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ridge freezers. On the face of it an unlikely subject to find
under discussion in a hi-fi magazine, but hereby hangs a
‘ cautionary tale.

A couple of months ago I came home to find the kitchen
floor covered in several gallons of spaghetti bolognese sauce and
various other unidentifiable substances. The tired old fridge
freezer thathad been taking up one corner of the room for the last
decade or so had finally given up the ghost and gone to add its
CFCs to the big hole in the ozone layer.

Thus the search was on for a replacement and armed with a
large wad of non-consecutive numbered fivers I entered one of
those emporiums commonly referred toas ‘ahigh street multiple”.
There I was met by one of the most amazingly ignorant sales
people I have ever had the misfortune to encounter. On being
asked how many kilowatthours ofelectricity would be consumed
by a particular unit [ was informed that the answer was 24, on
account of the fact that the unit had to be left permanently
plugged in in order to operate at its best.

Notcontentwith displaying hisastonishinglack of knowledge
about the product [ wanted to buy, he then proceeded to try and
interest me in a rather dubious looking rack system of
indeterminate parentage. For a mere £200 I could become the
proud possessor of a record deck, twin cassette, tuner, CD player,
amplifier and speakers. The fact that I wanted a fridge freezer
was glossed over by reference to the fact that the hi-fi would only
be available until theend of the week and was thus an unmissable
offer. When I pointed out that the speakers had the tweeter units
painted onto what passed for a front baffle he was momentarily
at a loss, but then proceeded to spout reams of rubbish about
every technical specification under the sun.

[ use the above point to illustrate just how poor a standard of
service is on offer in some shops. Obviously this can’t be the
general standard otherwise they would all have gone bust long
ago, but it really was a most entertaining experience. However,
this is the sort of service thatmany members of the general public
must be prepared to put up with for the sake of saving a couple
of pounds. I know that times are a bit hard at the moment but it
really is extremely short sighted to try and save a couple of quid
by buying what is quite a major investment from a shop so
obviously unsuited to selling it.

The moral of the story mustbe that if you want hi-fi then buy
it from a specialist dealer and be prepared to pay the extra as
recompense for the standard of service that you receive. If you
don’t support your dealer then the next time you go to buy
something it may well be that the only option is a £200 ‘super’
system, complete with painted on tweeters.

Andy Benham

Cover photograph by
Chris Richardson.
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What's new in the world of hi-fi? You'll
never know if you don’t peruse the
Choice news pages.

1

SHOW REPORT

Every year the forces of high-end audio
gather at the Winter CESin Las Vegas to
tamper with the one armed bandits and
display the cutting edge of new
consumer technology. Howard Woo
reports from the city of silver dollars
and digital filters.

16

CHOICE SESSIONS

More digital-pokery as Andy Benham
auditions a pre-production Philips
loudspeaker incorporating digital signal
processing while Roy Gregory auditions
a new line-only preamp from Michell.

18

STATEMENTS

Jason Kennedy gets to grip with the
Audio Note Neiro amplifier, complete
with paper in oil capacitors and age
annealed copper wire. Meanwhile Andy

pre

7

The sky’s the limit: the receiver reviets
start on page 91.

Benham has to make do with a £2,000
pair of portable electrostatic
headphones and Alvin Gold puts the
Monitor Audio Studio 20 speakers
through their paces.

32

INTERVIEW

What is the first and most important
link in the system chain? Probably your
local hi-fi dealer. Andrew Cartmel talks
to BADA’s Michael Lewin.

It takes tubes to tango: the Audio Note Neiro gets a glowing report in Statements.
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34
COMPETITION

Enter our competition and you could
win a pair of KEF 105.3 loudspeakers.

37

READERS WRITE

Your chance to pick our brains with
your system problems and queries or to
air your views about monstrous
software prices. And you might win a
record token or a pair of Quart
headphones.

45

21ST CENTURY FOX

Barry Fox reports on the rocky road to
Digital Compact Cassette. Word has it
that retailers are fed up with the format,
and it hasn’t even been launched yet!

SMUGGLING IN THE HIGH-END

Dan Houston and Chris Richardson visit
an audio enthusiast with a pair of
Martin Logan Quests and a brace of
magpies at the bottom of the garden.

Cassette Decks

93

CHOOSING AND USING CASSETTE
DECKS

Things to make you go wow and set
your heart fluttering. Alvin Gold
surveys the state of the art in cassette
and DAT machines.

94
THE REVIEWS

Hey mister — want to play a tape?
There was never a better time to buy a
cassette deck, as manutfacturers battle
with each other to offer the most
features for the least money. Let Alvin
Gold be your guide with detailed
reviews of 22 of the latest cassette and
digital audio tape machines. Fast
forward to page 54.



TECH TALK

Interested in the more technical aspects
of tape and tape players? Alvin Gold
will be happy to trim your bias.

87

CONCLUSIONS, BEST BUYS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

The summarised results of this month’s
review survey.

CHOOSING AND USING RECEIVERS

It’s music, it’s invisible and it’s free —
Paul Miller tells you how to pick up
those sneaky little radio waves and take
full advantage of this medium.

THE REVIEWS

This month we lure ten of the latest
receivers into Paul Miller’s lab and
listening room.

TECH TALK

What do you get when you cross a
tuner with an amplifier? Paul Miller

Michael Lewin discusses dealers, BADA and the future of hi-fi in Britain.

delves among the widgets to offer you
an explanation.

CONCLUSIONS, BEST BUYS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

Which of this month’s receivers are
worth your hard earned money and
which should be quietly buried in an
unmarked spot on a dark night?

The Directory |

121

THE CHOICE DIRECTORY

Looking for just the right hi-fi
component? Don’t have the time to visit
every shop in the UK? Well, you’ve
come to the right place. Put your feet up

You're surrounded: the latest cassette decks and DAT players in our mnain review.

and browse through a comprehensive
summary of all the relevant products
ever reviewed in our pages. Concise
information, prices and what we
thought of the equipment. The best in
the business.

COMING UP

Loudspeakers and personal CD players
are in store for the next issue of Choice.

BACK ISSUES

Tantalised by a particular piece of hi-fi?
Want to read the full story? You can
order your back issues of Hi-Fi Cloice
on this page.

CHOICE SUBSCRIPTIONS

Your newsagent is a nice person but so
is your postman. So why not have Hi-Fi
Choice delivered directly to your door
every month? You save money while
giving your dog a chance for some
exercise. Here’s the coupon.

READERS' OFFERS

Audiophile goodies available from the
Cloice mail order pages.

PERSONAL MESSAGES

In this month’s column Paul Messenger
braves the slippery slopes of system
changing.
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NEWS FROM

Naim branching out into CDI

No, the sages of
Salisbury haven't
gotten into CD
Interactive, this is just
the rather confusing
name of Naim’s first
foray into one box CD
players, the | in CDI
standing for Inte-
grated. This new
player is essentially a
cut down version of
the £3k CDS. It has the
same multibit DAC and
transport but the
isolation system for
the main circuit board
and transport is different, and
the power supply is more
modest. It costs £1,598 and is
designed to appeal to CDS
fanciers who have limitations
on their budgets.

Extended

Audiofreaks has been extending
and its range of high-end
components with some new and
revised products. First up is the
Audiostatic range of Dutch
electrostatic loudspeakers, which
consists of three full range
models and three matching

Seeing red:
an
Audiostatic
speaker
from

Audiofreaks.

Unusually it doesn’t have a
digital output, so you can’t use
it purely as a transport. This is
because Naim feels that the

freak out

subwoofers. Prices range from
£1,995 for the tall, slim £ES100 to
£3,000 for the flagship ES300RS.
Unlike other 'statics these are
reasonably efficient; the bigger
model claims 88dB and has a
nominal impedance of 8ohms.
They are available in a range of 16
different colours at no extra cost

The Eminent Technology ET2
air bearing, parallel tracking tone
arm is back. This exotic arm is
available in two different versions
depending on the type of air
pump to be used. The basic ET2
costs £990 without a pump, the
factory supplied pump adding an
extra £105 to the price. The high
pressure manifold version needs
a more powerful pump such as
the £299 Wisa.

VPI has been updating its
turntable range with mods to the
TNT (£3,800) which is now in
Series 2 form. These include a
heavier platter (25kg) which has
had an aluminium layer added to
its acrylic, lead and cork sand-
wich, modified main bearing and
revised springs to cope with the
extra mass. The new HW19 Mk4
(£2,300) or poor man's TNT,
incorporates the platter, main
bearing and springs of that model.

Naim dropping: the new, lower priced CD player.

losses incurred in carrying the
signal from one unit to another
are too high for it to be
worthwhile.

AROUND THE WORLD

QED smashes
the DAC barrier

QED has smashed the entry price
for standalone DACs with the
£125 Digit. This Bit Stream unit
employs a Philips SAA 7323
convertor chip in a functional
rather than glamorous case. QED
has managed to reduce the price
by limiting input sampling rates to
44 .1 kHz, hence you can't plug a
DAT machine into it. Casework is
made out of injection moulded
plastics (though it is still fully
protected against RFI). Input is
coaxial only, again reflecting the
budget asking price.

To complement the Digit QED
has also produced a digital
interconnect called Digiflex. This
is a 750hm coaxial cable with a
solid centre core and double
screening. It's 76¢m long and
costs £19.

Cutting a long story
Mordaunt-Short

Mordaunt-Short Limited of Hampshire is celebrating its 25th
anniversary by re-launching its MS3.170 loudspeaker.

The MS3.10 has proved to be one of Mordaunt-Short’s most
popular designs and is quoted as having been the top selling
British-made speaker in the UK back in 1990. The speaker is a
vented design with rear facing reflex port intended for use on
rigid shelves, floor stands or wall brackets. Its compact dimen-
sions make it suitable for multi-speaker installations or sites
where space is limited. Subsequently superseded by Mordaunt-
Short’s Series 5range, the MS3.10 is now returning from loud-
speaker heaven and will reportedly be retailing at its original 1990

price of (just) under £100.



A Natural Progression for MPI

MPI Electronics of Manchester
(famed as home town of Hi-Fi
Choice’s Production Editor
Janet Moorhouse) is now the
distributor of high-end compo-
nents from US company
Counterpoint, including the
Solid range of power and
‘control’ (American for pre-)
amps, Natural Progression
mono amplifiers and the
Counterpoint DA-70 DAC.
Described as an
‘upgradeable 20-bit D/A
convertor’ the DA-10 looks
solidly and attractively styled
(don’t be put off by the
‘Handcrafted in California’
slogan). It features six inputs,
‘totally discrete’ (California
again) analogue and current-
to-voltage stages, an adjustable

Most Significant Bit facility and
a pair of ‘updatable’ 20-bit
DACs which can be upgraded
by simply purchasing and

Like Quicksilver

Quicksilver Audio valve amplifiers have returned to these shores
courtesy of Studio 2000, a new distributor from East Sussex. The
Californian Quicksilver Audio range includes a preamp and two
monoblok power amps rated at 60 and 80W. The preamp costs £1,745
and features five inputs including phono, dual volume controls and a
fully isolated power supply. The 80W Silver Mono power amps utilise
a pair of KT88 output tubes per channel and are completely hand built
without recourse to PCBs. Each pair will set you back £2,150 and
comes with a three year guarantee (excluding tubes) and a bias meter.
The 60W model comes in two versions depending on output tube
type, priced at £1,545 and £1,845.

Studio 2000 is able to service and upgrade old Quicksilver amps,
contact Simon Vincent on (0892) 784696.

All the way from California: Counterpoint’s DA-10 DAC.

plugging in new boards as
upgrades become available. All
this plus gold plated connec-
tors can be yours for £1,600.

TDK's noise
reduction

Hot on the heels of the Hi-Fi
Choice Purifier comes TDK's
NF-C09 Digital Noise Absorber.
Like the Purifier this is a clip-on
ferrite cylinder that’s designed
to absorb high frequency
waves emanating from or
penetrating the cable and thus
reduce the spurious noise in an
audio, video or computer
system. Suitable for both
digital and analogue cables of
up to 9mm in diameter the TDK
clamps cost £8.95 for a pack

of two.

Linn expands

amplifier range

Linn's recent flurry of new
products continues with the
introduction of a new power
amplifier, the £465 LK700.
Styled to match the other
products in the LK series, the
unit is intended to be used with
Linn Kairn or LK1
preamps and is also
reported to be ideal
for use in distributed
sound systems.
Multiple outputs
facilitate bi- or even
tri-wiring and the
unit is rated at
50watts into an eight
ohm load. Protection

is provided against both excessive
current demands and overheating.

In Brief

The ever unpredicatable Hi-Fi
92 show, which is usually in
Bristol, but was recently
moved to Cardiff over the
Easter weekend, has now
been cancelled. Hi-Fi 93 will
revert to the original venue.

Hi-Fi Choice is moving a mile
or so west to 19 Bolsover
Street, London, W1P 7HJ. So
in future please send all your
letters and reader queries to
the above address. Competi-
tion entries need to go to a
different address which can be
found on this month’s
competition entry form.

The National Vintage Commu-
nications Fair will be held at
the NEC, Birmingham on May
3rd. Anyone interested in
buying or selling vintage
radios, telephones, televisions,
jukeboxes, gramophones etc
should get down there and
check it out.

Harman Kardon has stream-
lined its distribution and
reduced its prices by up to 15
per cent, so H/K's entry level
amplifier, the 6700, has been
reduced from £170 to £159,
and in all but one case its
Compact Disc players have
been reduced by £50.

78rpm fans with grubby
shellac need look no further.
KAB Electro Acoustics of New
Jersey has produced a special
wet or dry cleaning brush with
four inch ultra fine nylon
filaments that are designed to
scrape the detritus out of the
bottom of the groove. Price is
$16.95 plus a buck for
shipping, as they say in NJ.
Write to KAB, Box 2922,
Plainfield, N.J. 07062-0922
USA.

