking that a 

belt-drive turntable is a lot easier 

to build and less expensive to 

manufacture than a direct-drive 

model? After all, you just need 

a suitable motor and a platter. 

A direct-drive turntable, on the 

other hand, requires a far more 

sophisticated motor, which 

can only be built by a larger 

manufacturer with precision tools.

Cambridge Audio, for example, 

uses an OEM motor for its direct-

drive Alva TT. This has to be one of 

the reasons why vintage direct-

drive decks from the golden age 

of vinyl command such expensive 

prices on the secondhand market. 

They are testimony both to 

engineering skill and reliability. 

Remi Balestie, via email

ABOVE: VPI’s HW-40 Anniversary uses a brushless DC motor and steel/PEEK bearing



Can a £39 insect make all 
your CD i les sound better than 
Hi-Res?
Yes and no: Using the same 
equipment and a quality DAC, a 24/96 
i le (for example) will always sound 
better than a CD 16/44.1 i le … but, 
even a single JitterBug will often 
allow a CD i le to be more musical and 
more emotionally stimulating than 
a Hi-Res i le without the benei t of a 
JitterBug.

Noise is the problem. Real noise—
the kind you can’t hear directly. Most 
often, the word “noise” is used to 
describe tape hiss or a scratch on a 
record, but these sounds aren’t noise; 
they are properly reproduced sounds 
that we wish weren’t there.

Problem noise is essentially random, 
resonant or parasitic energy, which 
has no meaning. It can’t be turned 
into discrete sounds, but it does 
compromise signal integrity and the 
performance of everything it touches.

JitterBug’s dual-function line-
conditioning circuitry greatly reduces 
the noise and ringing that plague both 
the data and power lines of USB ports, 
whether on a computer, streamer, 
home stereo or car audio front-panel 
USB input.

A single JitterBug is used in between 
devices (i.e., in series) as shown 
below. For an additional “wow” 
experience, try a second JitterBug 
into another USB port on the same 
device (such as a computer). Whether 
the second port is vacant, or is 
feeding a printer or charging a phone, 
JitterBug’s noise-reduction ability is 
likely to surprise you. No, the printer 
won’t be af ected—only the audio!

While a JitterBug helps MP3s sound a 
lot more like music, high-sample-rate 
i les have the most noise vulnerability. 
Try a JitterBug or two on all your 
equipment, but never more than two 
per USB bus. There is such a thing as 
too much of a good thing.

USB Filter

JITTERBUG
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Take me to the River
THE TRIED-AND-TRUSTED COMPUTER AUDIO OPTION NOT TO BE OVERLOOKED

Open-reel overhaul
READER SHARES DETAILS OF REEL-TO-REEL TEAC REBUILD

I’ve been enjoying the coverage 

of reel-to-reel tape over recent 

issues. I have a Teac A-3440 and 

recently had it overhauled. All the 

silicon diodes were replaced as 

were the mechanical relays for the 

automatic shut off and front/rear 

record activators. Also, I had all the 

electrolytic caps replaced. This was 

prompted by a letter I read in the 

Sound Off pages some years back 

[HFN Jul ’09] that recommended 

rebuilding the A-3440’s power supply. 

I also remember that the letter was 

accompanied by a picture of Barry 

Fox alongside a number of his own 

reel-to reel recorders, of varying 

vintages. Which models were they, 

and does Barry still use them? 

Mark Segers, via email

Barry Fox replies: Yes, I still have the three 

decks. They are a Revox A77 switchable 

between 3.75 and 7.5ips with Dolby B, 

another Revox A77 switchable between 

7.5 and 15ips, and a 4-track Teac A-3340S.

I last used them a couple of years ago 

to burn CDs from tapes of performances 

by much-missed pianist, composer 

and arranger friend Steve Gray, for an 

archive of his work now held by the Royal 

Academy of Music. I suppose I should 

sell them now to a good home. But it 

would be too much of a wrench.

I recently received a gift subscription 

to HFN and have greatly enjoyed 

catching up with the current hi-fi  

scene. It’s great to fi nd Ken Kessler 

and experts such as Barry Fox 

still dispensing words of wisdom 

and it’s got me tweaking stuff and 

considering upgrades all over again.

I noted Gary Bull’s letter in the 

February issue about ripping CDs 

to an external CD drive. I too have 

been using Easy Audio Copy with 

a normal PC CD drive and the FLAC 

fi les produced are absolutely fi ne. 

He might also like to take a look at 

another piece of software, which 

I see mentioned in HFN. This is JRiver 

Media Center (https://jriver.com). It’s 

a great way to play audio on a PC and 

also works as a server, sending music 

to other endpoints on your home 

network. It also includes a ‘secure’ 

CD rip mode, which is supposed to 

give exact bit-perfect fi les.

Mike Locke, via email

Andrew Everard replies: JRiver works 

extremely well in the ways you suggest, 

and although it’s not free, unlike EAC, 

it’s available as a free trial. After that, a 

licence will cost you around $60 for the 

Windows or Mac version, or $80 for the 

Master version, which works on both 

operating systems as well as Linux.

ABOVE: Barry Fox with his (l-r) Revox A77, Teac A3340S and Revox A77 with Dolby B
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Ken Kessler has done it again! In the 

Sound Quality section of his review of 

the Audio Research REF160S tube power 

amplifi er [HFN Feb ’20] he says that it 

‘has shot to the top of my Fantasy Sound 

System League Table’. How could he 

leave us hanging like that? What could 

the rest of this fabulous system comprise 

of? Well, here’s my guess... 

Speakers: some sort of electrostatic 

perhaps? Or direct-stimulation force 

fi elds that have no weight but can shift 

air better than any 36in woofer?

Source: reel-to-reel tape or some 

super wonderful magnetic-fl oating 

direct-drive turntable with a 12in 

arm and extreme high-end Japanese 

MC cartridge made from an exotic 

substance, such as Dodo claws.

Cables: a 99.9999999% oxygen-free 

solid copper bar – the cat may trip over 

it, but what transparency!

Finally, a personal wind turbine 

(backed up by solar cells) to power it 

all for when society goes bye-byes and 

it’s every hi-fi  reviewer for himself. Now 

that’s a system I’d like to hear!

John Malcolm, via email

In his review of the Audio Research 

REF160S amplifi er Ken Kessler writes: 

‘just as the 6550/KT88 became the de 

facto tube for most makers, as did the 

EL34 decades before...’. The EL34 was 

introduced by Philips in 1949, the 6550 

by Tung-Sol in 1954 and the KT88 by 

GEC in 1956 and all were designed for 

use in audio. So the amplifi ers they were 

used in were scarcely decades apart.

David Mansell, via email

Ken Kessler replies: Taking Mr Malcolm’s 

letter fi rst, my ‘Fantasy Sound System League 

Table’ isn’t something I could ever publish 

because 1) it’s a mix of current and vintage 

equipment that might frustrate any readers 

who would (for whatever reason) try to 

emulate it, and 2) it might not actually work 

as a system! For example, Decca cartridges 

are weirdly, unnecessarily tonearm-critical, 

and I don’t know if they work in my dream 

Dynavector arm. Another issue is that I am 

too indecisive to have just one system. 

Thus you can surmise, if you’re a 

longterm reader, that BBC LS3/5As, one of 

the full-range Apogees and Wilson speakers 

would be in there somewhere. My dream 

deck is a TechDAS Air Force One [HFN 

Jun ’13], yet I have the hots for an Empire 

turntable. Open-reel is my primary source, 

and I obsess over the legendary Crown 

800 series, despite worshipping my Denon, 

Revox, Technics and Otari decks.

That said, at no time in the last 37 

years have I been unhappy with whatever 

concoction serves as my home system 

and have fond memories of the Marantz 

Project T-1, Krell KMA-100, IMF Super 

Compact, Radford TriStar 90, assorted Air 

Tight components, Klipsch Heresy, Audio 

Research’s D-70, early Classé amplifi ers, 

and far too many others to list.

In reply to Mr Mansell, I’m afraid you’re 

missing the point, as it wasn’t about when 

the specifi c valves were introduced. I was 

merely citing the affi rmable trends in what 

valves were most popular output tubes for 

use by domestic audio manufacturers.

For example, the 300B tube was released, 

I believe, in 1938, but it didn’t become an 

audiophile fave until the 1980s when single-

ended triodes became ‘a thing’ and it was 

the go-to triode for whatever reason, while a 

minority used 845s or 211s. Neither did 

I imply that one tube type dominated to the 

exclusion of others: at any time one could 

fi nd amplifi ers on the market with EL84s, 

KT66s, 6550s, or other types.

So I stand by my admittedly loose report 

that EL34s and their equivalents comprise 

the fi rst wave of audiophile amps (Dynaco, 

Radford, etc), while the 6550/KT88 took 

over when power demands increased, and 

now the big guns use KT90s, KT120s and – 

increasingly – KT150s. Still, thanks for listing 

when the various tubes were introduced. 

