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Budget amps battle for the

pound in your pocket y

Kit out your Kabin with Linn’s ,
multi-room Knekt system

' A galaxy of gear awaits
| your perusal in our
| 32 Page Buyer’s Guide

Messenger
/§ goes tuner
¥ fishing

Whlch format will win the future-CD battle?
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BYour senses apart
. Music is about emotion. From rave to Ravel and symphony to soul, music fails'if it does [

ot stir your emotions and succeeds when it is capable of tearing your senses apart.
th any form of recorded music, it is the loudspeakers which make the difference.

fedale’s Modus Music range of speakers has a powerful modern sound. The bass
wlosive while the treble is precise. The elevated tweeter unit will rotate 120° for




We bought our editor a chair - but he wouldn’t let us plug it in.
So, may we present Stan Vincent, unplugged.

editor’s chair

What’s in this issue?
Welcome to the acoustically
enhanced virtual flotation tank
that is Hi-Fi Choice magazine. Just
step inside, think beautiful
thoughts and emerge a better
person. Indulge me as I catalogue
the journalistic liniment we’ll be
applying to your fevered brows
this month.

% Our cover feature sets the
record straight on the new
developments in CD, thus
empowering you to prevail in
your next pub argument on
this matter. Technology guru
Barry Fox explains the jargon
and cuts through the hype —
your trusty CD player is not
about to become obsolete!

4% There’s an all-new look to
Sessions. From this month
onwards, our scribes will
take turns to tackle the
whole section each month,
making for a more satisfying
read. Reviews Ed Alan Sircom
kicks off the season.

% Equipment supports from
Mana Acoustics have been
widely acclaimed as the best
invention since flushing
water-closets, and our
feature on page 34 does noth-
ing to disabuse this notion.
Penned by a self-confessed
Mana junkie, it’s an attempt
to crystallise this gear’s ‘x’
factor. (We omitted Mana’s
‘phone number, which is
0181-429 0118. And as they
say on the TV, other equip-

ment stands are available).

4 Reviews Ed Sircom and I
braved the frozen wastes of
Glasgow to receive an
exclusive low-down on Linn’s
new multi-room system, now
a fundamental plank of their
product development
strategy. Read the full report
on page 38.

¥ Finally, noted airwave angler
Paul Messenger has been
sweating inside his waders to
land 16 prime tuner fish
deserving inclusion on your
audiophile menu. Turn to
page 42 and read all about
the one that got away...

A Choice cockle-warmer
Our large bivalve molluscs have
been well and truly energised on
the news that Hi-Fi Choice has
increased its circulation. Official
figures from the Audit Bureau of
Circulation (ABC) show that in the
period from July 1st to December
31st last year, we had an average
net circulation of 29,199 copies
per month — an increase of over
ten percent on the average sale
from January to June. Big thanks
are due to all readers who have
supported the magazine and now
share in our success.

These figures position us firmly
as the Number Two hi-fi
magazine in the UK after What Hi-
Fi (73,856). Hi-Fi Choice is
comfortably ahead of both serious
hi-fi-magazine rivals: Hi-Fi News
(24,014 per month) and Hi-Fi
World (18,635 per month).

Congratulation also to sister
magazine Home Entertainment,
which has just posted a first-ever
ABC of 24,349. Bravo, chaps!

Does it go up to 11?

An article in the February issue of
Studio Sound magazine serves as a
perfect example of the conceptual
divide between professional
recording and hifi. In the
introduction to a piece about
loudspeaker technology, AES
fellow John Watkinson qualifies
his comments with a subtle dig at
the hifi press. “I am interested in
precise sound reproduction
rather than hi-fi. There was a time
when the two were synonymous,
but nowadays hi-fi has become a

religion in which beliefs are more
important than truths.”

No John — just that unlike
most recording engineers,
modern audiophiles are sussed
enough not to be fooled when
told that two identical-spec boxes
sound the same.

Something to do in May
Those frightfully clever but
awfully nice boffins at the
Institute of Electrical Engineers
(IEE) are having a bit of a
colloquium. It’s on Monday May
1, at the IEE headquarters in
London’s Savoy Place — just by
Embankment tube. This event,
which is open to the public, will
“consist of top industrialists
giving their views on the way
forward for the audio world”, so a
fun day will be had by all. Call for
a booking form and programme

on 0171-240 1871, extension 2206.

See you there!

Paul Messenger adds...
It’s particularly sad to report the
death of Raymond E Cooke OBE,
one of British hi-fi’'s most

important and influential figures.

A farsighted engineer, Cooke
combined a BBC Engineering
background with a five-year
period as Technical Director at
Wharfedale, before moving south
to Maidstone and founding KEF
Electronics in 1961. Over the
following 27 years until retiring
in 1988, he established KEF as the
world’s foremost pioneer of
loudspeaker engineering and
technology, notably the
deployment of synthetic
materials in the quest for
unprecedented consistency.

Considerable natural
marketing and communication
skills made him the foremost
international ambassador for the
‘British-sounding’ loudspeaker,
and his legacy is a reputation for
quality which will last for many
years to come.

Quotes of the month

“Architecture is frozen
music” (Johann Wolfgang
von Goethe, 1749 - 1832)

“Music is vaporised
architecture”
(Hi-Fi Choice Team, 1995 - ?)

Getting in touch
with Hi-Fi Choice

Dennis Publishing Ltd, 19 Bolsover
Street, LONDON W1P 7H|

Editorial Fax: (0171) 323 3547

e-mail: 100433.1130@compuserve.com

READER SERVICES

HELP! (QueRries)

WRITE ON! (LETTERS TO THE EDITOR)
Accepted by letter only to the fax
number, e-mail or snail-mail addresses
above. We regret that we don’t have
time to take 'phone calls. Sorry!

READER CLASSIFIED ADS

SEE PAGE 85 IN THIS ISSUE

Get rid of Granny’s old radiogram — it’ll
only cost you a fiver! Ads accepted with
the official coupon only.

SUBSCRIPTIONS

SEE PAGE 30 IN THIS ISSUE
Telephone (01858) 468888

Fax (01858) 434958

Get your own personal copy of Hi-Fi
Choice every month and a FREE CD! We
take credit cards or used tenners.

If you have a problem with existing sub-
scriptions, contact Tower Publishing on
the lines above, quoting your sub-
scriber number (printed at the top of
your subscription address label).

BACK ISSUES

SEE PAGE 87 IN THIS ISSUE
Telephone (01789) 490215

Fax (01789) 490878

Back issues of most recent issues are
available — contact Dennis Direct on
the lines above. Please note that at pre-
sent we can’t supply photocopies of
articles which are out of print.

EXCLUSIVE READER OFFERS

SEE PAGE 86 OF THIS ISSUE
Telephone (01789) 490215

Fax (01789) 490878

We have a wide selection of quality
accessories and other merchandise,
available to Hi-Fi Choice readers around
the world. Get it delivered directly to
your door!

INDUSTRY SERVICES

PRODUCTS AND EDITORIAL
SUBMISSIONS

Hi-Fi Choice welcomes all information on new
and upgraded products and services, for cov-
erage within the news and review pages.
However, the publisher respectfully points out
that the magazine is obliged neither to review
nor return unsolicited products. The Editor is
always pleased to receive ideas for articles,
preferably sent first in outline form with
details of the author’s background (and where
possible, with samples of previously-pub-
lished work). However, he does not accept
responsibility for unsolicited copy, and it may
take time for a reply to be sent.

PERMISSIONS & REPRINTS

Material in Hi-Fi Choice is copyright and may
not be reproduced in any form without the
written permission of the publishers. Please
address requests for re-use of copyright mate-
rial to Edward Pizey, Co-Operative Marketing
Executive, Dennis Publishing Ltd., 19 Bolsover
Street, London W1P 7H).

Fax: 0171-636 5668

THE GET-OUT CLAUSE

While every care has been taken in the prepa-
ration of this journal, the publishers cannot be
held responsible for the accuracy of the infor-
mation herein, or for any consequence arising
from it. Readers should note that all judge-
ments have been made in the context of
equipment available to Hi-Fi Choice at the
time of review, and that ‘value for money’
comments are based on UK prices at the time
of review, which are subject to fluctuation and
are only applicable to the UK market.
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Your instant guide to the myriad intellectual stimulants present in this month’s issue.
What'’s in it, basically. (Cover image by Paul Wootton, taken from The Professional Golgo 13, courtesy of Manga Video.)

contents

COLUMNS

1 From the

Editor’s chair

Opinion aplenty from Hi-Fi
Choice’s Grande Fromage,
Stan Vincent.

- | 144 Personal Messages

Rehdeko-related fun and
frolics from the Consultant Ed.

terminals. Read the results of
our thorough blind tests.

FEATURES

| 34 Mana for all seasons

I 42 Tuner round-up Regular Choice reader Adrian
Paul Messenger compiles a Cowderoy has been delving
canned list of the best tuners into the deepest philosophy of
money can buy. Also, aquick the Mana Acoustics
glance at some of the latest, experience.

N e
/?,4 D 5 N greatest models around.
®) L A% | 38 Linn and around
Linn Products has moved into
distributed systems, so you can
hear the tunes in every room.
Alan Sircom gets to grips with
the mighty Knekt.

| 63 Amplifiers
Eightamplifiers up to£300 are
strapped to thetestbench, while
Paul Miller perforns cruel
experiments on their output

Have you got the head it takes wear these? Pag

THE FRONT END

| 5 Update

Coming soon to a hi-fi dealer
near you... the latest hi-fi.

Page?z‘ for hi-fi
friendly sofas

| 12 Sessions

Alan Sircom girds up his loins

| 31 Write On

Tunein, turn on, win a

in this month’s round-up of all sweatshirt.
that’s fun in hi-fi. I 52 Competition
Guess the weight of Squinky,
I 20 Statements the comedy badger, and win

three bus-loads of halibut. Or
some Soundstyle tables.

Small boxes and big knobs
dominate this month’s
Statements.

| 24 Help...
..me ifyou can, I'm feelin’ d-o-
o-w-wn. Our hi-fi guru Jimmy
Hughesis bein’ aro-o-u-und.

Sonolith Monolith 20/20 is
reviewed on page 12.
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Eight amplifiers priced
betweeng§200 and £300 are

reviewed from page 63.

| 54 Disc Wars

Certainly no Pandora!
The tuner can is
opened on page 42.

| 85 Reader’s Classified

Getready for the last Battle Of
The Century, as all the world’s
electronics companies line up
and take sides for the future of

The only place to buy the best
in second-hand hii.

compact disc. I 87 Spe(lal Offers
The finest hi-fi goodies —
: exclusive to Choice readers.
CHOICE MATTERS
| 9 Next Month | 95 Buyer’s Guide

How could you survive June
without Hi-Fi Choice? Find out
what’s coming next.

| 30 Subscriptions

Find out how you can get Hi-Fi
Choice delivered to your door —
with extra benefits.

Barry Fox goes
behind the
frontlines of the
HDCD format
battle, page 54.

’

The most comprehensive list of
current hi-fi products.

| 120 The Directory

Your indispensable guide toa
betterlife! All the current
products that have been
reviewed in Choice.

Paul Messenger reviews
Acoustic Energy’s AE-1
Signature speakers on page 20.

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 its technical
specifications. What’s more, our
listening tests are conducted
under strict blind conditions, using
an experienced panel drawn from
the hi-fi industry.

UNIQUE ‘SWING TAGS’
MARK OUT PREMIUM
PRODUCTS

Our group tests aim to establish
value for money based on
absolute sound quality, build
quality and measured perfor-
mance. Products awarded the Best
Buy swing tag will be of signifi-
cantly greater value than alterna-
tives in the same price band; both
performance and construction will
be exceptional. Products awarded
the Recommended swing-tag offer
greater value than alternatives in
the same price band; their perfor-
mance will be solid through and
through, if not sufficiently remark-
able for a Best Buy citation.

[
—contents
THE

it

Why Hi-Fi Choice is
your essential choice

I

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. More importantly,
they have the skill, honed over
time, to predict how individual
components will perform in real-
world readers’ systems.

AN UNPARALLELED
HI-FI PEDIGREE
Hi-Fi Choice has
been testing hi-fi
since 1975. We've
seen the arrival

of compact disc;
the decline and
resurgence of vinyl
LP; the renaissance
of valve amps; the
birth of DCC and
MiniDisc; and the
continuing popular-
ity of good old-fashioned
cassette tape. We look forward
wholeheartedly to the multichan-
nel reproduction of music and the
fusion of images and sound.
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Cast adrift in the mighty ocean of hi-fi, with little more than a word-processor to stave off
certain death, how will Malcolm Steward deal with this month’s batch of new goodies?

update

Mark Levinson
goes HDCD

he £15,950 Mark Levinson

No30.5 Reference Digital
Processor now incorporates a
retrocompatible HDCD decoder.
Manufacturer Madrigal claims the
improved unit offers eight times
oversampling with up to 24-bit
resolution when decoding
conventional discs. Existing
No030.5s can be upgraded by
replacing their digital filterand
processor-software EPROM.

The No37 CD Transport attacks

mechanically and electrically
induced jitter by combining a

In brief

The legendary Finial Laserturntable,
now manufactured by the Japanese
ELP corporation, is available in Britain
through The Serious Audio Company
fora cool £20,000 = (01663) 742713

New from Mcintosh Laboratory Inc, the
MAG6400 is a 100W integrated amplifier
with full remote control and front-
panel-mounted power output meters.
Expected UK price: around £2,000.

= (01483) 454993

Rotelis offering an RQg970BX phono
equaliserforjust £99.95 to anyone
buying an RAg70BX integrated or
RC/RBg70BXpre/poweramplifier
beforethe end of August.

2 (01908) 317707

Onkyo UK has taken over distribution
of the Danish Dali range of
loudspeakers. Buy a pair soon and
you’ll get eight metres of Dali
audiophile cable free.

= (0181) 343 2082

Be First In your area to be First
Out with Mark Levinson‘s No3y.

proprietary jitter-reduction circuit

with a double-speed CD-ROM drive.

The No37 eschews conventional
servo circuitry and uses alow-noise
FIFO (First In, First Out) buffer with a
custom oscillator instead. Estimated
price is around £4,500.

Another ‘intelligent’ FIFO buffers
incoming data in the No36 Digital
Processor. This £3,995 device
doesn't rely upon sources having
accurate datarates, and is even said
to improve the sound of players that
do not run exactly at 44.1kHz.

Finally, there are three new M-L
dual-mono power ampliiers: the
300W No333(£8,500), the 200W
No332 (£6,500),and the 100W
No331 (£4,500).
= (01494) 459981

inshaw's new Amphi-Sound
K processor (£299) aims to
enhance music systems by negating
the effects of reflected sound at the
rear of the listening room.

It takes a line level signal from the
main stereo amplifier and feeds it to
another amp driving a pair of
speakers at the rear of the room. The

fter ayear’s development,

the Audio Innovations Alto
CD player is revealed to the
world. Key features include:
dual-differential balanced
operational; constant-
calibration bitstream DACs; a
stabilised, low-jitter clock circuit
and separate power

On a wing and a prayer —
Audio Innovations Alto CD.

Rlcer*/
than most }

transformers for control and
audio circuits; digital output;
and a back-lit LCD display.

The Alto CD is priced at £299
(black) or £329 (chrome), and,
like Audio Innovations’ Alto
amp, is available exclusively
through Richer Sounds stores.
= (01305) 761017

. Amphi-sound is just the

thing for Spartacus fans.
Amphi-Sound processor
uses a proprietary algorithm,
to reinforce rather than conflict with
the main system, effectively masking
the rear wall's reflected sound.
Kinshaw points out that this is not
conventional surround sound, and

. the systemrequires

full-bandwidth speakers at the rear.
A budget version, packaged with a
four-channel amplifier, is expected.
= (01209) 715878.
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| update

Impulse
enters
instrumental

Impulse’s new speakers are
full of Eastern promise.

mpulse Loudspeakers enlisted

the help of London’s Design
Council to create a dramatic look
forits new Kora, Lali and Ta’us
models, all named after Eastern
musical instruments - a
Senegalese stringed bass, a
Fijian drum, and an Indian bowed
stringed instrument respectively.

All three speakers are floor-
standing, horn-loaded designs,
made with hand-carved, solid-
wood baffles hewn from
Canadian maple. The top-of-the-
range Ta’us, which costs £2,695,
replaces the Impulse H2 and uses
separate horns to load its
midrange and bass drivers. The
£1,595 Lalireplaces the H6 and
features an improved version of
that speaker’s bass horn. The
£1,095 Kora is a wholly new
design developed from the H6,
which uses a modified
exponential horn.