ATC Loudspeaker Technology
has scored big in Hollywood
where Todd AO, the largest
film scoring stage, has just
acquired a set of SCM300s,
ATC's biggest monitors.

The Linn K100 power amp.
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T'he Pioneer
A400

amplifier.

As recommended
by these

Speakers.







Don’t miss next
month’s issue of

ith

Packed with
in-depth reviews!

Why don’t you
have your copy
of Hi Fi Choice, the
World’s No.1 guide to buying
Hi Fi, saved or delivered by
your newsagent every
month? That way you’ll be
sure to receive the most
comprehensive guide to
Hi Fi on a regular basis.

Just cut out the coupon below and
hand it to your local newsagent
A : The Newsagent please deliver/save* my copy of Hi Fi Choice B
each month until further notice. (*delete as appropriate)

MAY ISSUE ON SALE
10th APRIL 1992
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AVON

Paul Roberts, Bristol

Paul Roberts, Weston-Super-Mare
Radford Hi-Fi, Bristol

BERKSHIRE

B &B Hi-Fi, Bracknell

B &B Hi-Fi, Maidenhead

B & BHi-Fi,Newbury

B &BHi-Fi,Reading

Frasers Hi-Fi & Video, Slough
Frasers Hi-Fi & Video, Wokingham

BUCKINGHAMSHIRE
B &B Hi-Fi, High Wycombe

CAMBRIDGESHIRE
The Hi-Fi Company, Peterborough
University Audio, Cambridge

CHESHIRE
Car & Home Stereo, Macclesfield
Cobalt HI-Fi Centre, Warrington

Hamlets Audio Visual, Cheadle

Hamlets Audlo Visual, Stockport
Tomorrow Studlos, Chester

CLEVELAND
Gilson Audlo, Middlesbrough

CORNWALL

ETS Electricentres, Helston
ETS Electricentres, Penzance
H.B.H.Woolacotts, Bude
TruroHi-Fi, Truro

CUMBRIA
Kenneth Gardner, Barrow-in-Furness

Peter Tyson, Carlisle

DERBYSHIRE
Active Audio, Derby

Parker High Fideiity, Derby
Roy Smith Electrical, Chesterfield

OEVON

Bernard Smith, Barnstaple
Radford Hi-Fi, Exeter
Radford Hi-Fi, Plymouth
Upton Electronics, Paignton

DORSET
Movement Audio, Bournemouth

Movement Audio,Poole

ESSEX

ACL Radio Services, Grays
AVTech, liford

Chew & Osborne, Epping

Chew & Osborne, Saffron Walden
Peter Foulkes, Chelmsford

Peter Fouikes, Colchester

Peter Foulkes, Maldon

Waters & Stanton, Hockiey

Waters & Stanton, Hornchurch
Woolfmans, Basildon

{

0272429370
0934414423
0272428248

0344424556
062873420
063532474

0734583730

0753520244

0734794998

0494 535910

0733 341755
0223354237

062532707
092536215
061-4285278
061-428 6367
061-476 3500
0244320414

0642248793

0326573285
073664274
0288352269
087279809

0229820308
022846755
022846756

0332380385
0332385185
0332367546
0246234953

027143503
0392218895
0752226011
0803551329

0202 529988
0202730865
0202721983

0375374666
081-5146688

037874242

079923728
0245491479
0206767428
0621853148
0702206835
0702 204965
0402444765
0268285922

REFERENCE
P@INT

A 4
158 REFERENCE POINTS
FOR THE BEST HI-FI

Reference Point is a sound partnership between Pioneer and a nationwide network
of specialist hi-fi dealers, selected because they're the most reputable independent experts.
Visit any Pioneer Reference Point dealer for the best advice and service.

GLOUCESTERSHIRE
Hutchinsons, Cheltenham

GREATER MANCHESTER
Cleartone Hi-Fi, Manchester
Hamlets Audio Visual, Ashton-u-Lyne

HAMPSHIRE

BryantsHi-Fi, Aldershot
Cristavision, Fareham

Now That's Hi-Fi, Portsmouth

Now That's Hi-Fi, Portsmouth

R. Upfields Radio & TV, Botiey

R. Upfields Radio & TV, Lacks Heath

0242573012

061-8351156
061-3435127

025220728
0329288660
0705811230
0705864756
0489787558
0489885122

{ 025628623

025621307

Southampton Hi-Fi Centre, Southampton 0703 228434

HERTFORDSHIRE

Chew & Osborne, Bishop's Stortford
Herts Hi-Fi, Hoddesdon

Hi-Way Hi-Fi,Hemel Hempstead
RadioLux, Watford

HUMBERSIDE
Superti, Hull

Sinclair Youngs, Basingstoke

0279656401
0992441172
0442235755
0923229734

048224051

ISLEOF WIGHT
Russells, Newport

KENT

Howes of Southborough,
Tunbridge Wells

Kimberley Hi-Fi, Bexleyheath
Panatec Sound & Vision, Gilingham
Panatec Sound & Vision, Maidstone
VJHi-Fi, Folkestone

V JHi-Fi, Margate

Whitstable Tele-Radlo, Whitstable

LANCASHIRE

Cleartone Hi-Fi, Bolton
Kenneth Gardner, Lancaster
Norman Audio, Blackpool

0983523864

{ 0892528682
0892537288
081-304 3272
0634573141
0622661488
030356860
0843226977
0227272028

020431423
052464328
0253295661

{ 077253057
0772555769
0254887799
094237977

Norman Audio, Preston

Romers Hi-Fi, Blackburn
Wigan Hi-Fi Centre, Wigan

LEICESTERSHIRE

Mays Hi-Fi, Leicester 0533625625
Parker High Fidelity, Loughborough 0509269888
Stuart Westmoreland, Melton Mowbray - 0664411511

LINCOLNSHIRE
Superfi, Lincoln

LONDON

Babber Electronics, W13
Brians Hi-Fi, W1

Covent Garden Records, WC2
Hi Spek Electronics, N3
Kamla Electronics, W1
Light & Sound, £6
MyersAudio,E17
Spatial Audio, W1

Stereo Regent Street, W1
Superfi, N\W1

MERSEYSIDE
BeaverHi-Fi, Liverpool
Tisdaiis, Southport

0522520265

081-5796315
071-6311109
071-3797427
081-3491166
071-3232747
081-4721373
081-5207277
071-6378702
071-2872458
071-388 1300

051-7099898
0704531500

MIDDLESEX
Heathrow Hi-Fi, Hounslow
Musical Images, Hounslow

NORFOLK

Adcock &Sons, Watton
Martins Hi-Fi, King's Lynn
Martins Hi-Fi, Norwich

NORTHAMPTONSHIRE
H.G. Rapkin, Northampton

NOTTINGHAMSHIRE

F.L. Smith Electrical, Mansfield
F.L.Smith Electrical, Worksop
Forum Hi-Fi, Nottingham
Nottingham Hi-Fi Centre, Nottingham
Parker High Fidelity, Nottingham
Superti, Nottingham

OXFORDSHIRE
Sound ‘n’ Vision, Bicester
Witney Audio Centre, Witney

SHROPSHIRE
Shropshire Hi-Fi, Shrewsbury
W. Owen, Telford

SOMERSET
PaulRoberts, Taunton
Telefringe, Frome

STAFFORDSHIRE
Active Audio, Hanley
Active Audio, Tamworth
Purkiss Hi-Fi,Hanley

SUFFOLK

Avalon Audio Vision, [pswich
Peter Watts, Bury St Edmunds
System Sound, Sudbury

SURREY
Audiolite, Thornton Heath

Cosmic, Addlestone
Tru-Fi, Leatherhead
Tru-Fi, Redhil

SUSSEX EAST
Smythe & Barrie, Eastbourne
Sunderiand Electronics, Brighton

SUSSEX WEST

Cristavision, Chichester
Sunderland Eiectronics, Worthing
Sussex Audio, Burgess Hill

TYNE ANO WEAR
Bill Hutchinson, Newcastle-upon-Tyne

WARWICKSHIRE
Carvells of Rugby, Rugby
The Hi-Fi Company, Leamington Spa

WEST MIDLANDS

Bridge Hi-Fi, Walsall

Coventry Hi-Fi, Coventry

Naam Hi-Fi Vision, Birmingham

Naam Hi-Fi Vision, Coventry

Superti, Birmingham

Universai Eiectronics, Wolverhampton

081-5721135
081-569 5802

0953881248
0553761683
0603627010

080437515

0623655684
0909479770
0602622150
0602786919
0662476377
0602412137

0869246491
0993702414

0743232065
0743232317
0952613818

0823270000
037362598

0782214994
082753355
0782265010

0473281922
0284703045
078772348

081-6533657
0932854522
0932851753
0372378780
0737766128
0737767404

032329192
0273774113

0243775444
0903201187
0444242336

091-2303600

0788541341
0926888644

0922640456
0203440529
021-633 4944
0203632086
021-6312675

090223741

WILTSHIRE

" 0793520948
In-Phase Audio, Swindon 0793 526393
0225708045

0225777799

PR Sounds, Melksham
PR Sounds, Trowbridge

WORCESTERSHIRE
0Oavid Waring Cameras &Hi-Fi, Worcester 090527551

YORKSHIRE NORTH

Maxwells, Northallerton

Scarborough Hi-Fi Centre, Scarborough
Vickers Hi-Fi, York

YORKSHIRE SOUTH
Superfi, Sheffield

YORKSHIRE WEST
Amrik Electronics, Bradford
Amrik Electronics, Leeds

0609773535
0723374547
0904629659

0242723768

0274722530
0532752285
0977 553066
0977 556774
0532449075

Eric Wiley, Castleford
Superfi,Leeds

JERSEY

Fotosound, StHelier 053459990

NORTHERNIRELAND

C0.DOWN
Hi-Fi Experience, Belfast

LRG Sound & Vision, Belfast

0232249117
0232732452
0232451381

CO. ANTRIM
LRG Sound &Vision,Lame
Nicholl Bros, Ballymena

0574272757
026649616
SCOTLAND

GRAMPIAN
Autosonic, Aberdeen

Holburn Hi-Fi,Aberdeen

0224573777
0224585713
0224572729

MIDLOTHIAN
Bill Hutchinson, Edinburgh

STRATHCLYDE
Bill Hutchinson, Glasgow

TAYSIDE
RobertRitchie, Montrose

031-667 2877

041-2482857

067473765

WALES

CLWYD

Lloyds TV, Video & Hi-Fi, Wrexham
0Owens, Colwyn Bay

GLAMORGAN

Tele Electrical Services, Bridgend

GWENT
Hi-FiWestern, Newport

GWYNEOO
Owens, Bangor

0978364168
0492530982

0656654156

0633262790

0248362951
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OW REPORT - LAS VEGAS CES

idgets, gadgets and the

latest technologies were

on view for the

consumer electronic
trade, at the 25th Winter Interna-
tional Consumer Electronics Show
held in Las Vegas in January. One
of the most interesting events
was the opening speech on the
first day. Traditionally the keynote
speaker has been a notable
personality from the consumer
electronic industry, such as Akio
Morita of Sony. However, this
year the speaker was from the
computer industry, John Sculley,
the chairman and CEO of Apple
Computer Inc.

Sculley made two important
and profound points in his speech:
consumer electronics and
personal computers are converg-
ing on an “inevitable and poten-
tially wonderful collision course,”
and they are doing so because of
the great difference between
analogue and digital technologies.

According to Sculley, “At the
most general level, analogue
technology is passive. While it
brings the user a wide variety of
material, it has its limitations. It
does not allow users to interact
with the information. Nor does it
allow customisation or editing.
The end user is exactly that — the
end user. Digital technology, in
contrast, can be interactive. Users
can customize the material, edit it,
and exchange it with others. Most
important, the user is in the
driver’s seat, controlling what,
when and how they receive the
information . . . And for the
consumer electronics industry,
this means the creation of whole
new product categories and
tremendous new opportunities.”

It must be remembered that
audio data is just one type of
information that can be encoded
and decoded in the digital domain.
The show in Las Vegas is no
longer an audio or audio-video
exhibition, but a digital information
show in which audio and audio-
video products are, for better or
worse, just a few of the players in
the marketplace

Everyone was talking about
DCC and perhaps in the latter part
of 1992, the marketplace in the
United States, Japan and Europe
will finally see quantities of Digital
Compact Cassette players. Most
analysts agree that in the first full
year the US market could see a
minimum of 50,000 pieces
shipped into the trade. Spearhead-
ing the drive for DCC were
Philips, Technics, Tandy, Carver,
Marantz, Sharp, and Sanyo, who

JEenEEn

Las Vegas is called the city that never sleeps.
Howard Woo previews the new technology
millions of madly gambling insomniacs may
be listening to soon.

all showed machines. Denon
announced that it would be
launching both DCC and Mini Disc
in the latter part of 1992.

Philips was very specific in its
timetable for the launch of DCC.
A campaign aimed at building
awareness in the consumer
electronics industry, dealers, and
technologically receptive consum-
ers will begin in April 1992. In
April/May, the first DCC recorders
will be available for demonstration
and evaluation purposes. A 'pre-
launch campaign’ will be con-

ducted from June through August
1992 and a number of pre-
recorded titles will be made
available to support demonstra-
tions during this phase. DCC
home decks will become
generally available in Europe,
Japan and the United States in
September 1992. It is anticipated
that approximately 500 pre-
recorded titles will be available
from the music industry. Within a
year, personal portable, midi-
system and car audio will appear
en masse. Major tape manufac-

Nakamichi’s Concept 7 and
Pioneer’s PD-T09 with the
Legato Link convertor.

turers TDK, BASF, and Maxell
announced during the show that
they will be producing blank DCC
tapes. An important point to note
was that the players shown in Las
Vegas, both decks and portables,
were pre-production models and
not mock ups.