ABOVE: The TechDAS Air Force One [HFN Jun ’13] is a top contender in vinyl’s premier league

ABOVE: The Audio Research REF160S power amp uses four KT150 output tubes per channel

Fantasy hi-fi  revealed
DODOS, TURBINES AND TUBE CONFUSION AS READERS REACT TO ARC REVIEWS REACT TO ARC REVIEW



Four years ago, AudioQuest shook the 
hi-i world with our irst DragonFly 
DAC–Preamp–Headphone Amp—the 
rare audio product that brought more 
compelling sound to all music lovers, 
playing high-res iles to MP3s on per-
fectionist systems and modest laptops. 

Now, the new DragonFly Black and 
DragonFly Red exceed their prede-
cessor in every way, delivering more 
beautiful music, boasting software 
upgradability, and providing compat-
ibility with Android and Apple iOS 
mobile devices.

While Black ofers more clarity, depth 
and category-deining value than ever 
before, the take-no-prisoners Red pro-
vides even more inesse, resolution, 
torque and more than enough pow-
er to drive even the most demanding 
headphones. 

The word is out: DigitalAudioReview.
net’s John Darko calls DragonFly Red 
and Black “the inest examples of ev-
eryman hii to ever grace these pages. 
Their value quotients explode the dial.” 

Let the joyful experience begin!

Powerful, Immersive 

Sound fromComputers 

and Mobile Devices!

New DragonFlys! 
£89 Black & £169 Red
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Time to get cleaning!
CAN A MACHINE RID A READER OF HIS RECORDS’ CLICKS ’N’ POPS?

It was interesting to see the letter 

from Martin Phillips [HFN Feb ’20] in 

which he alluded to the importance of 

cleaning records using a machine. 

I have been collecting vinyl records 

for years and have what I consider 

to be a reasonable replay system with 

a turntable as the front-end.

I like to think I handle my records 

with care and I take steps to keep 

them clean. However, in recent times 

I seem to have become more and 

more sensitive to general clicks and 

pops, which have greatly reduced the 

enjoyment of listening.

Over the last few years and funds 

permitting I have sought to buy only 

quality pressings from the likes of 

Analogue Productions, MFSL and 

Impex, among others, which over 

time also have also succumbed to 

contamination. And yet I do know 

how to handle records and how 

to transfer a record from sleeve to 

spindle and back again!

Not believing I could ever afford 

a cleaning machine (too busy buying 

records I guess!) I have resorted to 

various manual cleaning methods 

and anti-static treatments, with mixed 

results. The cheap manual trough-

type devices don’t appeal due to the 

thought of a record sitting, as it were, 

in its own muck, with the associated 

drying scenarios providing more 

opportunity for the record to get dirty 

again. Though I may be wrong here.

Investigating the issue I came 

across the Pro-Ject VC-S2 ALU 

cleaning machine, which is the model 

used by reader Martin Phillips. At 

415x325x272mm (whd) it is quite 

large considering my living space 

and, at £399, a little above my budget. 

So I plumped for the company’s 

smaller VC-E machine. This 

measures 310x266x210mm (hwd) 

and, after digging around the Internet, 

I managed to buy one for £280.

The unit arrived and it was time to 

get cleaning! The results were like 

night and day, my records regaining 

their vibrancy and detail and, most 

importantly, were click and pop free. 

People do say that the only cleaning 

vinyl records require is that of the 

motion of the stylus tracing the 

groove. I would say this is simply 

not the case for those of us not able 

to listen in a sterile and clinical 

environment but who enjoy our 

record collections in the real world.

Obviously this is no miracle cure 

for those battle-scarred party discs 

(alcohol and vinyl doesn’t mix kids!). 

However, if you have a half-decent 

record collection and want to keep 

it as free as possible of clicks and 

pops then for the price of a handful 

of decent records, a record cleaning 

machine really is a no brainer.

Andy Greensmith, via email

Ken Kessler replies: Mr Greensmith has 

experienced what most vinyl authorities 

have been preaching for years: record-

cleaning machines are essential if you’re 

a fastidious listener, vinyl collector or 

both. Anyone reading this magazine is 

likely to be using a system with high-

enough resolution to reveal far more than 

run-of-the-mill gear, and is likely to be one 

who listens with concentration. Clicks 

and pops thus become exaggerated and 

even more annoying than they would for 

listeners of a more laissez-faire mien.

This isn’t meant to be a dodge, nor 

am I merely reaffi rming Mr Greensmith’s 

purchase, but – for those of you who are 

of limited means but have reached the 

point where you know a cleaning machine 

should be added to your arsenal – any 

one of the economy models will do what 

you need. Paying more gets you a mix of 

greater peace-of-mind, convenience, the 

ability to clean deeply-embedded residue, 

etc, but for LPs kept in good nick to 

begin with, the least expensive machine 

is better than no machine. Remember: 

‘Cleanliness is next to godliness!’. 

ABOVE: Like Pro-Ject’s VC-S2 ALU, the

VC-E uses a non-alcoholic cleaning liquid
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A number of years ago I bought an 

uninterruptible power supply (UPS) 

from Schneider Electric in the UK  

and have been using it with my PC. 

The particular unit I bought was the 

APC ES 700 and essentially it means 

that your computer, or any other 

electrical equipment plugged into it, 

is running from a battery housed in 

the enclosure. Should the electricity 

supply be cut for any reason then 

you can continue to run on remaining 

battery power and switch off your 

electronic devices safely.

My reason for writing is that 

I am wondering whether it would be 

feasible to use hi-fi  components with 

a UPS unit. I know there have been 

valve amps and phono stages that 

have been driven by battery power 

and a UPS produces a power supply 

that is isolated from the mains proper. 

Of course, I imagine that you 

would need a far more powerful 

device to power a whole hi-fi  system

than the APC ES 700 – its output 

capacity is given as 700VA/405W

– but could I not use it to power a

single audio component? I have my

PS Audio GCHA headphone amplifi er

[HFN Jul ’07] plugged into the ES 700,

but am hesitating to switch it on in

case I cause any damage! I use the

GCHA preamp on my desktop with 

Sennheiser HD 650 headphones. 

Luke Evans, via email

Tim Jarman replies: You’re not the fi rst 

to have written into the Sound Off pages 

with this question, Luke, the reason being 

that on the face of it your idea seems a 

good one. After all, it’s certainly the case 

that there have been more than a few 

battery-powered phono stages that have 

appeared in the pages of HFN over the 

years, such as the Sutherland Ph3D [HFN 

Apr ’10], Nagra BPS [HFN Sep ’10] and 

YBA Genesis PH1 [HFN Oct ’18], their 

designers aiming to achieve the cleanest 

possible, low-noise power supply. 

However, UPS devices designed for 

computer use are optimised for capacity, 

effi ciency and cost and, as a result, tend 

to generate output waveforms that are 

not perfect sine waves. In fact, these 

waveforms can possess harmonics that 

run right through the audio band, which 

could easily result in a degradation in 

sound quality. This would be heard as 

odd background noises or a hardening or 

coarsening of the treble.

Also, the design of a computer-type 

UPS unit assumes a reasonably constant 

load – something, for example, an audio 

power amplifi er does not represent. This 

could lead to problems with regulation, 

etc. The UK mains supply does have a 

commendably low source impedance 

(the voltage does not fall by much when 

you draw power from it, for example) and 

the use of a UPS may well increase this. 

The result here would be bass robbed of 

its some of its slam and dynamics and a 

softening of a hi-fi  system’s overall clarity.

However, you won’t cause harm to 

your GCHA headphone amplifi er by using 

it with a UPS, so why not give it a go and 

let us know how it sounds to you?

Delivery via UPS
CAN I USE A GENERAL UNINTERRUPTIBLE POWER SUPPLY WITH HI-FI?

ABOVE: Reader Luke’s APC ES 700 UPS (left) and his PS Audio GCHA headphone amp
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VINTAGE HI-FI

B
ack in the ’70s, Japanese consumer 
electronics giants sold hi-fi  based 
on so-called ‘tech specs’. What 
began as a trend became an 

obsession, each new turntable being 
offered with lower claimed wow, fl utter 
and rumble as ‘proof’ that it was superior 
to the one before. Indeed, some brands 
took to running ads highlighting the 
measured performance of components, 
with straplines to the effect of ‘let the facts 
speak for themselves’. Back in hi-fi ’s boom 
years, such was the way of the world...

Then, in the early ’80s, along came 
Compact Disc. Given that CD players – at 
least when put together properly – had 
fairly similar measured performance, 
manufacturers had to fi nd new ways to 
capture the buying public’s imagination. 
And one of these was to highlight the 
bit depth and oversampling rate of a 
machine’s built-in DAC. 

For fi ve years an ‘arms race’ ensued, 
where 16-bit/2x oversampling was bettered 
by 16-bit/4x and so on. And then, in 1987, 
Sony shocked the market with a new 
fl agship machine said to offer 18-bit/8x 
oversampling. It was the CDP-557ESD (sold 
in the US as the CDP-707ESD). 