Each model has an integral
stand, incorporates improved
drive units and crossovers, and
can be used close to a rear wall.
Naturally, all are high efficiency
designs with sensitivities ranging
from 89dB for the Kora to 94dB
for the Ta’us.
= 0181-766 0474
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It’s never too late
to be called to the
top table, thanks to
Rega’s Planar 9.

Ultimately

-

he words ‘ultimate’ and ‘definitive’ are being uttered by Rega Research in

connection with its new Planar 9 turntable. Unlike former models, this one
comes with a dual-speed, crystal-locked, dual-amplified, outboard power
supply to drive a rigidly mounted motor — doing away with the need for the
compliant motor mounting arrangement seen on previous Regas.

The motor drives a high-tolerance, diamond-turned sub-platter through twin
belts for greater speed stability while playing heavily-modulated discs.
Mechanical isolation comes from mounting the tone-arm, motor and platter
assemblies on alightweight inner plinth, which is attached through a three-
point fixing to a solid wood surround. The main platter is machined from an

aluminium oxide ceramic material.

The RB90O tone-arm, described as an “ultimately refined” version of its

RB300 model, comprises a one-piece tube, high-tolerance bearings and
attaches to the deck via three anti-resonance outriggers.
Total package price is approximately £1,500.

= (01702) 333071

Fidelity to
customer
demand

M usical Fidelity's Elektra range
now includes the Elektra
E10. This junior version of the £700
is rated at 40 Watts per channel and,
like its sibling £50 tuner and E60 CD
player (due in a month'’s time), it will
sell for £299.95.

The E710, which incorporates a
moving-magnet phono stage and
five line-level inputs, effectively
replaces the popular A7 and B7
models in Musical Fidelity’s range.
The company explained that while
the A7 sounded sweet, it couldn't
deliver high volume levels and was
restricted in the loudspeakers it
could drive. The B7 was more
powerful and resilient but frequently
criticised for sounding brash.
Customer response to the more
expensive £7100 series components
encouraged Musical Fidelity to
clothe the £70in matching livery.
= 0181-900 2866.

Back in black — Musical
Fidelity’s E10 undercuts the
E100’s price but not its sound.

Europe’s out walklng

ooks like it's gonna be a

MiniDisc summer — Sony have
announced a total of six new, third-
generation MD machines.
Immediately available models
comprise three domestic units
(MDS-S30, £499.99; MDS-S'1,
£549.99; MDS-S302, £499.99)
and an in-car deck/tuner (MDX-
C150,£599.99).

Come June, there will be two new
MD Walkmen: the playback-only
MZ-E3 (£249.99) and the recording
MZ-R3 (£399.99) — the latter pair's

pricing has obviously benefitted from
improved manufacturing techniques.

Sony claims to have sold 600,000
MD players worldwide over the. last
two years — with 30 per cent of those
sold in Europe. They claim further
that they have issued 36 hardware
manufacturing licenses, 19 software
pressing licenses and 16 recording
media licenses.

Blank media is available at £7.99
for a 60-minute disc and £9.99 fora
74-minute disc.
= (01932) 816000

generatlon MD is |



Surrounding
and visual

B ose's new £2,300 Lifestyle 12
system adds the surround-
sound angle to the company’s
slimline music system concept, first
unveiled in 1989. In addition to CD
and AM/FM tuner, the listener can
now siphon Pro-Logic TV
broadcasts or films through the
diminutive brushed aluminium
control centre.

The system is supplied with five
magnetically-shielded Acoustimass
‘double-cube’ arrays and an
Acoustimass three-chamber bass
module, which incorprates

Videologic — Bose's enhancement
of Dolby Pro-Logic processing.

Also of note is the RF handset,
which relies on radiowaves rather
than infra-red, and can thus be
operated anywhere in the home. In
specialist hi-fi dealers, customers will
be offered a demonstration based
around CD-i.

News from the fascinating facts
department: Bose claims market
leadership in European loudspeaker
sales, citing market share of 17.2 per
centin May 1994.

@ (01795) 475341

Budget Lux with optional

champagne

R emember Luxman? RAM UK aims to re-establish this prestigious brand
in the UK with new 300 Series components, all at the entry-level price of
£199.95. The range kicks off with the 40 Watt A-372 amplifier, the two-head,
two-motor K-322 cassette deck, T-353 tuner and D-332 CD player — which

offers 18-bit DACs, uncommon at this price level. All components are finished
in ‘Professional Black' as standard, though Luxman's tasty Champagne Gold

finish will be available to special order.

©0161-973 0505

Lorks! Luxury Luxman lives.

Dangerous
mini
W ooah! Don't let your kids near
the new £449.99 Aiwa
NSX-D999 Mega Mini System.
Unlike most wimpy minis, this one
puts out a claimed and very
dangerous 150 Watts per channel
(ten per cent THD), making it a very
hazardous bedroom accessory.
Other features include a three-disc
CD changer, dual one-bit DACs,
Artificial Intelligence navigation for
ease of use, and — you guessed it —
dual microphone Karaoke with
Digital Echo. Aiwa's publicist
assures us this means “More people,

more fun”. Mmmmm..
= 0181-897 7000

Counterpoint: where valve
and solid-state meet.

c ounterpoint's £1,995 NPS-
100is anew 100W hybrid
power amplifier from the Californian
company noted for partnering valves
with semiconductors. However, the
new model eschews traditional
MOSFETSs for bipolar transistors,
thanks to the latter's greater
ruggedness and improved current
delivery, which translates into a more
natural presentation with improved
dynamic range, allegedly.

@ (01483) 454993

update |

In brief

Kenwood’s UD-403P mini system
includes athree-disc CD player, tuner,
cassette, graphic equaliser, and Dolby
Pro-Logic surround sound. It comes
complete with centre and surround
speakers and costs £549.95

= (01923) 816444.

Grundig’s new R120 midi system uses
key components from the company’s
Performing Arts range. £399.99 gets
you a silver finished CD, tuner,
cassette, graphic, 30W amp and a pair
of two-way, reflex speakers.

= (01788) 577155.

Path Group has added a series of
equipment and loudspeaker stands to
its Ixos range. The Deadrock — not to
be confused with Dreadlock —
supports are fashioned from a granite
resin matrix. @ (01494) 459981.

LucasFilm has bestowed Home THX
certification upon XLO’s VDOrange of
cables. This makes XLO one of only two
cable manufacturers licensed to use
the THX logo. = (0115) 9284147.

The Chord Company has a special deal
for anyone buying its Solid
interconnect cable before the end of
June. Trade in your old interconnect
and get £30 off the Solid’s regular
price. @ (0722) 331674.

The National Vintage Communications
Fair takes place at the NEC
Birmingham on Sunday May 14th 1995,
from 10.30 am to 5pm. Admission costs
f5.00and includes — while stocks last
— afree copy of the Sound and Vision
Yearbook 1995 /6. @ (01398) 331532.

Goldring Products is now the UK
distributor for Grado headphones. The
Americanmanufacturer hasjust
launched a new five-modelrangethat
starts with the £89.95 SR60 and goes
up to £299.95 forthe SR325.

= (01284) 701101.

Alpine still claims to make the world's
smallest in-car CD changer after
replacing the previous title holder, the
5960, withthe CHM-S600. The
compact £299.90 unit has a six-disc
capacity. @ (01908) 611556

Inthe US, sales to dealers of consumer
audio hardware surged 12 per cent in
1994, topping S8billion for the first
time. These Electronic Industries
Association (EIA) statistics, released in
March, are ascribed to ‘an innovative
industry and aresurgent US economy’.
@ +1(703) 907 7674

Aston Audio’s Leeds branch is holding
aNaim Musical Evening on Thursday
May 23rd at Korks Wine Bar, from
20.00 onwards.

Call = (01943) 467689 to book.

Correction: last month’s Update item
onthe REL Storm subwoofer was
inaccurate. Where we implied that its
Volt driver will be offered as an
upgrade to existing Stentor and Studio
owners, we should have said that the
driver can be upgraded to the ‘Big 10’
driver used in the Stentorand Studio.
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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

The neutral, very natural
tonal response is particularly
free of distortion. A standing
ovation for such harmony of
sound and design!
Pleasant and comfortable
to wear, like all
headphones in
this group.

technology. Supremely comfortable and
near-unbreakable, the headphones are
specially designed for easy replacement of parts.
With accurate, detailed response and rich pure
tone, recreate the eloquence of the instruments, the
vitality of the vocals. Whatever your taste in music
you'll appreciate the transparent natural sound
quality, balanced by a wide dynamic range.
Now prove it. Try out our headphones for yourself.
You'll be convinced. Naturally.

. /1 SENNHEISER

HD 340

A headphone which
produces a roomy and
detailed sound whilst
incorporating high
quality in its design
making it lightweight
and comfortable to
wear.

Sennheiser UK Ltd, Freepost, Loudwater, High Wycombe, Buckinghamshire, HP10 8BR. Telephone 0628 850811. Fax 0628 850958
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Alien 3
widescreen edition

Hearts of Darkness
widescreen edition

Cinema Paradiso
widescreen edition

YOU KNOW IT MAKES SENSE

Why not take out a subscription to Home
Entertainment? It will cost you less than
buying it at the newsagents each month,
you get free delivery straight to your door,
and you never have to risk missing an
issue. Oh yes, and we'll throw in a free
widescreen film of your choice!

Home Entertainment costs £2.50 every

month, however if you take out a subscrip-

tion you can save up to 30% on the cover
price. If you choose to pay by direct debit
(the hassle-free way for you and for us)

your subscription will cost as little as £23.

And don’t forget post and packaging are
free - Home Entertainment will appear, as
if by magic, on your doorstep every month
- you need never leave the comfort of your
living room again.

And while you're sitting at home waiting
for your next copy of Home Entertainment
to arrive you can watch one of our great
free cult classics. Yes indeed, not content
with sending you your home cinema bible

HomeEntertainment

Fmope S plemler home cinema mdgazme

at a discount, we’ll also send you
a FREE widescreen film on video.
You can choose any one of the
fabulous films pictured on these
pages. Any one of these best-
selling films would be a valuable
addition to any self-respecting
film goer’s collection.

To sign up for this fantastic offer all you
have to do is fill in the coupon, and send
it to us with payment - we’'ll do the rest!
You just sit back and wait for your film and
your issues of Home Entertainment to
arrive. It's as easy as that!

SUBSCRIBE TO HOME ENTERTAINMENT

* Have Home Entertainment delivered
to your door every month

e Get up to 30% off the normal price

¢ Receive a FREE video of your choice

* Get to impress your friends with your
vast and up to the minute knowledge

e An extra £2 off when you subscribe by
direct debit

YOU REALLY CAN’T LOSE!

The Abyss- spcial edition

1994 Awards - Best widescreen edition

Man Bites Dog
widescreen edition

N s/ -
Blade Runner
the director’s cut




HOME ENTERTAINMENT SUBSCRIPTION APPLICATION FORM

[] Start my subscription from the next available issue and send me my free film.
or [J I am already a subscriber, please extend my subscription and send my film.

1 year (£2.08 an issue) JUK £25 [] Europe £40 [JWorld £53
2 years (£1.88 anissue) []UK £45 [J] Europe £69 [ World £91
3years (£1.69 anissue) []UK £61 [] Europe £99 [J World £133

Annual direct debit [] £23 (UK only)

The film | would like is

| am over 15/18 (delete as applcable) Signed

DETAILS
Name S )
Address

Postcode B Daytime phone

POSTAGE DETAILS
UK READERS: Home Entertainment Subscriptions, FREEPOST WD7 Bristol BS12 OBR.

OVERSEAS READERS:"Home Entertainment Subscriptions, Bradley Pavilions,
Bradley Stoke North, Bristol BS12 0BQ.

PHONE OUR SUBSCRIPTION HOTLINE ON: 01454 620070 OR FAX: 01454 620080

METHOD OF PAYMENT Complete section @ Direct Debit, @ Cheqgue or €@Credit Card
© [ ]1 would like to pay by direct debit AND SAVE £2.

Instruction to your bank or building society to pay by Direct Debit.

To the manager - bank name
Address

B Postcode

Name of account holder(s)
Bank sortcode |__|_ Il |__Il__

Please pay Dennis Publishing Ltd. direct debits from the account detailed on this
instruction subject to the safeguards assured by The Direct Debit Guarantee.
Banks and building societies may not accept direct debit instructions for some types of account.

Signature(s) Date

@ [Jlenclose achequeforf ~ (sterling) made payable to:
Dennis Publishing Ltd — Home Entertainment

@ (] Please charge my [] Visa [] Access/Mastercard [] AMEX

Card Number __|__ (M1 11 HW__J_1_1_H__|I__I__I__| Expirydate|__I__l__I__I
Today’'s date _ Signed N
[] Please indicate here if you do not wish to receive details of further special offers or new products. PD505



can change. Several years

ago, I abandoned the classic
‘Flat Earth’ system in favour of
something more neutral. It’s
therefore quite a shock to find
that one of the most exciting
sounds I've heard comes from an
Exposure pre/power combo,
which has firm roots in the flat
earth camp.

Some time ago, Exposure
loaned me its £850 XVII
preamplifier and XVIII power
amp, in preparation for this
review of the new £850 XVIII
Super power amp. The price of
the combo was not quoted, but
having spentseveral years in the
industry, I can usually predict
prices without a problem. This
time, however, I failed
completely, pitching the combo
atdoubleits real cost (£1,700).
And that was before the XVIII
Super turned up...

The combo is totally fuss-free,
and superbly finished in
Exposure’s ‘new’ matt black
house style. With a 250VA mains
transformer that wouldn’tlook
out of place in a power amp, the
XVl is also one of the heaviest
one-box preamplifiers around.
This probably explains why it
has a superbly musical on-board

I t’s strange how your tastes

Matt-black music from the

rhythm kings of Portslade. ————
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phono stage (either MM or MC)
and one of the most honest line
stages in this price-range.

The Exposure XVIII Super is
anotherstunner for the cash. It
is equipped with a beefed-up
powerrail, a trimmed output
section, and special foil
capacitors which have nothing
whatsoever to do with
computers (‘computer grade’
components are a pet hate of
John Farlowe, Exposure’s
designer). Like its sister model,
the XVIII Super is a sixty-watter. It
has the power it takes to get
speaker cones smoking and
cause the owner a 12 month
suspended sentence for
disturbing the peace. Both pre
and power come fitted with XLR
terminals. Neither offers true
balanced operation, but there is
still a great deal ofimprovement
over previous models.

Prior to being introduced to
the Exposure XVIII Super, |
planned to praise the combo for
itslack of artificiality and no-
nonsense musical performance.
Include the XVIII Super and give
ita good warm-up, and you've

: come to theright place for a
© wicked sense of rhythm.

Theimageryand
transparency of the system is

Leaving no turn unstoned in the never-ending quest for the finest sound, Alan Sircom trawls
the hi-fi ocean for prime fillet of audio, while Jimmy Hughes lives for good Stereo.

choice sessions

alsoimproved, as is the terrier-
biting-through-your-soft-parts
bass. The spot-on timing is what
you’d expect from a designer
who cut his teeth building Hi-
Watt guitar amps for the likes of
Pete Townshend. Effectively, it
interferes with the fundamental
aspects of the music so little that
my note pad ends up looking
more like a list from Record
Collector than an attempt to
criticise a piece of hi-fi.

Ifyou are feeling picky, there
isaslightdullness in the
extreme treble, and the mid-
range is on the hard side. But
these details prove insignificant
once the ‘boogie factor’ and
price is taken into account.

The Exposure amp combo
leads you toward similarly
musical sources and speakers. I
got the best results from
speakers like the evergreen Epos

: ES14, smaller Shahinians and

Royd’s excellent little Sorcerers.
More important, though, is that
it creates clutter —you begin
playing music at about eight
o’clockin the evening and the
next thing you know it’s seven
hours later and you can’t move
for records and CDs strewn
across the floor.It’s aworry.
Iwouldn’t recommend

STEREQ pg
OWER Any
PUFE 5
SUPER xviy

owners of an original XVIII to
replace it with a Super. Greater
benefit would probably come
from switching over to the
mono version of this amp.
However, Imust admit that
deeply missed the Exposure
XVII/XVIII Super when it left my
system —which is about the
highest praiseI can think of for
any product.