One of the major players in the
world of digital audio, Philips
Consumer Electronics, showed
two innovative products, the first
Digital Compact Cassette player
and a unique digital loudspeaker
system. The DCC deck, the DCC
900, uses bitstream A/D and D/A
conversion, PASC data compres-
sion techniques, and allows the
playback of analogue compact
cassettes with Dolby B and C
noise reduction. The player
accepts digital and analogue
inputs, and also has a 12 charac-
ter semi-dot matrix display for
text capability.

The second product which
aroused much interest was the
digital loudspeaker, a product
many people feel is the missing
link in the transition to digital
audio-based home entertainment
systems. Philips engineers at
Dendermonde in Belgium have
developed a unique and innova-
tive digital loudspeaker system
that achieves excellent sound
reproduction by integrating a
powerful digital signal processing
(DSP) circuit and an amplifier in
the speaker enclosure. The DSP
circuit, one of the most powerful
available, offers several significant
benefits to the listener. These
include extended flat frequency
response, digital phase compen-
sation and the elimination of
crossover errors. The DSS 930
has two amplifiers on board.

One of the benefits of the DSS
930 is that it can be connected
directly from the digital output of
a CD player or DCC. However,
with the DCS 950 digital system
controller, seven analogue or
digital inputs can be accommo-
dated. The unit has an A/D
convertor for non-digital signals
and also functions as a source
selector with multi-room capabil-
ity. Through the infra-red receiver
in the speakers, the components
can be selected and controlled
from different locations. In
addition, the listener can control
the tonal balance separately from
each room.

With the realisation that DSP
will have a bigger role to play in
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THE LISTENER

You'll hear better if you use your head

Ringing telephones, vacuum cleaners, traffic —
and you thought CDs meant the end of
background noise. Think again.

At Sennheiser we have been putting thought into
producing high-quality headphones since the
HD 414s (released in 1968). We’re also highly
thought of — worldwide critical acclaim has
included six awards in What HiFi magazine.

The new Sennheiser range continues to excel in
terms of sound quality. All our headphones
come with a two year warranty, plus our
assurance that all parts are and remain
replaceable (nearly a quarter of a century on,
spares are still available for the HD 414s). And
with all products entirely developed and
manufactured by us, backed up by 100% quality
testing, the craftsmanship is guaranteed too.

That’s the background. Now listen. Unbeatable
sound quality — no noise. 3

Sennheiser — b s . / Sennh‘eiser UK~ Ltd, Freeposl,r1:011c¥x:'g1[e1‘, High Wycombe, HP10 8BR.
. Fax 0628 850958. Telephone 0628 850811.
the thinking

:g:l’lslhone ‘ ,, / I_Ij SENNHEISER




speaker performance, Celestion
introduced the Digital Loud-
speaker Processor (DLP) for the
Celestion SL600/SL600SI
loudspeakers. The current state of
the art digital signal processor is
the Marantz AX-7000 audio
computer. Used to re-launch
Marantz as a premium audio
brand in the US, 1t is the only
interactive DSP unit in the
marketplace. Supplied with an
AKG mic, it will measure the
acoustic characteristics of the
listener’'s room and digitally
correct its sonic deficiencies.

Technology being one of the
main themes of the show,
Pioneer was promoting its Legato
Link conversion system, which
utilizes an integrated circuit to
infer frequencies above 20kHz,
which are eliminated in most
digital recordings.

During the standard digital
recording process, ultra-high
frequencies are omitted to
simplify the A to D conversion
process and the exclusion of
these high frequencies, which are
not directly audible to the human
ear, slightly alters the reproduc-
tion of the original instrumenta-
tion and subtly affects the way
digital music is heard. According
to Pioneer, by preserving the
sound atmosphere created by
frequencies above 20kHz, the
Legato Link system improves the
overall sound quality and creates
a warmer playback signal which
has the ambience of original
analogue recordings. This process
is achieved by the use of a 1-bit D
to A convertor and an eight times
oversampling digital filter that
more effectively ‘elicits triangular
wave responses’ from the
original music. This conversion
method, Pioneer maintains,
recreates the lost sounds by
combining them with the binary
code in existing CDs during digital
signal processing.

One of the most aesthetically
pleasing CD players was shown
by Denon, using a new technol-
ogy called the ALPHA system.
ALPHA is an acronym for
advanced line pattern harmonized
algorithm. The heart of ALPHA is
a unigue digital pattern analyser
which studies the 16-bit digital
audio data coming from the disc,
discerns the pattern of the
waveform, and then generates an
additional four bits of data to
‘complete’ the signal pattern to a
full 20 bits.

New technology was also in
evidence in the world of Laser
Disc at the Pioneer display on the

The Marantz DD700 Digital Compact Cassette player.

main floor of the show. Shown for
the first time in America by
Pioneer, the VDR-V 1000
videodisc recorder uses laser
technology to change the way
broadcast professionals record
and playback audio and video. The
unit offers virtually instant access.
The system is targeted on
broadcast applications, such as
news, sports, commercial
insertions systems, on-line and
off-line editing, and still libraries. It
also holds promise for computer
graphics animation. The unit
stores 57,600 frames per side, or
32 minutes of full motion video.
The magneto-optical media
facilitates unlimited play without
signal degradation and can be
recorded on more than a million
times. Will this be the home

product of the future for video?
Only time will tell.

Compact Disc Interactive (CD-
I) marketed as the Imagination
Machine was launched in the
United States in mid-October
1991. With over 900 outlets in
major US cities for the player,
sales of the product have been
very successful for Philips so far.
It is my understanding that
product availability is limited
because all the initial stock has
already been shipped to retail
outlets. My visits to retail outlets
in the San Francisco area indicate
that the public awareness of the
product is very good. There are
currently over 50 titles available
for the player. The machine itself
is a digital multi-purpose format
player, suitable for use as a CD

' SHOW REPORT - LAS VEGAS CES

Audio, Photo CD, and CD-I player.
Philips and Kodak have an-
nounced the development of a
method for software publishers to
issue five inch Photo CDs with
text, graphics, and audio, as well
as still colour photos. These pre-
recorded discs can hold up to 800
digital video images or 72 minutes
of digital audio, or any combina-
tion of the above and can be
played back on any Photo-CD, CD-
| or CD-ROM XA players.

Most of the technological
advances since last year's show
were in the digital domain.
Yamaha, for instance, launched a
multi-rooming system. The core
of the system is the MCX-10
Master Controller. Its function is
to receive and distribute infra-red
signals and control the dedicated
amplifiers, loudspeakers, and
components in as many as five
listening zones. Two MCX-10
controllers can also be linked
together to further double that
capacity, serving up to ten zones
and ten audio systems. The MCX-
10 allows you to monitor the
status of the system in all zones,
control access to each zone, and
shut off the entire system from
one central location. Meanwhile,
Nakamichi revealed its long
awaited life-style integrated
system, the Concept 7.

Mission Electronics was also
active, launching its long-awaited
DADS5 CD Player. This machine is
produced by Philips Hasselt to the
exacting specifications of Henry
Azima, Mission’s chief designer.
The unit uses the Philips 7323
single-bit DAC with second order
noise shaper.

The accompanying digital to
analogue convertor using TDA
1547/DAC 7 will be available in
March 1992. Concurrent with the
launch of the CD player, Mission
exhibited two new speakers, one
to add to the current range in the
UK, the 762, and the 753 which
currently is available only in the
States.

This year's Winter Consumer
Electronics Show marked a
turning point in the electronic
industry. Whether we as consum-
ers or retailers or journalists
desire it or not, the predominance
of digital technology is now a fact.
Digital information available on
the five inch CD format will
continue to grow and expand into
other areas, moving beyond audio
and video. It is on this note that |
leave the city that never sleeps
and wonder what new develop-
ments will greet me upon my
return in 1993.
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Never mind the mysteries of

Stonehenge. Forget the riddle of
the Wiltshire corn circles.

Here's a phenomenon that's
got Britain's boffins well and
truly baffled.

Exactly how have Canon

as you move closer towards it?
More to the point, why?
Well, allow us to remind you
of one of the basic problems that
has plagued stereo reproduction
ever since it was invented nearly

half a century ago.

g v o

Hot-spot with conventional stereo.

Hot-spot with Canon Wide Imaging Stereo.

@ In order to hear
correctly balanced
stereo sound from

a pair of ordinary

speakers, you have to

made a speaker that appears to

sound louder as you move away

from it? And sound less loud

be exactly midway between them.

This position is known by

hi-fi buffs as the ‘hot spot.

Who knows th
black magic

Er,no

The trouble is, the hot spot
usually has space for only one
listener inside it.

Everyone else has to make do
with a rather lop-sided, unfocused
version of the stereo sound.

This state of affairs struck the
research team at Canon Audio
as a little unfair.

How, they wondered, do we

create a much bigger hot spot?



e secret of the
me-type

—

body.

One that can accommodate

an entire sofa and a couple
of armchairs, say?

Clearly what was needed was
a radical new speaker design.

And as the appearance of the
Canon S-50 suggests, that's exactly
what they came up with.

For a start, the speaker cone
faces not outwards, but is aimed

downwards onto a precisely

positioned ‘acoustic mirror.’

The sound is then reflected
out into the room, producing
what is called an ‘amplitude
compensating dispersion pattern:

This results in something
no professor in the country can
fully explain.

A psychoacoustic effect
that 'fools’ the ear into thinking
that the speaker furthest away
sounds louder, just as the speaker
nearest sounds softer.

Inexplicable or not, the S-50

can produce a stereo hot spot

things?

six times the size achieved by

any ordinary speaker.

Canon have called this
remarkable breakthrough ‘Wide
Imaging Stereo. If you'd like to
hear it in person, call in at your
local Canon Audio outlet and
ask for a demonstration.

Oh, and if anyone does
discover the secret of the black

magic dome-type things, we'd

be awfully ca“0“
grateful if \NVIDE

they'd let IMASINGS
STEREO.

us know. L o u o s P E R KkE RS

For further information write to Canon Audio Limited, Unit 6, Genesis Business Park, Albert Drive, Woking, Surrey GU21 SRW. Tel: 0483 740005.



The final link

Philips is close to completion of its
digital loudspeaker project, Andy
Benham has been listening to the fruit
of its labour.

The last couple of years have been punc-
tuated by the regular arrival of press re-
leases proclaiming the appearance of a
digital loudspeaker. So far, however, no
one has come up with aspeaker that takes
a digital feed and turns it into analogue
music, at least not directly. A famous
April spoof story came up with a design
employing some 64,000 drive units, one
for each information bit, but so far any
real digital solution has appeared unob-
tainable. There are, however, a
number of loudspeakers which can
claim to be digital in the sense that
the speaker system is fed a digital
datastream, which is turned in to
music by a DAC situated in the
speaker itself, before being fed to an
onboard amp and hence to the drive
units. Meridian’s D6000 is an excel-
lent example of such a system.

So when Philips called up and
announced that it had a digital
speaker prototype in the country
and would I like to have a quick
listen, the answer had to be yes, if
only to find out just how the Dutch
multi-national sees the market
developing.

Philips” version of the digital
speaker is closer to the Meridian
implementation than the 64,000
driveunitapproach butreally thatis
only the start of the story.

Asourresidentspeaker guruPaul
Messenger often points out, every
speaker design is a compromise. If
you concentrate on one particular
aspect of the design, say bass exten-
sion, then by the very nature of the
job some other aspect will probably
suffer. Philips approach to this prob-
lemistodesignareasonably compe-
tent speaker and then equip it with
one of the most powerful DSP facili-
tiesavailableand use digital process-
ing to correct the deficiencies of the
box and drivers.

The nature of the correction can
be broadly separated into four categories,
frequency response, phase compensation,
crossover distortion and time alignment.
The frequency response of the new
speaker is quoted as being accurate to an
astonishing half a decibel over the range
40Hz to 20kHz, but it is in the other areas
that things really start to get interesting.
Crossovers have always been a difficult
area of speaker design because splitting
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the signal in the analogue domain has
always been a very difficult job. The
Philips speaker, however, splits the sig-
nal in the digital domain, where it is a
(relatively) simple matter of mathemati-
cal manipulation to design a filter with
the required characteristics, and more
importantly none of the unwanted side
effects associated with conventional
crossovers. Once the signal hasbeen split
it is then fed to a pair of bitstream DACs
and thence onto a pair of dedicated power
amplifiers, one for each drive unit.
Digital processing is also used to com-
pensate for the slight physical difference
in depth between the tweeter and the
mid/bass drivers, delaying the high fre-

GHOIGE

This month Andy Benham
has been investigating
Philips’ digital loudspeaker,
and Roy Gregory has
become an Argo-naut
courtesy of Michell.

quency information so as to create a time
aligned source.

Apart from the DSP capabilities, the
speakers have another trick up their
sleeves. Notonly dotheyread the musical
information in the datastream, they can
alsoread controlinformationaswell. You
tell each speaker whether it is a left or a
right unit and then use a remote control
handset to adjust the volume. However,
you can connect up to six speakers to a
single digital output and have them oper-
ate as three distinct pairs, each with its
own volume, bass and treble settings.
Moreover the communication can work
both ways, so with a system controller
attached to your hi-fi system you can
change sources by pointing the re-
mote control at any one of the three
pairs of speakers. In short, you can
assemble a sophisticated multi-room
system with nothing more than a
digital ring main, not only do you
save a fortune in expensive speaker
and control cable but it is also ex-
tremely easy to install.

The actual units themselves look
fairly conventional, a slim design of
roughly average volume distin-
guished only by the fact that each
has a captive mains lead along with
various sockets and switches on the
back panel. Used in their most basic
form, a pair of these speakers are
daisy chained to the digital output
of your CD player or drive, a Merid-
ian 200 in my case. A remote control
then takes care of all the functions
handled by a conventional preamp.