ABOVE: The CDP-557ESD topped Sony’s 

premium ES range, which emphasised both 

performance and features – though at a price

This CD player from 1987 re-wrote the rules with its offer of 18-bit/8x oversampling
while cutting few corners in the quality of its componentry. How will it sound today?
Review: David Price Lab: Paul Miller

Sony CDP-557ESD CD player

This explains its aesthetics, ergonomics, 
build and fi nish. One of the player’s main 
challenges was to wow customers in hi-fi  
showrooms across the world. In its native 
Japan, many buyers gazed at products 
stacked high in massive electrical retailers 
such as Yodobashi Camera and bought 
components on their look and feel. For this 
reason, this machine is an essay in how to 
impress well-heeled Japanese salarymen 
of the 1980s, ready to blow their Golden 
Week bonuses on a new CD player. 

It’s big, strong, chunky and covered 
in buttons, showing an uncompromising 
aesthetic. It was – lest we forget – 
designed just before the Japanese so-called 
‘bubble economy’ began to slowly defl ate 
in 1987. Rather like a supercar launched 
immediately before an oil crisis, it has a 
certain over-the-top, fi n de siècle feel.

Never mind the quality, feel the weight! 
This 430x125x375mm (whd), 17kg 
behemoth is mostly metal, with many 
different surface fi nishes used for various 
parts of the fascia, switchgear, casing and 
internals. It is built on Sony’s so-called 
‘Gibraltar’ chassis, which has a thick bottom 
plate made of steel and another section 
of calcium carbonate, glassfi bre and resin. 

This explains why the legend ‘18 bit 
linear/8 times oversampling’ is to be 
seen emblazoned in capital letters on 
the player’s sizeable front panel. It was 
believed that the average buyer would 
immediately assume this technology to be 
superior to that of his best friend’s 
16-bit/4x machine, and out would come 
the cheque book. Or so the theory went! 

Nevertheless, this was indeed a 
formidable CD player, its techno trickery 
made possible by the use of twin 18-bit 
Burr-Brown PCM64P DACs paired up. This 
was an impressive selling point in itself, 
but it’s actually just one of many striking 
aspects of the player. 

IN AT THE TOP

Launched at the height of the CD boom, 
the CDP-557ESD cost a whopping £1000 
in the UK, making it strictly off limits for the 
majority of British buyers. Yet it actually 
sold in appreciable numbers, partly to 
those seeking to replace an ageing fi rst 
generation machine, while others splashed 
their cash to join the digital audio world at 
the very top. There was nowhere to run for 
this Sony player – it just had to be right.

LEFT: Period product shot shows the player 

pictured atop Sony’s TA-530ES integrated amp, 

which appeared in 1989. The loudspeakers are 

from the company’s mid ’80s APM series
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predecessor. As for other niceties, these 
include a neoprene rubber seal around 
the disc drawer to prevent the ingress 
of vibrations into the mechanism, while 
the metal disc tray has a beautifully swish 
action – being silent and fast.

The player’s cost-no-object battleship 
build makes it a pleasure to use, but that’s 
not the half of it. The CDP-557ESD is 

also packed with features, 
from a ‘music calendar’ to 
Sony’s ‘Custom File’ system. 
The latter was Sony’s early 
attempt to offer CD text, 
albeit programmed by 
the user and not stored 
in the disc’s own ‘table 
of contents’. Yet what 

impresses the most about the machine 
was – and is – its lightning-fast track access. 
The direct-entry track ‘keypad’ takes 
great advantage of this: key in track 24 
(assuming you have a disc with that many 
tracks), and in under a second it starts 
playing, even if the deck was in stop mode 
before. Nothing of its time came close.

Round the back, there’s one interesting 
omission for a CD player that’s supposed 

to have everything. Unbalanced RCA line 
outputs are fi tted (in fi xed and variable 
form) but no balanced XLR analogue outs. 
All Sony’s following ‘7-series’ models had 
them so one might have expected this 
machine to be thus equipped. Indeed, 
balanced XLR analogue outs duly went on 
to become de rigueur and a kind of badge 
of honour for Sony’s top machines.

However, the CDP-557ESD offers a 
choice of Toslink and electrical coaxial 
digital outputs and was the only player in 
the year’s range to provide both, lesser 
models having just an optical digital out. 
This marked out this machine’s status as 
the fl agship of the series.

 DAVID LISTENS

The ‘surprise and delight’ this player 
brings doesn’t end with its speedy track 
access times, because its sound ensures it 
stands out from the crowd too – even if its 
presentation will be sure to divide opinion. 
Overall its sound is ultra fast and super 

detailed, meaning 
whichever recording 
you care to play it 
sounds as if it has had 
an ultra high intensity 
search-light shone on 
it. This makes for a 
fascinating listening 
experience – even in 
2020 – so would have 
been a remarkable one 
back in 1987. 

Sony’s BU-1 aluminium diecast transport 
assembly was fi tted to this, containing the 
spindle drive motor, the linear motor for 
the laser pick-up and twin magnetic rails, 
plus the KSS-190A mechanism itself.

FIRST TIME FILTER

Meanwhile, twin potted and shielded 
power transformers sit separately but 
adjacent to one another, 
feeding the digital and audio 
circuitry respectively, with 
felt pad damping, of course. 
Componentry is lavish, 
with expensive Elna audio 
capacitors used extensively. 
Those Burr-Brown PCM64P 
DACs are ceramic damped, 
and paired with a Sony CXD1144A 
18-bit/8x digital fi lter – said to be the 
fi rst ever 8x oversampling fi lter used in a 
consumer audio product. 

The choice of Burr-Brown chips 
suggests that Sony didn’t have a suitable 
alternative, because it was the second 
time it had bought in silicon from another 
manufacturer, having fi tted a Philips 
TDA1541A to this player’s CDP-555ESD 

‘And then, in 
1987, Sony 

shocked the 
CD market’

ABOVE: This lavish player’s button-festooned 

fascia is an essay on the fashions of the period. 

A large display with ‘music calendar’ track 

readout works with a direct track access keypad

LEFT: Pages from Sony’s 

service manual show the 

complexity of the design. 

At the heart of the player 

are dual 18-bit DACs, 

split digital and audio 

power transformers, and a 

custom digital fi lter
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The downside is that there are sure to 

be many who will fi nd it a little too bright, 

searching and incisive for their tastes, 

especially if they already possess a forensic-

sounding system. Put it against a serious 

modern high-end CD player such as a dCS 

Vivaldi One [HFN Feb ’18] and the Sony 

sounds over the top, too electronic and not 

‘organic’ enough. It comes over as restless 

and fussy, although it’s certainly distinctive. 

ROCK SOLID 

Nevertheless, such is the state of the 

current classic CD player market that 

many ‘multibit DAC’ fans will cherish the 

CDP-557ESD for its general energy and 

brio, ignoring its conspicuous failings in 

other respects due to the fact that it has 

‘character’. For example, cue up Scritti 

Politti’s ‘Perfect Way’ from their second 

album, Cupid & Psyche 85 [Virgin CDV 

2350], and you’re instantly struck by the 

player’s rock-solid bass, glass-clear midband 

and shiny treble. At the same time, the 

music pushes along as if it’s had one 

too many espresso coffees – it’s one big 

caffeine rush of a performance.

This is a real contrast to the smoother 

and more pedestrian sound 

of later Bitstream players, 

such as 1990’s CDP-X77ES, 

yet the latter are also more 

couth and don’t light up 

the midband like a search 

and rescue party. Even if 

Scritti Politti’s singer Green 

Gartside’s sugary vocals 

might sound a little too processed and 

edgy for some tastes, there was no denying 

their impact. Similarly, while the treble 

appeared chromium-plated – almost fi zzy 

by modern standards – there are those that 

will appreciate its sheer bite. 

What’s more, the Sony CDP-557ESD 

boasts a seemingly ‘hewn from granite’ 

soundstage. Spin up a classical recording 

such as Beethoven’s ‘Pastoral’ Symphony 

[Karajan, Berlin Philharmonic, Deutsche 

Grammophon 2531106], 

and it’s almost as if 

the orchestra’s seating 

arrangements have been 

cast in concrete right 

in front of you. All the 

different instrument 

groups are locked in space 

with great authority while 

their images extend towards the listener 

to give a gripping, seat-of-the-pants 

listen. True, stage depth isn’t particularly 

remarkable, but this is more than offset by 

the sheer width of the recorded acoustic 

the player conjures up.

For example, Kate Bush’s ‘Snowfl ake’ 

[from her album 50 Words For Snow [Fish 

People TOCP-71202] enjoyed a really 

expansive sound, with the piano engulfi ng 

both left and right loudspeakers with ease. 

The result was highly immersive, while the 

singer’s vocal was locked into the middle of 

the room with rifl e-bolt precision. 