Flat on my face

I’d hate to be drunk with a
speech impediment when
ordering sets of the Sonolith
Monolith 20/20 speaker cable.
Designed to maximise the
performance of Electrofluidics’
Sonolithloudspeakers (reviewed
inissue no.139), the £25/m
Monolith 20/20 is a flat sandwich-
construction cable. It uses a pair
of high-purity 20mm-wide
copper ribbons that are rolled,
notdrawn, and separated by a
Mylar dielectric.

Cables like Monolith 20/20 have
extremely low resistance. This is
to avoid the low frequencies
unattenuating, which isborne
out bylistening, as is the
extremely detailed high
frequency performance one
would expect from such a large
surface area. On theright
system, Monolith 20/20 is
wonderfully detailed, extremely
coherent and has about the
fastest transients I've come
across from a cable. It’s slightly
dynamically challenged, but
with all that detail, who cares?

The troubleis, low resistance
cables have a very high
attendant capacitance, which
can cause a number of
amplifiers near-terminal
problems. The Exposure
pre/power amplifier mentioned
above would have ablue fitif]
offered up Monolith 20/20 to the
speaker terminals. As arule of
thumb, a lot of amplifiers which
emphasise pace, rhythm and
timing will take to this cable like
aduck takes to shotgun pellets.



If you've the right system, give it
20/20 vision with Monolith.

If this all sounds familiar, it’s
probably because the Sonolith
Monolith is nearly identical to the
. Goertz cable, imported by
Townshend Audio. The two look
the same, their construction is
broadly similar, and they both
behave and sound almost
identically. If a gun were at my
head, Iwould attribute slightly
more detail and capacitive load
to the Monolith, butit’s also
. moderatelyless dynamicand
. balanced than the Goertz.
However, these differences are
extremely fractional.

I hesitate to recommend both
the Goertz and the Monolith
cables, because of their amp-
crushing capacitance. The fact
remains, however, that they are
capable of providing superb
sound in theright system.

The only conventional cable
that sounds as good is the near-
mythical (and frighteningly
expensive) Flatline Red Dawn. But
that’s another story...

Atmos ‘R’Us
Our attentions now turn to the
Technics SC-LS10 system (see
p15), a state-of-the-art radiogram
which defies placement in
conventional midi, mini or
micro pigeonholes. Instead, this
unit’s discreet, curved facia
hints more at penthouse-style
Bang & Olufsen thana
commodity sale item in Dixons.

It’s all remote-controlled
naturally, and optimised for
ease of use: basic function
buttons stand ready on the
handset; more obscure controls
are hidden behind a sliding flap.
The unititselfis similarly
demure at rest, but when the CD
and tape mechanisms are
summoned they slide and rotate
into position as if destined for
an appearance on Thunderbirds
or Stingray.You can also listen to
FM, MW and LW radio, or select
an external source.

Clever widgetry within
enables easy unattended

recording of radio sources, or
fuss-free cassette compilation of
CDs. And once its clock is set, the
SC-LS10 becomes a high-tech
alarm. This chronological
awareness also extends to the
unit’s ‘Soundscape’ function,
which offers synthesised
rendtitions of calming natural
sounds for those who need to
unwind. On offer are Beach,
Forest and Stream, each
populated by ‘virtual’ birds and
insects whose identities change
through the day. From the
morning cuckoo to the
overnight owl, it’s just the thing
for executive stress.

Better still, mix this effect
with the musicyou’re playing
and dial yourselfan instant
outdoor concert (Metallica
meets Bambi, anyone?).

You’ll be surprised by the
sound of this distinctive
machine. The speakers, curved
in coordination with the main
unit’s styling, are three-way
boxes of unexpected solidity;
and they are entirely free of
typical midi-system vices.
Though power outputisin the
modest ten-to-thirty Watt range,
real dynamics and real
frequency range are available —
music sounds like music, and
will play to serious levels in the
average room. Stereo imagery is

not astrong suit, but the SC-LS10
would not embarrass itselfin
the company of budget hi-fi
separates.Thereis a sprinkling
of DSP widgets to boost bass,
optimise for low-level listening
and psycho-acoustically
enhance the perception of
stereo width.

While not qualifying as a true
audiophile product, ifyou want
to blend chic style, solid audio
performance and remote-
control convenience in a
diminutive but high-value
package, the £800 SC-LS10
deserves your attention.

Lavieen Rose

A couple of stories surround
PinkTriangle’s new Ventrical
loudspeaker (see p17). First,
there’s the name; for
anatomical pedants, a ventricle
is one of the two lower chambers
of the heart; for Pink pedants,
the Ventrical is PT’s first since the
introduction of Cardinal
transport and Ordinal DAC. If the
next Pink product s a ballsy
subwoofer, I'd lay bets that it
will be called the Testical.

The £865 Ventrical is a slimline
floorstanding two-way speaker,
available in a variety of funky
finishes. It uses a dome tweeter
(very similar to the EMIT
popularised by Infinity) which

sessions

bestows seriously clean,
extended treble, as well as the
sort of openness that could
almost pass for an electrostatic.

Although extended, the Ventrical

never lapses into brightness or
sibilance, giving cymbals an
attack, decay and release thatis
superbly accurate. This makes
for a speaker thatis very
revealing, yet easy tositin front

. of.Outside the world of ’statics,

such a combination is as rare as
hens’ teeth.
The tweeter of the Ventrical is

alliedwitha100mmbassdriver,

coupled in a transmission line
arrangement, with a rear-firing
port. The latter makes the
speaker adjustable to suita wide
variety of rooms. The Ventrical’s
bass can be attenuated by up to

: 4dB, thanks to three different

kinds of foam bung: too little
and the bass overhangs and flaps
around the room; too much and
the bass disappears which
means a thick and stilted
midband. In my room, the best
sound lay somewhere between
1dB and 2dB attenuation.

Ifyou are an inveterate
tweaker, this is the perfect
speaker.Change the bung
material or reposition the
speakers slightly, and you will
experience dramatic changesin
performance. In this respect, the

Hi-Fi Choice May 1995 13



AWARDS

'94'95

Eunomean Iacing ano Soup Associarion

173 STATION ROAD, EDGWARE, MIDDLESEX HA8 7JX TEL: 0181 9528853
45 HIGH STREET, HOUNSLOW, MIDDLESEX TW3 1RH TEL: 0181 568580
18 MONMOUTH STREET, COVENT GARDEN, LONDON WC2H 9HB /ZFL: 04




Ventrical is quite demanding.
The more you putinto the set-up
of the speaker, the greater the
rewards. In general, however,
we’re not dealing with a great

fan of boomy, resonant or
cavernous rooms. And the
Ventrical prefers the softer
approach of a Stemfoort SF100
integrated amplifier to the
slightly brash Exposure combo.

When accurately set up, the
Ventrical somehow reminds me
of the Audioplan Kontrapunkt—a
smoothly satisfying and
unfatiguing experience. It
produces an image thatis
dramatically precise, but which
drops back from behind the
speaker baffles, as opposed to
projecting an image into the
room. Also like the Kontrapunkt,
PT’s Ventrical has a very definite
volume envelope that cannot be
breached. This speaker will play
loud enough to upset most
inner city neighbours, but if you
want pinned-to-the-wall volume
levels, look elsewhere.

The Ventrical has a nice solid
underpinning of bass. This is not
the deepest, most grumbling
bass around, but this speaker
only uses a 100mm bass driver. A
transmission line helps, but you
cannae change thelaws o’
physics, Cap’n.

Sometimes, to my surprise,
the Ventrical suddenly swung
deep notes, when required by
discslike Leftfield’s Leftism. As
with many transmission line
designs, this bassis not the
fastest, most spot-on performer
in the rhythm department. It
will not provoke a negative
reaction under normal
circumstances, but fans of
timing-oriented systems will
probably not be so impressed.

I’'d belying ifIsuggested that
the PT Ventrical was the speaker
for all people. Deep bass freaks,
those seeking ear-bending
volume levels and timing
nutters are likely to find it
downright unacceptable.
However, if you lust after the
glorious transparency that only
a Quad Electrostatic can achieve,
butlack either the funds or
suitable domestic
arrangements, thisis a pretty
good alternative.

Vitamin-fed minis

I've had so many boxes to fall
over during the last few months,
that even the tiniest speaker
would be hard tolike.
Fortunately, the £250 System
Audio 905 speakers are seriously
small. Never mind Royd or Rega
speakers, a pair of these tiny

If style and DSP are all you need,
Technics SC-LS10 is for you (see
‘Atmos R Us’, p15).

starlets fitin a box almost the
same size as a case of decent
wine. The 905s are just about as
much fun as a case of wine —and
theylastlonger, too.

A tiny, bi-wirable two-way,
this Danish five-litre 905 comes
in a choice of black vinyl
woodgrain or woodgrained
vinyl which is black—buta
genuine woodgrain finish is on
the cards. It uses a 19mm fabric
dome tweeter and a hand-made
130mm mid/bass drive unit
connected to the outside world
via a pair of gold-plated bi-wire
terminals. The claimed
sensitivity is 89dB which,
coupled with a nominal
impedance of eight Ohms and
power handling of 70 Watts,
means that it can be driven well
with almost any amplifier.

Some hi-fi buffs may
remember the classic

Wharfedale Diamonds of the ’80s.

Along with many a fledgling
enthusiast of the time, I cut my
audio teeth on a pair of Diamond
2s. Although limited in a
number of respects, the budget
Diamonds never let go of the
music, and allowed me to
seriously upgrade turntables
and amps over the years. These
905s share a great deal of that
classic Diamond performance.
There is something nostalgic
about the 905s. They kept

Smaller than your average
speaker, the System Audio 905
lacks nothing in the fun
department.

bringing me back to bedsit-land
and Echoand the Bunnymen
records playing into the wee
small hours. And they lapped up
almost all the musicI tried on
them, with a moderate bias
away from classical music —
more Velvet Crush than Vivaldi.
Asyou’d expect from a small
box, deep and grunty bass ain’t
on the menu, but] think there’s
aslight upper-bass lift to hide
the 905s limitations; not so
obvious as to enforce heavy
coloration on the speaker, but

- Jjustenough to fill out the bass.

This bass reinforcement is
further enhanced by the filled
single column stands, and by
placing the speakers pretty close
to a solid wall.

As an experiment, try the 905s
with something like No Protection
(the dub remix of Massive
Attack’s Protection CD), or the
Vangelis soundtrack to Blade
Runner. Both discs include the
type of notes that cause serious
intestinal disturbance to the
listener, ifyou've got the right
speaker. The 905 makes a valiant
attempt at playing these deep
notes, but at no time do you feel
the air, or your bowels, move.

Asmall box generally images
well, and the 905 is no exception.
The image height is lacking
completely, and thereisn’t
much cavernous image depth,
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LOOKS LIKE
NO OTHER...

SOUNDS LIKE
NO OTHER...

SOUNDS LIKE
NOTHING
AT ALL.

THE BEST IN
THE WORLD.

»LO

ELECTRI

Interconnects and
Speaker Cables.
Made in USA

Distributed in the UK by
w O L L AT ON

AcelUUeDel-=O
tel/fax: 0115 928 4147

AUDIO INSIGHT
53 Wolverton Road, Stony Stratford
Milton Keynes, Bucks MK11 1ED
Tel: (01908) 561551

BURY AUDIO
47 Churchgate
Bury St. Edmunds, Suffolk
Tel: (01284 724337

DEFINITIVE AUDIO
Tel/Fax: (01159) 813562

INFIDELITY

9 High Street, Hampfon Wick
Kingston-upon-Thames, Surrey
Tel: (0181) 943 3530

KAMLA ELECTRONICS
251 Tottenham Court Road
London

Tel: (0171) 323 2747

OXFORD AUDIO CONSUI.TAN?S‘
Cantay House, Park End Street
Oxford OX1 1JE

Tel: (01865) 790879

MUSIC MATTERS

363 Hagley Road, Edgbaston
Birmingham B17 8DL
Tel(0121) 429 2811

93-95 Hobs Moat Road, Solihull
West Midlands B92 HJL
Tel: (0121) 7420254

SOUND ACADEMY

High Street, Bloxwich (Nr. Walsall}
West Midlands

Tel: (01922) 493499

SOUND ORGANISATION
4 Pickfords Wharfe, Clink Street
London

Tel: (0171) 403 2255

THE POWERPLANT
66 Upper North Street
Brighton BNI'T 3FL

Tel: (01273) 775978




Open your heart to the new Pink
Triangle Ventrical loudspeaker
(see ‘La vie en Rose’, p15).

unless you move them into the
room and lose what’s left of the
bass. But the soundstaging is

wide, and studio engineers

fiddling with pan-pots is every
bit as annoying as with a pair of
more expensive speakers.

What the 905s lack in image
depth and deep bass, they make
up for in a fair degree of
dynamicrange and coherence,
allied to the sort of timing that
brings a tap to the foot. Once
again, the past keeps calling me.
I can’t help feeling that the 905s
are a pair of Diamonds that took
all their vitamins. All they lack is
the lively spit of the classic
Wharfedale, but that can be put

Denon’s remote-free
DCD-315 CD player.
Does low cost really
mean good value (see
‘The alternative is
nothing’, p18).

down to teenage exuberance.

The 905s are also smart in that
theydon’t present a threat to
mid-fi amplification and
sources. So often, cheaper
speakers are designed and even
demonstrated when hooked up
tovindictively expensive
equipment; play the same
speaker on cheap and cheerful
middle-market gear (which itis
most likely to be partnered
with), and the speaker just
doesn’t deliver the goods. The
905 blends into real-world
systems so well that you forget
the technology and simply listen
into the music.

While they can never play the

sort of volume levels
that satisfy Malcolm ‘If you
can hear me say it’s too quiet,
then it’s notloud enough’
Steward, a pair of 905s can —in a
fairly small room —churn out
Rage Against The Machine loud
enough to hurt. Finally,
whatever you do, remove those
black plastic logos from the
grilles. I had them flapping
along to almost every bass note,
especially when things got loud.
Better still, do away with the
grilles altogether. Then you
really have a giant-killer.

If they had the absolute detail
resolution to match their strong
points, the 905s could be serious
competition for super-mini
speakers like the Neat Petite. But
such a statement doesn’t match
the massive price differential.
More to the point, for a first
‘proper’ hi-fisystem, you’ll get a
lot of mileage out of the 905s.

Yes, my head hurts

Regular readers will know that I
was profoundly impressed by
the Grado SR60 headphones.
They are the baby of the Grado
range, which stretches up to the
£600 HP1. Thereis alot of space
between the two. Space that s
filled with models like the £150
SR125 (see p18). This looks almost
identical to the SR60, save for the
slightly larger earpads.

Bigger earpads, however, do
not change the fundamentally
uncomfortable nature of the
headphones.Itall comes down
to that head-band, which is
anatomically designed fora
skull-sized light bulb. With the
requisite amount of brute force
and ignorance (my favourite
combination, next to Southern
Comfort and Babycham), the
Grado band can be twisted into a
vaguely human shape. They also
leak sound like it was going out
of fashion. In a quiet room, this
makes the SR125s sound more
like a pair of tweeters than a pair
of quality headphones.

sessions |

Fortunately,
the sound quality more than
makes up for the lack of creature
comforts. The SR125 builds upon
the basic performance of the
SR60, getting even closer to
what’s on the disc. It also
provides the dark sound with
deep, full-on bass and the
slightly forward mid-range
which is characteristic of the
SR60. Unlike a pair of AKG, Beer
or Sennheiser cans, the Grado
design is more idiosyncsgatic. If

. you, like me, can get past the

uncomfortable nature and
slight brightness, almost every
other headphone on the market
sounds contrived and
unexciting by comparison.

The SR125s also avoid
lateralising music, which helps
to minimalise the in-head sound
typical of many headphones. On
the other hand, they are never
anything less than a bumpy ride
through your platters, and
many will find the process a tad
too uneven and unnerving.

I know that the SR125s are
bright.Ialso know thatIlisten
to them too loud, consume too
many trans-fatty acids, stay up
too late, take too little exercise
and swear in the car even when
the window is wound down. But
lifeis too short to live a puritan
lifestyle and the SR125s, like the
SR60s before them, help to bring
out the proto-humanin me.I
really enjoyed playing some naff
dance CDs through them. Ilike
them because they're highly
sensitive, so I can turn the
volume up to hearing-
threatening levels, just for fun.