I promised the Philips engineer
that I wouldn’t say too much about
the sound of these units as they were
only prototypes and the finished
speakers won’t be available until
later thisyearbutI’'m suretheywon't
mind me saying that this pair
sounded nothing short of superb.
The quantity, and more importantly
the quality of bass available from
these comparatively smallboxeswas
astonishing. And we are talking
about real bass here and not just a
50Hz hump engineered to fool the
ear. If the production units can be
built to the same sort of standard
then Philips could be onto a real winner
with these. Even the asking price of ap-
proximately £1,500 doesn’t look unrea-
sonable when you realise that all you
have to do to create a complete system is
to add a CD drive.

Aninterestingthoughtis that the sound
quality could be good enough to interest
those analogue diehards who haven’t yet
come round to using Compact Disc. A




Rock Reference driving this system through
a decent A/D convertor is a system I'd
love to hear but one which will have to
wait until the first production samples
arrive in this country.

Key Argo

Michell has produced a line preamp to
complement its Iso phono stage, Roy
Gregory has been sussing it out.

The Argo is one of that increasingly com-
mon breed, theline-only preamp. Assuch,
it represents both a continuation of
Michell’s foray into electronics and a de-
parturefrom thecompany’spreviouspre-
occupation with analogue replay. It’s a
sign of the times that the move is neither
unusual, nor unexpected.

Michell’s first foray intoelectronicswas
the Iso moving coil phono stage, one of
those rare products that not only sets new
standards, but does so at a realistic price,
and to universal acclaim. The Iso is a
natural product for a turntable manufac-
turer to create, bringing the analogue
source into line with its digital competi-
tion, in an electrical sense at least. The
Argo steps beyond that into the realm of
amplification proper and will soon be
joined by the Electo 80 wpc monobloks,
and Arion DAC. But the real question is,
does the Argo maintain the standards set
by the Iso?

The short answer is yes, but there’s
more to it than that, and it’s worth taking
time to appreciate the subtleties. Even
from the outside, the Argo is a distinctly
different unit. The casework is contoured
MDF, with a glass front panel and nicely
proportioned nylon knobs (dual-concen-
tric for volume/balance). The perspex
back plate holds all the socketry and is
labelled clearly both the right way up,
and upside down. As well as the input
and output socketry, there’s a three pin
connector for the external power supply.

The Argo is the result of a cocktail
contrived by John Michell, electronics
designer Tom Evans, and Greek
audiophile Panayotis Theodorou, the ob-
ject being to keep costs and metal content
to a minimum. The result is both simple
and elegant, and in the absence of the
prohibitively expensive perspex, still
matches the class of Michell’s other
products.

Facilities are in the best straight line
tradition, with five inputs, a tape loop
and three sets of outputs to allow easy bi-
amping and integration with A/V sys-
tems. Look inside and you won't find
much. Atleastnotin quantityterms. What
you will see is an incredibly high spec
PCB (down to matched track lengths!)

CHOICE SESSIONS

loaded with hand matched, high quality
components selected for sound quality
and size (yes, I'm afraid the big is beauti-
ful philosophy is following its main ad-
herent, the dinosaur, into long overdue
oblivion!). Look underneath and you’'ll
find a glob of X-ray proof gloop covering
the cleverbits —Mr. Evans’ phase correc-
tive circuitry.

Hera lies obsession

My sample arrived with two, different
power supplies. The firstis an off the shelf
moulded block that is included in the
£689 purchase price. The other is called
Hera and is an add on upgrade, available
for £139. This contains a massive 350VA
transformer wound on a special core and
has two outputs, one for the Argo and a
second to power the Arion DAC. Its supe-
riority is somarked thatI questioned Tom
about the relevance of the giveaway unit,
and for once the justification made sense.
Just as the giveaway supply for the Gyro
can be improved, so can the one for the
Argo. But for those on a budget the stand-
ard supply offers a cheaper starting point.
But it didn’t stop me wading into listen-
ing with a full Argo/Hera setup.

The Iso achievesits performance with a
clever circuit and care in its execution.
The Argo goes to similar lengths and
sounds just as good as the Iso, except that
you don’t realise how good the latter re-
ally is until you get the whole Holy Trin-
ity set up together.

Inhi-fi terms you canlist their strengths
as follows; transparency, focus, timing,
dynamic range and resolution, and neu-
trality. But these are onlya very small part
of the whole. The quality which sets the
Argo and Iso apart is the ability to reas-

semble all that energy and information
into a coherent whole. The soloist retains
his identity even in the most dramatic
crescendos, the musical prompts and
punches, the subtlestinterventions by the
orchestra take onanew clarity. In fact, the
word which best summarises the Argo’s
influence is access. Access to the music, to
the performance, to the venue and to the
mix.

Whether you're listening to Antal
Dorati or Frank Zappa, you'll get back
more of what the performers put into the
recording. WhenIreviewed the Iso I drew
attention toits ability to separate the char-
acter and qualities of individual perform-
ers, to illuminate their lasting qualities.
Add the Argo and the differences become
wider still. Take a good recording of a
great musician and you’ll find the sus-
pension of disbelief all too willing. It’s
simply easier to hear the music, and easier
to forget the system playing it.

But the fragile beauty of Tebaldi or
Milanov and the caustic humour of Joe’s
Garage have at least one thing in common.
They are easier to destroy than to recre-
ate. Unless you take the utmost carein set-
up and system tuning you won’t begin to
explore the potential performance of a
unit like the Argo. It'll never sound bad,
but unless you pay attention to all the
trivialities of system performance, thelow
level detail and dynamics that it seizes on
and puts to such astonishing use will
simply sink into the mud.

The Argo is a unit which stands com-
parison with the best available, and yet it
costsless than many high quality passives.
Assuchitrealises the promise inherentin
the Iso. Together they deliver high-end
sound at a fraction of high-end prices.

Argo along with that: high-end sound at a fraction of high-end prices.
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vid readers will remember my re-
view and subsequent ravings on
the Audio Note Ongaku amplifier,
a mortgage and hernia inducing
handbuilt,silverwired,valvepoweramp.

The Neiro is from the same stable, Au-
dio Note being renowned as a small but
nigh on perfectly formed company which
produces a range of tube amplifiers and
loudspeakers for the well heeled. The Neiro
is a seven and a half watt single ended,
zeronegative feedback designthat’savail-
able in two versions. The dearer model,
retailing at £8,950, uses handmade silver
foil capacitors whereas the model re-
viewed here, and priced at £6,950, uses
paper in oil versions.

Theamplooks great, asubstantial cop-
per plate chassis and chunky transformer
housings contributing to the hefty bulk.
Seven grand for an output that wouldn’t
inspire an AE1 to sneeze may seem pretty
steep. But this being a single ended tube
amp with a pair of paralleled 2A3s per
channel, these are seven and a half of the
cleanest watts around. They are fed to the
speaker terminals via output transform-
ers that are wound with age annealed
copper wire (apparently this stuffis stored
whisky style for 10 to 12 years before it is
wound on the double C cores).
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Jason Kennedy leads the
seven and a half watt single
ended triode amp revival
while Andy Benham asks if
he’s found the ultimate
portable hi-fi and Alvin
Gold shakes the floorboards.

But of course, however powerful or
dynamic each of those class A watts are,
you will still have to have speakers with
an efficiency of at least 90dB and prefer-
ably more before you're going to be able
to move much air. However, there are a
few around these days and most of the
large models from the likes of Naim,
Tannoy, KEF and B&W should be OK.

For the purpose of this review I used
the Audio Note AN-Es that have been
impressing me with their effortless trans-
parency over the last couple of months.
Paul Messenger measured them at 92dB
which makes them more than suitable for
this application. Other equipment used
included a Voyd/ Audio Note arm and Jo
cartridge, AudioNote M7 phonostageand
an Ariston Maxim /Micromega Duo digital

source. Equipmentsupport was provided
by Mana, and Audio Note silver cable
(AN-Vx, AN-SP) carried all the signals.
The Neiro has a single pot per channel so
preamplification isn’t absolutely neces-
sary, though the single input makes this a
somewhat impractical approach unless
you enjoy switching interconnects every
timeadifferentsourceis required. Istarted
off usingapassive preamp butabandoned
it when it became clear that it was acting
as a filter for certain upper mid and treble
frequencies. With this, and for that matter
most, power amps it would seem that
active preamps are the only avenue to full
bandwidth fidelity, unless great care is
taken with impedance matching.

True faith
I won’tsay that using the Neiro was easy.
The process of evaluation was not with-
out a few hiccups of the loose connec-
tion/faulty valve variety, but it was
extremely enjoyable. The amp arrived
after a period spent with somewhat more
modestly priced transistor amps and |
must admit that anything with tubes on it
would have been a welcome relief, but
this really restored my faith in recorded
music.

In true Audio Note tradition the Neiro



manages to escape the usual limitations
of the components used, ie triode tubes,
and reproduced music with the focus and
power of a good transistor design allied
with the naturalness, dynamics and pu-
rity of a valve amp. My Second Audios
sounded positively blowsy by compari-
son. The Neiro is just so clean, open and
precise that it wiped the floor with any-
thing I had to compare it with. A pair of
Marantz MA-24 class A monobloks
sounded overly mellowandslow by com-
parison. The M7/Neiro set-up, with the
aid of the other components in the sys-
tem, proved to be the most transparent
and analytical combination that I've ever
used. It was like a magnifying glass on the
source material, the better discs sounding
quite stunning with extraordinary depth.
The size and shape of the recording envi-
ronment became strikingly clear, as did
the fact that both of my sources could be
better. Now | know why the Voyd Refer-
ence was created.

The low output rating didn’t seem to
hold things back either, there being no
lack of power, courtesy of the phenom-
enal dynamics on tap — which could
catch you out on occasions. OTT classical
productions like Rachmaninov’s Syni-
phonic Dances (Athena) had me diving to
turn the volume down. And serious bass
excursions from the likes of Jan Garbarek
led to concern about the structure of the
building. You don’t get Naim style on-
slaught; in factit’s quite the opposite. The
sound is so clean that you don’t need that
much absolute volume to get the full im-
pression of the musical occasion. Some
early live Zappa material was reproduced
with all the energy of the event, the sys-
tem bringing out the atmosphere and size
of the small club in a formidably tangible
fashion — and this was on CD!

The Audio Note Neiro is another mas-
terpiece from AudioNote’s fabled Kondo
San. You need the finest of ancillaries and
very efficient (see large) loudspeakers to
appreciate the fact, but if you want to
open the audio window this wide there
are few alternatives. Long live the single
ended triode amplifier.

Jason Kennedy

hen you think of electrostatic
headphones, portability isn't
the first word that springs to
mind. Sitting there on the tube
listening to your CD walkthing, Gameboy,
or whatever, you are far more likely tobe
using a cheap pair of intra-aurals. How-
ever, all this could be set to change with
the introduction of the Koss ESP/950, a
cool £2,000 worth of electrostatic head-
phones that come complete with their
own battery pack, making them ideal for

the more discerning mobile user.

The reason that up until now no one
has been able to produce a portable elec-
trostatic lies in the fact that most designs
use a mains powered ‘energizer’ to sup-
ply the high polarizing voltages required
by the electrodes either side of the dia-
phragm.

Koss has got around this problem by
means of a high efficiency, switch mode,
power supply which makes battery op-
eration a distinct possibility. A battery
pack is provided for this purpose that
takes six chunky C type cells.

For more normal operation, the con-
trol unit canbe driven by the plug type 9V
transformer thatis alsosupplied with the
unit.

The other clever part of the design is
the diaphragm itself, this is an ultra thin
polyester former coated with an electron
beam deposited semi-conductive mate-
rial (phew). Koss claims an astonishing
frequency response of 1.6Hz to 50kHz.

As youwould expect ofa design at this
price, the headphones comecomplete with
just about every accessory known to man

including a gorgeous calfskin leatherbag.
As well as enclosing all the accessories
supplied with the headphones, this has a
pocketateither end big enough to fita CD
personal so you can actually use the bag
to carry around the ultimate portable hi-
fi system. Three different interconnects
are supplied with the system, which, cou-
pled with the provision of both phono
and minijack sockets on the control unit,
means that the headphones can be con-
nected to just about anything in the way
of domestic audio equipment. The head-
phones come with a four foot Kevlar lead
and an eight foot extension cord is also
provided.

The easiest way to connect up the con-
trol unit is via the line level phono sock-
ets, either directly toa CD player or to the
output of your preamp, and of course
tape loops will also suffice. Apart from
the phono sockets themselves, you havea
9V DC input, a volume control, an on/ off
switch and telltale LED and the afore-
mentioned minijack socket, although this
is rather inconveniently situated on the
front panel.

2
%?"‘\c
¢

ESP certainly does exist — and it’s £2,000 for a pair. The Koss ESP/950 headphones.
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AcousticArts

((AE))

ACQOUSTIC ENERGY

— Acoustic Excellence

ACOUSTIC ENERGY
i lllustrated is the famous AE1,
. winner of numerous awards
the world over and still going
strong! Used extensively in
studios as well as the home
the AE1 still represents the
benchmark for small high
power handling monitor
loudspeakers.

DYNACO

The older generation of
audiophile will instantly
remember this brand as one
of the leading valve amps

With fully updated circuits and
components the amp has now
been modernised for the
1990’s and at just under
£1000 represents marvellous
_value for money. A must for
e ol you valve enthusiasts.

FORTE

Readers of Hi-Fi Choice cannot fail to have
noticed the recent review of the FORTE model
50 D.A.C. Well, the reviewer was right, it is the
best sound we've heard for just over £1000
and what’s more it has the most delightful
matching pre-amp to go with it (model 40) for
around the same price.

from the 1960’s to the 1970's.

WADIA
What more can be said about Wadia that
hasn't already been said! Generally accepted
as ‘state of the art’ all it requires is for you to
come along and hear it for yourself. The
exciting news is the introduction of the brand
new WADIA 6 — a complete all in one player
with remote control level operating in the
digital domain! It also has optional fully
balanced output and will sell for under
£2400. Wadia sound quality plus full remote
— wow!