SUPER-GRIPPY 

Dynamically this player impresses too; 

indeed it’s almost as if the Sony CDP-

557ESD is looking for a reason to punch 

the music out to you. It likes big, rousing 

rock like Rush’s ‘Red Barchetta’ [Moving 

Pictures; Mercury B0015272-00], where 

it emphasised the smack of the snare and 

bass drum work, along with the energy 

with which the drummer belted the hi-hats. 

It really got into thumping out the bass 

guitar too, revealing how expressive an 

instrument it can be. The low-end was 

super-grippy and sinewy, yet had real 

kick. This made for a highly entertaining 

and dramatic sound, but one that almost 

seemed over-the-top at times.

And that’s where this player comes up 

short. Yes, its sound is hugely impressive, 

but it draws attention to itself constantly, 

making it diffi cult for the listener to relax 

fully into the music. The fi rst time you 

‘“Perfect Way” 
is one big 

caffeine rush of 
a performance’

LEFT: The player’s top plate and fascia sport a 

beautifully brushed aluminium fi nish while the 

metal disc drawer is surrounded by a rubber 

sheath, fl ush-fi tted to achieve isolation

RIGHT: A peek under the hood reveals the 

rigid damped ‘Gibraltar’ chassis, mechanically 

isolated transport mech, extensive copper 

shielding and felt and ceramic damping pads
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motors and gears that operate the 
drawer and clamping mechanism 
can seize, preventing the disc from 
loading properly. By contrast, the 
BSL (Brushless and SlotLess) spindle 
motor and linear sled-drive used are 
well engineered and don’t usually 
cause any problems. A dimming 
display, where some of the less 
frequently used segments are 
noticeably brighter than the others, 
is a sure sign of a well used (and 
possibly tired) example, which is 
probably best avoided. 

From an electronic point of view 
there is less to worry about, with 
poor soldering being the most 
frequent cause of circuit failure. 
The green Nichicon electrolytic 
capacitors used in some examples 
can corrode, as evidenced by white 
deposits around their sleeves and 
lead-outs. They may still work 
normally, despite being in this 
condition, but the corrosive liquid 
that leaks out can damage the PCB 
traces, which can eventually lead 
to all manner of strange issues. The 
problem is not as bad as it was with 
the SMT components found in later 
Sony equipment, however.

listen to the CDP-557ESD, you’re 
inclined to wonder if CD has actually 
improved at all – yet keep listening 
for a few minutes and you’re in no 
doubt that it has.

Nevertheless, this certainly isn’t a 
player to dismiss out of hand. Quite 
the contrary, for it might well be a 
boon for those with more mellow-
sounding systems looking for a 
source to inject some pizazz. It all 
comes down to sympathetic system-
matching. Get it right and you’ll be 
rewarded with sounds that sparkle, 
irrespective of music genre.

BUYING SECONDHAND

The key issue when buying a CDP-
557ESD [says Tim Jarman] is the 
condition of the optical unit. Unlike 
competing models from Marantz, 
Philips and Technics, this Sony player 
does not use a type also found in 
a multitude of cheaper machines. 
Furthermore, pattern replacements 
are not currently being produced. 
It is therefore important to be sure 
that the laser in any prospective 
purchase is in good condition. 

Slow reading of the disc’s TOC 
and mis-tracking, especially when 
playing the later tracks on a disc, are 

two signs that all 
is not well in this 
area, though this 
does not mean 
that in every 
case reluctance 
to play correctly 
is down to the 
optics. Just as 
in lesser Sony 
machines, the 

ABOVE: Rear view shows the fi xed and variable unbalanced RCA analogue outputs 

alongside Toslink and coaxial digital outs with a switch to select between the two

LEFT: The 

player’s large 

multifunction 

remote control 

underlined its 

fl agship status

VINTAGE HI-FI

Sound Quality: 84%

0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Sony’s 1987 CDP-557ESD is the 
CD player equivalent of a shiny 
red Porsche Turbo whale-tail, 
from the days when Gordon 
Gecko called the shots on Wall 
Street and greed was good. A 
true tour de force in its time, it 
now seems rather contrived both 
in its styling and its sound. Yet 
it consciously reminds us of just 
what the Sony Corporation was 
capable of when it felt the need. 
We will not see its like again.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

Maximum output level / Impedance 2.18Vrms / 190-350ohm

A-wtd S/N ratio 110.0dB

Distortion (1kHz, 0dBFs/–30dBFs) 0.0002% / 0.005%

Distortion & Noise (20kHz, 0dBFs/–30dBFs) 0.0004% / 0.016% 

Frequency response (20Hz-20kHz) +0.0 to –0.12dB

Digital jitter 125psec

Resolution @ –90dB/–100dB +2.5dB / +3.0dB

Power consumption 13W

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 430x125x375mm / 17kg

LAB
REPORT

SONY CDP-557ESD (Vintage)

The subject of this month’s ‘Vintage Review’ is from my own 
private collection of digital landmarks [which includes the fi rst 
Bit Stream player, the Rotel RCD-865, re-tested in HFN Mar ’16]. 
Sony’s CDP-557ESD pre-dates the Bit Stream/bitstream PDM/PWM 
revolution but it represents a signifi cant advance over the 16-bit 
linear CD players based on the non-oversampled, time-shared 
CX20017 DAC used in Sony’s inaugural CDP-101 [HFN Jan ’12]. 
This fl agship 8x oversampled/18-bit player offered a spectacular 
120dB rejection of stopband artefacts thanks to the high-order 
(brickwall) digital fi lter, but this is also expressed in the pre/
post echoes visible in the impulse (time domain) response. The 
magnitude (frequency) response is very fl at, with the merest 
–0.02dB drop at 20Hz and –0.12dB/20kHz, the former linked to 
an increase in the capacitor-coupled analogue output’s source 
impedance from 190ohm/1kHz up to 354ohm/20Hz.

The output is single-ended only, but the 2.18V recorded at 
1kHz/0dBFs is accompanied by a very generous 110dB A-wtd 
S/N ratio. Interestingly, while the player offers this wide S/N, and 
distortion is very low at 0.0002-0.0004% at this peak output 
(20Hz-20kHz), the player’s low-level linearity is less impressive. 
Indeed, the compressive trend below –70dBFs reveals errors of 
+3dB at –90dBFs, so very low-level detail is rendered at a very 
slightly higher level than it should. This is refl ected in the ‘shape’ 
of the distortion vs. digital level plot [see Graph 1, below] where 
THD is still higher below –20dBFs than would be achieved by 
modern players and outboard DACs. Such are the revelations 
of tests unavailable during the lifetime of the CDP-557ESD – 
including the jitter test [see Graph 2, below] that prove this 
player offered a state-of-the-art 125psec back in 1987-8. PM

ABOVE: Digital jitter is as low as can be measured with

the (CD) 44.1kHz/16-bit data pattern. An excellent result

ABOVE: Distortion versus 16-bit CD digital signal level 

over a 120dB range (black = 1kHz; cyan = 20kHz)
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playing Beethoven – then I really 

have to work hard on the sound.

‘At fi rst, you don’t think they are 

that diffi cult – I started playing the 

Études when I found everything 

diffi cult. I didn’t see any difference 

between the diffi culty of the 

Debussy and the diffi culty of a 

Mozart sonata. Later on I thought 

“oh, they are okay” – but when 

it came to the crunch, God was 

it very hard! Because, compared 

with the Préludes, the extent of 

concentration is incomparably 

higher. The tightness of every event 

is quite stunning. After having 

recorded the Études, and doing a 

TV version of it, I came home and 

sat down, played the Préludes, and 

thought “I must have been mad…”.’

Was it your suggestion to Philips? 

Because they are not that common.

‘That is why I wanted to do it. 

Especially at a concert, hardly 

anyone plays all 12 in one go. As 

Hi-Fi 

News

Sept 1989
Each month 

HFN will bring 

you an article 

from our vast 

archive of 

features and 

reviews from 

yesteryear

a set, yes, a few in combination 

with other things. But I believe in 

a group to be looked at as a group. 

That conviction I got probably when 

I played the Mozart sonatas for the 

fi rst time, complete, in public. You 

have a totally different vision and 

experience of the whole thing. 

But what did you think, hearing 

them as a listener?

It wasn’t diffi cult to come to them as 

a listener because there is so much 

life, such funny moments here and 

there, so much imagination – fl ights 

of imagination – and strange visions. 

It’s like looking at – what do you call 

that thing? A kaleidoscope.

‘Yes, I can go on for ever! There 

is nothing monotonous about them 

being études, not at all.

Whatever technical purpose the 

composer might have had, no music 

A
favourable acoustic, and 

music Mitsuko Uchida has 

been playing since she was 

13 years old – but even 

at The Maltings, Snape, there were 

unforeseen snags when it came to 

recording Debussy’s 12 Études. 