Comparing the two models is
an interesting project. Play a
track on the SR60 and get used to
the depth of bass, the sheer
clarity, focus and speed of
attack. Then change over to the
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SR125 and wonder how you
could find such alimited
performance so alluring. By
contrast, the SR60 is seriously
bass-challenged, sharp and
grainy. A sense ofimmediacy
presentin the SR60 is less
evidentin the bigger model, but
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after awhile it becomes clear
that thisis simply due to the
lack of frequency extension (the
SR125 seems to add an extra
octave everywhere). There is still
aslight touch of grain, but this s
trivial when compared to the
sheer zest of the headphone.

The Grado SR125is more of a
double-edged sword than its
sibling; use a cheaper
headphone output and you have
arather bright balance. Plonkin
adecentheadphoneampand
you are in for a superb, if
uncomfortable, headphone

experience. It’s more like direct-
coupling your central nervous
system straight into to the CD
player’s output.

The alternative to nothing
Finally, just a few brief notes
about the new super-budget



Never a dull moment with the
Grado SR125 headphones.

£150 Denon DCD-315 CD player
(see p17).It uses the Burr-Brown
PCM1710 combined DAC/filter
chip,sowe’re dealing with a
bare-bones player. There is no
digital output, headphone
socket, random play feature or
display dimmer button. Couch
potatoes like me will also find
the lack of a remote control a
problem. However, all the basic
controls are on the front panel
and the player’s ergonomics are
very similar to the company’s
more expensive machines.

Denon is obviously going for
the audiophile vote at this low
cost, even if the more logical
option would be to opt fora
feature-packed player with
primitive sound quality. Yet, the
DCD-315 is far from perfect. It
tends to produce left and right
channel sounds rather thana
soundstage, and is quite gritty
throughout the mid-range and
treble. However, it can follow a
bass line with some
considerable charm.

Blur’s Parklife revealed
everything good and bad about
the 315. It takes the vocals a little
too close for comfort and leaves
those guitars far too raspy.
We’re left with a close-knit,
undynamic sound that borders
on the claustrophobic. However,
this must be weighed againstits
coherent performance, which
tethers you to the music,
especially ifyou can live with in-
yer-face production values. And
there’s that low price...

Although I'would find it hard
to live with the performance of
the DCD-315, I doubt if I could live
with any player in its price-
range. There is a hell ofan
improvement to be had by
opting for one of the many
players at £100 more, but if the
choice is between a £150 player
or no player, try this Denon.

Accuracy or musicality?
After some goody-packed weeks
of product testing, my head

. spins from the plethora of

philosophies presented by
various manufacturers. On the

. one hand, you have the absolute

fidelity of Pink’s Ventrical
speakers and Sonolith’s Monolith
20/20 cable; on the otheryou
have the feel-good factor of
Grado’s SR125, System Audio’s
funky little 905 speakers and
Exposure’s XVII pre and XVIII
Super power amp.ldon’tinclude
the Denon in this, asit falls
between the two stools because
ofits low price.I’'m not even
going to try to comment on
whichis intrinsically better —
accuracy or musicality. But
that’s the beauty of hi-fi —you
have room for choice.

IfTlived with the seriously
musical Exposure combo, [
would dramatically change my
system to match it. However, the
system would then be so fun-
oriented thatI would over-use it,
and consequently wear out a
phono cartridge every six
months and a CD laser every two
years. By contrast, products like
theslightly more cerebral PT
Ventrical are deeply unexciting;
notin abland manner, but
simply honest enough not to
overstate themselves. At first
listening, it is easy to dismiss the

: Ventrical as lacking in bass,

slightly slow, and unsuitable for
playing loud. Give it a bit of time
and alot of setting up, and this
speaker really pays dividends in
the sound quality department.
The Grado SR125s are totally
different.I’d be the first to admit
that they are not the most
honest cans around, and I accept
that they are too bright and
uncomfortable for many
listeners. Butifyou feel that the
average £150 headphone is
about as exciting asdriving
around a car parkat5mphina
Volvo estate, then the Grados
could be the cans for you.
Denon’s DCD-315 will never
take the hi-fi community by
storm. For the money, however,

it puts in a very fair
performance. If you are thinking
of shaving a few pounds off the

budget, Iwouldn’t advise you to

opt forsuch a cheap player, but
ifyou are driven by necessity

. rather than sheer penny-

pinching, then atleast the
Denon tries for an up-tempo
sound. The troubleis, it makes a
few sonic problems foritself
along the way.

Of everything tested, the tiny
System Audio 905s impressed me
the most. Of course, the more
expensive products were
intrinsically better, but the 905 is
the sort of no-fuss, fun-time
product that simply begs to be a
part of so many sub-£1k systems.
Hii old-timers might
remember ‘student systems’;

with theloan scheme, if you can

find astudentwhoisn’t way
below the breadline, get them to
check out a pair of these, or else.

Denon DCD-315: Hayden

. Laboratories Ltd, Hayden House,

Chiltern Hill, Chalfont St. Peter,
Gerrards Cross, Bucks SL9 9UG.
= (01753) 888447

Exposure XVII[XVIIL: Exposute
. Electronics, The Works, 59 North

Street, Portslade, Sussex BN41 1DH.
= (01273) 423877

Grado SR125: Goldring Products

: Ltd, 8 Greyfriars Road, Bury St
: Edmunds, Suffolk IP32 7DX.

= (01284) 701101

PT'Ventrical: Pink Triangle Projects
. Ltd, The Basement, Camberwell

. Business Centre, Lomond Grove,

. London SE5 7HN. & 0171-703 5498

System Audio 905: The Chord
Company, 38 Sarun Business Park,

Port Way, Salisbury SP4 6EA.

= (01722) 331674

. Technics SC-LS10: Panasonic (UK)
. Ltd, Panasonic House, Willoughby
Road, Bracknell, Berks RG12 4PF.

2 (01344) 862444

sessions

Record review

' FESTIVAL
Chicago Symphony Orchestra
Fritz Reiner

Classic Records RCA Living Stereo
LSC2423

einer’s conducting of these
Russian orchestral
showpieces is an object

lesson in how to extract playing of the
utmost clarity and refinement without
sacrificing temperament or
excitement. You’ll certainly have little
difficulty finding a faster, flashier
account of Glinka’s Russlan and
Ludmila overture, or a starker, more
lurid version of Mussorgsky’s Night on
the Bare Mountain.

However, Reiner’s art was a subtle
one, and he had the great gift of being
ableto control and shade the sound, so
that it remained transparent and clean
even during the wildest climax. The
recording itself, made on March 14
1959, is full-blooded and vivid,
especially in this new Classic Records
vinyl re-issue. Definitely a ‘big’ sound,
but never loud or noisy.

It takes orchestral playing of
exceptional refinement and control to
avoid making Tchaikovsky’s brash
Marche Slav aggressive, yet Reiner and
the Chicago symphony manageit. |
can’t think of a more musical version on
record to date.

The disc starts with an excellent
performance of Kabalevsky’s Colas
Breugon overture: a bright and tuneful,
but shamefully neglected piece.
Reiner’s performance is relaxed, yet
alert and pointed. The short Marche
Miniature from Tchaikovsky’s
Orchestral Suite No 1is another
highlight, with bright and mercurial
playing. Borodin’s Polovtsian March
shows how supple and flexible phrase
of Reiner’s Chicago orchestra.

Idon’t think Festival was ever issued
on LPin the UK at full price, but it
definitelycame out in the early ’60s on
RCA’s budget Victrola label, retitled
Russian Festival.The old Victrola
wasn’t bad, but the Classic Records re-
issue sounds much fuller and more
detailed, with extended bass and
treble, in addition to stereo separation.

Those of you who took my advice
and bought Reiner’s fabulous
Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition
on CD will already have the contents of
this LP; RCA generously coupled them
together for the Living Stereo CD re-
issue. Yet, good as the CD is, it hasn’t
quite the vibrance or sheer vitality of
the LP. Definitely another Reiner to add
to the collection!

Jimmy Hughes
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Rosewood bitters

Paul Messenger takes a bijou
loudspeaker under his wing and

ponders whether small is
truly beautiful.

revieweroughttolawowhisor
her prejudices, and there’s no
getting away from the fact

that my heart lies in big-speaker-land.
Behemoths like Tannoy Westminster
Royals, Townshend Glastonburys,
Klipschorns and Living Voice Air
Partners are just some of the colossi
which have inflicted temporary havoc
on my interior decor.

Acoustic Energy’s Steve Tayler is
therefore a brave man to bringover a
pairofthe newSignatureversionsofthe
company’s cult classic AE1 luxury
miniature. The £2,000 price tag makes
it one of the most expensive speakers
in the ‘incredibly small’ category.

But why spend so much on some-
thing so small? Apart from the odd
loony like yours truly, smallness is
widely regarded a very positive virtue
among hifi speaker buyers, whose
ideal should beheard butnotseen. And
whilethe majority mightequate small
with inexpensive, there are plenty of
demandingaudiophileswho combine
top quality electronics with discreet
and beautifully finished wonderboxes.

Toovercome myinnate bias, [satmy
gut reactions down and gave them a
good talking to, explaining that small
speakers have real strengths as well as
weaknesses, and that in loudspeaker-
land all is compromise. Make some-
thing enormous and you stand a good
chanceofmovingalotofairmolecules
veryquickly,whichishandy.However,
you also have to cope with the tenden-
cy of all that cabinetwork to carry on
vibrating after the event. Make the box
small, and there’s not a lot of wood-
work tovibrate.Astiffand strongbuild
adds further icing on the cake, and is
relatively easy to accomplish.

Cabinet coloration gets easier to
minimisewith areducedsurfacearea.
And asmall,head-shaped enclosureis
just about the best shape for coping
with baffle edge diffraction and other
distribution discontinuities. Which
not only keeps another source of col-
oration low, butalsoprovidesthe most
open, precisely focused and transpar-
ent stereo images.

However, againsttheseveryrealben-
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Silver special:
hallmarked
badges gives the
petite AE1
Signature a
touch of class.

efitsmustbe set three unavoidablelim-
itations: modest sensitivity and ulti-
mate loudness capability, as well as
limited bass extension. There’s noway
of bending the rules of Physics.

With 5mm metal plates lining the
box (instead of the concrete compound
usedinthestandard AE1), the Signature’s
enclosure probably comes as close as
anytoprovidingadrivermounting plat-
form which remains as stable and inert
as possible, despite all the vibrational
energy generated from thedrivers.The
one caveatis thatsuch a tiny miniature
has to be used on stands, and there
aren’t many (ifany)stands of compara-
ble build. Acoustic Energy supplied its
own mass loaded twin-pillar affair, but
I found the 24inch from Slate Audios
noticeablymoreneumal,and used them
for the bulk of the tests.

Very metal

The Signaturefeels extraordinarilysolid.
Atover 12kg, it represents an extra Skg
of mass loading over the standard
Reference-series AE1. Although the dri-
vers remain AE’s own familiar metal
diaphragm units — a 90mm main
cone/dome and 25mm dome tweeter —
pairmatchingand tolerancingisreport-
edly tighter. A completely new and
much simpler crossover network is
used, deploying quality components
mechanicallydampedbyepoxy potting,
and feeding the drivers via silver wire.

I put the Signature through the usual
inroom measurement régime, which
produced results pretty much in line
with AE1 expectations.The differences
between R- and S-series were less
markedthantheirsimilaritiesand, not
unexpectedly, they were mainly con-
cernedwith thecrossoverregion.The S-
series avoids the rather abrupt 2kHz
notchofthestandard model, replacing
itwith a broader but shallower depres-
sion which starts around 1kHz. More
significantly, the Signature’s relative
treblelevelis approximately 2dBlower.

Bass extension is naturally limited,
with the alignment gently starting to
rolloffbelow 80Hz, ensuring adequate
in-room levels down to around 50Hz
and just a little below that. Some wall
reinforcementmightbe helpfulin bass
balance terms, butit’s bound to upset
the mid-band smoothness.

Mostsignificant ofallis the sensitiv-
ity, which measures a very low 83dB/W
(in relative far-field terms). This means
that serious loudness doesn’t really

belongon the agenda, and a powerful
amplifier is mandatory. Happily, the
load is very easy todrive.

My first reactions to the Signature
were mostly positive. Itcrossed a num-
ber of crucial hurdles with a contemp-
tuous ease that fully vindicates the
elaborate enclosure engineering. I
know of no speaker that sounds less
boxy, while the bass freedom, the poise
and the overall dynamicrangeis utter-
ly remarkable from something so
small. Thesmooth, flatbalanceensures
minimal coloration, natural perspec-
tives and ‘walkaround’stereoimaging.

However, if the dynamic range is
exceptional, thedynamics themselves
have all the excitement of a wet week-
end inWhitby.There’s none ofthe grip
and littleofthedrama thatmakeshigh
efficiency designs so exciting. This
speaker does a fine job of reproducing
arecordingor transmission with great
accuracy, but a degree of detachment
ensures that it always sounds like a
reproduction, and you’ll never be
fooled into believing you're listening
to the real thing.

Although it has a bass reproduction
which is altogether more confident
and assured, as well as a mid and top
that’s sweeter and more transparent
than the standard model, the Signature
also sounds significantly more laid
back.Thrashitashardasyoulike (oras
much as your amps can) and it stead-
fastly refuses to sound aggressive or
even particularly loud. Fine timing,
superb coherence and that wide
dynamic range still add up to a very
entertaining and rewarding listening
experience, but the Signature’s quin-
tessentialreticencemightbeamite too
polite for some tastes.

Ultimately, speaker choice does
seem to bea matter of taste. Justassev-
eral friends have recently opted for
Shahinian speakers, I have gone the
opposite, Rehdeko, route. This factor,
combined with some lack of experi-
ence of its immediate competition
means [ will not describe the Signature
as the greatest little speaker on the
planet. Nor do I feel happy discussing
its value for money— that depends too
much on how you value your money.
Nonetheless, the Signatureis an excep-
tionally good speaker, and a lot of fun
too, ifa bit on the small side...

Acoustic Energy, 3a AlexandriaRd, London,
W13 ONP. @ (0181) 840 6305.
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the new improved Arcam Alpha 5 system

Close your eyes and see the difference between Arcam’s new Alpha 5
system of hi-fi components and anything else in its price range.

Ignore the fact that the Alpha 5 amplifier is our best ‘budget
audiophile” amplifier ever, outselling all others in the UK for the past
year. Don’t be tempted by its attractive styling or a price tag which
looks too good to be true. Just listen, and discover for yourself a quality
of sound that can only be described as exceptional.

Next, try the Alpha 5 FM tuner. Again, don’t let its surprising
affordability seduce you. Instead, listen to broadcast sound that is natural,

clear and dynamic - qualities which gained it a class leading

*If you already own an Alpha 5 CD player, we’d be happy to update it to full 5 Plus specification. Please call our service department at the number below during office hours for full details and prices.

Recommendation in the 1994 What Hi-Fi? Awards.

Finally, feast your ears on the new Alpha 5 Plus CD player - quite
simply, the best value high performance CD player ever produced by a
UK manufacturer. Over the past year the critics have heaped praise on
its predecessor, the Alpha 5 CD player, calling it “the player to beat”
(What Hi-Fi?) and “standing head and shoulders above the rest”
(Hi-Fi News)*. Now, thanks to new master clock circuitry, the 5 Plus
sounds even better and once again sets the standards for other CD
players to match.

Just listen. Close your eyes, open your mind, and see the light.