AUDIO ALCHEMY

The digital decoding engine has quickly
established itself as the leading budget
priced digital audio convertor currently
available and is unbelievable value at just
£376. When you add the fact that it is
designed to be upgradeable as well the value
is unbeatable. The performance is so good
that Hi-Fi Choice recently said of it “that
coupled to a Wadia 3200 CD transport it
represented the best £2000 player
available”. Some praise fora £376 D.A.C. We
are currently offering the Audio Alchemy with
free 0.7 metre interconnects worth £21.95
and post free to mail order clients who cannot
get here to shop in person. Amazing value as
the interconnects sound more like £50 than
£21.95.

Fax: 0923 230798

Open Tuesday —

Acoustic Arts Limited n
101 St. Albans Road |
Watford Herts

Telephone:

Watford 245250

~AACOUS

Saturday 9.30-6.00 p.m
(Closed Monday)
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FOR THE STATE OF THE ART

AKG, A & R, ATC, Acoustic Energy, Apogee, Audiolab, Audio Research, B & W, Basis, Beyer, Celestion, Chord,
Classe, Convergent, Counterpoint, Denon, Dual, Ensemble, Goldmund, Jadis, KEF, Koetsu, Krell, Linx,
Magneplanar, Marantz, Martin-Logan, Meridian, Micromega, Musical Fidelity, Nakamichi, PS Audio, Quad,
Radford, Revox, Rogers, Roksan, SD Acoustics, SME, Sennheiser, Sonus Faber, Spendor, Stax, TDL,

Tannoy, Target, Teac, Theta, Thorens, Tripod, Wadia, Wharfedale, Wilson.




I tried out the phones with a Meridian
200/203 combination, fed via the supplied
interconnect. The results were immedi-
ately impressive with astonishing bass
extension. The treble, however, was a lit-
tle brash and tended to shout, while vocal
sibilants wereexagerated. Moreover, there
wasn’t the same sense of freedom that
you get with the very best electrostatics.

Fortunately, we had been playing with
the headphonesin the office before I took
them home, and had some excellent re-
sults driving them with a Rotel RCD-
965BX,solknew therehad tobea problem
somewhere. It turned out to be the inter-
connect which was messing things up.
Substituting a length of Furukawa FA71
sorted out the problems and the sound
opened up to show the headphones in
their true glory.

Apart from Sennheiser’s £9,000 tour
de force, the Orpheus, these are probably
the best headphones available for rock
listeners. The bass goes unbelievably low
and is so fast that it takes a bit of getting
used to. The midband is exceptionally
well integrated and stereo image superb.
The ESP/950s aren’t quite as transparent
as some of the better electrostatics (Stax
for example) but, to my mind at least,
make up for this with a better, faster bass
and dynamics that give life and power to
the music.

On the down side there are non-re-
chargeable batteries, and the construc-
tion of the headband is slightly plasticky,
thereview sample requiring the judicious
application of a bit of Superglue to keep
them together. Apart from these slight
moans however, the Koss ESP/950 is a
great rock and pop headphone and the
added portability factor makes it one of
the best toys in the box.

Andy Benham

ncle Mo Igbal — Mr Monitor Au-

dio — takes a pride in providing

more and more exotic finishes

each time he delivers a new loud-
speaker. The Monitor Audio Studio 15
waslaunched inastunninglustrousblack
paint finish with rounded edges. For the
enlarged Studio 20 MA has provided a
flawless mirror black piano gloss enclo-
sure, again with the same chamfered
edges.

Under the skin the changes are both
more and less than they seem. Acousti-
cally this is a Studio 15, with the same
driver complement and the same internal
volume, which is partitioned off inter-
nally and then extended down to floor
level. The spiked base section is hollow,
and should be filled with sand, or asand/
lead aggregate. Tall and slender, the Stu-

HIGH-END UPDATE

dio 20 stands 93cm high and is designed
for use in open space. The moving parts
consist of an aluminium cone bass driver
— now with a metal centre cap where the
15 uses a synthetic filled plug, and the all-
singing all-dancing version of Monitor
Audio’s usual metal dome tweeter.
Happily, Monitor Audio knows what
makes metal domes tick, and has notbeen
slow to source from SEAS in Denmark
when its own metal dome was either not
up to scratch or was unsuitable — though
this one I am assured is made at AEL,
Monitor Audio’s drive unit subsidiary.

Tall, dark and nicely veneered: the
Monitor Audio Studio 20.

Past form suggests that Monitor Audio
doesn’tallow its tweeters to stick out and
add an almost visible zing to the repro-
duction of music as some do, nor does it
throttle the tweeterback so as not to cause
offence to a few hyper-critical listeners
(and passing bats). The Studio 20 contin-
ues the tradition of getting it just right.

This defines the 20’s similarity with
the past, but there are differences too. The
older Studio 15has been criticised by some
for sounding lazy or uncontrolled in the
bass; and while I believe this assessment
to have been based on a misunderstand-
ing of what the 15 was about, its skills
were always slightly understated with
the effect that it tended to be extremely
system dependent.

Under similar conditions, the Studio
201is a little sharper and more lively; there
is more stereo projection and greater lev-

els of detail. The 20 also has a more gutsy
feel in the midband. Yet the speaker re-
tains all the old qualities: the silkiness, the
charm and elegance, even the polish, are
allundiminished and in certain caseseven
enhanced.

Right now for example, I'm listening
to the late, great Leonard Bernstein con-
ducting the NY Philharmonicin Mahler’s
2nd (the so-called Resurrection) Symphony
and specifically to the section of almost
complete stasis before the great choirs
start to carry the music onwards and up-
wards towards its resolution. The prod-
uctrelated pointhereis that
the sense of ajourney being
undertaken, of a great or-
ganic whole seen through
the eye of a great inter-
preter, is one that came
across with unbridled clar-
ity and passion through
these speakers (driven by
an Audiolab 8000C/P pre/
power amp, which could
have been designed with
the Studio 20s in mind).

Of course no individual
piece of hi-fi hardware has
privileged access to the
heartand soulof any work,
however trivial or great, yet
to say merely that the Stu-
dio 20 is transparent to the
qualities of the music
would be to understate the
contribution it makes. It
does act as a largely open
window, but it is also unu-
sually fluid and organic,
qualities thatcomeata pre-
mium at any price level.
The Studio 15 had many of
these same qualities, but was not quite as
capable as the 20 in coping with the raw,
blazing peaks, such as the discordantblast
near the end of the scherzo. And yes,
although the Studio 20 is on the compact
side foratruly full range loudspeaker, the
bassisjust man enough to make the earth,
or at least the floorboards, shake at the
finale.

And I've been playing a lot more than
just Mahler. Even as I write Dire Straits’
On Every Street is playing at an unbeliev-
ably high volume level with scarcely a
trace of compression (metal drivers are
good in this respect). The bass is deep,
and lucid, and the band has set up shop at
the farend of my listening room as though
it means to stay. All this for £2,000 (£2,700
if you want a piano lacquered pair).

The effect is undeniably realistic; and
equally undeniably exciting. When Dire
Straitsis over I shall be tuningin for Radio
3’s Mozart day.

Alvin Gold
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SOME EXAMPLES —
| |
MARANTZ PM 75 £349.90 | ]
MARANTZ SD 60 £249.90 \T\j‘
NAD 3240 PE £179.90 —
MISSION 760 £109.90
PHILIPS CD 634 £169.90 PLEASE PHONE TO
CELESTION DL 4 1l £99.90 CHECK AVAILABILITY
JVC XLZ 1011 £399.90 OF SALE ITEMS BEFORE
PIONEER PD 7500 £229.90 TRAVELLING
CELESTION 100 EX DEM £449.90
SONOGRAPHE SC22 & SAI150 EX DEM £1300.00
® SONOGRAPHE SD22 EX DEM £695.00
[ ] ROGERS LS 7T £379.90
® LINN SARA BLACK EX DEM 399.90
Q =7 | . T T R B I e
g SUGGESTED SYS'II'EFI‘IS]ARE NOT INCLUDED IN THESALE | | | | |
[ o L e S U O A Y O B W\
~ Al
SUGGESTED SYSTEMS
Amps Speakers e f
m Mission 760 Celestion 3 Mission 76 Tannoy 605 Wharfedale KEF K 140 Tannoy609 | PARTS & LABOUR
Wharfedale RoydA 7l KEFC IS Celestion 5 5052 CerwinVega Rogers LS4A-2
Delta 302 Tannoy 603 Royd Seven B&W DM 600 Tannoy 607 AT20 (Extra€30) | —
s | Wi | pwomas | kiR | e Free cable, 3-year
Vinyl Finish Diamond 4 Infinity Ref 10 B&W DM 610 B&W DM 620
3 Celestion DL4II JPW Sonata Mission 7611 Royd Sapphire Extra £50) u
(Extra£10) Celestion 7 7
Pioneer A300 324.95 336.95 356.95 368.95 404.95 42895 44495 ‘
Marantz PM30 299.95 316.95 332.95 348.95 380.95 396.95 420.95 %J_
Marantz PM30SE 316.95 328.95 348.95 359.95 396.95 41295 436.95 |
Marantz PM40 364.95 380.95 396.95 41295 44495 460.95 484.95 7‘—‘
g Marantz PM40SE 388.95 404.95 420.95 436.95 468.95 484.95 508.95
NAD 3020i 316.95 32895 348.95 359.95 396.95 41295 436.95 |
N NAD 3225PE 33295 34495 364.95 376.95 41295 428.95 45295
m NAD 3240PE 356.95 368.95 388.95 399.95 436.95 452.95 476.95
Rotel RA920AX 299.95 312.95 33295 344.95 379.95 396.95 41995
Rotel RA930AX 324.95 336.95 356.95 368.95 404.95 420.95 444.95
Sony TAF440 E 339.95 352.95 372.95 384.95 419.95 436.95 459.95
Sony TAF 540 E 379.95 39295 412.95 424.95 459.95 476.95 49995 ||
Yamaha AX 550 388.95 399.95 419.95 43295 468.95 48495 509.95
Pioneer A 400 436.95 454.95 47295 [ 490.95 526.95 54495 | 57195
IMPROVED TURNTABLES (INC. CARTRIDGE)
Dual CS 430 deduct ... £30.00 Dual CS 505-4 add ... £25.00 NAD 5120 deduct ... £43.00
Revolver Rebeladd ... £33.00 Rotel RP 855 add ... £55.00 Systemdek One 900 inc ATII0E add ... £65.00
Systemdek 11X/900 + inc Moth Arm + AT | I0E add ... £155.00 Thorens TD 280 Il add ... £45.00

CD INSTEAD OF TURNTABLE FRONT END

Other combinations available Please phone

{ ]
o
[
§ Aiwa XC 700 add .......ccc.. . £35.00 NAD 5425 add Sony CDP591 add £20.00
Denon DCD580 add ... £35.00 NAD 5440 add . £155.00 Sony CDP791 add £37.00
Denon DCD660 add ............. £55.00 Philips CD618 add ......... £25.00 Sony CDP991 add ... £79.00
Denon DCD860 add ... £115.00 Philips CD624 add ... £55.00 Sony CDPK | (Karaoke) add ... £54.00
m Denon DCD960 add . £155.00 Philips CD634 add ... .. £25.00 Sony CDPX 222 ES add £139.00
Marantz CD42 add ... Philips CD850 Il add ..... £250.00 Technics SLPG 200 add ............. £15.00
- Marantz CD52 add ... Pioneer PD7700 add ... £105.00 Yamaha CDX 450E add £29.00
Marantz CD62 add ... ... £155.00 Pioneer PD8700 add ... £155.00 Yamaha CDX 550E add ... £54.00 “w:*'-~_‘\w_u \‘
3 Marantz CD72 add  ............. £255.00 Rotel RCD955 add . £115.00 Yamaha CDX 750E add £97.00 L e
NAD 5420 add ....cccocovvrunnne. £35.00 Sony CDPMS51 add ........c.....c.... £20.00
S CASSETTE DECK INSTEAD OF TURNTABLE
Aiwa ADF500 add Pioneer CT676 add ... ... £145.00 Sony TCW320 add ... £25.00
Q Aiwa ADWX515 add Pioneer CT339 add £45.00 Yamaha KX250 add £45.00
Aiwa ADWX777 add Pioneer CTW650 add .......... £95.00 Yamaha KX330 add ... £75.00
~ Marantz SD40 add £45.00 Rotel RD945 add £45.00 Yamaha KX530 add £125.00
m Marantz SD50 add .. £125.00 Rotel RD955 add ... ... £75.00 Yamaha KXW232 add ... £95.00
: Marantz SD315 add ... £75.00 Sony TCK470 add ... £45.00
NAD 6325 add ... £65.00 Sony TCK520 add £65.00
E NAD 6340 add £115.00 Sony TCKS570 add  .................. £95.00



Access, Visa cards accepted. Demonstration by appointment. Please phone
Opening times: 9.30—6.00 Mon-Sat. Mail order customers please contact Holloway branch
Please note: not all products listed are available at Woking. Please phone before travelling

