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The highest fidelity.
Naturally.

HD 580

Top of the range
dynamic headphone
using new duofoil
diaphragm which
virtually eliminates
sound colouration.

HD 320
Part of the new
generation of dynamic
hi-fi stereo headphones,
the HD 320 has
ergonomic styling with
a sound quality that is
designed to optimise
transparency and
clarity, whilst ensuring
a strong bass
definition.

Immerse yourself in the music. No distractions, just
pure sound reproduction.
It's no coincidence that Sennheiser headphones are
acclaimed again and again in the hi-fi press.
We set new standards of sound reproduction
and quality at the leading edge of acoustic

HD 565
s ). vary datural technology. Supremely comfortable and
R selistnarticularly near-unbreakable, the headphones are
free of distortion. A standing

ovation for such harmony of specially designed for easy replacement of parts.

d and design! J . ;
;T::sa:: andeif,:m,,ah,e With accurate, detailed response and rich pure
tone, recreate the eloquence of the instruments, the

to wear, like all
headphones in e " %
vitality of the vocals. Whatever your taste in music

this group.

you'll appreciate the transparent natural sound :?\e:::none which
quality, balanced by a wide dynamic range. produces a roomy and
2 detailed sound whilst

Now prove it. Try out our headphones for yourself. incorporating high

quality in its design
making it lightweight
and comfortable to
wear.

You'll be convinced. Naturally.

/| SENNHEISER

Sennheiser UK Ltd, Freepost, Loudwater, High Wycombe, Buckinghamshire, HP10 8BR. Telephone 0628 850811. Fax 0628 850958
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Wy He-Fi Ghocce is youwr essential choice

hatever your interest in hi-fi, this is the most

complete and authoritative hi-fi magazine you

can buy. Here’s why you should trust Hi-Fi
Choice to choose the best hi-fi for you.

Highly-respected equipment reviews

Our hi-fi group tests are the most thorough in the business. When we
test a product, we assess every facet of its performance — the way it
sounds, and itstechnicalspecifications. What’s more, our listening
tests are conducted under strict blind conditions, using an experi-
enced panel drawn from the hi-fi industry.

Unique ‘swing tags’ mark out premium products
A product carrying the Best Buy swing
tagissignificantly better than the
alternatives in its price band. It is of
excellent quality and very good
value for money. Watch out for this
logo:itisyour guarantee of quality.
Recommended products are also
very good, but not in quite the
same league as Best Buys. Despite
being runners up, however, they
are still definitely worth consider-
ing, as they may prove to be more
compatible in some systems.

Experienced writers

Between them, our reviewers and columnists
notch up over a hundred years’ experience of
listening to hi-fi. They understand what
makes equipment tick, and are able to separate the wheat from the
chaff. Barry Fox, Alvin Gold, Jimmy Hughes, Paul Messenger, Paul
Miller and Malcolm Steward are just a few of our household names,
familiar to all our regular readers.

An unparalleled hi-fi pedigree

Hi-Fi Choice has been choosing hi-fi since 1975. We’ve seen the arrival
of compact disc, and the decline of vinyl LP records. We’ve witnessed
the birth of DCC and MiniDisc, but still find much to applaud in good
old-fashioned cassette tape. We’ve seen valve amplifiers recede from
favour only to come roaring back again. In hi-fi as in life, experience
counts. We’ve got plenty.

Getting In Touch With Hi-Fi Choice

Please take a minute to read this information about the services we
provide to readers, including telephone numbers for further information
and help with reader service problems.

Members of the editorial team deeply regret that they cannot accept
personal calls under any circumstances.

Queries
Accepted by letter only to the fax number, e-mail or snail-mail addresses
below. Please don’t phone! Mark your message or envelope ‘Help!’.

Messages for the Editorial Team
Accepted by letter only to the fax number, e-mail or snail-mail addresses
below. Please don’t ’phone! Mark your message or envelope ‘Write On!’.

Reader Classified Advertisements
Advertise equipment you wish to sell forjust £5. See page 87 in this issue
for the coupon — entries accepted by letter only.

Subscriptions — see page 45 in this issue

Telephone (01858) 468888

Fax (01858) 434958
We strongly recommend that you take out a subscription to ensure you
receive a personal copy of Hi-Fi Choice every month. What’s more, ifyou
subscribe now you can choose a FREE CD! If you have a problem with exist-
ingsubscriptions, ’phone our subscription fulfilment company, Tower
Publishing, on the above number. Make sure you’ve got your subscriber
number to hand (printed at the top of your subscription address label).

Back Issues — see page 81 of this issue

Telephone (01789) 490215

Fax (01789) 490878
Back issues of most the recent issues are available — please call our mail-
order fulfilment company, Dennis Direct, on the above number. We regret
that at present, we are unable to supply photocopies of articles which are
out of print. However, we hope to make this service available shortly .
Please watch this space for details.

Exclusive Reader Offers — see page 79 of this issue
Telephone (01789) 490215
Fax (01789) 490878
We have awide selection of quality accessories and other merchandise,
available to Hi-Fi Choice readers around the world. Get it delivered directly
toyourdoor!

Hi-Fi Choice, Dennis Publishing Ltd., 19 Bolsover Street, LONDON W1P 7H]

Fax: (0171) 3233547
e-mail: 100433.1130@compuserve.com
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Does your head hurt?

ound quality is a slippery thing.

More slippery, in fact, than a

family of eels on holiday in a
bucket of extra-virgin olive oil. The nature
of' sound is incredibly hard to quantify,
butitis capable of arousing powerful
emotions. And being humans, we get
insecure when we are powerfully moved
by things we don’t understand.

Our response to this —well, my
response at least— is to ponder the human
senses and the way we interpret them.
After all, the main purpose of TV and
audio equipment is to provide heightened
stimulus to the senses; and magazines
such as this one exist only to explore how
and why our cortexes derive pleasure
from the input of sounds or images.

I use the word ‘explore’ advisedly,
because the quest for ‘perfect’ or even
‘better’ sound ventures often onto
uncharted territory.

Why? Well, it’s an inescapable fact that
we know much more about the
machinery which produces sound and
pictures than the effect those sounds and
pictures have on us. The machines are
much easier to investigate than the
effects. A CD player can be hooked uptoa
test bench without trouble; but the head
cannot be calibrated so easily.

However, being unable to get inside the
brain does not prevent us from knowing
what works and what doesn’t. The brain is
like the classic ‘black box’ used in
electronic theory. It doesn’t matter what
goes on inside the black box as long as we
can measure what goes in and out, and
establish a relationship between the two.
With hifi, we can feed the ear known
signals, then discover which ones have a
pleasurable effect.

Scientifically-minded hi-fi boffins have
now been experimenting with the ear
long enough to know what works and
what doesn’t. Their data, gathered in a
scientific manner, is used to support
theories about designing hi-fiequipment
for optimum pleasure to the ear. But they
can’t always prove why it sounds good;

they just know it does. Other practitioners
don’teven attempt to understand why a
certain piece of hi-fi sounds good, or just
invent arcane reasons. These are just a few
reasons why hi-fi is sometimes an elusive
topic to comprehend. And precisely
because it is elusive, only a select band of
individuals (that’s you, readers) have the
insight and patience to investigate this
matter in depth.

Does it matter if we don’t understand
how hii affects the brain? If we know how
to get the sound we like, what’s the
problem? Should we stop worrying about
this and instead think laterally about how
to extend existing hi-fi technology into
other areas which might benefit from it?

These questions and many more will tax
your intrepidness in months and years to
come. Meridian’s ‘Digital Wonderland’, as
tested in this issue, represents one
possible future for hi-fi. And Meridian is
not the only ‘serious’ hi-fi purveyor to be
seriously investigating the promise of
multichannelsound.Another deck of
Tarot cards is currently being dealt for the
CD format, now that two possible high-
density mass-market successors have been
announced. (More on this next month).
And mainstream hi-fi manufacturers are
increasingly looling outside the confines
of traditional audio markets, hoping to
bring the emotional power of quality
sound toaudio-visual areas which so far
have explored only the visual. It’s enough
to make your head hurt; butwe’ll try to
ease the pain as much as possible.

BeforeIgo, allow me to apologise that
page numbers indicated on the Directory
Introduction
are slightly at
variance with
reality. Normal
service will be
resumed as
soon as
possible!

Stan Vincent,
Editor

2 Hi-Fi Choice
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March 1995 No. 140
| 152 Personal Messages

Paul Messenger has recently

discovered the joys of
removing the damping from

speaker cabinets —just like

| 4 Update

“Ilove the smell of news in the

morning...it smells of victory.”
At Hi-Fi Choiceit also smells of Jimmy Hughes!
solder and wood-glue.
| 120 Sessions .
| 46 Amplifiers
Eight of the mostimportant

Includes Audio Innovations P1
phono amp and the stunning

Blue Room House Pod speaker . amps between £400 and £600

are brought in for questioning.

| 62 Cassette Decks

Alvin Gold listens out for the
best cassette deck among the

eighton his testslab.

FEATURES

| 20 Digital Wonderland

An exclusive ten-page look
ataspectacularvision of the
future... Meridian’s Digital

Theatre system.

CHOICE MATTERS

| 9 Next month

The best new hi-fi will be on
display in the next Choice.

_| 18 Statements

The Best of British loudspeaker

design shapes upin the form
of the superb Ruark Equinox.Is

itassmooth asitlooks?

| 32 Help
A few words from our experts
could transform your system.

| 37 Write On
Readers expound volubly on
everything to do with hi-fi.

| 43 Competition
We have over £1,600 worth
of Pioneer hi-fiequipment for

you to win.

| 2 Choice Words
Stan Vincent ponders
anew the thorny question

of sampling rates and the
significance of supposedly

ultrasonic frequencies to
musicreplay.

| 39 215t Century Fox
Barry Fox reports that when it
comes to downloading music,
the information superhighway
is more like a dirt-track.

| 45 Subscriptions
How to get Hi-Fi Choice
delivered to your door.

| 79 Special Offers

The finest hi-fi goodies —
exclusive to Choicereaders.

| 87 Readers’ Classified

The only place tobuy the
bestin pre-loved hi-fi.

| 95 Buyer’s Guide
The most comprehensive list
of current hi-fi products.

| 127 The Directory

All the current products that
have been reviewed in Choice.

| 41 Radiohead
Radio Four is getting seriously
Surrounded with its new radio
plays. Kevin Hilton reports.
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M ultinational titans Philips and Sony have
announced a proposed High Density Compact
Disc capable of storing 3.7 Gigabytes ofinformation. This
is more than five times the amount of data held on an
conventional CD. Disc track and pit size need to be
reduced, which means using an enhanced laser for
reading. There’s even further talk of double layer discs
holding 7.4 Gigabytes, using technology being
developed in collaboration with multimedia baron 3M.