‘The wind howls there, you see, 

and there are aeroplanes – RAF 

aeroplanes training, and so on. If the 

weather is fi lthy they don’t fl y, but 

if the weather is fi lthy there would 

also be a howling wind. We almost 

lost a whole day, because in Debussy 

there are so many pianissimos.

The recording followed a Queen 

Elizabeth Hall recital in April ’89, and 

Uchida had programmed the studies 

in Austria, Holland and Germany.

‘There’s one aspect of my 

technique that suits Debussy’s 

music: which is lightness, fastness, 

and fl exibility. And when you have 

this it is a fi rst step to a certain 

natural playing of Debussy. Flexibility 

and lightness doesn’t help at all 

Mitsuko Uchida 

ABOVE: Photograph of Mitsuko Uchida 

when in her 20s by Christian Steiner

After Mozart, Debussy. But what of the pianists’ long term plans? 
A psychology of recording by Christopher Breunig
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‘Even when 
I’m suffering, 

no-one 
should know’

ABOVE: The 

original CD cover 

and CD for 

Uchida’s April 

1989 recording of 

the 12 Debussy 

Études, later part 

of a 50CD 

celebratory 

reissue series 

[now 475 7559]

BELOW: Philips 

advertisement for 

her fi rst 

recordings made 

for the label

should ever sound [diffi cult]. It is, 

utterly, my personal problem if I am 

playing: I should present it at a stage 

when it feels easy, looks easy. Even 

when I am suffering, no-one should 

know. That is something I believe in, 

and “wow” was it tough!’

Can we jump to the television 

programmes you did on Mozart, 

with Jeffrey Tate? Was the 

fi rst – on the C major Sonata – 

improvised, or scripted?

‘Both programmes where I was 

participating there was no script. 

For the solo I devised, 

like, a sonata form, a 

structure, what I had 

to say. I had worked 

out vaguely how long 

each section might 

take, thought about 

it a lot, and then 

“bang!” off we go. 

They just needed to splice out a few 

mispronunciations.’

Did they try to dissuade you from 

discussing subdominants? After

all, your talk was quite technical

‘It was quite a struggle in that fi rst 

place to get that little sonata to 

be accepted: everybody wanted 

something more obviously dramatic, 

like the A-minor. The little C major 

fi tted my scheme very well, because 

it was so concentrated, but concise. 

lf I had started off on the C-minor 

Fantasia and the Sonata I would be 

talking very vague stuff, the mystery 

of Mozart, without the details.’

Would you like to do more?

‘I’d love to. I did a fairly 

conversational piece for German 

television on the Debussy Études 

– 20 minutes of talk. The producer 

threw ideas, questions at me. The 

only condition was that whatever 

I said I would have to produce 

on the piano. Somehow I didn’t 

take it in clearly, and I said “after 

Wagner’s chromaticism Schoenberg 

was inevitable”, and he said “Show 

me some Wagner”. Ach! Tristan 
und Isolde, or something like that. 

We talked about concepts: what 

Debussy did, what his special way of 

thinking was – how he established 

his own clear language.’

So, what comes next?

‘I don’t know what to bring out 

now because, from my Mozart 

experience, I am convinced 

should I ever record Schubert 

sonatas, which I would love – 

it has been my greatest love – 

I shall do so only when I have 

been playing them as a set. It 

is different from studying them, 

or playing them in public one 

by one. It will take a long time.’

So will you give cycles in 

concerts, then?

‘That would be in the not too 

near future. I am planning to 

do, for instance, some lmpromptus 

in concerts, and if 

they are ready 

I might record them. 

Or I might have a 

group of late Chopin 

pieces, including the 

Polonaise-Fantasie. 

They are wonderful 

pieces: the Barcarolle, 

Berceuse, some of the late  

Nocturnes or late Mazurkas maybe. 

‘But I was thinking in terms of 

Schubert and Beethoven. I shall 

take a lot of time: fi ve years, if I am 

lucky. Beethoven: the concertos are 

coming up in concerts. In terms of 

solo music I might, in secret, try out 

the Diabelli Variations in a couple of 

years. So I shall build up a Beethoven 

repertoire, thinking of him in terms 

of ten years or so. 

‘And in between I think 

I shall pick up everything, and do 

probably quite a lot of 20th-century 

music, including Debussy, Bartók, 

Schoenberg – defi nitely Schoenberg. 

I adore the Concerto! I hope I shall 

have it ready for recording in the not 

too distant future; but the diffi culty 

is what to combine it with. Alban 

Berg: there is the Sonata, and the 

Chamber Concerto. That is defi nitely 

on the agenda. Webern I play 

anyway. And... sneak in some 20th-

century music that people don’t 

know, or people wouldn’t recognise, 

as encore pieces.’

What about song?

‘I’d adore that. Even as part of my 

preparation for Schubert’s sonatas 

I will look at his songs, ideally with 

a German national. I’d love to 

expand along that direction, and 

do the Dichterliebe of Schumann, 

preferably with a tenor – that shift 

for the baritone, makes it, somehow, 

a complete change of colour.’

There is a bit more fl exibility with 

record company contracts now, 

with artists not tied to one label.

‘My own experience so far is that 

when you are with a company, if 

you are lucky, you strike a good 

working relationship with a producer 

or two – which happened in my 

case – and with sound engineers 

and technicians. The sound engineer 

must have imagination and a 

general understanding of what it 

is that I am aiming for. 

‘From a big company’s point of 

view it is not easy to comprehend 

what a single piano player is 

thinking. So, you don’t fl it from one 

company to another, that would be 

very tiring. And, also, when you are 

with a company and they care 
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about you, they can think of a 

strategy, a campaign. If a record 

comes out, it somehow has to 

be put forward that it has been 

produced. So then comes the 

publicity. It sounds awful but it is 

true, because there are so many 

records coming out today.’

Do you think there are too many?

‘Far too many. So I stick to what 

I really want to do. Everything has 

been planned and thought about for 

years. The right instruments, sound, 

that sort of thing.’ 

Because the piano you had for the 

Queen Elizabeth Hall Debussy…

‘That was a rather interesting 

instrument, wasn’t it? And we used 

that Steinway, working and making 

it even fi ner, for the recording. 

You have no idea how much extra 

travelling I do to fi nd the right 

instrument for important concerts. 

The more precise the machinery 

has become for recording, the more 

accurate the piano must be as well. 

‘Mechanical accuracy is needed 

to project the accuracy of the 

imagination. Physical accuracy is 

easy enough to produce, up to 

a point. But then, if it has to be 

produced very precisely, the image, 

God, the piano has to be of very high 

standard. Compact discs are harder. 

I get the feeling the sound is slightly 

nearer. It’s probably quite interesting 

to feel as if you were in the middle 

of the orchestra, but I don’t want it. 

I want to be far away... but, anyway, 

I think I’m very old-fashioned.’ 

Shall we say something about the 

Chopin Piano Sonatas 

record? Critics 

jumped on you for 

taking the fi rst-

movement repeat in 

Sonata No 2.

‘Oh yes, I even wanted 

to send a letter, 

explaining why I did 

it. I saw in the original copy – which 

many people thought was Chopin’s 

autograph, because the handwriting 

was very close – the repeat marking 

after the Grave is not there. So, in 

which case, it goes straightforwardly 

to the head of the piece. And it 

is Grave to Doppio movimento: a 

clearcut tempo relationship as well. 

‘Apart from that, harmonically it 

is stronger: the return is very abrupt 

and peculiar if you cut away 

the Grave. That’s one of the 

reasons that very few people 

repeat it. But if you go back to 

the very beginning of the piece 

there is no such problem.

‘So it is from the original 

copy that I derived that, and 

I talked about it with Charles 

Rosen, who found it too, of 

course. He came to the same 

conclusion. I did it this way 

and that, in various forms over 

the years, and by the end 

I was totally convinced about it. One 

of the things about performances 

is that we can never be totally sure 

of what the composer 

meant – we might be 

making yet another 

ghastly mistake!’ 

What do you think of 

criticism? Do you read 

it, or ignore it?

‘I read them, and lay 

them aside. And that’s it: positive 

ones and negative ones, certain bad 

ones. I might just as well know what 

people are thinking.’

People are not quite sure how to 

place your playing, are they? They 

say it’s cold or too classical. And 

others say ‘she is so romantic!’.

‘I know. There are all the extremes 

that I have had: that I was over-

romantic, too over-classical; that 

I was too cold, too brash.’

Brash?

‘Yes. I’ve had that too. And even 

about the same performance: 

aggressive… so introverted that 

you don’t hear anything. But I don’t 

think I am utterly introverted.’

I tend to think of Jeffrey Tate, in 

the Mozart concertos, as a kind of 

sterner counterpart.

‘Yes. I can be the human voice, as it 

were. I can take certain freedoms, 

and Jeffrey keeps very fi rm. In many 

of the piano concertos, where the 

piano has more – I don’t want to use 

the word “feminine” – introverted 

sections, we can divide it. I can 

remain in my vision of it completely.’