ARCAM

For more information, including the nearest place you can listen to Arcam, complete the coupon and post it to:
Arcamn, Pembroke Avenue, Waterbeach, Cambridge CB5 9PB, England. Or telephone: (01223) 440964 (24 hours). Fax: (01223) 863384

Please send me informanon and reviews on (please tick boxes):

Arcam CD players [] Arcam tuners [ Arcam amplifiers []

Title

Address

In Australia: Stolmack Audio Pry. Ltd., P.O. Box 139, St. Ives
100A, Toronto, @ntario, M3S 3C9. Tel: (416) 596 7657. Fax

Arcam’s cassette deck []

st Name ) - Surname

Please send me a brochure with details of all your products

Arcam speakers [] AudioQuest cables []

~ Postcode

N.S.W., 2075 Tel: (61) 2 440 8755, Fax: (61) 2 440 8441. In Canada: Emerald Audio Resources, Sussex P.O. Box 19016, 720 Spadina Avenie, Suite
2 (416) 596 7171. In New Zealand: Avalon Audio, 587 Mount Eden Rd., Auckland. Tel: (09) 369 9000

x: (09) 638 8888. In South Africa: Hi-Fi

Specialists, Durban Road 153, Bellville, 7535, Tel: (021) 946 1441. Fax: (021) 946 4364. In USA: Audiolnflux Corporation, P.O. Box 381, Highland Lakes, NJ 07422, Tel: (201) 764-8958. Fax: (201) 764-8479
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Densen DM-10 |

Danish with knobs on

Is there something rotten in the
state of Denmark, or has Alan Sircom
stumbled across the amp that

dreams are made of?

look an amplifier like the £1,299

Densen DM-10. This Danish design
is encased in a four-square black box
with a piano gloss front panel and two
huge golden knobs on the front.Closer
inspectionreveals an LED between the
two knobs and a minute legend along
the top plate, telling you what the
knobsdo.Inall,itlookslikealarge Onix
amplifier, built to luxury standards —
a strange coincidence, considering
Densen was once the Danish distribu-
tor for Onix amplifiers...

The inside, however, is an entirely
different matter.The DM-10issplitinto
two 75w monobloks and a passive pre-
amplifier, built into the same chassis.
[tshares thischassiswith whatmustbe
the largest power supply of any inte-
grated amplifier in this class; in the
form of two huge toroidal transform-
ers,eight powerrectifiersand 80,000uF
worth of custom-made storage capaci-
tance.Thisdesign is similar to the com-
pany’s 100W DM-30 power amplifier.

Whatisinnovativeaboutthe Densen
designisitslack of feedback.The use of
feedbackin amplification became pop-
ular in the post-war period in the
search for lower measured distortion

I t’s completely impossible to over-

levels. As valves moved to early transis-
tors, feedback was maintained to keep
circuits stable. Today, though, the best
solid state components are stable
enough tocopewith zero-feedbackecir-
cuits, and since feedback-free designs
became fashionable in the tube world,
trannyamp design has started to go the
same way. What goes around...

In its basic guise, the DM-10 is a line-
only amplifier. However, there is an
optiontoaddthe£149 DP-01 MM phono
stage board, which uses surface-mount
devices. There is also a forthcoming
£299 DP-02MCboard,whichwill bethe
first light-powered phono stage.

The DM-10 has also been recom-
mended for use with Densen’s £10
DeMagic‘demagnetising’ CD.Thisplays
aneerie noise, like something from The
Day The Earth Stood Still, for three min-
utesin thehope ofdemagnetising your
hi-fi system. Whether it does so or sim-
ply sprays your system with fairy dust

Is that a Densen
DM-10 in your
pocket, or are

you just pleased

to see me?

remains unclear, but it works. I tested
DeMagicon myown stereo, by first play-
ing music to some unsuspecting
friends, surreptitiously moving them
outoftheroomtoaquietarea, playing
thediscand thenreplaying thesystem,
and gauging the responses of the lis-
teners. In general, the response was
positive, upping clarity, transparency
and dynamics, as if a level of back-
ground hash had been thrown away.
The manufacturer’s brochure dou-
bles as a set of sleeve notes for the
DeMagic disc and serves as a handy
introduction to Densen’s products,
philosophyand objectives. However, it
lays claim to introducing the concept
of the ‘air-guitar’ factor, where one
feels so involved with the music that
onewants to playalongwithan ‘air gui-
tar’. While lam prepared to accept that
Densen may have brought the phrase
into hi-fi usage, [ can remember play-
ing manyan air guitar solo back in the
early ’80s, head-banging along to the
likes of AC/DC’s Whole Lotta Rosie and
Motorhead’s Ace of Spades. Also, the
seemingly random picture of a half-
naked man spanking his plank on the
rearcoverislittleshortof disturbing.

De-fuse the situation

It helps the initial performance of the
DM-10, like any good product, if you
give it a substantial run-in before play-
ing. There is no front on/foffswitch, so
it’slikely tobe the sort ofamplifier that
youdon’tswitch off much anyway.The
DM-10isbestusedwitha 13A fusein the
plug; inadvertently, I used the amp
with a 5A fuse, which packed up aftera
few throws of the power switch.
However, thisisalsoan amplifierwith
masses of reserve current on tap, as
shown by unplugging the amplifier.If

no signal is playing, the tell-tale red
LEDwillstill be glowing minuteslater.

With the crossbetweenhigh-tech cir-
cuit design and ‘air-guitar’ listening,
one would expect the DM-10 to toe the
line between cerebral analysis and
heads-down boogie. And thisis exactly
whatit does. The amplifier is extreme-
ly adept at creating a sense of musical
balance, carefully juggling the charac-
teristics of a performance.

Playing seriously funkyjazzlike Long
Time Gone from Galliano’ssuperbremix
of the A Thicker Plot album didn’t faze
the DM-10 one iota. It was as if the amp
unleashed foot-tapping pheromones
from the speakers; all this ‘air-guitar’
nonsense seemed to be true after all.
Even thefranticrhythms ofJungle and
Rave were delineated without com-
plaint;sooften,dance musichasall the
grace of a car alarm if the amp’s rhyth-
mic qualities are slightly out of kilter.

Densen’s DM-10 provides a brighter,
more uplifting air than rhythm-kings
like the Exposure pre/[power combo, in
Sessionsthismonth(page 12).Ifeelthat
the Exposure combo had deeper, more
powerful bass, but the DM-10 wins in
the mid-range and treble. Unlike the
majority of up-beatamplifiers, the DM-
10 is not hard or over-bright. This is
vitally important with classical music
like Bach’s St Matthiew Passion, where
any hardness in the midrange equates
to a brash-sounding choir. I experi-
enced a smoothness and clarity that
approached what US magazines call
‘liquidity’. But the Densen was far too
funky for that description.

The DM-10 is blessed with outright
transparency. From top to toe of its
usablefrequencyrange, the amplifier
isreluctant toimpose any characteron
themusic. This means thatitshould be
able toslotinto a wide range of systems
and suit a variety of musical tastes.

IfThad to draw an analogy, I feel the
Densen DM-10resembles a transparent
Naim Nait3 on steroids. Aside from the
lackofabsolute grunt to the bass, there
ishardly anything to criticise aboutits
seriously musical performance, at the
price. The rewards are strong enough
to warrant building a system around
the amp, as long as you don’t mind
sharingyourroomwithacoupleofthe
biggest knobs in thebusiness(yik,yik).

Morel UK Ltd, 11 Foxtail Road, Ransomes

Ind Est, Ipswich, Suffolk IP3 9RT,
= (01473) 719212
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Money well spent
@ My system consists of a
Rega Planar 3 turntable
with ADC Series [V cartridge,
Creek CAS-4040 amp, Heybrook
HB-1 speakers connected with
Naim NAC-A4 cable, and an Aiwa
AD-F500.1recently boughta Sony

CDP-715E CD player plus Chord
Cobrainterconnects. The Sony

must be the best £250 I have ever

spent! As a total convert to CD,
whatwould be the nextlogical
upgrade —speakers or amp? My
preference is for a tight, detailed
and controlled sound.

] G Terry, Scotland

The Heybrooks can sound
@ quite bright, but in your
system, this is probably offset by the
warmth of the Creek amp. It’s likely

that most modern amps would
produce a leaner and sharper sound

Query of
the month

Each month we’re giving
away a one metre pair of
Precious Metal Silver
Signal 75 interconnect
cables for the most inter-
esting letter. Send all your
system queries to: Hi-Fi
Choice (Help!) Dennis
Publishing Ltd, 19 Bolsover
Street, London W1P 7HJ.
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We told you so! The best £250
ever spent — it’s official.

than your old 4040, so upgrading
may be a mixed blessing. What you
need is both, selected on the basis of
your CD player. Speakers, however,
would make the most obvious
difference; listen to Mission 733s,
JPW AP2s, Dali 104s and Castle
Chesters if they fall within your

means.

Bland blues

: @ I currently have a Technics
SL-P202A CD player,

NakamichiIA-3 amp, and
Mission 737R speakers. I recently
upgraded my amplifier from a
Musical Fidelity B1 to the A1-3
(discontinued and available for
£160). This has put more space
into the sound and cleaned up
the treble. But the trouble is, my
CD player sounds rather bland
and uninspired. Having saved
some money on the amp, I could
afford to spend between £200 to
£300 on a new CD machine.
What do you suggest?

R Crawford, Wiltshire

The rain in Spain falls mainly on
the Audiolab 8000A.

Panic not if your hi-fi system sounds like a bag of spanners, as the Hi-Fi Choice team of
experts are on hand to guide you back to the path of rightous sonics.

help!

Sofa query of the month

@ I would one day like to
replace my Dunlopillow

bed settee with a conventional

three-piece suite.

Because room acoustics are
affected by the furnishings in it,
I wonder whether you have any
views on the best type of
covering — say, between a
cotton fabric or leather?

M Lautenberg, Middlesex

@ You're right; large settees and
armchairs can alter the sound

quite noticeably — perhaps one day
we'll see an issue of Hi-Fi Choice
devoted to A/B comparisons between
soft furnishings. Even now, Paul
Milleris reconfiguring his
computers to plot the results in 3D.
Very large chairs will soak up
quite a lot of treble, and the effect
seems to be increased where the
covering material is synthetic. A
natural cotton material should be
best, although you must of course
listen for yourself! Just remember, it’s
easier to get curry stains off leather.

L™

Sofa so good. Hi-Fi Choice — the first word in audio seating.

@ The Marantz CD-63 offers a

lively upbeat sort of sound
that should produce the kind of
improvement you're after. You could
also listen to Sony’s CDP-715E,
which is exceptionally good. While
the Sony is perhaps the more fully
rounded performer sonically, the
Marantz may prove more to your
liking with its big soundstage and
forward presentation.

Spanish fi

I've got an old system
consisting of a Denon PMA-
980R amplifier, Denon DCD-685
CD player, Denon DRM-710
cassette deck, a NAD 5120
turntable, and Celef PS-1
speakers.Recently, I replaced
the amplifier with an Audiolab
8000A and can hardlybelieve
how much better my LPs sound.
I'd like to upgrade the CD player
and speakers, and have in mind
the Marantz CD63 or the
Micromega Stage 1. My speaker
shortlist includes the Castle
Chester Mk Il and Mission’s 753,
With £1,300 to spend, what
should Ido?
R Toledo, Spain

@ You're heading in the right
’ direction, but do listen
carefully to ensure a balanced
combination. Mission 753s sound
lively and forward but may be a little

too exuberant if partnered with the
Marantz CD-63 — though much



depends on how lively your room

. sounds. The Chesters are more
refined and tonally neutral, if less
assertive. Listen to the Sony CDP-
715E if a cleaner more refined
sound is wanted.

Flatline fever

@ My system comprisesa
. Technics SL-PG200A CD
player, Yamaha KX0-250
turntable, Pioneer A<400
amplifier, and Wharfedale 425
speakers connected with QED 79
strandcable.l want to upgrade
: both my speaker and
interconnect cable to get the
best from my modest
combination of equipment.

R Corneby, Southampton

Try Chord’s Flatline speaker
cable and matching
interconnect; this should improve
detail and transparency, making the
system sound crisper and more
dynamic. DNM’s Reson solid core is

also excellent, not too expensive, and
is worth auditioning.

New for old

: @ Having begun to take an
active interest in hi-fi

again, Iwant to upgrade my old
system so it sounds better and
looks more pleasing. I've
recently changed to a pair of
Mission 751 speakers, which are
currently used with an Arcam A-
60F amplifier and T-21 tuner, a

Keep it on the level with Chord’s
space-age Flatline cable.

Philips CD-840 CD player, Denon
DRM-07 cassette deck, and a Rega
Planar 2 turntable. I don’tintend
toreplace the Rega, butl
envisage spending about £1,000
on anew amp and tuner,
possibly replacing the CD player
at alater time. Mission’s Cyrus
equipment looks good, butit’s
rather expensive (especially the
CD) and there’s no matching
tape deck.I've heard both the
Cyrus IIl and Audiolab 8000A
amps, but [ don’t know precisely
how they compare to my trusty
old Arcam A-60E.

J Russell, Tyne and Wear

@ Both the amps mentioned
. should improve on the A-60E,
in terms of bite, cleanness, overall
tightness and attack, but you may
sacrifice some tonal warmth in the
process. Audiolab’s 8000A would be
a good bet, but its superb 8000T
tuner is rather pricey in the context
of your proposed system. Since you've
clearly been a satisfied Arcam user,
why not listen to the Delta 290
amplifier and the matching Delta
280 tuner? Reservations were
expressed about the latter when
reviewed by Hi-Fi Choice, but it
should improve on your old T-21. The
Delta 290 sounds brighter and
livelier than the old A-60E, so bear
this in mind if your current system
sounds about right tonally. Arcam

help!

Arcam’s ever-popular Delta 290
amplifier might just be the
perfect replacement for the A-6o.

. makes a cassette deck, but it may be

more costly and elaborate than you
want or need.

From mini to grand

_ Irecently travelled to the
: UK and purchased a hi-fi

system consisting of a
Micromega Stage 3 CD player,

. Audiolab 8000A amplifier, and

Ruark Talisman II speakers.
Cables are Chord Flatline bi-wire
and Gold interconnect.l am very
satisfied with the system —it’s
an incredible step up from the
Sony mini system [ had before.
However, while the soundstage
iswonderfully open, I feel the

¢ tonal balanceis a biton the
. brightside.Is there anythingI

could do to get awarmer sound?
I thought of adding an Audiolab
8000P power amp in bi-amp
configuration.

T Thorgeirsson, Switzerland

Adding an 8000P should give
you a firmer, cleaner sound —

perhaps reducing tonal brightness
and smoothing the treble. But it’s not
likely to add much in the way of
richness or warmth. Using an 8000P
bi-amped with the 8000A might
work, but the two amps do not sound

. exactly alike and there might be

some imbalance dynamically. To
reduce treble forwardness, try
angling the speakers in, so their axes
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: cross in front of you. You can also

experiment with the Audiolab’s tone

© controls, which should introduce a
little treble cut and some bass lift.

' Lovely veneer
' Ienjoy my music, and
have a treasured LP

collection which I play on an
Acoustic Research EB-101
turntable fitted with a Glanz
MG-70A cartridge. Theampisa

. Musical Fidelity A1 (starting to
need repairs).I also have a Rotel
RCD-855 CD player, Rotel RT-850L

. tuner, NAD 6220 cassette deck,

- and Monitor Audio R-352

: speakers —my wife loves their
wood veneer! What could I do to
improve the sound with a

. budget of about £1,500?

. GFTaylor, Surrey

: Ifthe Al is starting to give
trouble, it’s probably wise to
replace it. Unfortunately, many
modern integrated amps no longer

. have a phono stage. NAD’s 306
would be worth considering,

- especially as it has an excellent
MC/MM phono stage. Pioneer’s A-
400 and A-400X should not be
overlooked either. If LP is still your

: favourite source, why not splash out
on afirst class turntable/arm/

. cartridge? There are some real
bargains to be had second-hand at
the moment, but if you want to buy
new, take a look at Roksan’s
Radius/Tabriz (perhaps with their
Corus Black cartridge) —an

" help!

Want to change your musical
Fidelity A1 amp? Perhaps you
need a good turntable first?

excellent no-nonsense package.

- Linn’s LP-12 Basik/Akito/K-5 combo
- is good too, especially if Linn’s K-9

cartridge is substituted for the
cheaper K-5.

Desert Storm

: @ The tweeters have blown
on my pair of Gale GS401

¢ speakers, and I need to replace

both drivers. My question is,
how do I remove the chrome end
caps without damaging them?

R CFarney, Arizona, USA

Ifthey’re a tight fit, this will be

very difficult! The chrome end
caps are a tight press fit,and it’sa
two-man job to remove them. One to
hold the speaker down, the other to
pull the cap off. Try gently warming
the cap with a hair dryer fora
minute or two, taking care not to
overheat it. Incidentally, later 401s
had tweeter fuses; make sure these
haven’t blown before you go to the
trouble and expense of fitting a new
tweeter! Going on memory, Gale used
a Celestion HF-2000 in the 401.

The home connection
I've just upgraded my CD
player from a Rotel 865 to a

Teac VRDS-7. This has given me a
clearer, more detailed sound
which is much improved at
frequency extremes.