Early documentation suggests that Philips and Sony
are looking beyond straightforward music reproduction.
The high density CD can hold over two hours’ worth of
MPEG-2 qualityvideo along with compressed digital
audio and sub-titling. The computerindustry is also
interested in HDCD for extending CD-ROM’s capabilities.

How HDCD will affect the music-buying publicisn't at
all clear. One UK-based CD player manufacturer, who
sources components from Philips, told Hi-Fi Choice:
“We’ve not heard a peep out of Philips about HDCD.” A
spokesperson for Philips’ UK PR company subsequently
said: “What happens regarding music CDs really

SInclair-Wood Associates has
adapted its Retriever
Broadcast CD Automation system
fordomestic and industrial users.
The system (whichincludes a Denon
D1200F 200-disc CD auto-changer,
software and cables) requires an
IBM PC-style computer running
Microsoft Windows to controliit.

Retriever allows users to build a
selection of music programs by
programming the PC with details of
therequired tracks from the
changer’s bank of 200 discs.
Parameters include Artist, Title,
Style, Year and so on. This enables
you to construct a program that

would, for example play
onlytracks recorded in
1982 by female rock
singers. Ambitious ravers
with a passion for
exercising their keyboard
skills can expand the
system to run two D1200Fs
and gain access to the
contents of 400 CDs.

SWA quotes £1500as a
likely price for a single
D1200F set-up suitable for
ambitious party animals.
2 (01635) 873309 or
e-mail t0100414.3631@
compuserve.com

depends on the recording companies. They have the
options of putting around four discs’ worth of music on
one HDCD (which they’re unlikely to do) recording in five-
channels at higher sampling rates, or combining video
and musicon asingle disc.” He confirmed that HDCD
players would still play current CDs, so existing music
collections won’t become redundant.

The arrival of MiniDisc and DCCinitially generated
uncertainty among buyers about future music-carrying
formats. The announcement of a proposed new CD
format by Philips and Sony looks set to muddy the waters
further. The companies plan to finalise the proposed
specifications for HDCD by mid-1995.

Stop Press: It’s Disc Wars! A conglomerate of
manufacturers (Thomson-TCE, Toshiba, Matsushita, JVC,
Pioneer, Hitachi) have joined forces with several
Hollywood studios to announce Digital Video Disc, a
double-sided 12o0mm disc claimed to store upto 10
Gigabytes, while maintaining backwards compatibility
with conventional CD. The standard is expected to be
finalised by March. Lookout for more details next month.

Golden Retriever

Now far's what | ¢all a compilation!

UPDAIE

As reported by our man on the hi

frontline, Malcolm C Steward

High Density CD /he
format proposed

Epos
crowd

pos Acoustics has finally
launched the £1,505 ES25 after
an elephantine gestation period.

: The ES25 adds afloor-standerto the

popularrange that include models
ES14 and ES11. First demonstrated
at the Winter Consumer Electronics
Show in Las Vegas, the £S25 follows

Long-gestated ES25s from Epos

its predecessors’ lead by using drive
units exclusively developed for the
design, along with a minimalist
crossover network. The driver line-
up comprises a 2smm alloy dome
tweeter, a165mm midrange driver

:and a200mm bass unit.

The latter only handles low bass
frequencies, rolling off sharply at

© 300Hz. It doesn’t rely upon

boundary reinforcement to deliver
its optimum balance, and can
produce prodigious LF in a free-
standing position. The ES25’s
speaker terminals allow flexibility
for different wiring configurations —
tri-amplification is recommended.
= (01705) 407722
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God speaks
from Scotland

No smoke signals from Linn’s new pre-amp, the Wakonda

emonstrating its uncanny skill

for christening products with
eccentric names, Linn has released
the Wakondaremote-controlled
pre-amplifier. Named after a Red
Indian god, the Wakonda
incorporatesthe Brilliantswitched
mode power supply foundinLinn’s
more expensive kit. The pre-amp
comes in line-level-only and phono-
equipped versions priced at £524
and £593 respectively.

Wakonda draws on the

development of Linn’s Majik control

amplifier, with respect to surface-
mount technology, flexibility and
upgradeability using Sneaky
modules (that’s in addition to the
line driver or line receiver stages
from Linn’s Knekt multi-room
system). The Wakondaalso has a
specially designed integral
headphone socket, whose output
stage, the makers say, will not
degrade the source signal if the
latteris also being routed to the
pre-amp’s main outputs.

@ (0500) 888909

JBL sweetens the
listening room

wo new high-end

loudspeakers from JBL
aimto banish the traditional
stereo hot-seat. Instead of a
‘sweet spot’, they provide a
‘sweet area’. Luxuriating in the
grand title of Stabilised
Imaging Loudspeakers, the
52600 and S3100 use ‘leading
edge acoustic science’ to
provide a wider soundstage
areaso that off-axis listeners
— the folks sitting at either end
ofthe sofa — canalso
appreciate decent imagery.

The technology used in both

models derives from the fabled
Everest DD5500 monitor. The
SILs use compression drivers
and asymmetrical horn loading to
generate constant sound pressure
levels over a wide listening area. The
£4,50052600and the £5,700 S3100
bothincorporate titanium
diaphragm high-frequency drivers
coupled with fibreglass composite
bass drivers — the 52600 is
equipped with a 12-inch unit while
the S3100 holds a 15-inch unit.

Both speakers offer high
efficiency — 92dB forthe S2600 and
94dB for the S3100 — and are bi-
wirable. Impedance is six Ohms and,
in keeping with )BL’s rock monitor
heritage, power handlingisn’ta
problem: they’ll endure a beating
from amplifiers delivering up to
4ooWatts per channel.
= (0181) 2075050

Marantz
rolls out a
barrel

barrel of new productsthatis,
including several exotic and
intriguing new releases.

CominginJuneis the CD-23 CD
player. Priced at £4,000, this bold-
looking, minimalist, top-loader
features a CDMg Pro transport
mechanismanda DAC7D/A
converter. Its output stage uses a
discrete version of the Marantz
Hyper Dynamic Amplifier Module,
which claims to outperform
conventional operational amplifiers
in key areas. HDAM’s transient
response is said to be eight times
faster than the popular 5532 op-
amp, and the circuit gives a 4dB
improvementin signal to noise ratio.

Available now, for £3,000, is the
PM1s integrated amplifier. Built on a
die-cast copper-plated chassis for
improved performance, the PM15 is
no shrinking violet: it has an RMS
power rating of 150Watts per
channelinto an eight Ohm load,
rising to 250W per channel into four
Ohms. Inputs include a moving
magnet/moving coil phono stage,
along with six line-level connections
and two tape circuits, controlled by
anindependent selector.

Inthe more affordable bracket are
the DC-1010 and DC-1020 dual units.
These slim-line (77mm tall) boxes
shoe-horn a front-loading CD player
and an auto-reverse cassette deck
intoasingle case. The DC-1010is
available now and costs £500, while
the DC1020 (shown below) adds the
convenience of a motorised drawer.
= (01753) 680868

IN BRIEF

Pinnacle Audio’s £3,250 Classic is
a striking loudspeaker design that
eschews the traditional wooden
cabinet. It uses a mineral polymer
material for its enclosure and
stand, to provide both visual
appeal and a detailed, open sound
quality. A leather-covered front
baffle and polished hardwood
frame further enhance its appear-
ance. The cabinet, which is ported,
houses a 20omm bass driver and a
28mm doped plastic cone tweeter.
These integrate through a hard-
wired, bi-wirable crossover using
polypropylene capacitors and air-
cored inductors.

@ (01935) 823694.

Danish loudspeaker manufacturer
Jamo now offers a range of cables
to connect your speakers to your
amplifier. Four types are available,
all using multi-conductor oxygen-
free copper cable. The range starts
with AGoys, an o.75mm cable,
costing £0.99 per metre. AG150, a
1.5mm cable, costs £1.49 per
metre, while the 2.smm AG250
costs £1.99 per metre. The heavy
duty 4mm AG400 tops the range
and costs £2.99 per metre.

2 (01327) 301300

It is with great sadness that we
have to report the death of Mukul
Shah of Musical Images in London.
He will be deeply missed. Our
deepest sympathies go out to his
family, friends and the staff of
Musical Images.

Due to administrative difficulties,
there have been a number of price
errors in both the Simply Systems
supplement and the recent loud-
speaker group test. We aim to
eliminate all such errors, and apol-
ogise for any inconvenience we
may have caused our readers.

Finally, sincere sorries to Chimera
for getting the company’s phone
number almost completely wrong.
In fact, the real number is (0181)
444 1951. Please disregard any
previous numbers we’ve quoted!.

The DC-1020 is just one item from Marantz’s intriguing new product
range. It incorporates a CD player and auto-reverse cassette deck in
one slim-line box. Its sister model, the DC-1010, is now available in

the UK. If home taping is your bag, here’s the place to start.

YOU MUST READ THIS!

Perusing Hi-Fi Choice is the best way to

acquire instant guru-ship in matters

audiophilical, but you won’t be a complete
oracle of consumer electronics wisdom until

you have also read our sister magazine HomEe

, which will tell you
everything you need to know about large
TVs, Nicam videos, Dolby Surround, satellite
dishes, cable gear and other stuff. March
issue on sale Friday February 17th.

Which one’s for you?

Sienashoestiog. | 3
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The sound of

|/ SENNHEISER

A showcase of fine ear-wear from the company which
celebrates its 5oth anniversary this yeatr.

ew companies in the audio industry
Fcommand a reputation as high as that

of Sennheiser. Beyond any other, this
brand-name summons up images of quality
headphones — for the ordinary listener in
the street as much as for the audiophile or
professional studio engineer.