Jeffrey said he felt he had a job 

with rapport at the fi rst Henry 

TOP: Uchida 

made a whole 

series of Mozart 

Piano Concerto 

recordings with 

the English 

Chamber 

Orchestra 

conducted by 

Jeffrey Tate 

ABOVE: LP sleeve 

and label for the 

pairing of Mozart 

Concertos K456 

and K459

‘I might as 
well know 

what people 
are thinking’

Wood Hall recording sessions.

‘It was very diffi cult.’

It doesn’t show on the record.

‘You know, that is because we have 

the three of us, I say. Jeffrey, the 

ECO, and me. At a certain point we 

realised that the winds were not 

in my sight. If we really listened 

to each other we would be late, 

because of the delay. So we simply 

decided “OK, we nod, and we simply 

go”. That was the only time, I think, 

where everybody played looking at 

the stick only, me as well.’

Do you fi nd that you are typecast, 

in that you are expected to play 

a Mozart Concerto?

‘My general principle is, with 

symphony orchestras, unless under 

very special circumstances, I don’t 

accept Mozart piano concertos. 
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2. AMPLIFIERS

GATO Audio DIA-400S NPM 
integrated amplifi er with DAC, 
400W into 8ohm. Your sources plus 
streaming. Demo Newcastle/Tyne 
area. £5500 last year. Good reason 
for sale. Tel: 01661 823606. 
Email: grant.darras@gmail.com

BRYSTON BHA-1 headphone 
amplifi er, black. Balanced. RRP 
£2000. £1000. Tel: 07939 596474 

NAIM NAP250 power amp, £750, 
including Naim speaker cables. 
HiCap power supply unit £190. NAC 
32.5 mono/stereo, MC/MM phono 
input, preamplifi er £250. 1986 
chrome bumper, one owner since 
new. Will sell as a complete set or 
separate. Best offers considered. All 
recently serviced, working normally. 
New cables, new rubber feet, etc. 
The NAC 32.5 preamp input selector 
needs attention. Call or write 
for details. Collection preferred, 
Guildford area. Tel: 0780 4500141. 
Email: straw.graham@gmail.com 

CHORD Electronics Chordette 
headphone amplifi er plus Audeze 
LCD-2 headphones, both in good 
condition. Can demonstrate. Buyer 
collects. Kent area. £650. 
Tel: 07494 407306 

MODWRIGHT Instruments 
SWL 9.0 Signature Edition amp. 
Mint condition, as new, includes 
two remotes, manual and original 
packaging, £1100. Can demonstrate, 
Email: stuartdarshan67@gmail.com.
Tel: 07870 912 963

4. CD/DVD PLAYERS

MCINTOSH MCD500 SACD CD 
player/DAC. One owner. Bought from 
UK dealer. Mint. RRP £7495. £2500. 
Tel: 07939 596474 

PIONEER UDP-LX500 Blu-ray 
universal player, mint condition, 
light use, boxed with manual,£550, 
buyer to collect or pay postage. Only 
a few months old, reason for sale, 
downsizing. Tel: 07572 272939. 
Email: dickie1705@gmx.com 

7. SPEAKERS

JR149 1970s teak circular model 
hi-fi  speakers and super woofer 
(passive version). In good working 
order (tested at respected hi-fi  
outlet). Located in Essex. Buyer pays/

arranges collection. £550 ovno. 
Email: conner@essexhustler.com 

FOSTEX P1000-BH folded-horn 
speakers with Fostex FE103En full-
range drive units, £350 ovno. Boxed 
and mint, plus postage at cost. 
Tel: 07799 475 301 

SPENDOR Classic 100 
speakers. New, walnut. Demo in 
Northumberland by arrangement. 
Email: grant.darras@gmail.com. 
Tel: 01661 823606  

PROAC Response 1 standmount 
speakers. Black ash, superb, £725. 
BK Gemini subwoofer, cherry, new 
cable, £80. Atacama black stands, 
£30. Tel: 01772 780976 

8. TUNERS

PIONEER Elite F-91 Reference 
FM tuner £130 ovno. Magnum 
Dynalab ST-2 omni-directional 
vertical antenna complete with 
original packaging, £150 ovno. 
Both items plus postage at cost. 
Tel: 07799 475 301 

DENON TU-380RD, £15, and 
Sony ST-SE300, £10. Both fi nished 
in black and both working. No 
marks. Buyers collect from Bromley 
BR2. Tel: 020 8462 8186 

9. TURNTABLES

REGA RP8 turntable, immaculate, 
plus Dynavector cartridge. Owned 
from new but very little use, hence 
sale. Detailed pictures on request. 
All original packaging. £1000. 
Email: stemar2@me.com 

AUDIONOTE TT2 turntable 
with Goldring G1042 cartridge 
plus Sedley Sonneteer phono amp. 
£1000. Buyer collects. Helensburgh. 
Can demo. Tel: 01436 672038. 
Email: jamesscanlan@talktalk.net 

TECHNICS SL1210 Mk7 
complete with Ortofon 2M Ruby 
cartridge. Boxed, as new, £650. 
Tel: 0208 8825703 

11. SYSTEMS 

ROTEL RCD-965 BX CD player, 
remote control handset, black. 
Pioneer A400 integrated amp, 
black. Acoustic Energy Aegis 2 
fl oorstanding speakers, beech. All 
owned from new, original boxes and 
instructions. Unmarked, little used. 

Am able to demonstrate. £250. 
Email: norbertstefan@yahoo.co.uk.
Tel: 0770 4145987

12. MISCELLANEOUS 

HANA SL3170 low-output 
moving-coil cartridge with nude 
natural diamond Shibata stylus. 
Excellent reviews, excellent 
condition. Maximum 150-200 hours’ 
use on a majority of ultrasonically 
cleaned vinyl. Good close-up pics of 
tip available on request. £340 ono. 
Email: g_61_allen@hotmail.co.uk.
Tel: 07831 267940

ABYSS AB-1266 Phi headphones 
deluxe package. Includes additional 
cables, box, leather case. Mint. RRP 
£5850. £2500. Tel: 07939 596474 

PHILIPS 4307 4-track tape 
recorder with microphone and 
instructions. Working, vgc. £70. 
Email: norbertstefan@yahoo.co.uk.
Tel: 0770 4145987

BOXED records: Abba (5), 
Beethoven (10), Million Sellers (8). 
List. Offers. Little used. System: CD, 
tape, streamer. Email: grant.darras@
gmail.com. Tel: 01661 823606 

ISOTEK Orion eight-way mains 
conditioner (£830) £300, two XLRs 
Tellurium Black (£370) £190 each, 
Arcam A39 amplifi er no box (£770) 
£200. Tel: 07905 348812

ELROG ER300B valves. Matched 
pair, test hours only, boxed, £1050 
ovno, plus postage at cost. 
Tel: 07799 475 301 

REEL-TO-REEL 20 Maxell 
and TDK tapes on NAB reels. Mostly 
unused and still wrapped. Offers? 
Fairly heavy so collection in person 
(Midlands) would be easiest. 
Email: patloe@tiscali.co.uk 

OLSON Sound Fantastic mains 
block for sale, four-way, excellent 
budget mains conditioner £55. Also 
Russ Andrews Classic Powerkord 
with very high quality Isotek 
wattgate connection £55. Will sell 
both together for £100 or near 
offer. Tel: 01484 427426. Email: 
andrewstringer476@yahoo.com 

FERROGRAPH Series 3 tape 
recorder. £50. Garrard 401, SME 
3012, SME 2000 plinth, with boxes. 
£1850. Plus any packing/carriage. 
North East. Tel: 01642 327716

NAKAMICHI CR-7E cassette 
player. Boxed, in immaculate 
condition. Serviced by Nakamichi 
UK. Owned from new. Has been 
unused for ten years. £1250 ono.
Email: chrisdebono@hotmail.co.uk

PIONEER CT959 cassette deck. 
Great sounding three-head deck 
with instructions and in excellent 
condition. Nakamichi sound quality 
without the price tag. £250 
collected from Diss, Norfolk. 
Tel: 07384 460278

13. WANTED

TANDBERG TCD310 Mk2 
cassette deck. Either working or 
non-working. Tel: 01758 613790 

SONUS FABER Amati 
Anniversario Homage, Guarneri 
Memento, Amati Futura, Guarneri 
Evolution or Serafi no Tradition in 
red. Must be in absolutely mint 
condition. Serious buyer.
Tel: 01269 595271

ROGERS A800 integrated 
amplifi er or Rogers A75 series II 
amplifi er. Working or not, but must 
be complete. About £55 plus agreed 
postage costs. Tel: 019385 53559

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, Suite 25, Eden 
House, Enterprise Way, Edenbridge, TN8 6HF, 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
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TOP: Original 

pages from the 

interview with 

Mitsuko Uchida 

that appeared 

in the Sept ’89 

issue of HFN along 

with a full cover 

portrait – a fi rst 

for the magazine

LEFT: Mitsuko 

Uchida did record 

Schubert and late 

Beethoven, but so 

far not the Diabelli 

Variations

Also in HFN this 
month in 1989

The orchestra must either be 

specially suited, or the conductor 

I am going to work with would have 

an affi nity with my way of playing 

Mozart. Otherwise it will be disaster. 