Currently, I use the Teac with
one of two interconnects: a

home-made solid core or an
unbranded multi-strand. The

RINGMAT

FOR RECORD LOVERS
First record support to be properly designed

Hear what reviewers say:

“A carefully researched and innovative product which genuinely
transforms analogue replay at nominal cost. The string bass was more
dynamic, the separation cleaner and, more importantly, the phrasing of the
music was more fluid -you heard the vocal line arch and fall.” Christopher
Breunig (Hi-Fi News, September '93)

“| found | preferred the RINGMAT and will carry on using it. The
results were wholly positive...” Jason Kennedy (Hi-Fi Choice, April ‘93)

“RINGMAT gave a sharper, cleaner, more solid sound, with better
fine detail and clarity. On complex material the improvement in stability and
focus was remarkable; easily comparable to anexpensive tonearm, cartridge
orpower supply upgrade ... Any drawbacks? None | could detect. ...” Jimmy
Hughes (Audiophile, October ’93)

“I found the sound of my LPs improved significantly, reminding me
ofthe experience of listening to records on a Goldmund Reference turntable
with a van den Hul Grasshopper
cartridge with its nude
stylus. All of a
sudden, much
more of the music,
and the space in
which it was
performed, was
evident. I'm sure
that the legions of
Linn and Rega owners
out there who still play their
LPs will want to make the
modest investment required for a
major improvement in vinyl play.”

Andrew Marshall
(Audio Ideas Guide, Winter '94)
Hear what your fellow music lovers say:

“l would agree with everything you claim for this product. The
music is more natural, more musical, and with a loss of a certain
rawness which persisted, no matter what, beforehand.”

Mr. C.R., Northants

“RINGMAT goes on my very short list of things that make
differences | care about.” Mr. P.F., Washington D.C.

“This product must be one of the most cost-effective
accessories ever to be offer to music lovers.” Mr. R.A., Norway
Can RINGMAT really be that good?

Yes, it is, but there is only one way for you to find out- try it
yourself. But be warned: if you let your best friend borrow it, you
will finish up buying another!

Prices
Different versions to suit turntable or budget from £27.50

for RINGMAT 200 to £40.00 for RINGMAT 330 MKII

They can be obtained through good Hi-Fi retailers or
on mail order direct from:
RINGMAT DEVELOPMENTS
PO BOX 200 BRENTWOOD ESSEX CM15 8QG
Tel.: 0277 200 210 Fax: 0277 201 225
(p&p: additional £2.50 UK, £5.50 outside)

USA: Something Worth Hearing, Rochester, N.Y. tel.: 716 461 1295
TAIWAN: Taifu Electronics Corporation, Taipei, tel.: 8862 341 9137

GERMANY: Fortissimo, Dusseldorf, tel.: 211 482 372
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CHORD SOLID

“Suona magnificamente e costa acettabile”
Suona (Sound, ltaly)

A rare and wonderful sense of communication”
Hi-141 Choice

“Wonderfully transparent, polished sound that really
allows you to hear into the music easily”
What Hi-I1

“Tamed unwanted sibilance making
the sound mote natural”
Audiophile

‘Amazing upgrade that was worth every penny”
Mr. R. Ness, Zeals

i/l givef30 off r
be Chdld Solid
1K chaiige for
your olggu#er connect.
(Offer valid 1/3/95 - 30/6/95)

IFor information on the fincst handmadc a/v leads, interconnects, speaker cables and loudspeakers, please return the coupon.

I Interconnects Speaker Cables Loudspeakers AV Leads ADDRESS I
' Please tick required box |
NAME POST CODE

The Chord Company, 30a Sarum Business Park, Portway, Salisbury, Wiltshire SP4 6EA. “lel: 01722 331674 Fax: 01722 411388



sound with the former is crisp

: and detailed, butit can be

: wearing to listen to, asitis

. dynamically two-dimensional
and rather hard tonally. The

. latter is richer with natural
three-dimensional imaging. But
. it sounds muddled, especially in
thebass.CanIputthisrightby

. using a better interconnect (say
DNM?) oris my improved source
. revealing shortfalls in the
amplifier or speakers?

: DTaylor, Guildford

You're describing the classic
: solid corefstranded cable
: difference. DNM Reson interconnect
: isvery good indeed, but may veer too
. much towards the sound of your
: current solid core. Chord’s Solid is
excellent, giving more body and
. weight than the DNM, while Tara
¢ Labs’ Quantum CD is another nice
! solid core that should avoid
sounding too exposed and dry.

Thai power

Town a Marantz CD-63/DAC-
in-the-Box disc playing
combo, an Arcam Delta 290

. integrated amp, and Focus.7

: series 2 way monitor speakers.

I'm nowinterested in upgrading
: my system by adding an Arcam

help!

Solid or stranded — the great
cable conundrum.

Delta 290P power amp and bi-
amping. However, I'm
concerned that, because the
signal path from the Delta 290’s
preamp section to the power
amp will be shorter than that to
the Delta 290P, I'll get the
treble/bass signals out of sync.
Why does Arcam suggest using
the Delta 290 for the treble and
the 290P for the bass?

BAOrler, Thailand.

: Although the treble signal
: path will be slightly shorter, it

won’t affect the timing of the system.
Arcam probably suggests using the

integrated amp’s power stage for the
treble because the 290P has a bigger

: power supply and is therefore better

able to deliver the extra current
drawn by the bass drivers. Yet,
because the ear is so sensitive to
treble faults, it’s often preferable to
employ the better amplifier for the
upper frequencies. Once again, it'sa
case of experimenting to find the
amplifier arrangement that best
suits your system.

Will the Arcam Delta 290P sound
better with treble or bass?

(Actual Prize)

Doubtless you've read elsewhere about all |O, so we asked our R&B man to see what

kinds of new affordable amplifiers that will he could do for a retail price of, oh, less

improve your system immeasurably. than three hundred quid.

About how design teams on secondment Guess how long it took him? If you think
you know (to the nearest half hour), 'phone
ALCHEMIST on 0181-883 3008 and
you could win one of three AXIOMs that

we're giving away in the name of good

from NASA spent fourteen years on a
Ronnie Cray supercomputer in the search
for audio perfection. And about how that
level of performance has been made

honest marketing.

ALCHEMIST

ELEMENTAL AUDIO

available to you for less than, oh, three

hundred quid.

Well, we can't afford that level of marketing

Marion didn’t buy Marlon a pair of
Minstrel loudspeakers for bis birthday.

We at Royd believe life should be richly
enjoyable and our Minstrel loudspeaker is such
a lively little soul that it will brighten everyones

relationship through music.

Royd - §

lets dance

,

o

For more details telephone
Royd Loudspeaker Company Limited
on Telford (0952) 290700.
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~ Take out a year’s subscription to Hi-Fi Choice today and we’ll send you
not one, not two or even three, but FOUR FREE CDs. The four discs take
~ entire classic tracks from some of the finest jazz albums ever recorded.

Each disc gives an insight into a differ-

To buy all 27 discs this selection was taken from, you would have
ent aspect of jazz, covering the great

to spend well over £200. However, this excellent 31-track four-CD

guitarists, pianists, sax players and the starter into the finest jazz collection around is
finest groups on disc. Taken together, available absolutely free of charge, to those
mllJlﬂ w these collections form the perfect intro- who take out a year’s subscription to
R duction to jazz at its zenith. Hi-Fi Choice
The list of famous jazz artists is mas- OR subscribe for 2 years and we’ll send
- 4 sive and includes almost every legend you a FREE set of Vivanco SR250
Fg&s you could name, including John headphones - WORTH £25
omodic ghoes the Coltrane, The Miles Davis Quintet, Bill
e Evans, Wes Montgomory and many Just return the apllication form to the
e more. The discs include cuts from all- FREEPOST address or call the
time classic albums, like Bill Evans’ subscription hotline - we’ll do the rest.

legendary Waltz for Debbie, the Miles Davis Quintet’s Cookin’ and
Relaxin’, Soul Trane, from John Coltrane and Way out West by
Sonny Rollins.

ice and see what you get:

year subscription... of a FREE
scribe for 2 years

subscribe to Hi-Fi Cho

j ith a one
FREE jazz CDs wit ) >
) G‘ett gf headphones (worth £25) if y?: s:ce
o SSeave up to 40% off the norm:lycc:\llpas e et - h
£2.001 ‘ . o
bt Savti ?zret)\(l::)ayears, the magazine will appear throug
» Every mon

your letterbox as if by magic

These discs should be a part of any self-respecting jazzer’s
collection and our special offer selection gives you the chance to
try tracks from 27 different albums.

Hi-Fi Choice subscription application form

[ Start my subscription from the next available issue and send me my free gift. Please pay Dennis Publishing Ltd. direct debits from the account detailed on
or[J I am already a subscriber, extend my subscription and send my free gift. this instruction subject to the safeguards assured by The Direct Debit
Guarantee.
1yr. (4 FREECD’s) [JUK £25.00 [] Europe £39.00 [] World £51.50 Banks and building societies may not accept direct debit instructions for some types of account.
2 yrs. (FREE headphones) [J UK £42.50 [] Europe £68.00 [] World £89.50
DETAILS Signature(s) Date
Name - ® (]! enclose a cheque for £ (sterling) made payable to:
Address Dennis Publishing Ltd — Hi-Fi Choice
Postcode Daytime phone © [] Please charge my [] Visa []Access/Mastercard [] AMEX
Card Number |__|__ 1|11 H__ 111 H_1_1_1__I
PAYMENT Complete section @ Direct Debit, @ Cheque or @ Credit Card Expiry date I__1__ll__|__|
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Bank sortcode |__|__Il__|__ll__I_| Accountnumber|__ ||| || _|_|I_|_|
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“Hi-Fi is made from runny buildings”. Discuss in letter form, with reference to Johann

Wolfgang von Goethe, avant-garde music and ready-mixed concrete.

Pioneer A-400x: when is a Recommendation not a Best Buy?

The times, they are
a’changin’

I decided to subscribe to your
magazine as I felt it to be the
most subjective and believable.
Unfortunately, recent events
regarding the Pioneer A400x
have somewhat upset this
happy relationship.

In issue 129, you praised the
A400x enough to award it a Best
Buy tag. Issue 130 saw the Cyrus
111 pitted blind against the A-
400x. Although the A400x was
slightly preferred, you felt they
were both evenly matched.

Fashion!

Each month, we’re giving
away a fabulous suave Hi-Fi
Choice sweatshirt to the
writer of the most interesting
letter we receive.

So get scribbling and send
in your views on anything to
do with hi-fi or musicto: The
Editor, Hi-Fi Choice, 19
Bolsover Street, London W1P
7H), orfaxuson0171-323
3547, or e-mail us on 100433.
1130@compuserve.com.

In issue 138 you then inform
that in light of recent new
models, the Pioneer A400x is
reduced to Recommended
status. [ cannot understand why
the £300 A400x is only
Recommended yet the Cyrus III
is worth every penny of £500
and receives a Best Buy tag. Has
either one of these products lost
something or gained something
since issue 130?

Considering the power of Hi-
Fi Choice and other magazines in
helping readers choose what
list of products to audition, I
feel that you owe it to readers
who may have been swayed
into purchasing the A400x and
are now wondering if it was the
right move after all.

F S Morrison, Glasgow

Both the Pioneer A-400x and the
Mission Cyrus III have changed
since issue 130. We deliberately used
new samples, to see if later

. production samples had changed

the performance. Objectively at least
the differences were relatively
minot, but they were great enough
to lower the performance of the A-
400x a tad, especially when set
against the performance of the
excellent Audio Innovations Alto.
On the other hand, the latest Cyrus
111 actually performed slightly
better in its full test.

Although the crown of the A-
400x has slipped slightly, it doesn’t
change the fact that it is a seriously
good amplifier. A Recommended
swing-tag is no mean feat in itself.

* Alan Sircom, Reviews Editor.

write on!

Questions, questions

ecause of the expense
and esoteric concepts
involved in buying hi-fi
separates, [ went to
considerable lengths to
research and compare products
before buying my first decent
separates system. Almost all of
that research centres around
reviews published by Hi-Fi Choice
and other audiophile
magazines. However, three
apparent problems with the
testing and review process have
begun to cause concern as I
start the upgrade slog.

First problem — surely your
status as neutral judges of good
and bad gear is (at least)
severely compromised by the
fact that you, and other
magazines, depend on
advertising revenue from the
manufacturers of that gear?

Second problem — during a
recent visit to a West-End store I
was told that many
manufacturers routinely
modify equipment supplied to
magazines for review. One
manufacturer of budget
separates, it was claimed, even
has a team of technicians
whose sole task is to tweak
review equipment. Was this
merely an over-the-top sales
ploy, or is it true? If it is true,
what measures do you take to
counteract it?

Third problem — why is it
that reviews of a product can
differ to such an extent
between magazines,
particularly when speakers are
involved? Your recent group-
test of TDL’s Near Field Monitor
(issue 130), to take but one
example, contrasts violently
with another magazine’s near-
rapturous review of it.

Hi-Fi Choice is clearly the least
‘gushy’ and the best balanced
hi-fi magazine around. The
probable reason is that lab
measurements are an integral

part of its review ptocess. But
bearing in mind the fact that
buyers rely so heavily on
magazine product tests, I think
that clarification is needed on
these three points

Tim Jones, Leatherhead

Point one. Hi-Fi Choice has an
international reputation for
producing unbiassed reviews, which
are not influenced by advertisers at
all. As fate would have it, when
manufacturers are present at our
blind listening sessions, often the
most vociferous critic of a product
will be the person who
manufactured it in the first place.
We have dismayed many an
advertiser in the past with
unfavourable reviews of products.
We have to remain aloof from
advertising strategies and
campaigns, as our only customer is

: you, the reader.

Point two. Although there have
been cases of ‘tweaked’ products
supplied in the past, the magazine
is unaware of any company
producing ‘specials’ for review at
the moment. Generally, our
rigourous test procedures mean that
reviewers can usually spot a
tweaked product pretty quickly.
However, such samples can lead
astray subjective-led tests and we do
investigate such claims very
seriously, even buying samples from
dealers wherever possible.

Point three. I would hope that the
above two points do not influence
the reviews of other magazines on
the shelves. Differences of opinion
are, however, commonplace and
dependent on tastes in music and
listening parameters. About 80
percent of all the reviews show a
remarkable degree of consistency,
but generally the more controversial
ones are the ones that get noticed.

Hi-Fi Choice has its foundations
fixed solidly into the bedrock of
impartiality. We have every
intention of staying that way.

Alan Sircom, Reviews Editor.
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Jograceable

never
Jpstageable

The Micromega Stage is the first truly
upgradeable CD Player. A top quality unit
with interchangeable circuit boards that provide

three increasing levels of sound performance.

Just select the entry level Stage that suits your
current budgetary and Hi-Fi needs - Stage 1,2
or 3. Then, when you’re ready to move up to a
higher level of performance, simply take your
Stage to your local dealer and they will upgrade
it to the next level. All it will cost is the difference

in retail price between the two stages.

New upgrades will regularly be introduced to

keep your Stage at the leading edge of Audio
i hnology, so you can be confident that it will

To hear why Stage is both the CD Player you need
today and the CD Player you’ll want tomorrow.

@ MICrarmecd
catnow o0 0181-502 1416
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> Get the Iow-%on the cast, creators and extra terrostrlal productlon assistants
that first brought X-File ernomena to television and now to video.

» Build the perfect home cmema‘ith our gulde to the best subwoofers and rear
speakers on the market, plus how to'get the most out of them.
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ferrify

P The future of film and music playback in your home is under attack from high density
CD and Dolby Surround AC-3 digital sound. Be pyrepared with our bluffer’s guide.
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> Get to grips with the host of The Incredibly Stralge Film Show as he gets to grips
with his new in-office cinema sg%tem

P Do you want all the videos that the BBFc don’t thlnk you ‘should see? Your video
might already play ooﬁ%s of your favourite movies direct from the States.
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How much more Entertainment can’ you take?
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is no such thing as magic, even when

the effect is as dramatic as a stack of
Mana tables. Two years ago, | bought
my first Mana table, a simple Sound-
Frame that cost £125. The people at
Mana could notexplain why itworked.
IThavenoturntable,buttheysuggested
trying it under the tuner and power
amplifieraswell as the CD player.They
recommended experimentation. This
was a very unkind thing to suggest to a
professional researcher, for unex-
plained phenomenon are notoriously
time-consuming to explore. I took
them at their word, and have spent far
too many evenings and weekends lis-
tening, theorising and testing those
theories. The results are worthit.