This German company has produced head-
phones and microphones since its early days
in an old farmhouse near Hanover, 50 years
ago. Over the years, Sennheiser has adhered
closely to its policy of producing high-
quality, innovative products that are both
reliable and competitively priced. Yet
Sennheiser also produces some of the most
luxuriously exotic reflections of the head-
phone makers art. Here we focus on key
models from more than 20 in the company’s
range. Other aspects of the Sennheiser story
are told in Pocket Power, the supplement
accompanying this issue of Hi-Fi Choice.

Orpheus: Go with the glow
3 7~_ fg9,652is a
/

substantial sum
~for a set of
“headphones,
but the electro-
by fstatic Orpheus

@ i

system is more
“than just a way
to listen discreetly. In fact, it’s more than
just an accomplished electrostatic, since in
exchange for your hard-earned you also get
adedicated valve energiser cum amplifier
cum DAC. Moreover, this product is as much
artistic statement as it is hi-fi esoterica.

Looking like a stainless steel and chromi-
um amphitheatre, the casework contains a
Philips BitStream D to A converter in addi-
tion to a single line-level input, while the
Orpheus headphone itself is made from
beech, gold and almost gossamer-thin
sheets of honeycombed glass.

A strictly limited edition, the Orpheus
headphone combination has been applaud-
ed by critics and buyers alike as one of the
best headphones ever conceived.

FOR MORE INFORMATION ON SENNHEISER
PRODUCTS, OR THE NAME OF YOUR NEAREST
DEALER, PLEASE CALL 01628 850811.

6 Hi-Fi Choice March 1995

HE60/HEV70: High-tech headware
il N the best
traditions of the
" space
& programme and
Formula One
racing cars,
exotic
technology can
often “filter down’ to a wider audience. So it
was that Orpheus became spiritual ancestor
to Sennheiser’s superb HE60/HEV 70 electro-
static headphones. This £1,000 combo draws
heavily from the Orpheus project, using a
Class A MOSFET amplifier and ALPs poten-
tiometer in the purpose-built HEV70, while
the luxurious HE60 headphone combines
advanced micron-thick gold diaphragm tech-
nology with a velvet and leather exterior.

HD 580: Definitely dynamic

i Sernheises’s
continuous
programme of
leading-edge
research and
development
has also

g 8 improved the

performance of dynamic headphone designs.
The £190 HD 580 Precision is the flagship of
Sennheiser’s current dynamic headphone
range, and deploys a completely new
transducer design. This uses two Mylar films
to produce one rigid diaphragm, for reduced
distortion, and it also benefits from a new
Neodymium Iron magnet for better control of
low frequencies. Even the leads are interwo-
ven with Kevlar for strength — structural
rigidity is a key feature in this design.

e

IS 850: Look ma, no wires!

The new IS 850
headphone

b (£830)is
unique for
combining the
convenience of
cordless
operation with
the sound quality of “tethered” ’phones.
This is achieved by using digital infra-red

transmission and leaving digital to analogue
conversion to be performed on the headset
itself. This distinctive dynamic headphone
operates on a pair of AA batteries, and
contains all electronics needed to control
volume and balance, in addition to the
Crystal Delta Sigma DAC. The infra-red
transmitter ‘base-station’ contains an
analogue-to-digital converter for line-level
sources, while digital CD signals can be
transmitted directly to the listener.

HD 25: Closed, not closed-down
Although Sennheiser
can claim to have
_made popular the
-now-dominant open-
back headphone
(which dates back all
the way to the HD 414
in 1968), the company
has not abandoned
the closed back design for use in noisy envi-
ronments or for studio mastering.

The HD 25 was originally designed to be
used in professional high-quality monitoring
applications. The domestic version, the £144
HD 255P, combines all the advantages of a
classic closed headphone, with ruggedness
enough for semi-professional use in clubs
and discos. Plus, it means you can play
music while the rest of the family watch TV!

5 Series: The new pretenders

Sennheiser’s
resolute high
technology
stance means
that products
are continually
upgraded. The
latest products
to undergo transformation are the three 5
Series models, the £90 535, £110 545 and
£130 565. The three headphones in the
range all sport the new Duofoil diaphragm,
developed for the HD 580 Precision, while
both 545 and 565 use copper-clad alloy wire
drive coils for superb transient response.
The 565 benefits additionally from selected
drive units and the HD580’s 99.99 percent
pure OFC leads, woven with Kevlar.




WINTER CES REPORT

VEGAS VETTED

Malcolm C Steward with news of all that was good at Winter CES

t this year’s Winter
Consumer Electronics
Show in Las Vegas, the

most exciting hi-fi products came
from loudspeaker manufacturers.
Rewardingly, British names were
well to the fore, with perhaps the
most fascinating debutante being
the Kingston model from Celestion.
In afittingly glitzy fashion, the
Kingston’s appearance was areal
eye-opener. However, unlike many
of Neon City’s loudest attractions,
this had depth and substance: not
only did it look outstanding,italso
soundedextremely engaging.

The Kingston represents a
continuation of Celestion’s
pioneering work with cabinet
materials, and uses an aggregate
(Alphacrystal) enclosure shaped
like a bulbous fin. Abriefaudition
suggested that this design, which
has no parallel surfaces, does much
to eliminate smearing and
coloration. Its bass sounded notably
fast and powerful, especially
considering the modest dimensions
of this two-way. Vocal recordings
seemed unusually open and
expressive. The speaker will retailin
the UK foraround £2,000.

ExpatriateGlaswegian Roy Hall
had several treatsin store for press
visitors to the room of his company,
Music Hall. Among these was the
new Epos ES25. This imposing,

in moving magnet and moving coil
versions, these will sell in the UK for
around £100 and £120 respectively.
Another noteworthy item was
Creek’s remote volume control,
which could be used to connect, say,
aCD player and power amp system.
It will sell foraround £100. There’s a
similarly proportioned headphone
amplifierin the pipe-line, as well as
acleveradd-on device for turning
stereo power amplifiers into
bridged-mono amplifiers.
Lilliputian boxes were also
creating interest in the Audio
Alchemy room. The American outfit
had many products on display, but
most interest centred on the new
DACMAN D-to-A converter. Intended
as an upgrade for low-to-medium-
priced CD players, it has auto-
switching optical and electrical
inputs, with captive output leads
from Tara Labs. It uses a Crystal
Semiconductor receiver and DAC
chips, and comes with an external
powersupply. US price is $129
(approximately £84). For more
affluent digiphiles, Audio Alchemy
was showing its third generation
DDE — the Digital Decoding Engine
v3.0 — which features a Pacific
Microsonics High Definition CD filter
and Analog Devices’ 20-bit 1862
DACs. Other products included the
VITB (Vac-in-the-box), Vinyl to
Analog converter phono pre-

!
z

The Ministry of Daft
Captions presents:
neena, neena,
neena, neena
DACMAN! (We
seemed fug
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floor-standing, three-way sounded
soberingly muscular and musical,
driven for the occasion by Creek A42
power amplifiers.

Hall was also showing another
Creek product that would gladden
the heart of any vinyl junkie: the
pocket-sized, fully discrete OBH-8
phono pre-pre-amplifier. Available

amplifier, and the HPAv1.0
headphone amplifier.

New speakers from KEF featured
somesslickindustrial design.
Particularly outstanding in this
respect were the ceiling-mounted
Ci200QTs. These respond to a
musicalinput by lowering
themselves automatically from their

It’s goodbye to cabinet coloration wjth
Celestlon S post- odern Kingston

mountings rather like inverted pop-
up car head lamps.

The revived Coda range has
grown from one to three speakers
with the addition of the 8and 9
models. Expect to see these in the
UK around April or May, priced at
approximately £200 and £300
respectively. At about the same time
the new Reference Model 4 will
appear, costing ‘considerably more
thanthe Codas.’

The Phil Jones-designed Platinum
speakers, mentionedin last month's
news pages, were making glorious
noises on demonstration inthe
Sahara Hotel. Looking exquisite, the
Solo two-way bookshelf model was
going lower and louder than many
floor-standers I’'ve heard. 75 US
dealers and distributors from 28
countriestookon therange, but no-
one from England signed on the
dottedline. One company made an
appointmentbut failed to show up.
Big mistake, guys.

Anothersurprise from another
loudspeaker manufacturer, Mission,

wasn’t a loudspeaker ,but what
promises to be the final prototype of
the AV-Gram. This unassuming
device looked outwardly like a
simple support fora TV monitor, but
it does rather more. Tucked into the
compact cabinet were a stereo
subwoofer, a centre channel
speaker, five-hundred Watts of
amplification, an AM/FM tuner,
Dolby Pro Logic and musical DSP
stages, as well as two equipment
shelves. This Trojan Horse-like
home entertainment centre
incorporates the Cyrus Bus
communications system, which
allows it to integrate with other
similarly equipped components.
However, the mostingenious (or
daftest) product at the show had to
be the Timisis Life Clock, which
counts down the remaining hours
and minutes of your statistical
lifetime and issues motivational
messages while doing so. It struck
me as the perfect gift for all those
audiophiles who spend too much
time tinkering with their systems...
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SYSTEM APART.

With the high-spec, new
style Denon D-F10 you can
have all the hi-fi you can
handle - now or in the future.

Because unlike many

other mini systems, the remote

controlled amp, cassette deck,
CD player, RDS tuner and

DENON
: speakers can all be bought

as separates to integrate with

your existing components, or as

a complete system that looks as

impressive as it sounds.

So if you want to hear more,-

‘ check your nearest Denon stockist.
'“5 You'll find it's not just

w quality that sets the D-F10 apart.

e e e o e e e o e S o S e e e e e e e e e e e S )

For details of this, or any of our other products, please telephone Denon BrochureLine: 0234 741200 or return this coupon to: HFC 3/9
DENON, FREEPOST, HAYDEN HOUSE, CHILTERN HILL, CHALFONT ST. PETER, GERRARDS CROSS, BUCKS SL9 9BS.

Name: e o -2 00~ o - - - - = Addieses - = 2 —— - -

postcode; — ——  ——  Tel. Not

O Amplifiers. O Tuners. O Cassette Decks. O Compact Disc Players.
O Receivers. [0 Mini Systems. O A/V Amplifiers. O In-Car HiFi.
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AND JUST LOOK WHAT'’S INSIDE NEXT MONTH’S ISSUE:

CDPLAYER EXTRAVAGANZA
Eight of the finest £300-£400 CD players are put through Paul Miller’s
rigorous test procedures. Gasp! As we spare no effort to find out which
measure up. Watch! Those digits squeal while our listening panel checks out
each machine. Denon, Marantz, Sony are just three of the brands on test.