So, Mozart, with a few exceptions 

– K466, 491, 503, possibly 482, 

pieces that will go with a big 

orchestra – I fi nd the balance is right 

with a chamber orchestra. Not only 

the balance between piano and 

strings, but within the orchestra: the 

winds and strings. That means when 

a symphony orchestra wants me, 

I try to offer them something else.

‘I don’t believe in showing 

everything you have got in one 

performance: you must simply show 

what the piece is. There is no way 

I could be showing all my technical 

skills in a Mozart piano concerto; 

there are different pianistic skills if 

you play Debussy, or Beethoven. 

‘And I fi nd it very often with 

the older people: you don’t know 

what sort of technique they had, 

or not. I assume they had amazing 

techniques, because 

you hear the music.’

Do you like to have 

an audience, or do 

you see recordings 

as a different thing? 

I suspect that you 

enjoy making records.

‘Yes. Because I have worked out the 

right psychology, I think. Ultimately, 

I say to myself, I am not going to aim 

at a note-perfect performance for 

the record. If it is: fi ne! But if there 

is another option that is musically 

more satisfying… then that’s what 

I want. Because I’ve heard so many 

records at home. 

‘I still do hear them and the 

ones I listen to are not for the sake 

of the perfect notes, but for the 

sake of what you get musically, 

LIVE ISSUES

Ben Duncan traces the signal 

path from mic to mixing desk.

ALEC HARTLEY REEVES

Reg Williamson pays tribute to 

a British digital pioneer.

JOHN KOSS

Trevor Butler talks sound with 

the man who invented the 

stereo headphone.

BIT WARS 

Martin Colloms looks at 

different CD technologies and 

hopes for ‘low-bit’ options.

AUDIO-TECHNICA AT-450 

Ken Kessler tests the new 

moving-magnet cartridge. 

THE QUAD 606

Martin Colloms reviews the 

company’s new power amp.

CHOICE COMPACTS 

Martin Colloms assesses three 

loudspeakers: Wharfedale’s Ritz 

Diamond, the KEF C15 and the 

Energy ESM-4.

DENON DCD-3520 

A 20-bit CD player reviewed by 

Martin Colloms.

POT POURRI 

Reviews of the Troy Ambisonics 

decoder and Musical Fidelity’s 

new B1 amplifi er.

‘You have to 
risk your neck 
and just hope 
that it works’

emotionally, or from the vision of the 

performances. Or the imagination, 

the horizon. All of what counts in 

what I call, as a whole, music. 

‘Nor do I go for an intellectual 

statement about the piece. I want 

to be able to experience the initial 

fresh surprise, if you can capture it 

on record. I want the sound to fl y in 

the air, if it should fl y 

– even on a record.

‘One advantage 

of a performance 

in public is that you 

know it is only now. 

You make it or you 

don’t make it. There 

is no such thing as, 

after a performance, saying “Sorry, 

that was not very good, let me do 

it again”. So that means at that 

very moment you have to give 

everything, and risk your neck and 

just hope that it works.’

And do you mind that there are 

very few hours for rehearsals?

‘Yes. Certain public performances, 

concerto performances: a lack of 

rehearsal time. It is very upsetting. 

But even that you learn to cope 

with. During a performance, the 

duration of that evening develops 

into one particular event. There is 

the colour of the performance on 

that particular evening, which is 

different from the one the night 

before. And I must say I like that as 

it gives individual performances 

a separate character. 

From that point of view, a 

recording should be regarded as one 

particular performance on one 

particular day – but records are not 

seen like that. Rather, it is as if it 

were a sort of fi nal statement.’  



Dealer Directory

HEADPHONES:  
SENNHEISER, BEYER, ERGO, GRADO, 

PSB, AUDIOQUEST, AUDEZE,  
ULTRASONE

HEADPHONE AMPLIFIERS:  
CREEK, FIDELITY AUDIO,

GRAHAM SLEE, ICON AUDIO,  
LEHMANN, PROJECT, SUGDEN

PLEASE PHONE OR EMAIL ENQUIRIES TO:

IAN HARRISON HI FI

ian.harrison@mercian.myzen.co.uk

TEL: 01283 702875

We are the only 
UK retailer where 
you can audition 

and compare 
the complete 
Vivid Audio 

speaker range. 

WWW.SIXAUDIO.CO.UK 

01403 

713125

Proudly representing Naim Audio, Rega,  

Focal, Neat Acoustics, Chord Company, 

Dynavector, Quadraspire, Custom Design, 

Cyrus and ATC with more to follow.
Because we listen  

The brand new destination 
for audio in West Yorkshire. 

info@dnaaudio.co.uk        01943 850 650        dnaaudio.co.uk

Saffron Walden  www.radlettaudio.co.uk

01799 599080  radlettaudio@hotmail.co.uk

· Rega

· Harbeth

· Croft

· Spendor

· Luxman

· Michell 

· EAR

WANTED
Your old tonearms, cartridges, spare 

parts and hi-fi accessories (SME, Decca, 

Ortofon, Thorens, Garrard, EMT). 

Complete lots bought, 
nothing refused.

Contact:
Christopher@oldroadaudio.com 

or Tel: 003539531922

FREE UK DELIVERY!!

IAN HARRISON HI FI

ian.harrison@mercian.myzen.co.uk

TEL: 01283 702875

HARBETH                        

MONITOR 40.2 £POA          

SUPER HL5PLUS £POA          

MONITOR 30.1 £POA          

HLC7ES-3 £POA           

P3ESR £POA           

40th ANNIVERSARY £POA            

MODELS 

MICHELL
ORBE £POA

ORBE SE £POA

GYRO £POA

GYRO SE £POA

TECNODEC £POA

TECNOARM £POA

ACCESSORIES £POA

O R A N G E S  &  L E M O N S

o a n d l h i f i . c o . u k
0 2 0 7 9 2 4 2 0 4 0  -  L o n d o n  S W 1 1

bowers & wilkins  rega  sonos  l inn  naim  atc  pmc  arcam  tel lur ium q  

chord co  neat  dynaudio  rotel   rel   sennheiser   chord electronics  

www.hifilounge.co.uk

01767 448121

Uk's only dedicated
demo facility for

high-end
headphones

Visit us in the Beautiful

Bedfordshire Countryside

for all your Hi-Fi needs

www.highendheadphones.co.uk



To advertise in this section 

please call  Sonia Smart on 01689 869 919
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atlascables.com

Precision audio
engineering.

D E S I G N E D  &  H A N D M A D E  I N  S C O T L A N D

M
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ACAPELLA
ACOUSTIC SIGNATURE
ACOUSTIC SOLID
AIR TIGHT
ALPHASON
AMAZON AUDIO
AMG
ATACAMA
BENZ MICRO
BEYER
BLACK RHODIUM
BLUESOUND
CABASSE
CARTRIDGE MAN
CREEK
CUSTOM DESIGN
DECCA LONDON
EAR YOSHINO
EMT
EPOS
ERGO
FIDELITY AUDIO
GOLDRING
GRADO
GRAHAM
GRAHAM SLEE
HANA
HARBETH

HELIUS
HIFI RACKS
ICON AUDIO
IKEDA
INSPIRE
IXOS
KOETSU
KUBALA-SOSNA
LEHMANN
LUXMAN
MICHELL
MOERCH
MOTH
MUNARI
MUSIC HALL
MUSIC TOOLS
MY SONIC LAB
NAGAOKA
NORSTONE
OPERA AUDIO
ORIGIN LIVE
ORTOFON
PARASOUND
PEERLESS
PRO-JECT
PSB
PURE SOUND
Q ACOUSTICS

QED
QUAD 
QUADRASPHIRE
REED
ROKSAN
ROTHWELL
SENNHEISER
SOUNDSMITH
SOUNDSTYLE
SRM TECH
SUGDEN
SUMIKO
SUPRA
T+A
TAYLOR ACOUSTICS
TECHDAS
THORENS
TOM EVANS
TRACK AUDIO
TRANSPARENT
TRICHORD
VALVET
VAN DEN HUL
WHEST AUDIO
WIREWORLD
ZENSATI
ZYX

IAN HARRISON HIFI
SALE! UP TO 40% OFF!

TEL: 01283 702875  ian.harrison@mercian.myzen.co.uk

MAIL ORDER ONLY FROM; IAN HARRISON, 7 MILL HILL, REPTON, DERBY, DE65 6GQ
TEL: 01283 702875 9am-9pm INCLUDING SUNDAYS

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 OF WRITE FOR SPECIFIC REVIEWS, BROCHURES OR PRICES.
* CALL FOR DETAILS        ESTABLISHED 1986

SPECIAL OFFERS!! 