The system I have built only uses
extralevels of tablewhen theimprove-
ments are obviously greater than the
equivalent expense in electronics. It
pushes my existing system to new lim-
its. Whenever a table made little dif-
ferencetoacomponent,l removed the
table from the reluctant component
and tried it undersomethingelse. As I
bought more tables the system
improved. Eventuallytherestofthesys-
tem had improved to the point where
the reluctant component genuinely
needed theextralevel. Thisis trialand
error, but performed systematically it
was possible to take a Mana-based sys-
tem to new extremes.

My system now has 32 Manasurfaces
costing £5,500, which isas much as the
equipmentitsupports, but the quality
of musical resolution and timing
exceeds the most expensive systems.
When friends visit, I often connect a
cheapCDplayerand putiton astackof
Mana tables. An old £150 player on a
stack of twelve tables sounds better
thanatop£1,500 machine.

Everyone who visits notices the

34 Hi-Fi Choice May 1995

soundquality.The effectisimmediate.
My favourite gameis tostart with good
AAD recordings from the ’50s or *60s.
Inexpensive systems tend to pro-
nounce the differences between ana-
logue and digital recordings. With a
well Mana’d system these olderrecord-
ings have great drama and detail. It is
like entering a time capsule, listening
to sounds that have not been heard so
clearly since they were performed.

Then, Istun the unsuspectingvisitor
with the dynamics and wider band-
width of recent recordings. Organ
musicfromLiverpool cathedral shakes
the walls, full orchestras produce deep
and precise sound-stages, while the
vibrant and warming sounds of bass
guitarand the sharp and powerful gui-
tars of the Gypsy Kings are all superbly
reproduced. The visitors love it.
‘Frightening,’ they often say, but they
don’t want it to end. The hours pass
quickly. The biggestchallenge is to per-
suade them to go home.

The Mana system

The traditional Mana supportisaseries
of small tables arranged in a stack. At
the top and bottom of each layer are
metal spikes, and between each table
isaboard.Theseabsorbsome vibration,
while the metal structures transmit
therestofthevibrationswithoutintro-
ducing new resonance. Mana uses L-
section angle iron rather than tube to
minimiseringing. On the top Mini-Table
there is a heavy sheet of glass, which
supports the hi-fi component.

Mana speaker supports are slightly
different. The top of the stand is glass
and the spikes of the speaker are
replaced by small nylon feet. At the
back of the stand there is a bar with
spikes gently pressing the speaker for-
ward against a stop at the front.

He says he could give them up
tomorrow, but for science writer
Adrian Cowderoy Mana tables are a
hard habit to break. This personal
account explains why!

Initially my stacks were based on a
Mana Reference table with five levels of
Phase 3 mini-table above it. Two years
ago the talkatManawas thatastackof
six tables was close to ultimate for
turntables and CD players. Amplifiers
needed two or three levels; tuners and
speakers needed one or two. In two
years much has changed. My own
experiments and those by Mana have
shown that amplifiers and power sup-
plies benefit from large stacks of sup-
ports. The power amplifiers seem to be
the most demanding of all.

Thispresentsobvious problems.The
costofasix-stage stackis £900.So prop-
ersupportforasystemwithaCDtrans-
port, DAC, and two amplifiers would
cost £3,600 and the room would be
taken over by four vaststacks of table.

A solution emerged. For several
years, Manahas produced an amplifier
rack.Thisisametal framewith threeto
eight levels, each consisting of a glass
sheet supported on spikes.Itisanatur-
alextension of the Reference Table. Ayear
ago, Mana also introduced the Sound-
Stage.Thisisashallow metal frameand
board thatisabout 7cm high.Thelarge
boards are springier than the small
Mini-Tables and large enough to place
under a Reference Table or an Amp Rack.
The effect of putting a Sound-Stage
under an Amp Rack is that everything
on the rack improves.

The costofaSound-Stageis £200, so for
afivellevel amprack thisis £40 per com-
ponent. That works out much cheaper
than a £150 Phase 3 mini-table. What is
the limit to the number of Mana tables
in a stack? Not physical stability,
because this could be resolved by mak-
ing increasingly wide Sound-Stages for
the bottom-most levels. Presumably
therewill eventually either be a dimin-
ishing improvement, or some part of
thesystemswill putalimitonwhatcan
beachieved with therest of thesystem;
but the last time I added an extra level
under my amp rack there was a signifi-
cant improvement. Fifteen levels
should bedistinctlybetter than twelve.
However, with the extradynamics, the
speaker stacks would also need to
change from five to seven levels.
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Level-U-like: Adrian’s Mana tables
just keep on growing.

Systems demonstrate a range of
improvements as Mana tables are
added. Most of these improvements
apply equally to any component,
whether source, power supply, ampli-
fier or speaker.

The most dramatic effect is on the
bandwidth, which becomeswiderand
apparently flatter. For example, when
I bought my Ruark Talisman’s they
played down to about 30Hz. I tried
standing them on a couple of Phase 3
mini-tables, resting the spikes on
boards.The bandwidth extended suffi-
ciently to reproduce double-bass.

With a second Phase 3 mini-table, I
could just hear the lowest organ notes
in afavourite piece. With atotal of four
levels, the deep notes wereloud and the
entire frequencyrange dropped below
the 2Hzlimit of CD. (Take the covers off
and watch the speaker cones moving
in and out during the deepest organ
notes.) Those deep notes are some of
the most dramatic in the entire fre-
quency range. They are essential for
organ, double-bass and bass guitar
tuba. Film soundtracks make particu-
larly good use of deep bass.

The improvements to high frequen-
cies are just as noticeable. The detail
becomes more precise. Cymbals sound
metallic and produce a musical cas-
cade of sounds. Violins can be heard so
clearly that the differences between
them are blatant.

With Mana tables there is more
detailin the music. The soundstage can
be as deep and precise as the sounds of
therealworld, and the timbre of instru-
ments and voice becomes completely
realistic or deeply involving (depend-
ingon the position of the microphone).
Moreover, the extra detail makes it pos-
sible to listen to music at much lower
volume levels than before. At the other
extreme, loud music no longer gives
me migraines and visitors who ‘hate’
loud music enjoy extremely high vol-
ume levels. Even the equipment
sounds happier, enjoying the loud
notes, never sounding over-stretched
or becoming physically hot.

Hi-Fi Choice May 1995 3§




puoNo  TUNER

HAND CRAFTED [} FAIT A LA MAIN

DESIGNERS & MANUFACTURERS OF HI-FI & AUDIO EQUIPMENT
J. E. SUDGEN & CO. LTD
Valley Works,
Station Lane, Heckmondwike,

West Yorkshire WF16 ONF

Tel. Heckmondwike 0924 404088/9
Fax No. 0924 410069




Of all the musical effects of Mana
tables, themostobviousis theimprove-
mentinslam.Certainreviewers usethe
word ‘bass slam’, as it shows the quali-
ty of their systems. However, the effect
occurs throughout the frequency
rangeandisnotaslambutaresonance
in time with the music. It hits you in
the stomach, chest, neck and feet. Very
desirable, but it requires at least five
levels under decent power amps.

This is not simply a matter of power
rating. It relates more to the ability to
produce and hold bursts of power
many times the rated level. (The effect
isexaggerated byrecordingswhich are
close-miked.) When a system has high
slam potential thespeakers require sev-
eral tiers of wood, glass and iron to
maintain control.

WhenlIfirst heard the display set-up
used byMana Acoustics, ithad impres-
sively deep notes and greatenergy, but
the sound of classical music played
through Linn Isobariks was embarrass-
ing. Now the 'bariks are on four levels
rather than one, and they sound beau-
tiful. At home, my own system was
built for classical music, but it now
plays rock with equal enthusiasm.

As the number of Mana stages
increases, sobackgroundhissbecomes
quieter. Noisy CD players and ampli-
fiers become quiet. I believe that it’s
possibletohear-100 dBnotesrecorded
oncassettewith Dolby Candastandard
metal tape. The switching mechanisms
on all-digital recordings are often nois-
ier than that. There are clearly studios
which need Mana tables—imagine the
quality if a stack of Mana tables was
used under the tape recorder.

The final characteristic of the Mana
effectwasonlynoticeable after adding
several stages. I found the positioning
of the speakers had become un-impor-
tant. Within the listening room, the
position of the furniture and speakers
has limited effect. The music even
sounds good upstairs.

Hi-Fi components
Mana tables were originally invented
for turntables. The surprise was that
they worked for every piece of equip-
ment. That includes solid state elec-
tronics, valves, and power supplies as
well as CD transports and speakers.
My experience, and that of some
other Mana customers, is that the
amplifiers need even more levels then
the main source. It is worth spending
good money on amplifiers. I used to
have a bi-amped pair of Albarry S508s
and an Albarry AP4 pre-amp.
Subsequently, I changed to a pair of
Albarry S408 monobloks equipped with
Powerblocks from Avondale Audio. The

textbook power ratingis only 35 Watts
compared to about 90 Watts before,
buttheperceived sound levelsarehigh-
er than before. The monobloks also
improved detail. They produced so
much more slam that I spent the first
week unnecessarily terrified that the
speakers would be damaged.

Thesound aRotel RCD-965BX CD-play-
er produces on astackofMana tables s
well beyond the best free-standing CD
players. And spending £141 to have it
re-clocked by Trichord was worth every
penny. But in the context of such a
revealing system Irealised an external
DAC would be worth having. I audi-
tioned several, they each worked well
on five levels but they needed at least
ten to reach their full potential. The
final candidates were the Arcam Black
Box 50 and the Trichord Pulsar One. The
Pulsaris a superb piece of engineering.
On a five-stage table there was an obvi-
ous improvement compared to the
Black Box, but when I moved them to a
ten-stage table the differences were
small. So Ibought the Arcam.

Cassette recorders benefit enor-
mously. A Nakamichi DR-1 with
Maxwell MXS tapes can be made to
sound almost identical to CD. Tuners
love Mana tables. I use a Revox 260BS
with a Galaxy 17 aerial. Radio 3 from
the Wrotham (Kent) transmitter
sounds superb; mostoftheotherradio
stations compress the dynamics and
frequency of the music to a grotesque
extent. For about a year there was a
competition between the CD player
and the tuner as to which could pro-
duce the best musical detail. A good
competition, but when the CD player
reached six stages the tuner started to
lag. Presumably the BBC has no Mana
tables. Yet.

I made embarrassing mistakes try-
ing toimprove the sound of my Ruark
Talismans. First, filling the base with
lead shot deepened the bass but muf-
fled the mid-range.Iremoved the lead,
but by then I had started to think the
Ruarks were making strange sounds.

It was some time before I finally
understood thatthesoundswere being
created by the amplifiers. That lesson
was reinforced every time
I added a new level under
the speakers.

The effect of Mana on
Nicam video recorders
was a surprise. With two
levels, sound quality
became less clinical and
the picture quality and
tracking improved. I have
even tried using my
Toshiba VX6 VCR on a
Mana twelve stack. Pre-

Hats off to
speaker stands
— Mana style.

recorded videos werealittle better, but
the sound quality of broadcasts was
stunning, and the quality of therecord-
ings from CD was only slightly inferior
to the original.

It makes a mockery of suggestions
thatwe need toquadruple theamount
ofdataonaCD.Theinferior sound peo-
ple hear I believe is not coming from
the CD but from the replay system.

[he thec

The effect of Mana tables is to damp
vibration. Evidently it does this very
much more effectively than any other
damping method for audio equip-
ment. What is not clear is why the
effect of ultra-efficient damping is so
great. An unexplained phenomenon.
However, scientific methodology does
not require that a phenomenon is
explained. It requires only that it is
measurable and repeatable. The theo-
ries can come later.

An early explanation for the Mana
effect was that strong music causes
such massive vibrations that equip-
mentdoes notwork properly. This was
easily disproved by moving the speak-
ers into a separate room.

Perhaps a better explanation comes
from the difference between a CD play-
erandacomputer,as Mana tables have
no perceptible effect on computer per-
formance. Maybe the electrical and
physical components within equip-
mentresonateinasimilarway tomusi-
cal instruments. All that is required is
that they are free to vibrate naturally.
This wonderfully romantic theory
implies that hi-fi systems make music
aswell as reproduce it.

Future perfect

The effect of a well Mana’d system has
to be experienced to be believed. Huge
wavesof musicrolloutand wrap round
you. Itis comforting, thrilling, absorb-
ing. These simple tables make the
equipment disappear and leave you
with the music.

In the last two years music has
become more important to me than
ever before. Good musicis as addictive
as alcohol. It makes television seem
repetitive. Unfortunately, building
music systems is expensive. Since dis-
covering the ever-increasing Mana
effect, mycarhasbecomerustyand the
furniture needs repairing.

In the hundredth issue of Hi-Fi Choice,
Paul Messenger wrote that the biggest
revolution of the previous decade was

the spike. Maybe it will not be long
before he writes that the Mana system
is the most important invention to
have hit the recording industry since
the vinyl record.
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STiLL: Bathroom Intimacies/Tartan Video

Linn’s new system can fill a house
with music — and more. Alan Sircom
Knekts with the house that Linn built.

ou knever know what Linn
will kome upwith knext.First
camethelPI12turntablein the
early 70s, followed by loudspeakersbig
and small, electronics and a lot of atti-
tude. Today, Linn proudly ushers you
into the next millennium, courtesy of
its new Knektdistributed system.
Knekt moves Linn Products still fur-
ther from the stratified atmosphere of
tweaky audiophilia and offers real-
world music around the home.
According to Calum Stewart, Linn’s
ProductionEngineeron the Knektpro-
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ject,“Knekthasbeeninandaround our
minds for a couple of years. We came
up with the balanced audio distribu-
tion design well over a year and a half
ago and we have, in fact, had
Sneaky/Majik-based Knekt systems for
the past 12 months. At that time, we
came up with a prototype Remote
Controller Unit keypad, with
just volume up
and down,

but we decid-
ed to make
thequantum

leap to the
current RCU.”

Knekt is a dod-

dletouse.Intheman-
ner of Microsoft or

i-fi in every

Applein the computerworld, the £300
Knekt RCU uses computer-style soft-
ware to present a simple, intuitive,
user-friendly interface. Besides the
usual volume controls and power but-
ton, the front panel has three key but-
tons — Where, What and Do —

that can operate systems any-
where in the house.
This simply
asks  you
where the
sources
are, what

Pick a
Sneaky.
Shuffle, shuffle,
shuffle. Is that your
Sneaky? Now that’s Majik!



MULTI-ROOM SCHEMATIC: Grahams Hi-Fi Ltd.

source you want to listen to and what
you want it to do. The current Linn
handsetsincorporate thiswhere-what-
do philosophy. You can call up the
main system sources and effectively
bring them into the room with you. It
evensetsup favourite tunerpresets for
each room, regardless of those on the
tuner itself. There is also a ‘?” button,
providing interactive help on a button
by button basis, in case you are new to
the Knekt system.

For the past five years Linn has been
engineering multi-room friendly con-
cepts into its constantly expanding
range of digital and analogue elec-
tronics. First was Linn’s Line Remote,
which fed communications signals
along pairs of phono interconnect
cables.Thismeantthateffectivelyonly
your Linn Karik CD player needed to be
visible, with all the otherLine-Remote-
speaking Linn equipment hidden
away.The IR receiver on the Karik picks
up all the commands and feed them
through to the other components.

Linnterknektion

Knekt, as it stands, is a separately con-
trolled system that looks into the tape
output of the Linn Kairn preamplifier.
So whatever source is selected on the
Kairn,Majikintegrated amp or the sim-
ilar Wakonda preamp, is distributed to
the four rooms. The stand-alone £300
Line Driver connects to the Kairn’s tape
output, but you don’t lose the tape

loop, as the Line Driver unithas a further
set of tape outputs. You can also get a
£200 Sneaky driver to go inside a Majik
or Wakonda, which links to the tape.
There’s also the £200 Sneaky Line
Receiverwhich can befitted directlyinto
the front panel of a Majik or Wakonda.
Thisallowseither product toaccess the
sources in any Line Driver equipped sys-
tem in the house. This remote system,
armed with an infrared receiver, can
also be used to access non-Linn compo-
nents in the main system (as long as
they’re remote controllable).
Alternatively you can have a stand-
alone £300 Line Receiver in a room. This
acts as a three input line-level pream-
plifier, with its own switch-mode
powersupply.Onelineinputhasavolt-

age-sensing system, so that the system
willswitch overautomatically;ifaudio
is detected for example, from a TV set.
This requires an RCU that effectively
becomes the front panel of the Line
Receiver.Commands are then directed
from the keypad (or through the infra-
red receiver in the RCU) down to the
mainsystem, or thelocal sources.