Holy home-recording
giveaway, Batman —
it’s the amazing Maxell
UDII-CD tape, worth
f£1.29!Andit’s FREE*
to Hi-Fi Choice readers
with the April1994
issue. Don’t miss out,
reserve your Copy now.

SMALL BUT BEAUTIFULLY FORMED
Paul Messenger throws out some paperbacks in anticipation of eight budget
bookshelf boxes from £100 to £250. Full measurements and results from the
blind listening panel will attempt to answer the perennial speaker question.
Candidates include new models from Mission, Mordaunt-Short and Tannoy.

DIG THOSE DIGITS
Psst! Love the Meridian Digital Active Speakers featured in this issue, but
can’t match the price tag? Then try the new Philips all-digital speaker system
forsize. It’s smaller, it’s cheaper, but is it any good? Will it make Paul
Messenger switch from vinyl to polycarbonate? Find out next month!

PLUS...
® Renaissance Walkmen: Philips’ DCC 170 personal faces up to
mini MiniDisc players from Sharp and Sony.
* Sessions reviews on Arcam’s new Delta 29oP power amp and Heybrook’s
latest Heystak floorstanding speaker — and lots more.

April 1995 issue on-sale Friday 10 March

*We would like to gvelhe wholeworld a free glﬂ, butdueto pi ill not have a tape on the cover. However,
alluk and i ies will come ¢ \mth this handy, i i - tte-deck accessory.
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SESSIONS

This month’s magazinual dip into the hi-fi jamboree bag

PHONO AMPLIFIER

() Superb addition to line-
only amps for LP fans;
highly involving sound.

() Beprepared to getnosleep
while you rediscoveryour
record collection.

or anyone with a passion
forvinyl, dedicated
phono stages are a god-

send. Since the advent of the CD

player and the subsequent rise
of CD-only systems, the number
and quality of line-level-only
preamps has grown. Indeed, it
occasionally seems that decent
preamps with decent phono
stages are a dying breed. As a
result,a number of companies
have started to make dedicated
high-quality phono-to-line step-
up devices, some solid state,
some using valves. The Audio
Innovations P1 falls into the
second group. As with other
amps from Audio Innovations,
the P1is a quality product
throughout —good components
have been used and the RIAA
equalisation curve has been
accurately matched. More
importantly, it sounds good.

The P1ishoused in Audio
Innovations’ familiar casework,
with the internal components
on view, neatly laid out. The
circuit uses two valves (an ECC88
and ECC83), lifting a measly
moving magnetoutput to line
level. With average use
(Innovations reckon on four
hours a day), the valves should
last about four years. Don’t
worry if you use a moving coil at
the front end; by the time you
read this, a matching step-up
transformer, the T1, should be
available at about £60-ish, which
will give you an MC-to-line step-
up for about £360.

Asingle knob on the front
turns the uniton, and thenall
you need to do is play records.

Treat your vinyl collection

to Audio Innovations’ P1, and
discs will never gather dust again

It’s as simple as that. And once |
started playing records I found it
difficult to stop. There are few
pieces of kit which warrant
sheer unadulterated pleasure in
use, and this was one of them. A
surprising amount of long-
unplayed vinyl passed under the
stylus while ' had the P1in my
possession. Its greatest strength
is that it sounds so natural.
Background noise was absent
until the volume was turned
full-up, and there was no hint of
any graininess about the
presentation. The other
common ‘nasty’ —50Hz mains
hum —wasalso absent, allowing
an unfettered enjoyment of low
organ pedals.

Dynamics were well handled,
with an ease and sense of space
which many other phono
sections, especially ‘on-board’
ones, would struggle to match.
The P1was exemplary, with a
fine balance of low level
information, and just the right
amount of ‘zing’ when needed.

The best test is, perhaps,
how long it stayed on.
Afterall, ifyou can’t
¥ listen toit for long, it
¢ can’tbeanygood, canit?
. Well,itwenton when it
~ arrived, and wasn’t turned
" offand unplugged until it
* had tobe sent back. The P1

will put the life backinto
' your record collection, and is

sure to makemusicfor along
time to come.

Jimmy Hughes

Audio Components Ltd, Albany
Court, Albany Road, Granby Ind.
Est., Weymouth, Dorset DT4 9TH
= (01305) 761017
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AMPLIFIER

Orelle SA-100
integrated
amplifier

0 Clean, natural, articulate
sound.

) Nophono stage.

relle has excelled itself

with the new SA-100

integrated amplifier.
Aimed at the serious enthusiast
on a tight budget who wants
superlative sound quality rather
than features or facilities, the
SA-100 offers a clean, powerful
sound thatis refined yet tactile
and dynamic. Listening, you’d
almost think that it costs two or
three times the price, suchisits
clarity, naturalness and
presence. Tonally, it sounds full
and open, with excellent
separation of voices and
instruments. It’s very clean and
lacks unwanted hi-fi brilliance,
butdoesn’t sound overly polite
or bland. Quite the opposite; it
sounds immediate and focused,
butalso relaxed and friendly.

Bassis firm and articulate,

impressing with its depth and
sheer weight. Output is SOW per
channel, and the amp is direct-
coupled, with no capacitors in
the signal path. Six line inputs
are offered (there’s no phono
stage), and the output uses
power MOSFETs. The toroidal
mains transformer must be one
of the largest ever fitted to an
integrated amp —it’s huge! This
gives the amp good power
reserves, and a feeling of
smoothness and ease even when
pushed hard. Board layout has
been designed to keep signal

Musculous but
friendly — Orelle’s SA-100 integrated amplifier

pathsveryshort, and a non-
magnetic aluminium chassis is
used to reduce the adverse
effects of stray eddy-currents.

In use, the amp barely gets
warm when played at moderate
power levels. And despite the
use of a large mains
transformer, there’s virtually no
mechanical buzz audible, even
ifyou sit close by. One set of
heavy-dutygold plated banana
sockets are fitted for the speaker
output, and there’s no
headphone socket. The
emphasis is on simplicity and
performance, not features, and
it seems to have paid off. The
Orelle SA-1001is easily one of the
bestintegrated amps currently
available; it has all the muscle
one needs for rock, plus bags of
finesse for classical. This is a very
special amp!

Jimmy Hughes

Orelle Hi-Fi, Unit 12, -'MEX House, 6
Wadsworth Road, Perivale, Middx
UB6 7]]. = (0181) 810 9388

Gamma

Gemini

PRICE: £699
() Clean, natural, articulate
sound.Asingle-ended
bargain.
) Nophono stage;
little else at the price.

hough itwasonly

founded earlierin the

year, Gamma really
pushed the boat out last
autumn. The Slough-based
company launched no fewer
than ten new products at the Hi-
Fi Show.One among them was a
diminutive integrated triode

amplifier, the Gemini. Sporting
threeline inputs, a tape output
and a measly 7Wpc power
rating, this is one of those
minimalist amps which must
leave many high-end solid-state
buffs wondering whether they
really need those steroid-
pumped super amps.

Switching the Geminion
provided no surprises. No LEDs
glowed, no sparks flew, no hum
filled the air. Peering through
theventilation slotsin the
casework revealed the now-
glowing valves, all five, warming
to their impending task—
making music.

The Geminiis asingle-ended
design, and for many, that will
be reason enough to buyit—
even unauditioned. Those with
more cautious wallets are likely
to part with their readies just as
happily once they’ve heard it.
Single-ended working is perhaps
the simplest, even if not the
most efficient, way of
amplifying an audiosignal.
With good components to get
the best out of the design, the
Geminiis areal bargain at £599.

In sound quality, the Gemini
is apeach. Switch iton, leave it
for acoupleof minutes to settle
down, and (once run in)itwill
give a trulyamazing sound. CD,
radio broadcasts or tape can all

The Gamma
Gemini is living (!)
proof that size doesn’t matter
sound stunningly good through
this device.

Allied to a good CD player and
some efficient speakers, the
Geminiwill charm the very best
outof your music collection.
Bass is strong, tight and very
clean for such a modest design.
It may lack the ultimate in
welly,butthat’s to be expected —
with 7Wpc you’ll need
indecently large horns to run to
realistic volume levels. The mid-
range is very open and free,
giving remarkable insightinto
the music, especially vocals and
solo instruments like flute, oboe
and some of the brass, which can
be very difficult to reproduce
convincingly. At the top end,
triangles decayed quite freely
and naturally. Dynamics and
low-level detail were startling in
their realism, too.

It’s difficult to fault the
Gemini. Sure, it doesn’t quite
have quite the beguiling
qualities of the more
unaffordable designs, but then,
for £599 you’d be hard-pressed
to match this design for sheer
sound quality and enjoyment.
Chris Beeching

Gamma Acoustics,

Ivy Lodge, 81 Sussex Place,
Slough, Berks SL1 INN

= (01753) 526939
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The Bose® Lifestyle® Music Systems

Finally, the simple beau

of music.

Lifelike sound.
Elegance. Simplicity.

Born from a new
system technology

“No visible speakers, no stack of components,
nothing that looks like sound equipment... Hit the
start button and suddenly the room fills with music
of exemplary clarity and fullness.”
Hans Fantel, The New York Times

Now you can get this revolutionary award
winning music system. Fill your home with || 2|
the power and simple beauty of music -
instead of bulky, complicated equipment.

Listen to Stereo Everywhere® Speakers and enjoy
lifelike sound at any volume level. The system is
easier to use than your telephone. With the radio
controlled handset you can operate the entire
system from anywhere in your home - upstairs,
downstairs, through walls, even from outside.
Choose the Bose Lifestyle® Music System that suits
you best — and let it grow with your demands.
Spend only minutes for a demonstration at your
Bose Dealer — and have music for a lifetime!

For full details on your nearest Bose dealer call
FREEPHONE BOSE 0800 317942

" -/ /- =

Better sound through research.

BOSE LIMITED, TRINITY TRADING ESTATE, SITTINGBOURNE, KENT ME10 2PD



Make sure
your CDs are
properly clamped for a

good clean on Maxell’s HydroBath -

ACCESSORY

Maxell
HydroBath
CD Cleaner

() Effective cleaning action
without contact.