CARRIAGE £10.00 PER ORDER
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STOCKISTS OF I :
Aura
Arcam
Aiwa
Audiolab
Alchemist
Audio Technica
B&W
MODEL 103/4 Cyrus
Celestion
Conrad Johnson m
Cable Talk
Cerwin Vega
Creek N
Denon ~ ®
Dual e
Exposure
Furukawa ®
Gemini Records
Goldring ® -
Infinity
KEF K SERIES W .
Ve )
KEF (Reference)
Linx
Marantz
Michell
Micromega
Mission
As you'd expect, we have the full range of the MFSL :
new KEF 'K’ Series and Reference Series M"”’ﬁﬁ:;“d"’ c'.
loudspeakers. Nakamichi -~
Make an appointment and listen, with the Odin o
amplification system of choice to these very fine POP“S G c 5
speakers. e
Philips
R . . L Pioneer
If youre interested in hl-fl, Proprius Records
o 5 . . d
ACC@SSOTZ@S you'll find everything you could Reovgive, g
wish for at Bartletts. There’s a :0&;/ &
. oy
MODEL DESCRIPTION PRICE vast range of equipment to talk Rogers
R i Reference Recordings @
SOUND ORGANISATION about and listen to with the best Soragraphe
2030 THREE SHELF RACK 619mm HIGH 86.95 advice gmn& Sony N
Zo R STACKABLE STARTER 269mm HIGH 56.00 [ Systemdek ~y
7033 ADD ON UNIT 169mm HIGH 3575 Straight Wire ®
ZO 33A ADD ON UNIT 254mm HIGH 3575 Sennheiser e
2034 SELF ASSEMBLY THREE SHELF RACK 67.50 Sheflield Lab
Z0 34 AD ADAPTORS FOR ADD ON UNITS (4) 5.00 Sound Organisation m
Z03s COMPACT DISC STORAGE RACK 1525 Tannoy
z038 SELF ASSEMBLY FIVE SHELF RACK 99.95 > T;d’”‘i‘ ®
arge PY
TARGET Tripod
Wharfedale ®
AER2 2 SHELF RACK 515mm HIGH 10399 Wilson Audiophile
AER 3 3 SHELF RACK 515mm HIGH 12049 Yamaha
AER4 4 SHELF RACK 660mm HIGH 146.49 Yfere
AER S 5 SHELF RACK 845mm HIGH 159.99 e
TTWI SINGLE SHELF WALL BRACKET 50.49 HI-FI IN STYLE
TTW2 2 SHELF WALL BRACKET 61.49
TTF SINGLE SHELF RACK 95mm HIGH 36.49 Send for your copy of :
TT2 2 SHELF RACK 490mm HIGH 65.99 TR < "
TT3 3 SHELF RACK 795mm HIGH 94.00 Bartletts “Hi-Fi in Style %
TT4 4 SHELF RACK 620mm HIGH 109.49 catalogue. Please enclose a cheque I\
TTS 5 SHELF RACK 795mm HIGH 131,49 PART & CABC &,
TTST 5 SHELF RACK 995mm HIGH 142.49 or postal order for £1.25 to cover S & LABOUR Q
MS | WALL BRACKET FOR MIDI SYSTEMS 38.49 postage. Price Guarantee
TRIPOD Bartletts — the complete hi-fi If you can buy cheaper — ncluding
leads. carr 3-Y,
I's SINGLE SHELF RACK 90mm HIGH 54.95 specialist. eads, carriage and 3-Year
I'M SINGLE SHELF RACK 125mm HIGH 54.95 Guarantee — we will match it
I SINGLE SHELF RACK 165mm HIGH 54.95 Prices correct at tme of gong to
25 2 SHELF RACK 180mm HIGH 69.95 e e T
2M 2 SHELF RACK 250mm HIGH 69.95 . e
2L 2 SHELF RACK 330mm HIGH 69.95 £&OE &
3 2 SHELF RACK 350mm HIGH 74.95 >
3F A3 WITH ISOLATED TOP SHELF 91.25 ®
IR A3 WITH RECORD STORAGE SPACE 13595
F ISOLATED SHELF FOR RACKS 16.30 175 HOLLOWAY ROAD
R RECORD STORAGE UNIT 59.95 ; oy
o T VYR B LT T LONDON N.7. TEL: 071-607 2148/2296 (I
ERISKOR Il THE BROADWAY, WOKING ~J
264/16 HFS S GLASS SHELF RACK 960mm HIGH 179.90 SURREY GU2/! SAP. TEL: 0483 771175 Q
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ASPIRATIONS

Smuggling inthe

HIGH-END

he quest for high-end hi-fi tends
I to be a solitary one. Once em-
barked upon it the audiophile
can expect little sympathy from those for
whom the quality versus cost ratio seems
irrational, or even quixotic. For most peo-
ple the perception of hi-fi is as a tool
rather than a luxury, and it has not yet
broken that mould, although sportscars,
expensive watches or cameras and be-
spoke clothing — even fitted kitchens —
are all aspirational, no questions asked.

So it was understandable when our
host this month, Guy Dellal, told me he
had been circumspect, not to say mislead-
ing at first, over the price of his system
whenitarrived before other ‘essentials’ in
his new Kensington home.

The system is purist high-end audi-
ophile kit based on a Meridian two box
CD player with Audio Research amplifi-
ers and tall Martin Logan hybrid electro-
static loudspeakers. It cost a cool £13,000,
and was bought from Paul Tam of the
London Listening Rooms who was present
during our visit.

“At first I tried a pair of KEF 107s in
here and my wife had a problem with
those, so I can’t tell you what she said
when these Martin Logans arrived,” Guy
joked. “I think Paul told her they cost
£500! She thinks I get these incredible
trade ins; I walk out with a six year old
Walkman and come back with a pair of
Martin Logan loudspeakers saying: ‘Dar-
ling I get these amazing deals!” For some
reason she thinks furniture is more im-
portant,” he adds, confirming the abnor-
mal priorities of acommitted musiclover.

The system is set in one end of a light
and airy drawing room on the ground

Don'’t let the wife see those cables:

A Martin Logan Quest loiters incon-
spicuously on the parquet flooring
outside the conservatory.

Dan Houston discovers

that there’s more to install-
ing a dream system than
merely being able to afford
it. Pictures by Chris

Richardson.

floor of the house which Guy believes
was built at the turn of the century. With
the furniture at one end and the system at
the other the room has a spacious uncom-
plicated feel, with a few abstract oil paint-
ingsbreaking up theexpanse of wallspace.

The room was carpeted when the
Dellals moved in last August but some
original parquet flooring was discovered
underneath, and has subsequently been
revealed. With a lack of carpet and cur-
tains the acoustics are hard, though notas
reverberant as one might think. There are
wooden shutters on the windows but
Guy’s intention is to hang curtains and
lay a rug which will probably tone down
the live acoustic.

One end of the room opens into a con-
servatory festooned with green plants.
The lawn at the rear of the house, com-
plete with a pair of magpies, ends in trees
belying the metropolitan setting.

On the other side of the hallway from
the drawing room is a similarly sized
games room which also has wood floor-
ing, and panelling around the walls, with
more colourful abstract oil paintings. It
houses a half size billiard table. “It came
with the house —I can’t play,” Guy says.
A couple of steps from this room lead into
acosy TV lounge where he was watching
some imported (NTSC) films on his dual
standard Sony Laser Disc player and 27
inch Trinitron TV as we arrived. His old
JBL 120 Ti speakers provide the main
stereo channels while a second pair of JBL
Control 1s sit on tables behind the sofa for
the rear channel effects. The speakers are
powered by a Yamaha DSPA 1000 digital
sound processing amplifier. If a Laser
Disc isn’t available he can turn to tape,
from a Sony Nicam stereo VCR. This
audio-visualsystemisnearly aspirational
in itself, bearing in mind that the Laser
Disc machine plays normal audio Com-
pact Discs as well as videos. The surround
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channel effects are extraordinarily, and
realistically, close in the confined setting.
For Guy the sound effects almost take
precedence over the dialogue: “With this
surround sound I find myself skipping
back to listen to what the actors just said
because the effects going on all around
are so good!”

Considering the reasonably affordable
price of this equipment, and with the ears
now playing a fundamental role in the
theatrical suspension of belief, domestic
AV at last looks set to take off, with LDs
set to win the heart of the serious collector
who wants the longevity and quality
which video tapes just can’t supply.

Back to purism. Guy first came across

e

b

Il

sy 1 T 105 1 ]

the recently launched Quests in Paris, al-
though he wasaware of the Martin Logan
brand from hearing Sequels at the Listen-
ing Rooms. “I think it was at the Audio St
Louis shop,” he recalls. “They were play-
ing them with a pair of Audio Research
monoblok power amplifiers. I had been
listening to the KEFs at home and I had
found them a little boomy, or rather bass
heavy in here. I thought they were fantas-
tic for a full enclosure loudspeaker, and I
had been used to the JBLs before, but I
don’t think they had the detail of these
new speakers. I like loud music and 1
needed the detail and separation of the
Martin Logans. I find that the bass, which
is great, is balanced by the treble and
sounds more natural — there is
no feeling of being overwhelmed.

“I had heard the Audio Re-
search amplifiers with the sys-
tem in Paris, but I had a problem
with aesthetics in that I didn’t
want something (like a brace of
huge monobloks) to stand out.”
As it is, Guy uses an Audio Re-
search line level preamplifier, the
LS 1 and the D240 stereo power
amplifier.

He had considered buying the
Audio Research DAC but came
across the Meridian 602 and 606
CD drive unit and DAC which
were cheaper, sounded good and
matched aesthetically. “Icouldn’t
afford the ARC DAC and so the
Meridian was a good compro-
mise — although it’s not one in
terms of engineering. And for my
ears | couldn’ttell the difference;
plus it’s got nice styling which is
important.”

Aswellas the Audio Research
boxes, Meridian source equip-
ment and a CD collection, Guy’s
equipment shelves contain a
Nakamichi BX300E cassette deck
which he already owned and a
Sony Pro Walkman which was
linked to the system. It's no se-
cret that a Pro Walkman lying
about in an expensive system is
derigeur for audiophiles to show
off that they consider the humble
cassette is only good for sound
while on the move, or in the car.
But while the machine is an ex-
cellent analogue recording

Not your average black rack
stack: Guy’s equipment shelves
are adorned with Meridian,
Audio Research and Aaron
Neville.

device,itcanalso make sensewhen played
through a system like this.

Compact Discs were the only software
to be seen, and our host uses them in the
car as well. “I think the place you really
get to know a recording is in the car,” he
said, “the factis most people don’t have a
lot of time to listen to records at home, but
I may spend a couple of hours a day in the
car, and I tend to keep just one or two
discs in there so I listen to them a lot.”

Scratch that

“I have a record collection but it was
played on a cheap old Garrard with a
Shure cartridge and most of the LPs are
badly scratched,” says Guy.

He describeslistening to this systemas
‘an event’, but says that sometimes it be-
comes tiring. “It’s like the surround sound,
it feels as though one is listening to so
many separate bits of information, or that
I'm listening to the system itself as much
as the recording.”

The set-up is certainly revealing with
the Martin Logans providing a clear win-
dow onto the recording situation. The use
of a single cone driver at the base of each
speaker works well, giving some attack to
the low bass. The electrostatics don’t seem
to struggle at all in the setting, which is a
demanding one for any speaker. Listen-
ing to an Aaron Neville recording (Warm
Your Heart) they make you aware of every
instrument and note, placing them across
the soundstage at the end of the room.

Because the system has this revealing
capability it wasn’t surprising tohear Guy
complaining about the quality of some
CDs. “I knew a lot of the Stax recordings
from the Fifties — some of them were in
mono but they sounded incredibly good.
ButIwasreally disappointed with the CD
transfers.” He describes his burgeoning
collection as varied: “It’s mostly soul and
blues with some Motown, that sort of
thing, but I've also got some heavy rock
from people like U2 and I love the new
Guns and Roses album.”

These he listens to loud. “I've never
been able to play music loud before be-
cause I have always lived in an
appartment. That was frustrating because
the system I had before needed to be run
at high levels before I felt I was getting
any clarity from it. This system sounds
justas good atlow levels, but I still play it
loud in the mornings to wake myself up.
I need loud music to get me going.”

Guy found out about the Listening
Rooms through an acquaintance and im-
mediately liked the shop because there
was space to park! He opines that in gen-



eral buying hi-fi is a ‘fairly scary busi-
ness”: “In a way it’s easier to find what
you want with high-end equipment be-
cause the products don’tbecome obsolete
quickly. To a purist the less gadgets and
controls on a hi-fi system the better, but
it’s the opposite with most hi-fi where
changes are made every year and there is
a vast amount of product around.”

Home visit
When he visited the Listening Rooms he
took his own CDs and made his choice
based on them. Paul Tam also visited his
home to get an idea of the likely setting
before giving any advice. Products such
as the KEF 107s were tried on approval
before money changed hands.

Paul also discussed the possibility of
running a system through the house with
speakers in many rooms fed by one

ASPIRATIONS

source, but wiring would have proved
tricky since the house was already deco-
rated. “In any case I think it’'s much better
to have one top end system which is in
one room rather than having background
music everywhere. I like the purism of
this,”says Guy.

As to what non-audiophile friends
think, Guy doesn’t seem too bothered.
“They like the speakers, whichinany case
look fairly sculptural,” he comments. And
what about Mrs Dellal? “Oh she really
likes the sound quality and she uses it as
well. Thissystem is very easy to operate.”

And what about the price? “Er, I
haven’t told her yet.”

The Dellals’ unobtrusive little hi-fi
system, as seen from the ideal listening
point at the far end of the drawing
room.

The system:

Meridian 602 transport: £1,750
Mod Squad Wonderlink to DAC:  £150
Meridian 606 DAC: £1,350
Audio Research LS 1

preamplifier: £1,797
Audio Research D240 power

amplifier: £3,292

Nakamichi BX300E cassette deck: N/A

Sony Pro Walkman cassette ‘deck’:  £250
Martin Logan Quest loud-

speakers: £4,595
Linn LK20 loudspeaker cable: £3/m
Tara Labs Space and Time

Quantum One interconnect: £72/m
Total cost: £13,134

System supplied and installed by:
The London Listening Rooms, 161 Old
Brompton Road, London SW5 OL]J. Tel:
(071) 244 7750.
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KEEPITIN
THE FAMILY

Once upon a time all you had to know about CD was that it

was five inches in diameter, silver, and played music. How-
ever the disc has spawned a whole family of offspring, in-
cluding CD-I, CD-ROM, Photo CD, CD-R and CDTV.
Our man with an eye to an acronym Barry Fox (BF) sorts

out the rapidly evolving world of the silver disc.
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t all began with videodisc. In the Six-
ties everyone thought it would be a
niceidea if a 12inch disc could carry a
feature film, both colour pictures and
sound. In the Seventies videodisc became
a reality, Philips” optical laser disc win-
ning the standards battle which ensued: a
12inch disc holds an hour of analogue
videopicturesoneachside. Whereas early
discs had analogue stereo sound, later
versions switched to digital soundtracks.
There are now also smaller versions (five
inch and eight inch) with shorter playing
times. Thanksalmostentirely to Pioneer’s
efforts, videodisc became commercially
successfulin Japanand (to a lesser extent)
the USA, though so far it has failed in
Europe (see Hi-Fi Choice December 1991).