VAN DEN HUL MC10 SPECIAL £775 

ORTOFON CADENZA BLUE £950 

ORTOFON 2M BLACK £445

ORTOFON 2M BLUE £160

ORTOFON QUINTET BLUE £299

ORTOFON QUINTET RED £210

MICHEL ORBE £POA

MICHEL ORBE SE £POA

KOETSU £POA

WHEST AUDIO TWO.2 £POA

WHEST AUDIO THREE SIGNATURE £POA

WHEST PS4ORDT £POA

EAR/YOSHINO £POA

BLACK RHODIUM £POA

TRANSPARENT £POA

PRO-JECT £POA

GOLDRING £POA

BEYER £POA

LEHMANN AUDIO £POA

SENNHEISER £POA
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Your Worldwide Provider of 
High End Loudspeaker Parts

Premium Loudspeaker Drivers

Highest Quality Crossover Parts

Crossover Parts and Assembly

DIY Speaker Kits

Cable and Terminals

Expert Advice

All You Need 
In One Place

madisound.com

Some of our Brands:
Accuton

Audax

Aurasound

Eton

Fostex

HiVi Research

Peerless

SB Acoustics

Scan-Speak

Seas

Raal

madisound.com
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new arrival

W W W . S T U D I O A V . C O . U K

01753 863300  sales@studioav.co.uk

S U R R E Y ’ S  L E A D I N G  H I - F I 

D E M O N ST R AT I O N  LO U N G E

Listening to music has never sounded so good. 

Get in touch to arrange your personal audition of some of the 
world’s most highly respected Hi-Fi products.

Home demonstration and part exchange welcome. 

UNRIVALLED BRANDS
C O U P L E D  W I T H 

UNRIVALLED CUSTOMER SERVICE



LAST WORD

KEN KESSLER TELLS IT LIKE IT IS...

OFF THE 

LEASH!
ER TEEEELLS IT LIKE IT IS....
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L
ong-term readers know me not to 

be an optimist. My glass isn’t just 

half-empty: it’s cracked and leaking. 

And there’s a fl y fl oating in it. Yeah, 

I’m a pessimist straight out of Rousseau. But 

– there’s always a ‘but’ – this time it’s a 

perception that the mainstream may be 

softening its disregard, let alone disrespect, 

for us audiophiles. Well, perhaps not us, per 

se, but audio in general and analogue in 

particular, especially in terms of imagery.

AUDIO NERD

There is, however, a weird disconnect and 

I can only put it down to one of two things: 

either stupidity (or poor education) or 

millennials’ presumptuousness. That’s 

assuming the music chosen 

for most ads in cinemas and 

on TV is now selected by 

under-30s rather than 

stereotypical ‘mad men’ of 

the three-martinis-for-lunch 

generation. If not, how do 

you explain why wholly 

inappropriate classic rock 

songs are used as soundtracks in them?

As an admitted audio nerd, I love 

watching shows, feature fi lms, and TV ads 

too, for appearances of hi-fi  equipment. The 

high point, of course, is the big open-reel 

TEAC in Pulp Fiction, which admittedly dates 

back to 1994, but record decks, as I have 

reported before, are used today to convey 

‘coolness’ in commercials as disparate as a 

McCain’s oven chips ad, the Halifax, and the 

Most ads feature music, 
but Ken Kessler thinks 
their references are inept. 
Just listen to the records

appeal to a specifi c demographic) there are 

enough customers for Luxman, Air-Tight, 

McIntosh, EAR-Yoshino, Icon Audio, Quad, 

Audio Research, Jadis, Octave, EAT, Conrad-

Johnson, Kondo, and what – a hundred 

others? – to carry on making valve gear.

Vinyl is much bigger than that because 

valve electronics are confi ned to the hi-fi  

community, and LPs appeal to a broader, 

almost mainstream audience. And as much 

as it pains me to admit this, there are more 

hipsters, DJs, fashion victims and other vinyl 

consumers in London alone than there are 

audiophiles on the entire planet. There are 

probably more of them just in Shoreditch…

Be that as it may, I’m hoping – pessimism 

aside – that as few as 1-in-1000 of the new 

converts to vinyl discovers our world. Not 

a lot to ask, eh? When we have newspapers 

running articles in their fi nancial sections 

with titles like ‘Tune into record profi ts’ 

about the potential investment value in 

vinyl, there should be hope. Not that many 

of their readers will discover copies of The 

Beatles’ White Album with low numbers, or 

The Sex Pistols’ ‘God Save The Queen’ single 

on A&M in their lofts.

KINDA SACRILEGIOUS

You get the drift: a major newspaper has 

deemed vinyl worth the money and then 

backed it up with the publication of the UK 

music industry’s sales fi gures for last year. 

The paper pointed out that while CD sales 

‘collapsed’, vinyl sales were up 6.4% to 

£97m – not chicken-feed. But nowhere do 

I read anything about actually listening to 

the music contained in the records.

Here’s where the disconnect comes in: 

music inappropriate to the product. I have 

seen ads for the iPad and the iPhone with 

The Beach Boys’ ‘Wouldn’t It Be Nice’, which 

is about sex... SEAT cars with Lou Reed’s 

‘Walk On The Wild Side’, which deals with 

transvestism… Peugeot using Depeche 

Mode’s ‘Personal Jesus’ – kinda sacrilegious 

for selling cars, eh?… Renault’s Clio with 

‘Wonderwall’ by Oasis, a pair of toxic twits… 

and the Jefferson Airplane’s paean to 

psychedelic drugs, ‘White Rabbit’, for 

Celebrity Cruises. Hmm, maybe I’ve been 

getting it all wrong, and ‘woke’ actually 

means ‘comatose’. 

now-familiar Pioneer PL-12D in Watchfi nder 

advertisements, where the actor cues the 

tonearm to the last track.

CASH COW

While we may be at the point where the 

‘Vinyl Revival’ has peaked, it’s safe to assume 

LPs won’t disappear again for some time. 

Record labels – always risibly out of touch 

with the hi-fi  community responsible for 

vinyl’s survival and for playback equipment 

– have invested too much in it. They see LPs 

as an unexpected cash cow; new pressing 

plants have opened; and crucially, LPs no 

longer seem quaint or alien to the public.

We can liken this to a much smaller 

revolution, close to our hearts, which is the 

rebirth and renewed 

permanence of the once-

threatened valve. When 

I started writing about tube 

gear in this magazine over 

35 years ago, every other 

review of a valve product had 

to cite the dearth of new 

valves, the pending demise 

of manufacturing outside of Eastern Europe 

and the Far East, ad infi nitum.

Yet here we are in the 21st century, and 

valves (arguably) rule the high-end, new tube 

types – eg, the KTs 90, 120 and 150 – are 

being developed and new tube amp makers 

appear at every hi-fi  show, from territories as 

far apart as the Ukraine and South Korea. 

While tubes are hardly ‘mainstream’ (no 

fashion shoots use valve gear to convey 

‘Crucially, 
LPs no longer 
seem quaint 
to the public’

EXCLUSIVE TESTS:

î Rotel Michi P5/S5 pre/power amps

î Raidho TD-2.2 fl oorstanders

î Ayre AX-5 Twenty integrated amplifi er

î Balanced Audio Technology REX DAC

î T+A Solitaire P headphones

PLUS:

î Vintage Review: JVC JA-S11 integrated amplifi er

î Show Blog: Bristol Hi-Fi Show 2020

î Classical Companion: Isabelle Faust, violinist

î From The Vault: We crack open HFN’s archive 

î Vinyl Icon: Simon and Garfunkel’s Bridge over...
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PS Audio releases Windom 

irmware for DirectStream

Pioneering world class audio products

er 

Pioneering world class audio products

er 

If you own a DirectStream DAC.

Go to www.psaudio.com/support/downloads/ and download either the DS or DSJ version 

of Windom and be prepared for awesome. Instructions for installing Windom on your DAC 

are there as well, It’s that simple. 

PS Audio’s DirectStream DAC is the only DAC in the world that keeps on giving back to its 

owners for free. If you haven’t yet experienced how great a DS is, it’s easy enough to try one 

in your home.

Windom is the newest upgrade for DirectStream and elevates 

the DAC’s performance way beyond anything yet heard. 
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Distributed by Signature Audio Systems, call: 07738 – 007776 

or by e-mail to: info@signaturesystems.co.uk Web: www.psaudio.com

A U D I O  S Y S T E M S



International Distributors & Consultants of Special ised Hi-End Audio & Video Systems

58 Durham Road, London, SW20 0TW   T: +44 (0)20 89 71 39 09

W: www.absolutesounds.com  E:  info@absolutesounds.com

For Your Nearest Dealer Please Visit The Absolute Sounds Website

absolute sounds ltd.

Audio Research’s Reference Series demonstrates 
once again that it is worthy of the name. A reference 
is a benchmark by which others should be judged. The 

for their listening. 
 

®