) Discclampcould be
more positive.

leaning dirty CDs is

trickier thanitlooks;

it’s easy to scratch the
soft polycarbonate surfacein the
process. While these fine
scratches may not affect the
playing quality of a disc, they
can spoil its appearance.
Maxell’s HydroBath is unique, as
it cleans without contact. It’s
like a washing machine for CDs;
the first stage jets special Maxell
cleaning fluid on the disc
surface asitspins at high speed.
After 30 seconds, it then goes
into reverse and spin-dries the
CD, leaving it virtually dry. The
whole process is automatic and
takes abouta minute.

The HydroBath is easy to use
and extremely effective at
removing finger marks and dust
from the disc surface. Sufficient
fluid is supplied to clean about
100 CDs, but for maximum
efficiency you need to treat discs
in batches, rather than justone
or two, because the pump that

applies the fluid to the disc only
works if a sufficient amount is
used. A long cleaning session
(say, 20 or more CDs in quick
succession) may cause the
cleaning fluid to froth and leave
foam remains on the disc
surface, so it’s a good idea to
manually remove any excess
foam while cleaningisin
progress.In addition, it’s very
important that the CD is firmly
anchored before cleaning starts.
Otherwise, it can fly off the
turntable during operation with
dire results.

One particular discwith an
over-sized centre hole came off
during the wash process, and
suffered slight damage as it
skidded around the inside of the
HydroBath. Given that this is
likely to be arelativelycommon
problem, Maxell should
consider redesigning the disc
clamp or add a safetyring in the
lid that would stop the CD from
jumping off the centre spindle.

An ‘Off’ button would also be
useful, should the disc clamp
fail. However, on normal CDs,
the HydroBath proved highly
effective at removing
fingermarks and debris, leaving
disc surfaces spotlessly clean
and improving sound quality.
Jimmy Hughes.

Makxell Europe Ltd, 3a High Street,
Rickmansworth, Herts WD3 1HR
= (01923) 777171

Celestion

MP1 speakers

() Clear, powerful sound that
isn’t too brash.

) Aslight compression in the
middle; distressingly ugly.

retty they ain’t. Looking

asiftheyhad just

landed from the Planet
Hi-Fi, the new Celestion MP1s
tilt at a funny angle, stand on
two weird feet and look as flimsy
as cling-film. But before
Celestion fans get out their
poison pens, it must be said that
looks can be very deceptive.

Celestion suggests that the

MP1s can be used as a front
stereo pair, with orwithouta
subwoofer, or as surrounds in an
AV system. Both suggestions
were therefore tried. As a front
pair, the need for a subwoofer is
amatter of taste; they can
certainly provide a hefty dollop
of bass that will make you think
twice about their size. The MP1s
chugged along quite happily to
the sound track of The
Nightmare Before Christmas,
with a clear enough sound to
allowyou to hear all the
instruments. When turned up
loud, theystill held control over

the music. The treble never
sounded too bright, yet
remained soft enough to be
pleasing to the ear.

Only two problems were
noticeable on listening. First,
there tended to be a slight
compression of the mid-
frequencies, especially
noticeable on Simon and
Garfunkel’s Mrs Robinson. And
second, the MP1s are betrayed a
little by their size when it comes
to projecting a large soundstage.
Close up, the soundstage was
well defined and instrument
placement superb. At about
eight feet, however, the
definition started to decline.

As AV main speakers, they
handled all the rustles and
chains at the beginning of
Jurassic Parkvery well, retaining
the clarity and timing they
showed with music. For those
who feel a bit let down by having
small speakers at the front of
their system, MP1s should be
tried as surrounds. Itisin this
capacity that they really shine.
Ifyou have bright, powerful
main speakers, the clarity of the
MP1swill complement them
very well indeed.

Rob Tribe

Celestion International Ltd,
Foxhall Road, Ipswich, IP3 8]P
@ (01473) 322222

Celestion seems determined to
never let looks get in the
way of the sound quality
of the new MP1 speaker.
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POMPEII ROCKS

L

Even in the shaky surroundings of old
Pompeii the New TEAC T-1 CD
Transport would still have delivered the
goods.

The T-1 places the acclaimed vibration-

free VRDS mechanism within reach of

those looking for the cost effective path
to CD upgrades.
What sets the VRDS mechanism apart

from standard CD plavers is its ability to

reduce the vibration induced in the
spinning disc.

As the diagram on the right shows, a
normal CD transport of the type used in
budget and high end plavers alike, only
clamps the CD at its centre.

As the disc itself is rotating at high speed
it oscillates and vibrates making it
difficult for the the pickup lens to track
the minute pits on the CD surface with
the necessary accuracy.

TThe

VRDS Mechanism

b W —*14_ o

—

Disc

Pickup

e~

TEAC

VRDS

Much of the information available may
be read incorrectly or in a corrupt form,
contributing greatly to distortion within
the signal that is fed to the DAC.

The VRDS mechanism significantly
reduces this effect by clamping the whole
width of the disc thus reducing the
vibration that causes jitter.

This all adds up to a Transport that does
the job of retrieving information better
than any other comparable drive on the
market, providing your DAC with the
most accurate signal possible.

Because the T-1 does give vou one of the
best mechanisms in the world, vou can
buy in confidence knowing that you have
the perfect source for any DAC upgrade,
now or in the future .

If it was available to the ancient Romans
they would probably still be using it now
- in spite of earthquakes!

TEAC 5 Marlin House, The Croxley Centre, Watford, Herts
WD1 8YA TEL: 0923 819630 FAX: 0923 236290
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Marantz
(D-16

PRICE: £1,400 ;

: sophistication.

() Superbly built player that
offers a slick performance.
) Cansoundsluggish in
the wrong system.

hen it comes to
high-mass CD
players, Marantz

has gotitdown pat. Just try
bench-pressing a brace of CD-10s
or CD-15s and you’ll see what I
mean. Ata mere 13kg, the new
£1,399 Marantz CD-161is clearly
no lightweight, but it still
weighs less than either ofits
stablemates.

Shaving balanced analogue
outputs, 3.8kg and some £2,100
from the basic specification of
the even more up-market CD-15,
the Marantz CD-16 uses two
DAC?7 bitstream chips allied to
Marantz’s own HDAM amp
circuits—itisn’tjustascaled
version of the CD-10, which has a
single DAC7 chip.

The CD-16 also sports a copper
chassis and the new sleek, big-
buttoned look which is common
to high-end Marantz styling.
Aesthetes have disputed the
wisdom of this minimalist
styling, and [ admit that Iwould
swap the cue and review buttons
for the repeat and display-off
buttons. But it does have a
certain elegance.

Straight out of the box, the
CD-161is warm and rich, but far
too stodgy and oddly paced.
Were it not for the
improvements that come from a
thorough warm-up, the player
would have been taken out and

The Marantz CD-16
needs a good
warm-up

Blue Room House Pods
are not boxy, but they’re good!

shot for crimes against the high-
end. But after several hours of
continuous disc play, its lead-
footed performance suddenly
fell away and was replaced by
more smoothness and

The CD-16is a transparent
and deftly focused player with a

5 powerful sense of scale and
. weight. This lends a sense of
¢ realism toinstruments,

especially strings and woodwind

: —some of the most difficult

instruments to reproduce
accurately. That’s rare at this
price level, but happens to be
sadly tempered by a lack of
absolute openness to the
soundstage, which can obtain

: from a good transport/DAC
. combination.

The CD-161s seriously system

. dependent.In a system that

stresses clarity and musical
elegance, the CD-16 will shine

like a true high-end star, butina
i heads-down boogie-based

system, it will sound a trifle
sluggish and even arhythmic,

especially when compared to

the best similarly priced one and

two box CD players.

However, don’t let this

distractyou from the fact that

thisis a seriously good CD
player.If you value the cool,

satin sophistication that’s often
i associated with valves, but

. demand something built like

. the Ark Royal, then the Marantz

CD-161s by far the cheapest
option this side of the very best
in US high-end gear.

Alan Sircom

Marantz Hi-Fi UK Ltd. Kingsbridge
. House, Padbury Oaks, 575-583 Bath
. Road, Longford, Middlesex UB7 OEH.

& (01753) 680868.

SPEAKERS

Blue Room
House Pod

PRICE: £895, STAND £95
() Fine imaging; sculptural
looks; groovy stand;
colours; options.
(v} Speakon connectors;
height.

: he House Pods first came
: into the Choice offices

for our Prestige Prezzies
featurein issue 138, but as that

was areview-free feature and

the speakers were just
photographic samples, we
didn’t get a chance to hear them.
However, the quote from The
Orbin the accompanying
literature, combined with their
looks, meant that this situation
just had to be remedied.

Produced by the Blue Room
division of B&W, the £895 House
Podis the smaller of two models.
It can be either wall-mounted or
supported by the £95 Sputnik
stand; the latter is made up of
three cast alloy spike legs that
screw into threaded inserts on
the Pod’s base.

Pod cabinets are hand made
from GRP and are available in
four high gloss colours: red,

. blue, black and white (pop

pickers among you may have
noticed a white pair on The
Grid’s Swamp Thingvideo). The
unusual shape isn’tjust for
looks, it means that internal
standing waves are discouraged

. and makes for very low cabinet

resonance, as well as minimal
refraction. These are all factors
that should add up to a pretty
impressive imaging.

The House Pod’s driver
complement comprises a 26mm

aluminium dome tWeeter and a
160mm Kevlar mid/bass unit.

: Regular cable terminals are

. dispensed with in favour of the
Neutrik Speakon, a bayonet style
. connector that can’t be
accidentally pulled out but

. discourages fat cable.

Sitting atop the Sputniklegs,

: the House Pods are a mere 70cm
¢ high, so the tweeter is quite a bit

lower than my ears when I'm

. sitting down. However, the

. image they throw up makes this
. almostirrelevant. With a good

© disc, they will create as much

. space and height as taller

. designs. There’s no shortage of

© bandwidtheither —Ihadn’t

. expected anything like the

. depthand solidity of bass that

this relatively small cabinet dug
up. The Pod’s balance is pretty

. neutral and quite easy to alter

. with different cables. I started

. off with some solid core which
. brightened things too much,

. and eventually settled on some
nice but inexpensive stranded

. stuff. This speaker is nicely

integrated, reasonably dynamic

and coherent. The bass does

occasionally sound like it’s

: coming out of a spherical

¢ cabinet, butis on the whole fast
. and tight; characterless deep

. bass is not available at this price.