Philips had also been experimenting
with a miniature version of the 12inch
optical disc, which stored digital audio
instead of analogue video. The company
joined forces with Sony and in 1980 the
two companies jointly set the so-called
Red Bookstandard for what wenow know
as the audio Compact Disc. CD Audio
wentonsalein 1982/83. The familiar five
inch disc holds up to 75 minutes of digital
stereo onits single side with the three inch
CDsingle, launched five years later, hold-
ing 20 minutes of digital sound. Ataround
the same time there was a clumsy attempt
by Philips at re-naming all sizes of optical
videodiscas CD Video or CDV. This failed
and now common sense has prevailed
and the optical video disc is generically
known as Laser Disc.

Combi players are currently available
which can cope with all sizes of laser
video discs and audio discs. In the future
they may also cope with the new multi-
media CD formats which are beginning to
appear.

ROM with a view

In 1985 Philips and Sony wrote the Yellow
Book which set aloose standard for using
the audio CD as a giant (650 megabyte)
store for digital computer data, mainly
text and graphics. This is CD-ROM. The
loose standard created a mess of incom-
patibility which haslimited the growth of
CD-ROM technology. A finely balanced
mixture of skill and luck is needed to set
up a computer and CD-ROM drive to
play a selection of CD-ROM discs.

To cater for consumers who do not
want to become computer buffs, the 1986
Green Book set a tight standard for CD
Interactive, or CD-I. This is a multimedia
disc which mixes sound, pictures, anima-
tion, graphics and moving video on the
buy-and-play principle. The CD-I player
simply connects to a TV set and stereo



system and any CD-I disc bought any-
where in the world will play on any CD-
I player. The players are tailored to the
local TV standard.

The CD-I player will also play CD au-
dio discs and CD+Graphics discs. CD+G
discs are conventional CD audio discs
with simple text and graphics buried in
the data stream. The format has been sold
in the USA and Japan, most notably by
JVC, but has never really caught on.

A smooth takeoff

Consumer CD-Iwas launched in the USA
in October 1991 and is promised for Eu-
rope this summer. So far Philips has han-
dled the launch of CD-I very efficiently.
The US launch in October 1991 coincided
with players and software reaching the
shops, along with well-designed demon-
stration kiosks. The launch in Europe was
scheduled for mid-1992, around June, so
that all players can incorporate Full Mo-
tion Video (FMV) decoding chips, from
day one. This will let them play discs
which contain moving video sequences,
like video tape. (The US players will need
aplug-inmodification to play FMV discs.)

FMV grew out of a watershed demon-
stration, in 1987, by RCA's research facil-
ity in the USA. Despite the collapse of the
company (caused by the disasterous fail-
ure of its Selectavision CED videodisc
system) RCA’s engineers had been work-
ing on Digital Video Interactive, a system
for putting over an hour of moving video
pictures on a standard sized CD-ROM.
Until then it had been widely accepted
that there was no hope of storing full
screen images of smoothly moving colour
video on a CD. This is because the disc
delivers a maximum data rate of less than
1.5 Mbits/s; when TV pictures are con-
verted into digital code the raw data rate
is over 200 MBit/s. But RCA made break-
throughs in digital compression, compa-
rable to the breakthroughs in audio
compression which have made Philips’
Digital CompactCassetteand Sony’s Mini
Disc possible. And as RCA finally broke
up, and was sold off, chip maker Intel
took over the work.

Digital Video Interactive has so far
been used only for industrial applications
as an add-on to an IBM-compatible Per-
sonal Computer (eg pub games machines
and a visitor’s guide to Paris” Charles de
Gaulle airport). But Matsushita
(Panasonic) has been quietly developing
a consumer version.

Responding to the Digital Video Inter-
active challenge, Philips and other part-
ners in CD-I developed their own system
for putting at least an hour of full motion
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video on a five inch CD-I disc. The stand-
ard for FMV has now been agreed by the
MPEG (Moving Pictures Expert Group of
the International Standards Organisation)
and decoding chips are promised in time
for the European launch.

No one yet knows whether the FMV
system will be used to release movies on
five inch disc, as a direct competitor to 12
inch Laser Disc or whether FMV will be
used only for domestic ‘edutainment’,
such as advanced video games which
blend moving pictures with animated
graphics. The best information indicates
that the industry’s target for the mid-
Nineties is a ‘high density’ CD, with
smaller pits, which will store four times
the current amount of data. This would
hold a two hour movie on a single sided
disc, with better-than-VHS picture qual-
ity, and stereo sound using the same com-
pression system (known as PASC) that is
used by DCC.

In 1990 Commodore announced
CDTV, another multimedia ROM disc,
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Sound and vision: some of the new
digital formats for audio and video.

incompatible with CD-I. This system has
been on sale for nearly a year now but has
made little or no commercial impact.
Commodore promises to make CDTV
capable of playing FMV discs in the fu-
ture but it is unclear whether current
CDTV players will be upgradeable to the
new standard.

Even though CDTV is based on the
Amiga 500 computer, Commodore

launched the format as a consumer CD
product. It now admits it made a com-
plete hash of the launch and has already
changedthenameof the standalone player
to the Amiga CDTV, and is switching
emphasis from worthy edutainment to
straight games. Commodore’s only real
hope of saving CDTV now is to stop push-
ing standalone players and switch to sell-
ing add-on CD-ROM drives for Amiga
500 computers. These drives, which let
the Amiga play CDTV discs, will go on
sale for £300 in April or May.

Also back in 1990 Kodak and Philips
announced Photo-CD, adisc which stores
a hundred digitized photographs, trans-
ferred from snapshot film and which has
a good degree of compatibility with the
CD-I format.

This neatand orderly approach, which
in the long term offers ‘buy and play’
world compatibility between all the dif-
ferent disc types, follows from an agree-
mentsigned after Philipsand Sony coaxed
computer software company Microsoft
into creating a link between the
consumer and computer worlds.
Microsoft has grown rich from
the horribly unfriendly MS-DOS
operating system used by all IBM
and IBM-compatible Personal
Computers, so it took quite a bit
of persuading to move towards
the buy and play simplicity
which consumer products must
offer.

Take it to the bridge

Originally, CD-ROM and CD-I
had been regarded as quite dis-
tinct, with CD-ROM for profes-
sionaland business applications,
CD-I for domestic use. But in
September 1988 Philips, Sony
and Microsoft finally agreed to
develop a ‘bridge’ between the
two formats, building on the
Yellow Book standard for CD-
ROM. Thebridge formatis called
CD-ROM XA (extended archi-
tecture) and it exploits hooks in
the original standards (the 1985 Yellow
Book for CD-ROM and 1986 Green Book
for CD-I). XA defines a way of indexing
stored data (eg text, graphics and pic-
tures) as well as storing various compres-
sion grades of sound on the same ROM
disc. The XA dataisin a format whichcan
bereadeitherby aCD-Iplayer (asdefined
by the Green Book standard) or by a CD-
ROM drive (as defined by the Yellow
Book) tailored for XA operation and con-
trolled by a computer which is loaded
with XA control software. Essentially the
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disc starts with the digital ‘I-label” which
aCD-Iplayer looks for and uses to control
the reading of the disc.

This creates a one-way compatibility
bridge. An XA bridge disc will play on a
CD-I player (because it has the ‘I label
which the CD-I player looks for) but an
XA CD-ROM system will usually not be
able to read a CD-I disc.

Signed, sealed and . ..

In May 1989 Sony and Philips joined with
Matsushita to promote CD-I and develop
the market, with Matsushita later hedg-
ing bets by making CDTV players

for Commodore
and developing
Digital Video Inter-
active decoders.

In February 1990,
Philips, Sony and
Microsoft finalised
the XA standard and
demonstrated a
‘bridge’ disc which
proved the claims for
compatibility. Kodak
made Photo-CD a
bridgediscandinMay
1991 Philips demon-
strated how a Photo
CD disc would play on a
CD-I player.

The pictures ona Photo CD disc
are stored with higher photographic
quality than the TV standards to which
CD-I is tuned, and both systems use dif-
ferent digital data compression. So, to
play a Photo-CD disc the CD-I player
must play a clever trick. As it reads the
Photo CD, it decodes the image, re-codes
it into CD-I format, and then decodes it
for display. All this happens “on the fly”,
so the Photo CD disc just plays on a CD-
[ player as if it were a CD-I disc.

In June 1991 Commodore announced
that “the CDTV Interactive multi-media
player is planned to be compatible with
Kodak’s new Photo CD system”. This
promise immediately brought a strong
reaction from both Philips and Kodak
who had jointly developed Photo CD.

Said Kodak, “Nostandard has yetbeen
finalised for Photo CD, so no licensing
terms are yet available”.

Said Gaston Bastiaens, Director of
Philips Interactive and Media Systems:
“Commodore has given out misleading
information. They should have to come to
Philips for more information. Their sys-
tem cannot play Photo CD. To be Photo
CD compatible they would have to con-
form to the CD-ROM XA standard which
provides a bridge to CD-1.”
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As the CDTV system is based on the
Amiga computer, which is completely
different from the computerhiddenin the
heart of a CD-I player, it remains unclear
how Commodore will make CDTV play
Photo-CD discs. As the European launch
of CD-I draws closer, CDTV begins to
look dead in the water.

In January 1992 Kodak and Philips
built further on the bridge and agreed a
format for mixing sound with photo-
graphic images on Photo CD discs. These
‘picture book” discs will play back on any
Photo CD player, CD-I player or CD-

Are books electric? Sony’s Data
Discinan has a sealed optical disc

similar to the musical Mini Disc
format.

ROM XA system. This will let Photo CD
serve as a carrier for pre-recorded Photo
CD software (for instance a collection of
prize-winning photographs) as well as a
personal storage medium for a profes-
sional photographic library or an ama-
teur photographer’s own snapshots,
transferred to blank disc by a photo lab,
with the option of sound effects, back-
ground music and perhaps later the
snapshooter’s own commentary.

As Photo-CD and CD-I get closer, the
Photo-CD playerlooksincreasingly likely
to be a CD-I player with a few internal
connecting wires snipped off.

The orange book

Future developments of CD-I (eg giving
people the chance to do their own interac-
tive programming) build on the new Or-
ange Book standard for CD-R (or
recordable CDs) agreed in autumn 1991.
The Orange Book sets a standard for a
new kind of player which does not rely
solely on the table of contents which is at
the beginning of every audio CD, and
indexes the data on the disc. It also lets a

new type of disc recorder produce discs
which will play on existing CD players.
Whenever a CD audio player is loaded
with a music disc, it reads the table of
contents before playing the music. The
table tells the player where the music
tracks begin and end, and thus provides
all the familiar control features available
from CD audio. This system obviously
presents problems with “write-once” CD-
R discs which cannot be erased. To be
playable the disc must have a table of
contents; and once the table is written, it
cannot be changed. So the CD-R blank is
effectively “filled” at the time of the first
recording, even if only a few seconds of
sound were recorded. But the Orange
Book offers solutions to this problem.
Firstly it defines a new kind of player
which can read past the TOC and into an
index which is open-ended. This is how
Photo-CD players will be able to access
photos stored on the disc at different
times. It will also let new ROM and CD-
I drives work in the same way with data
discs, although it is not yet clear whether
this option will be built into all drives.
Making CD-R recordings compatible
with existing drives and CD audio play-
ers is a much taller order which the Or-
ange Book solves with a standard for
what is known as ‘multi-session’ record-
ing or writing. An Orange Book recorder
can add to the CD-R disc, piecemeal, until
it is full. An Orange Book player can also
play these piecemeal recordings. But the
CD-Rdiscwillonly play onexisting drives
after the Orange Book recorder ‘finishes’
it by adding a standard table of contents.
The very low prices quoted by Kodak
for Photo-CD recording pave the way not
just to low cost domestic CD-Audio re-
cording, but home CD-I making; for ex-
ample it is easy to envisage a personal
address list on CD-I disc made on a home
CD-I recorder. To round off a neat pack-
age, Philips and Sony announced that the
8cm Electronic Books discs used for Sony’s
Data Discman, would be made compat-
ible with CD-L

Are books electric?
Data Discman is a portable CD player for
three inch discs, with small keypad and
black and white LCD screen. The system
offers easy search access to dictionaries,
business directories, encyclopedias and
even classic novels. The three inch Elec-
tronic Book disc can store 200 megabytes
of data, a third the capacity of a five inch
CD-ROM, and more than enough for
many volumes of paper print.
Thecompatibility announcement made
sound sense because, when Sony launched



Data Discman in Japan last July, the three
inch Electronic Book discs would only
play on Sony’s own unit. Although the
discs adhere to the Yellow Book standard
for CD-ROM, and can easily be mounted
in a five inch adaptor, all the search soft-
ware is stored in chips inside the Data
Discman player, and none is on the Elec-
tronic Book disc. When Sony followed
through with a launch in the USA, the
discs remained similarly incompatible.
Then came the joint announcement at the
Frankfurt Book Fair, as Sony launched
Data Discman in Germany.