The House Pod combines style

. and sonicintegrity in a very
. elegant package. Unusually

though, for such asculptural-
looking speaker, it is worthy of
the enthusiast’s attention —

f especially ifyou happen to
. appreciate good imaging.
. Jason Kennedy

Speakers Corner, Unit 11, Spectrum

i Business Park, Parkwood Industrial

Estate, Maidstone, Kent ME15 9YP.
= (01622) 677773
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ur new compact floorstander,

Custle Severn, is at one with its namesuake.
A blend of custom-designed drive units,
sophisticated circuitry and downright cunning
internal design make for an eusy to listen to,
and easy to position, loudspeaker system.
—~
It’s quite natural on the eye too, u narrow
profile of elegunt proportions clothed in a
selection of real wood veneers. The hardest

part is deciding which one.

CASTLE

S E V E R N

Custle Acoustics Limited. Park Mill. Shortbank Roud, Skipton,
North Yorkshire BD25 2TT. England.
Tel. (01756) 795555 Fux. (01756) 795335




Record review

Bela Bartok: D
Concerto for Orchestra/Reiner
RCA Living Stereo LSC 1934

ritz Reiner’s classic
account of Bartok’s
Concerto for Orchestra cre-

ated a sensation when first
released on LP. It was recorded on
22 October 1955 in genuine
stereo, and despite the passage
of years, it still sounds superb.

Reiner had been a close friend
of the composer since 1905, and
was instrumental in the commis-
sioning of the Concerto by
Koussevitzky in 1943. At that
time, Bartok was living in the US,
exiled from his beloved Hungary,
and at a low ebb both spiritually
and physically. He was, in fact,

suffering from the
leukaemia which
M‘x-é,t would claim his
N life in 1945.
— Fiercely proud,
Bartok felt
neglected and
misunderstood,
but the commis-
sion to write a new orchestral
work temporarily rejuvenated him.
He completed the score in just
under two months.

Reiner’s performance is confi-
dent and assured, and deserves
its ‘definitive’ reputation. The
playing is brilliant yet never slick,
and there are some passionate cli-
maxes — notably in the third
movement. The original RCA
Living Stereo LP is of course long-
deleted, but Classic Records has
produced a meticulously remas-
tered reissue on 180g vinyl with
the original artwork. Spread over
two LP sides, cutting levels are
high and the sound has lots of
bite and impact.

The CD keeps the LP artwork,
but adds the contents of a second,
slightly later Reiner/Bartok record
that includes the Music for
Strings, Percussion, and Celeste,
as well as Hungarian Sketches —
RCA 09026 61504-2. The former, a
real orchestral tour de force, is a
natural for stereo with its
antiphonal writing for two groups
of spaced performers. Indeed, it
wasn’t possible to record this
work satisfactorily until the stereo
era, as the interplay between the
two groups of players is such a
vital part of the music.

RCA’s care over matters techni-
cal means that, more than thirty
years later, one can still listen to
these marvellous performances
with barely any excuses having to
be made for the engineering.

@ 0181-766 0474 for information.

Jimmy Hughes

Mana

Equipment
tables

(D Superb upgrade for any hi-

fisystem; like changing

every componentand

buying a new music

collection into the bargain.
) Dust-trap parexcellence;

more addictive than

crack cocaine.

few moments’

listening and a few

sentences were about
allit took. “Mana. They’re for
turntables, aren’t they?I
couldn’t use them, [ only play
CDs and I don’t use Linn or Naim
gear.Anyway, they’re far too
pricey. By the way, your system
sounds superb at the moment,
whathave you done to it?” With
that, aregular visitor managed
to pin-point the many
misconceptionssurrounding
Mana tables while announcing
thathe’d fallen for the Mana
effect.In short, I had done
nothing to my CD-replay system,
save for changing to a £600
Mana five-tier equipment table,
but my guest thought that the
improvements were not possible
from tables alone.

The most common mistake
people make is believe that
Mana is only suited for
turntables and LP12sin
particular.Ihave been as guilty
of this short-sightedness as
anyone else — for manyyears,
my PT Anniversary sat upon a
Mana Reference table, but I didn’t
think that using Mana supports
under the electronics would
make much difference.

Now, I can onlysay that until I
had the Mana equipment table
fitted, my hi-fi system was at
best half-cocked. Mana makes an
important difference to the
performance of a turntable, but
makes an equally big
improvement to any
component. And yes, there are
Mana speaker stands, too.

Atfirst glance, the high price
of Mana supports may seem a
steeper hurdle. But the level of
improvement wrought from the
acres of glass and L-section
frame doesn’t simply justify the
extra cost, it makes the cheaper
opposition appear poor value for
money. Any other tableisa piece
of furniture, but the Mana
support is very much a part of
the hi-fi chain.IThave
experimented with the
equipment slotted into the
Mana shelves, to see if
improvementwas possible at
priceextremes, butIneedn’t
have bothered as it transformed
every single piece of equipment
used. Although it would be hard
to justify apportioning £600 for
a table when your budget
doesn’tstretch far beyond
£1,000 for a complete system, |
believe thatifyou are spending
much more on a system, or are
looking towards that painful
first upgrade, a Mana table is
mandatory.

IwishIcould determine why
the Mana table works so
effectively. Some say that it acts
as a filter, overcoming both high
and low frequency grunge from
the surrounding environment,
while others say that the glass
acts to disperse the same grunge
across the four corners of the
Mana frame accurately and

‘ really knows how the
Mana Equipment table performs
such wonders on your system!

evenly. I can’texplain the Mana
effect, but atleast’'m not alone,
as no-one really seems to know
what’s going on, not even Mr
Mana, John Watson himself.

What is even more
frighteningis that the
improvements continue as you
upgrade the tables. The next
step for the five-tier equipment
table is a £200 SoundStage
plinth followed by one of the
£150 MiniTables to sit on top. I
am convinced that this will
improve the sound of the front
end still further. This highly
addictive quality is the only
drawback of the Mana
experience, aside fromit’s
properties as a dust-magnet.

In truth, this has been one of
the mostdifficult Sessionsl have

. everwritten.The Mana

equipmenttableisnotjust

. good,it’s fundamentally

necessary for good sound —no
end of glib prose can express the
table’s importance strongly
enough. At the risk of imposing
audio terrorism upon the hi-fi
buyer, ifyou don’t put Mana at
the head of your shopping list,
you will never hear the true
potential of your hi-fi system.
Alan Sircom

Mana Acoustics, 59 Jubilee Close,
Pinner, Middx HA5 3TB
@ (0181) 4290118
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ts: loudspeaker

Ruark Equinox

Malcolm C Steward swaps a cable and
nearly forgets about the speakers.

ou’ll rarely see a review of a
Ruark speaker that doesn’t
include favourable com-

ments concerning build quality and
finish. And the best of it is that the
praise is wholly deserved: these
Southend-based membersof the Guild
of Master Craftsmen really know how
to make speakers that look good. The
£1749 Equinox has quality written
large all overits handsome enclosure.

The average stand-mounted com-
pactspeaker,even towardsthe topend
of the market, looks wholeheartedly
average alongside Ruark’s interpreta-
tion of the box-on-a-pole brief. Clever
design means that the spike —coupled
Equinox cabinet sits on and neatly
encloses the top plate of its support. A
number of bolts prevents a careless
knock displacing the weighty cabinet
from its support, but this safety mea-
sure doesn’t impinge upon the
speaker’s sonic performance — the
retaining bolts do not have the effect
of mechanically short-circuiting the
spike-coupling.

Another interesting and unusual
feature of this well-conceived: piece of
audiophilia is the locking umbilical
cable that connects the two halves of
the Equinox system. Indeed, a little
time spent fiddling with this
appendage provided me with some
interestinginsightsintowhat a major
difference aminorcomponentchange
can make to a speaker’s performance,
more of which shortly.

The cable is necessary, because the
Equinox’s crossover fits within the
stand instead of the speaker cabinet,
distancing itself from vibration and
magnetic disturbance. Amplifier con-
nections are made to gold-plated bi-
wire terminals fitted to the upright,
justabove thewooden surround of the
stand’s metal base plate. It’s another
neat touch — there are no unsightly,
dangling speaker cables spoiling your
view,and youget two-metre’s worth of
rebate on cabling costs.

Thelastobservationis notas flippant
as it might seem. While the Equinox
isn’t a ‘difficult’ speaker in the tradi-
tional,amplifier-straining sense of the
term, itdoes reveal system deficiencies
and responds keenly to improvements
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It’s fantastic to
look at, but the
principal virtue
of the Equinox is
the way it
disappears from
your hi-fi system

made upstream. To exploit it, there-
fore, meansusingthebestsources and
amplification you can muster,and tak-
ing care with cables. To illustrate the
Equinox’s sensitivity and candour, I
tried it with both the factory-fitted
umbilical cord and an alternative
jumper-lead fashioned fromXLOcable.
The difference was significant. In stan-
dard mode the speaker’s presentation
was appealing, but there were areas in
which a little ambiguity was notice-
able. With the XLO leads, this—and I'd
hesitate before calling it ‘muddling’ —
simply disappeared. Imagery nuts
woulddescribethechangeasa greater
sense of space and air around perform-
ers and instruments; ‘Musicality’ fans
would say that the XLO lead allowed
thespeakertoresolve nuancesandsub-
tle events more positively, leavingyou
in no doubt about what the players
were doing or why they were doing it.
Timing, for instance, was much snap-
pier with the ‘improved’ cable, which
seemed to grasp the opening and clos-
ing of note envelopes more precisely.
Before you ask the obvious question
— why Ruark doesn’t fit XLO wire as
standard — I'll tell you that the
designer, Alan O’'Rourke, plans toinso-
duce an XLO-wired version of thespeak-

“er, and that he’s considering offering

the XLO umbilical as an upgrade for
existing Equinox owners.
Havingestablished that I wasn’t lis-
tening toan unrepresentative set-up, I
continued using the speaker with the
XLO cable. Driven by my Pink Triangle-
modified LP12/ARO/Clavis DC, Naim
CDS and NAC52/NAP250 amplifiers,
the Equinox sounded as slick as it
looked. It demonstrated an unforced
yet insightful approach to complex
music, clearly unravelling delicate
strandsand contrastingsubtledynam-
icsin the busiest of mixes. Its openness
and transient response made it a nat-
uralfordiscs such asVanMorrison’s No
Guru, No Method, No Teacher, where
it revelled in the mix of electric and
acoustic instrumentation and the
music’s acute dynamic contrasts.
Tracks like In The Garden and Here
Comes The Knight showed that the
authority and purpose in dramatic
passages alsoextended to its handling
oflow-level information. Gentlystruck
acoustic guitar or brushed cymbals
soundedas full-bodied and convincing
as did the horn section in full flight.
Morrison’s latest live album, which

mixes musical genres with abandon

and alacrity, showed that the
Equinox’sinsight wasn’t a product of
artifice. This speaker digs deep for
detail butitalso swings and grooves. As
Van switched from funk to jazz and
then to R’n’B, the Equinox faithfully
latched onto the music’s shifting tim-
ing and gestalt. Its performance at the
frequency extremes played a major
role in this. The soft dome tweeterwas
assertive without being conspicuous,
so it allowed Geoff Dunn’s drum pat-
terns to propel the musicwith rigorous
precision. The 165mm bass driver pro-
vided a foundation that was similarly
commanding, tuneful and well
damped.The Equinox’slowend didn’t
have rumble-box generosity, but there
was adequate substance to keep things
on a tonally even keel.

The bit that separates the bass and
treble, the sector where most of the
music hangs out, was equally well-
judged and rewarding. The Equinox’s
mid-band seemed free from overt col-
oration and communicated vocal



recordings especially
well. The combina-
tion of this lively,
cleanmidrange, agile
bass and responsive
treble rendered
Jimmy Page and
Robert Plant’s
Unleddedin afitting-
ly animated fashion.
This album gave the
hairs on the back of
several listeners’
necks a good work-
out. Plant’s vocals seemed genuinely emotive rather than hysterical
—dippylyrics notwithstanding —while maestro Page’s triple-necked
acoustic guitar worked true magic.

Overall, what emerged as the Equinox’s primary strength was its
lack ofintrusive character. Effectively, it removed itself from the pic-
ture and allowed me to get close to the music. Rather than concern
myself with the speaker’s efforts, I could simply concentrate on the
musical performance.And that seems perfectly rightand properwith
aspeakerin this price bracket. Donote, however, that the Equinoxwill
onlybeas good as the system drivingit: to paraphrase Page and Plant,
it gives No Quarter. Use it with suitable partnering equipment, and
this handsome compact demonstrates a very generous disposition.

..and performance
from our Cordless

At last,Cordless
Headphones with the
performance and clarity
that you will feel at
home with.

Stroll around, or pour
yourself a drink,our latest
range of infra-red high
modulation frequency
headphones, keeps you in
perfect tune.When you have
finished clip them into the
transmitter for recharging, it
couldn't be easier! To try
the Vivanco cordless range,
fly into your local dealer
with our coupon!

For your local dealer
Telephone O442 231616
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Meridian digital theatre: the experience

Packing more
computing power than
the average PC,
Meridian’s Digital Theatre
system promises the
ultimate ‘being there’
experience for serious
audiophiles. Beginning
our ten-page test of that
claim, Malcolm C
Steward spends a

week enjoying
pan-dimensional
soundfields...

and Bob Stuart, refer totheir company’s

hifi systems as ‘gentlemen’s gramophones’.
There’ssomething reassuring and homely about
the term. Very ‘pipe and slippers’. It sounds anti-
quated but dignified, more Fortnum and Mason
than a warehouse club, and seems entirely fitting
for such a high-end British produc
But don’t for one mom
Boothroyd and Stua ]

uaint it may be, but I like the way that
Meridian’s founders, Allen Boothroyd

the MP for
it. Meridian’s |

of modernity, bein,

pinned by a dariné, {

term muchloved by computerj

temrepresentsnothinglessthana

in plain English, it eschew

long-established pri 1

of using two loudspeai{-

%/ ers to reproduce

stereo recordings.

IGITAL
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508 SuPER CD PLAYER

562‘V DIGITAL CONTROLLER

565 SURROUND SOUND DECODER
MSR REMOTE CONTROL HXN'bSE»T

' DSP6000 ACTIVE
LOUDSPEAKER SYSTEM (PAIR)

- DSP5000C CENTRE
- | CHANNEL SPEAKER (EACH)

DSP5000 ACTIVE
LOUDSPEAKER SYSTEM (PAIR)

£17515
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Meridian digital theatre: the experience
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Pivotal to this process is a surround
sounddecoder unit, the Meridian 565,
thatwasdesigned —intrueaudiophile
tradition — to be transparent and nat-
ural-sounding. It aims to satisfyserious
musicloversrather than gadget-freaks.
Accordingly, it avoids using conven-
tional tricks suchasreverberation, and
extracts its additional channels only
from information present in the

Now I wanted asignificantlylonger
period with the set-up, todiscover fully
what delights or terrors were in store
for the relative novice daring to ven-
ture deep into Meridian’s multi-
channelvision of music.

My quest started encouragingly.
Having toyed withthesystem forabout
fifteen minutes after its installation,
I'd decided that surround sound was

e

original recording. To do this success-
fullyrequiresdigital processing, which
iswhyits makers refer to the 565as ‘an
eight-channel musiccomputer’.Italso
offers THX, Pro Logic and all that kind
of stuff, but home theatre falls outside
the scope of this review. If you really
wanttoknowaboutthatsideofthings,
acquire a January 1995 edition of our
sistermagazine, Home Entertainment.
I’dalready heard thesysteminhome
theatre mode at Live ‘94 and was suit-
ably impressed by its ability to sound
both dramatic and refined while easily
drowning the high level of ambient
noise outside Meridian’s demonstra-
tionbooth.Beforethat,I'dalsoheard it
atlastsummer’s Chicago CES, wherea
long, spirited session with Rage
Against The Machine’s eponymous CD
overturned my notion that Meridian
equipment was fine with classical
music but didn’t have the balls to be
convincing with rock.
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This rather
innocent looking
stack contains
the power to
blow away: your
mind, several
floorboards and
a sofa, as well
as any belief
that you’re not
present at the
actual recording
venue...

probably thebestway toappreciateThe
Orb’s Live "93 CD. After ten minutes’
worthofLittle Fluffy Cloudson Digital
Wonderland, as therigbecame known
chez Steward, | emerged feeling truly
“ripped to the tits on drink and drugs”
— to quote Victor Lewis-Smith — even
though I'd imbibed nothing stronger
than an unsweetened Earl Grey and a
Camel Filter. I've no idea what button
combination!’d pressed, butamid this
PA-level swirlof sound there were voic-
es coming from every direction and
bass lines positively tearing up the
floorboards.The effectwasoneofbeing
swept along on an aural magic carpet.
By a hurricane.

Letme tellyou, man, thatifyoulike,
dig psychedelia, then all you need for
an awesomely groovy, mind-blowing
trip is a comfy sofa, Digital
Wonderland and The Orb.

The track Star 6 & 78 9demonstrat-
ed another striking feature of this sys-

tem’s decoding — its ability to resolve
detail with uncanny scrupulousness.
Orb aficionado Damian McNamara
fromMana Acoustics was visiting, and
he immediately noticed something in
thisnumber thatI’d alsoheard when
first played it on Digital Wonderland.
In the welter of motorbike noises tra-
versing the soundstage during the
intro, there were a couple of passages
where one bike’s exhaust note had
been sampled and then triggered by a
sequencer to provide a backbeat. The
system’s precision made this musi-
caldeviceabundantly clear.
Arriving at this altered state of
euphoria, however, hadn’t been
at all simple. Getting this system
up and running was about as
labour-intensive as re-jigging my
regular active Naim system after
the Mana gang has visited and ele-
vated therigonyet more platforms.
That exercise involves a great deal
of unplugging, humping, spike
adjustingfollowed by more hump-
ing and plugging-in. Installing
Digital Wonderland involves the
installer (thankfully,youdon’thave
to do it yourself) humping, spike-
twiddling, plugging, listening, mea-
suring, and doing all manner of
digital malarkey toget the set-upjust-
so.The speakers need tobe physically
positioned in therightplaces, whichis
the relatively easy part, but then the
fun starts. Subsequently, they need to
have their virtual positions tuned,
phase response tweaked and proces-
sor’s delay lines adjusted until the
speakers areboth physically and virtu-
allyin the correctspots.It’sfascinating
to hear the effects of speakers moving
forwards and backwards while their
cabinets stay rooted to the floor.

I sat with Bob Stuart, the father of
Digital Wonderland, and observedhim
at work. “I reckon the centre channel
needstocomeaboutsixinchestowards
us,” he said. “Allow me,” I ventured as
I started towards the cabinet. “No, no,
no; sit down,” he chided and started
pushingbuttons. Displays blinked and,
without any physical intervention,
soundsmoved to takeuptheirrightful
positions in the frontal stage. “I could
get used to this,” I observed, relishing
the thought of remote-controlled set-
ups, stage-managed digitally from the
comfort of my armchair. He deflated
this notion by pointing out that this
was just fine-tuning. There’s still no
means for making speakers perform
ideally when you’ve parked them
behind asofa.I’'msurehe’sworkingon
that, though.

Once installed, the system stacked
up something like this. The regular
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programs. Along with these, there are sixteen user-configurable presets

into which you can slot your own custom settings. You install these by
first selecting a source component to which you wish to assign a new setting,
then selecting one of the supplied programs as a foundation upon which to
build your own program. Assign this to your chosen source, then cycle through
the menu for the DSP mode you’ve chosen and adjust parameters such as tonal
balance, delay, spread and filtration. When you’re happy with the tweaking,
you can christen your new creation with an appropriate name. The first thirteen
presets are initialised as the basic Music program; presets fourteen, fifteen and
sixteen are initialised as Chamber, Chapel and Hall, respectively. These, unsur-
prisingly, provide appropriate acoustic recreations of the venue sizes and char-
acteristics their names suggest. Descriptions of the main programs follow.