A question of standards
Gaston Bastiaens, Philips” CD-Isupremo,
told a meeting of publishers at the Fair
that the agreement was a “further step in
establishing CD-] as the ultimate elec-
tronic multi-media publishing format”.

Nobuo Kanoi, Executive Deputy Presi-
dent of Sony, added: “The upward com-
patibility from Electronic Book to CD-I is
of extreme importance for the future of
the electronic publishing industry”.

“While existing Electronic Books can
only be used on dedicated CD-ROM play-
ers, new versions will, as a result of the
announcement, also be able to be used on
CD-I players,” confirmed Philips.

Unfortunately Sony’s idea of compat-
ibility is very different from what paying
customers are likely to expect. In mid-
January 1992, Sony announced that Data
Discman and a range of Electronic Books
would go on sale in Britain in April.

But Data Discman still has the search
software in the player, not on the disc. So
existing Electronic Books will not work
on CD-ROM drives. Nor will they work
on CD-I players already in the pipeline.
But John Whitehead, Sony’s Marketing
Manager for Telecom and Electronic Pub-
lishing still claims compatibility between
Data Discman and CD-I: “Theoretically
you can play Data Discman discs ona CD-
I player. But you need emulation soft-
ware, which configures the CD-I player
as a Data Discman.”

A CD-Iplayeris‘dumb’and does what
it is told. It could be made to emulate a
Data Discman. But it has no floppy disc
drive to allow the user to load the emu-
lation software. So the only way to load
Data Discman search software into a CD-
[ player is to put the search software on a
CD. John Whitehead says this can be
done in one of two ways.

There could be a new version of Data
Discman discs, which contain the search
software.Or owners of CD-I players could
buy a CD which contains only Data
Discman search software and play this
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disc ahead of playing the Data Discman
Electronic Book disc, so that the CD-I
player is temporarily configured as a Data
Discman player. Philips confirms that this
is “possible in principle”. But Sony has no
firm plans yet to produce optical discs
containing Data Discmansearchsoftware.

Neither has Sony any firm plans to put
Data Discman search software on floppy
disks so that it can be loaded into a PC
controllinga ROMdrive, so that the ROM
drive can play Electronic Books. So the
Data Discman Electronic Books currently
on sale in Japan, the USA and mainland
Europe, and soon to be sold in the UK,
will not play onany CD-ROM drive or on
any CD-I player. So much for compatibil-
ity between Data Discman and CD-1.

This is bad news all round. Compat-
ibility between CD-I and Data Discman
would benefit both systems. Although
Sony ‘launched’ Data Discman in the UK
inJanuary, sales will notbegin until April.
The early “launch” was clearly designed
to push software publishers into releas-
ing Electronic Book discs for the UK mar-
ket. Despitealotof cotton-wool talkabout
“over a dozen UK titles” at launch and
“around 50 more sourced from Britain”
within a year, very little has been final-
ised. The core library is 85 titles available
from the US, Japan and mainland Europe,
including such unmissables as an infor-
mation disc on US Presidents.

Also, although we know the Data
Discman will cost £350, disc prices are
hazy. The few prices quoted (£60 for a
Dictionary of the Living World and £40 for
Harrap’s Multilingual Dictionary ) are not
encouraging. Nor is the small mono-
chrome LCD screen which is so hard on
the eyes, and smears so badly on scrolling
motion, that Sony always demonstrates
Data Discman connected toa TV monitor.

Sony is justifiably proud of sales of
100,000 players around the world, since
the Japanese launch last July. But only
200,000 discs have been sold which sug-
gests that people buy and quickly tire.

Reports of my death
In America, Sony gave journalists discs
and players, in an effort to stimulate con-
fidence and favorable reports. Comment
was muted and sales have been slow. “I
tried reading the works of Mark Twain
(from the World Library series)” one New
York journalist told me, “but very soon
gave up”. The World Library also offers
an equally awkward to read Collected
Adventures of Sherlock Holmes.

As Sony justifiably counter, Data
Discman comes into its own as a tool for
searching information; like how many

times Sherlock Holmes says “elementary”
or how to say “gasket” in German if you
break down on the Autobahn. Personally,
[ think [ would rather point to the gasket
than get out my Data Disc, load adiscand
search through a tree of multilingual car
service terms.

Sony talks of British Telecom putting
telephone directories on Data Discman
discs. That would be a real use for Data
Discman, but as it costs £2,200 for a year’s
subscription to BT’s own CD-ROM
Phonedisc, this sounds like pie in the sky.

In addition to Data Discman there are
now many, many variants of the CD-

Snappy digits. Will Kodak’s Photo CD
replace the dreaded family album?

Decking tape. CD-R may be the home
recording format of the near future.

Get interactive. Philips’ CD-I machine
will soon be on sale in the UK.

ROM format (both five inch and three
inch) either ready for release or under
development eg from NEC and games
firms Sega and Nintendo. Irrespective of
size these may deliberately be made in-
compatible with each other. In the video
games market incompatibility can be an
advantage because it locks hardware and
software sales together.
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rounded by umpteen thousand

pounds worth of high fidelity compo-
nents. There is an attentive person on
hand to painstakingly swap equipment
around and dig out any audiophile
esoterica Imightrequest. My every whim
will be catered for. I am about to listen to
the sort of monster high-end hi-fi system
I would have to sell my mother to buy,
and these nice polite patient people are
willing to sit through whatever bizarre or
obnoxious music I choose to play.

There is only one place in the universe
I could be; in the demonstration room of
a reputable hi-fi dealer.

To be more specific, I'm at Graham'’s
Hi-Fiin North London and I'm here at the
invitation of Michael Lewin, the opera-

I ‘m sitting on a candy striped sofa sur-

INTERVIEW

somekind of arare disability, they arejust
facing what can be a very real problem for
any ordinary mortal who is looking to
change or upgrade systems. And this is
where a good dealer, and the BADA ap-
proach, comes in.

Singing a different song
Hi-fi reviewers are a privileged breed.
They’ll listen to a very wide range of
equipment thatautomatically comes their
way. They’ll go home with an interesting
new component, connect it up in the com-
fort of their own home, settle down and
play a familiar, favourite piece of music.
And they’ll actually hear a difference;
good or bad, they’ll hear a difference.
Now consider the ordinary mortal. He
or she doesn’t have the opportunity to

Dealing with your

DEALER

Choosing a decent dealer is the hardest, and most crucial
step in setting up a decent system. Andrew Cartmel visits
Michael Lewin to discuss hi-fi retailing in general, and the
role of the dealers trade association, BADA, in particular.

tions officer and one of the guiding forces
behind BADA, the British Audio Dealers’
Association. Michael sees that I'm sitting
comfortably with my pint mug of filtered
water then leaves me here, the proverbial
child in a sweetshop.

At Hi-Fi Choice we receive innumer-
able queries about systems and equip-
ment. We give the best advice we can, but
we always conclude with that critical
warning: ‘Listen before you buy. Find a
good dealer and listen for yourself.” It’s
the only way to end up with a system
that’s right for you; and it’s the sort of
approach that BADA is committed to.
Each dealer may have his or her own
individual approach but the shared ob-
jective is to try and come up with some-
thing that pleases the customer.

This is neither as common nor as
straightforward asitmay sound. Weregu-
larly hear from readers who confess to the
ultimate hi-fi sin. They have gone to a
dealer, they have listened to various sys-
tems and they have been unable to hear
any difference. Some of these people come
away from the shops feeling beaten and
terminally inferior. But far from suffering
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routinely listen to dozens of new compo-
nents. Buyingjust one can be amajor task.
They have to work up the nerve to go into
what can be an intimidating and baffling
environment. They may have a clear idea
of some of the components they want to
hear; but it’s not going to be easy to stand
by their guns in the face of an insistent
dealer. Even if the customers get to hear
the right equipment, will they hear it in
the context of a familiar system? Will they
be permitted to hear old favourites or is
the dealer going to play them the Mercury
Balalaika Favourites when what they really
want to hear is the Justified Ancients of
Mu-Mu? In the face of all this is it any
wonder that it's sometimes difficult to
hear a meaningful difference between
Brand X and Brand Y?

By contrast, here I am on that candy
striped sofa, relaxed and happy. “If you
want, sing along with that guitar,” says
my attentive hi-fi guide. “Hum along with
it.” And I do indeed find myself warbling
along to the Cowboy Junkies, realising
that my poor companion must have had
to suffer through some genuinely night-
marish singing over the years. But that is

what a good dealer will do; he or she will
ask you tobring in a selection of your own
music; you will be encouraged toisolatea
particular instrument or section of a song
and compare it as the system changes
(Michael Lewin describes this as ‘a valid
criteria you can constantly use’). They
will build a suitable system for you in the
listening room and alter it one component
at a time, giving you a chance to register
differences. Obviously there are as many
approaches as there are dealers but
Graham’s represents an optimum of the
BADA philosophy. “Finding a dealer you
can get along with is rather like choosing
a tailor,” says Michael Lewin. There are
certainly reputable dealers around, both
inside and outside of the Association, so
what does he feel gives BADA an edge?

For astart, there’s the two year guaran-
tee which is offered by any shop in the
Association. Various kinds of guarantees
are commonplace and it would be a very
dodgy piece of garden shed technology
that didn’t come with some kind of prom-
ise of back up, and an even dodgier shop
which would consent to stock it; but the
BADA system is interesting because it’s a
transferable guarantee. “There may well
be some firstrate dealers who aren’t mem-
bers of BADA. The problem comes when
you buy from them and then you move to
away from the area.”

Then there’s an exchange guarantee
which is not unique but is consistent
throughout the BADA membership and
which must provide some very welcome
peace of mind for the poor bewildered
customer. If you choose a piece of gear as
the result of the dealer’s advice and once
you get home you find that audio Nir-
vanaisn’t quite as near as it seemed in the
shop, then you can return it for another
component or even (and this is a distinc-
tive feature) get your money back. “And
I will personally lean on any dealer who
doesn’t adhere to this,” says Michael,
showing a sudden glint of steel.

But perhaps the most revealing item in
BADA’s code of practise is its stand re-
garding something called spivving. You
might be forgiven for not knowing what
this term means; possibly the word “spiv’
conjures up the sort of dubiously flashy
dodgy-dealing character played by
George Cole in endless dreary black and
white English movies. But in hi-fi circles
the phrase has a more precise, though
closely related, meaning. Spivvingisany
form of promotion where a manufacturer
offers incentives to staff to sell specific
products; usually the sort of incentives
which feature portraits of the monarch on
one side and George Stephenson on the
other. It may not always be dirty rolls of



fivers, but whether it’s hard currency or
book tokens exchangeable on greatworks
of literature, the pattern is the same. Com-
pany reps go to the staff of the shops and
promise them bonuses for pushing cer-
tain items.

A nice little earner

This may all come as a bit of a shock to
anyone who believed that hi-fi was all
gold plated banana plugs and oxygen
free copper cables. Do such shady deal-
ings actually go on? An anonymous in-
formant, now gone on to better things,
looks back on his adventures in hi-fi re-
tail: “Iused to work Saturdays for various
retailers. And on those part-time days I'd
only sell spivved product. I wouldn't rip
the customers off but I'd make damned

Michael Lewin of BADA.

sure they’d buy whatI’d make money on.
I could earn an extra hundred quid on a
Saturday afternoon,”herecalls with spine
chilling cheerfulness.

So, spivving does exist, and needless
to say it’s unequivocally outlawed by
BADA. But providing a code of practise
for dealers is just part of the organisa-
tion’s brief. In a sense it is crusading for
hi-fi, on behalf of all of us: consumers,
retailers, manufacturers and journalists
alike. Michael Lewin is passionately com-
mitted to trying to improving the image
of hi-fi in this country. “Hi-fi has an ap-
palling profile in Britain. In 1985 it was
number five in the list of desirable pur-
chases. Now it’s 14 going on 17. There’s
an appalling lack of interest here and it’s
a major problem that we have.”

Why does he feel that we're in this
situation? “Things have got worsein terms
of public perception and disposable in-
come is very low. There is an interest but
it is not in quality. It would appear that
the majority of people in Britain are more
interested in what you might call ‘mid-fi’
oreven ‘lo-fi’. Not hi-fi. The British public
doesn’t yet understand hi-fi.

The changing market

“What we had twenty years ago was a
better informed, smaller sector of the pub-
lic. Now we are trying toappeal toa wider
sector butone whichisless well informed.
Twenty years ago saw the change from
the hobbyist to the mass market possibili-
ties of hi-fi. This was the age before vid-
eos, before home computers, pre games
systems. Other than television, hi-fi was
the only form of domesticentertainment.”
Well possibly not the only one, but as the
discussion turns to the serious facts of
Britain in the Nineties, this hardly seems
the place for cheap jokes.

“We build up large software collec-
tions but play them on appalling hard-
ware,” says Michael Lewin. And he has
some tough comments to make about that
software as well.

“The price of CDs here is absolutely
ridiculous. One of the reasons the hi-fi
industry isn’t growing in England is be-
cause software is too expensive. And it’s
too expensive because of the sheer greed
of the record companies. Sales of recorded
music are declining. It’s a classic case of
the public being manipulated by major
multinational corporations.” Indeed
Michael personally tends towards the
view that we need something like a na-
tional boycott on all recorded music to
shock the industry into recognition of the
problem.

As new formats are launched and the
digital invaders proliferate, Michael
Lewin also foresees compromisesinsound
quality. “There’s a great risk that com-
pression techniques will be seen by the
recording companies as the route to sav-
ing more money and cost cutting in pro-
duction. There’s a motion that the AES is
considering which would apply the same
compression techniques to master tapes.
That’s what really worries me.”

There may be some problems ahead
for hi-fi in the Britain of Danni Minogue,
digital compression and cardboard cities,
but it’s comforting to know that there are
individuals out there with Michael
Lewin’s level of commitmentand aware-
ness. And there may be a thousand ways
of selling hi-fi, but the BADA approach
is one that impresses with its sincerity