MUSIC mode uses processing specifically designed for “very pure reproduc-
tion of well-recorded material, originally intended for replay over a traditional
stereo pair of loudspeakers”. The 565 handbook informs us that “Most record-
ings have been balanced so that the sound of the two-speaker spread is the
best compromise. One problem ... with two-speaker stereo is that the timbre of
a sound passing across the stage (full left through centre to full right) is not
constant. This is because the human hearing system does not have a constant
frequency-response with direction. In other words, were a real sound to make
this traverse, we would ‘hear’ it differently when it was in the centre, but ‘per-
ceive’ it as being the same through our native learned adaptation.”

Meridian’s Music mode extracts the mono and surround elements of the orig-
inal recording and equalises the mono component — which is the ‘phantom’
centre in a two-speaker system — to match the tone colour of that to the origi-
nal sound. The process affords the central image “a huge step forward in con-
sistency, stability and depth”.

Three controls tailor the centre image: Level provides a small range trim on
the relative loudness of the centre speaker; Depth trims the delay on the centre
feed and ‘shapes’ the perspective of the stereo image; EQ controls the timbre.

The surround component of the original signal — which represents the
sounds reaching the recording microphone from the sides — is delayed and
played through the rear speakers. There is a Spread control to adjust the
‘width’ and phasiness of this component.

Meridian recommends this mode particularly for replaying recordings made
with spaced omni-directional microphones or those using Mono-Surround tech-
niques, or well-made purist recordings that have a natural perspective.

TRIFIELD mode is broadly similar to Music mode, but the signals for the left,
right and centre speakers are calculated in an MST matrix, which is a phase-
amplitude shuffler that redistributes the sounds on a constant energy-with-fre-
quency basis. Meridian claims that the process offers significant improvements
over the Blumlein stereo system, which converts phase differences
between the microphone signals into

T he 565 DSP unit comes equipped with a selection of pre-installed DSP

amplitude differences in the —
speaker signals. Trifield’s
major advantages are that
“the frontal signals are =
redistributed to have dif- MERIDUAN
ferent stereo widths at
low and high frequencies, e
‘correcting’ for the fact that
we perceive two-channel
stereo width differently
according to frequency;

the frontal image is constant energy in terms of the input left-right original; the
frontal width of the stereo image can be adjusted.”

Similar controls to those used in Music mode allow users to obtain the best
depth and perspective for individual recordings.

SUPER STEREO is designed to process amplitude-encoded stereo signals,
such as those found in multi-tracked — typically pop music — recordings and
those using true coincident microphone techniques.

SuperStereo uses the 565’s Ambisonic decoder in stereo-synthesis mode,
laying out the forward signals “much more uniformly across the stage than con-
ventional two-speaker representations.” The rear speakers convey extracted
surround information and this can be delayed and filtered. Unlike Trifield, the
signals for all the loudspeakers are produced in one phase-amplitude matrix
that produces a constant-with-frequency energy balance.

All the above modes effectively synthesise surround sound information from
a two-channel recording. The 565’s Ambisonic mode deals with recordings

Continued on page 25
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For a proper
Digital
Wonderland
event, the usual
budget speakers
behind the sofa
have been
replaced with a
pair of
DSP5000s.

Get into the
right mode —
the 565 DSP
should work out
the rest fora
perfect
experience...

front stereo speakers were
Meridian D6000s. These are
three-way active designs,
with each enclosure con-
taining six drive units dri-
ven by fourintegral power
! amplifiers — two 75watt
and two 100watt devices.
Being fully digital and fed
by a line-level signal lead
rather than conventional
speaker cables, they also
have on-board DACs, pre-
amplifier and DSP stages,
and control circuitry that
governs their operation
. and communicationswith
other parts of the system.

Physically, they’re
imposing but attractive
confections — especially in
their piano black finish. Each D6000
consists of two enclosures. The lower
box contains the four, sideways-firing
bassdrive units and all the electronics.
Sitting above this, connected to the
base enclosure by an umbilical lead, is
an asymmetrically shaped head unit,
which holds the midrange and treble
drivers.

Sitting stage centre, flanked by the
D6000s, was a stand-mounted
DSP5000C centre channel speaker.
Another active device, this contains
three drivers — two bass/mids and a
tweeter—each powered by 75W ampli-
fiers.Again, the enclosure contains dig-
ital-to-analogue conversion, DSP and
preamplifier circuitry, as well as elec-
tronics to handle system and remote
controlcommunications. This speaker
was configured as the system con-
troller — the device that relays com-
mands to all the other components.
This meant that the entire shooting
match could be controlled by simply
squirting the remote control handset
at the conveniently placed centre
channel speaker.

Naturally, you can’t have surround
sound without surround speakers.
Instead of adopting the usual proce-
dureofbunging a pairofbudget boxes
behind thesofa, Stuart parked a pair of
DSP5000s at the back of theroom. The
irony of using such sophisticated
transducers — floor standing versions
of the centre channel model —asrears,
did notescape him. “It must seem odd
to someone with audiophile sensibili-
ties to deploy three grand’s worth of
active speakersonchannels thataren’t
supposed to be noticed,” he said. Not
really, Bob; certainly, no odder than
wanting tolisten tostereo through five
speakers in the first place!

The system’s ‘electronics’ — I guess
that the speakers deserve that appella-
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felt that my
room — which
is not especial-

ly small —was
giving the

system a

hard time.
The Orb CD
was a case in point. Digital
Wonderland’s prodigious bass output
seemed to blur the starts and stops of
notes in synthesised bass lines, giving
the impression that it couldn’t articu-
latelow frequencies. However, playing
a recording of a church organ showed
that the system could separate two
closely pitched lower bass pedals. The
ease with which it managed this was
nothing less than remarkable.

What was consistently outstanding
aboutthisrigwasitsability toorganise
strands in dense recordings.
Without sounding clinical, it
provided an extraordinarily
well-regimented

portrayal of discs that

often sound somewhat
chaotic and ill-defined on
otherwise generally capable
systems. Zappa fans, take note:
Digital Wonderland really opens up
his live recordings. I listened to You
Can’t Do That On Stage Vol. 5. in the
company of former Hi-Fi Choiceeditor,
JohnBamford, and we were both struck
by thesystem’seloquentdeliveryofthe
music’s more convoluted passages.
Regardless of their prominence in the

tion, too — consisted of a
508 CD player, a 565
Digital
Surround
Sound
Processor and
a 562V
Multimedia
Control Unit. On
theassumptionthat
mostreadershave a fairunderstanding
of what a CD player does, I'll concen-
trate here on briefly describing the
roles of the other units. Both are com-
plex and highly configurable devices;
even the MSR system remote control
doesn’tescapebeing configurable.The
handset can be adapted to drive differ-
entcombinationsofMeridian 500, 200
and 600 Series equipment. In the sim-
plest of systems — one with no more
than one analogue and two digital
sources —you could use the 565 as the
‘preamplifier’. The 562V, however,
expandsyourinputoptions, allow-
ing you to connect all the
sources, or suitable equiv-
alents, whose legends
appearon the MSR remote:
aturntable, tuner, CD player,
television, two tape recorders,
CDR, cablereceiver, two VCRs and
alLaserDiscplayer.This, Isuspect, will
adequately cover most users’ require-
ments. As the system is all-digital, ana-
logue sources have their outputs
converted to digital by the 562V’s 16-
bit, 64-times oversampling Delta-

The DSP5000C
centre channel
aims to make
questions of
image strength
redundant

The multi-
system remote
control, working
on Meridian 500,

Sigmaconverter. 200 and 600 mix, it never missed a beat, nor any of
The 565is the true core component series the inflections in Scott Thunes’ bass
in this system, controlling the flow of ~ equipment guitar lines. And Zappa’s solo in

Advance Romance, in which he uses
truckloads of sustainontheguitar, was
an unshifting paradigm of clarity. The
entire envelope of every note,
whether plucked or hammered-on,
emerged distinctly. The system con-
veyed both the mechanical and
emotional nuances of Zappa and
the band’s playing with alacrity.
Every note was meaningful. It’s
hard to convey the significance
of such considerations but as
Frank once remarked: “This is
the final truth; the crux of the
biscuit is the apostrophe.” I
interpret that as meaning that
the smallest details tend to decide
whether a performance works or does-
n’t. Here, the music hit home persua-
sively.
Although the system’s spatial abili-

sonictraffictoeach speaker.Itemploys
twin 60MHz Motorola 56002 DSP
chips and software to extract multi-
channel sound from regular two-
channel and matrixed recordings.
For detailed descriptions of the
various modes on offer, refer to the
panel on page 23.

This system, to quote the press
release thatintroducesit, setsout
to “significantly advance the art
ofreproducing recorded music,”
and to “enhancerealismwithout
resorting to ‘tricks’ or ‘specta-
cle’.”Ireckon that the 565 broad-
ly achieves those aims. To
qualify that, let me say that
there were many discs which
seemed tobenefit from the multi-
channel approach. However, with a
few, I felt that Digital Wonderland did

The head unit of
the D60oo main
L/R enclosures

. . — like the DSP . .
notquitecapture themusic’sgestaltas 5000C, it ties weren’t fully exercised by such
convincingly as I would have liked. features multi-tracked recordings, something
Whether thatwasthesystem’s faultor Boothroyd- tellsme that theyplayeda usefulrélein
a product of its interaction with my ~ Stuart’s sorting out instrumental lines.
room, | really wouldn’t like to say. EL(i)tprletary HF Certainly, the frontal soundstage this

There were several occasions when I system developed was unusually well-
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defined, unambiguous and stable.
However, to appreciate best the ‘sur-
round’aspectsof thissystem, I needed
to delve into Ambisonic or ‘naturally-
recorded’ material. With such record-
ings, the effects were often markedly

advantageous.
Two cuts from the Nimbus
Ambisonic sampler — Copland’s

Fanfare for the Common Man, and
Brahms’ Chorale Prelude Opus posth.
122—although musicallyrewardingin
plain, two-speaker stereo, came to life
vividlyin Ambisonicmode.Iwent from
being merely a spectator to being
immersed in the music — both physi-
cally and emotionally. Hearing believ-
able spatial information, such as
reflections off the rear wall of the
venue, truly enhanced the listening
experience. Similarly, a simple
‘straight’ st