The RCU can be programmed with
up to ten macros, each capable of con-
taining uptoteninstructions, thatcan
betied totenalarms, each ofwhichcan
be assigned to three different
time/day/date formats. These macros
can alsobeassigned tospecificrooms,
giving different levels of access privi-
lege.Soyou cansetthesystemtoplaya
particular track on the CD in the bed-
room, and a predetermined volume at
aspecified time on weekdays only.

Atthe moment, you can connect two
Line Drivers together and supply up to
eight rooms. From any of these rooms
you can access local sources in that
room, or the main system. You cannot
accesssystemsinotherroomsand you
can’t multi access main system
sources. So, if someone’s listing to the
main system’s CD player, you can’t lis-
ten to the tuner in another room.
However, the forthcoming Intersekt
system — which runs along Knekt
cable/RCU architecture — will offer
eightsources toeightroomsinitsbasic
guiseand can be expanded up toasub-
stantial 16 sourcesin 128 rooms.

AllKnekt products are balancedline
level units. Balanced operation confers
greater noise immunity than conven-
tional  single-ended  operation.
Debatably this is unnecessary in con-
ventional hi-fi systems, but for long
cable lengths running behind ‘noisy’
apparatus, balanced operation is very
handy. Linn tested its noise rejection
by running 1km of cable around the
Linn factorywith, we’re told, no appre-
ciable loss in quality.

The RCU is basically a computerin a
lightswitch;with adisplay, akeyboard,
ROM, RAM and a completely new tech-
nology called flash memory. The flash
memory component allows you to
revise system software, erasing the
existing program as it is downloading

Multi-room alternatives

T hings have come a long way since the days of
the basic speakerswitching box. At their best,
multi-room systems produce sound quality com-
parable to any audiophile system, writes Steve Moore.
Multi-room proper started eight or nine years ago in
the US, where homes, wallets (and appetites) are big-
ger than here. In addition, good quality in-wall speaker
systems meant that house-proud music lovers didn’t
have to put up with stacks of black boxes in each room.
Indeed, consumers so value the discreetness and
ease of use of built-in systems that many housebuilders
now prewire for multi-room audio and TV. These sys-
tems generally split your home into different zones —
so the family can listen to different music in each room.
You select what you wish to listen to using a keypad or
remote control that ‘talks back’ to the main hi-fi stack.
Home owners have noticed the increasing amount of
electronics in their house. Multi-room systems (for
video and telephone distribution as well as audio)
avoid the mess of cabling and poor functionality by
integrating these systems into the design when build-
ing or refurbishing. The type of system chosen depends
on the quality and sophistication required.
“Multi-room” systems fall into four categories:

DIY (basic)

Type: Audio distribution with local volume controls in
each room, but no source control.

Example: Existing system plus QED Transmatch (speak-
er switch/impedance matcher) and loads of cable.
Pros/cons: These systems suffer loss of power and
quality due to the long lengths of speaker cable.

SIMPLE INFRA-RED

Type: Audio distribution with local control of volume,
source & function.

Example: B&O, QED Roomlink, Xantech (a manufactur-
er of infra-red & switching products).

Pros/cons: In addition to the above, systems of this
sort generally don’t allow for local sources (the sound
from a bedroom TV, for example), offer little or no feed-
back and don’t allow different music in other rooms.

MULTIZONE

Type: Audio distribution with control, with the house
split into different zones, so that you can listen to dif-
ferent sound in different rooms.

Example: Bose (2 zones), new QED system (4 zones),
AudioAccess MRX (6 zones).

Pros/cons: These systems tend to be differentiated by
ease of use and cost issues, rather than quality of,
sound. Some brands of source equipment are more
easily integrated than others.

MULTIZONE AND FEEDBACK

Type: Audio distribution with control of, and feedback
from, main system.

Example: Linn Knekt, Meridian, Sony DST (not available
in UK).

Pros/cons: These systems distribute a balanced or dig-
ital signal, resulting in better quality and simpler
cabling. Decent feedback means the systems are easier
to use. These systems generally involve the manufac-
turer’s own source equipment (sited centrally), with
other components (amplifiers, local sources) distrib-
uted around the house. They also offer the ability to
control other products from the remote rooms.
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the new one. So, the installer doesn’t
have to take the RCU out of the wall to
upgrade the system. In fact, they can
download the software from the main
system to all the remote rooms — the
installer doesn’t even need to take the
RCUs to the programming computer,
butjusthas to take a portable PCto the
main system.

Linnstallation

The Knekt RCU is also intended to con-
trolthingsother thanhi-fi,and thereis
a proposed circuit switcher waiting in
the wings. This is a programmable six-
relay matrix, in the same size case as
thestand-alone Knektboxes.Eachrelay
will be capable of handling 240V at
eight amps, so that you can switch
mains appliances on or off, and will
have programmable relays for home
automation products like curtain
closersand burglaralarms. It will also
be capable of switchingloudspeakers,
increasing the number of Knekted
rooms still further.

All the custom installation software
iswritten for the Microsoft Windows 3.1
operating system and is downloaded
via a PC’s serial port using Linn’s wee
Doufer. This converts computer-stan-
dardRS232 code into RC5 remote con-
trolcommands. This downloadingis so
fast that a new room set-up only takes
about 12 seconds. Knekt isn’t directly
controlled by a computer yet, but its a
small leap from a wee Doufer to a big
Doufer, which would have a processor
onit, toallow two-waycommunication
between computer and hi-fi.

Thereis noreason why you couldn’t
have a software version of the RCUon a
computerscreen and use the mouse to
push the buttons, for example. You
could even call up the system from a
remote location, using a PC and a
modem, and feed it commands — just
the thing if you're lying on a beach in
Barbados and you forgot to close the
curtains. As the hardware already
exists in Knekt, it is simply a question
of software development.

The software is Linn designed and
upgradeable. It is effectively future-
proof, and fits in with the company’s
philosophy of supplying upgradeable
products whenever possible.
Ultimately the software could be con-
figured to work with non-hi-fi appli-
ances thatyou’d wantto controlin the
home. At the time of writing, Linn has
remote control codes for a range of
non-Linn source components, includ-
ing Nakamichi and Pioneer multi-disc
CD players. It’s currently expanding
this code library for other non-Linn
sources. The communication link is

one sided, however, as Knekt cannot
distribute display information from
non-Linn sources.

Linnteraktive

In the broadest sense, Knekt is for peo-
ple who are interested in interactive
multi-room audio or home automa-
tion.According to Brian Morris, Linn’s
Head of Press and Promotions: “They
may or may not have an interest in
music tothe extent of being an enthu-
siast, but perhaps theyhave seen Knekt
in place at a friends house. Word of
mouth is creating this market. It’s too

In the heart of
Linn’s factory
lives a full-on
Linn system,
Knekt-ed to
several rooms.

early to say how this new market will
polarise, butcertainly there are people
who want multitoom; not just for
music, but a solution to control many
aspects ofhome automation.

“It hinges on the concept of the
home being a safety net for the family,
as Knekt could interact with home
security systems with as much ease as
it copes with hifi. The barrier for peo-
pleistheperceptionthatitwillcausea
lotof upheaval when wiring. However,
the Linn Knekt system is far less intru-
sive than many in this respect.”

Linn has attempted to make the
installation process as painless as pos-
sible, for both theinstallerand theend
user.Aseverwithmulti-roomsystems,
the cables are best laid during the last
stages of building, although the Knekt
RCUs can be fitted after all the other
decorations are fitted. The RCU itself
fitsinto a custom back box and comes
supplied with two bezels to blend in
with UK and US light switches. The
bezels can be painted and a black
facia/button RCU isalso available.

The connectors, cables and all tools
are industry-standard FCC68, sourced
from common-or-garden trade cata-
logues. There is no soldering or messy
crimping involved and the wiring is
simplicityitselfto terminate on site.

To prevent any confusion, each part
and its application is precisely speci-
fied byLinn, bothinits computer-based
‘manual’ and during the intensive two-
day training programme all prospec-

tive Knektors have to undergo at the
Linn factory. This training course is
splitevenlybetween Knektand gener-
al multitoom practices, covering
issues such as siting RCUs to shield
them fromexcesslight,while keeping
them accessible and cosmetically
acceptable to the customer.

Linn is determined not to compro-
mise the sound quality of systemsthat
are Knekted together.Theintentionis
to convey the sound quality from a
high-class source like the Karik CD or
Kremlintunerthroughoutthehouse.To
thisend, Linn hasintroduced the £300
Sekrit speaker. Availablein dark grey or
white, the Sekritis a two-way bi-wirable
loudspeaker designed for in or on-wall
use. The in-wall models are supplied
backless with a removable port and
adjustable tweeter output, thereby
maximisingflexibility for odd walls or
room placements. The on-wall unit is
less adjustable, but can be supplied
with either a mounting bracket or a
new polymer stand.

Notevery Linndealerwill stock Linn
Knekt.But there are groups of retailers
within Linn’s network that are experi-
enced in multi-room installation. The
system is already appearing in some
prestigelocations, bothin this country
and the USA, where the whole multi-
room ethos is better developed. Knekt
hasbeen installed into the newly-refit-
ted QE2 and is rumoured to have been
chosen for the private home of a mem-
ber of the Royal Family.

Linntegration

AsIwaswriting this, one cynic asked if
the Knekt system would prove any bet-
ter than puttingamidisysteminevery
room. While I understand the senti-
ment,lhavetosaythatitisslightly mis-
guided. The beauty of Knekt is that the
main sources can be assigned to other
rooms; that way, you get the sound
quality of the main sources without
having tobuyseveral CD players. Those
who opt for the Knekt system will doso
because it is discrete and flexible. Can
a midi system also control the burglar
alarm, turn lights on and off through-
out thehouse, orevenimpose a curfew
in a child’s bedroom, by turning the
music off at a prescribed hour?

Linn’s Knekt system is about the
most flexible, future-proof multi-room
system around. Linn once ran an ad
showing an electric food mixer with a
caption that ran along the lines of:
‘Some people think this is a hi-fi’. It’s
ironic thatLinnis now producingasys-
tem that might one day turn on your
food processor for you.

Linn Customer Helpline: (0500) 888909
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player an extravagant diet of £14.79 discs, it

may be time to switch to the one hi-fi source
component that doesn’t go on costing money
after you've bought it, "cos the music it repro-
duces comes free of charge.

The UK radio airwaves have never been imore
crowded, nor have they offered a greater range
of choice, so even though the medium no longer
enjoys the same pre-eminence as fifty years ago,
the current situation is positive proof that radio
has a bright future, irrespective of televisual
developments. How good is radio as a hi-fisource?
At its very best, seriously good indeed, though
youdohave tosearch out the high spots. These are
inevitably found on the FMband, because of AM’s
practical limitations.

Admittedly, muchradiois heavily compressed,
partly to help motorists and walkpeople hear
what’s going on over high background noise. And
whileit’s true that many stations do compromise
sound quality this way, so do the studios that
make most pop recordings in the first place.

There’s no denying that the transmission of a
recording will never match the direct reproduc-
tion of the same recording in the home. To that
extent, the tunerisusuallyregarded as asecondary
source. But there’s also no better way of broaden-
ingyourmusical horizons and gainingaccesstoan
enormously wide variety of material than by
investing in a good quality hifi tuner (and aerial).

I fyou too are fed up with feeding your CD

MIXOR MATCH?
Choosing a hifi tuner rationally should involve
weighing up price against different aspects of
performance and capabilities, related to
individual preferences and site. But the
most important factor in nearly every
buyer’s mind is whether to go for a
tuner of the same brand as an already
selected amplifier.

There’s no reason why you can’t use
any tuner with virtually any amplifi-

Paul Messenger casts his
net wide and lands a
premium catch: sixteen of
the besttuners that money
can buy. Mayonnaise or
RDS with that, sir?

P
&,

equation which takes into account price, RF
(radio frequency) performance and sound quali-
ty. However, this.is a considerable oversimplifi-
cation. The internal architecture of a tuner
consists of a least five distinct stages, from the
reception of the aerial signal down toits final con-
version into a stereo audio signal.

The first task is to receive the incoming trans-
missions, which is where the aerial plays an
important role. The tuner has to make sense of
thewhole mish-mash of signals comingdown the
coaxial cable, a mish-mash which will vary dra-
matically from one place to another.

The‘frontend’ and intermediate frequency (IF)
strip have to extract the wanted signal from the
ether — and preferably nothing but the wanted

er, butseveral factors encourage part-
nering stablemates together. Most
people will prefer the components to
match cosmetically, and nowadays
there’s an increasing chance that the
two will be linked electronically to
provide unified remote control.
Furthermore, it's a racing certainty
that the tuner designer will have used
his company’s amplifiers when devel-
oping the tuner, so the two are likely to
blendwellin thesubtleraspects of sonic
compatibility too.

Ifyou already have an amplifier,you’ll
want to know whether its partnering
tunerworkswell in an absolute sense. Will
itfityourrequirementsand representrea-
sonablevalue formoney, even thoughyou
may well be prepared to spend ahandsome
price premium to get the perfect cosmetic
match? If you don’t have an amplifier,
you’d better choose one before you start
worrying about tuners!

WHAT'S INATUNER?

Although they are superficially straight-
forward devices, the ‘real world’ evalua-
tion of a tuner can be boiled down to an
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signal. The selected (IF) signal must be converted
into audio and then decoded from a multiplex
stereo signal into leftand right channel outputs.
Thisinitselfinvolvesa fairamount of processing
work, which in turn leads to sonic differences
between the various models.

The tuner designer faces a number of dilem-
mas when creating a product within a fixed bud-
get. Should the tuner be as sensitive as possible,
at theriskofoverload on strongsignals, or should
it have a more robust front-end which is ulti-
mately a little more ‘deaf’? Should the IF band-
width be wide for best stereo and lowest
distortion on strong signals, or include a nar-
rower option to dig out weak signals next to
strong ones at some expense in sound quality?
Should the signals be rigorously filtered to avoid
interference, or is a gentler approach more soni-
cally acceptable?

Withouteven considering the presentation or
‘user interface’, this incomplete list of designer
choices allows many permutations. Which par-
ticular set of choices suits your particular need
willdepend on where you live (relative to a trans-
miter) and what sort of listener you are, from
strict audiophile through to avid radio freak.

AERIAL DISPLAY
Whyshouldyou gotoall the trouble and expense
of putting up a damn great FM roof aerial, when
your portable and personal radios function per-
fectly well using cheap indoor telescopics and
headphone leads?
Contrary to popular misconception, the roof
aerial is not primarily needed in order to get
lots of signal strength, though that’s anice
bonus. The really important factor is to
pickupacleansignal, as freeas possible
from mucky reflections. So get the aer-
ialashighupas possible, pointed in the
right direction and with an unin-
terupted line of sight in the direction
of the stations you require.
Conventional FM aerials are all
roughly the same width, but they
come in dramatically different
lengths, according to the number of
rods(orelements)in thearray. These
act like a zoom lens; the more ele-
ments, the greater the gain, but the
narrower the angle over which it is
effective. Anarrowbeam isa positive
advantage in cutting down unwant-
ed reflections or limiting the pirate
effect, butit can be a nuisanceifyou
want to pick up good signals from
diverse transmitters.

Theultimateis tocombine ahigh-gain
multi-element antenna with a remotely
driven rotator. The majority of us settle
for something a little simpler and less
costly, chosen as a good compromise for
more advice contact the Confederation
of Aerial Industries on 0181-902 8998.

DOYOU REALLY NEED RDS?

TheBBCoriginallyhyped RDS as the most
important radio development since the
transistor, butIsuspectsomeone ordered
astraightjacketwhen theidea of putting
teletext on the radio was first mooted.




RDS (theradiodataservice)is not the same as tele-
text, but follows a similar concept of adding a
stream of digital data toan existingbroadcast ser-
vice. Whereas TV’s teletext supplies information
pages for on-screen display, FM radio’s RDS has
had to look around for its own applications.

This it has done, but most of the functions are
more helpful for the motorist than the home lis-
tener. The transmitter data includes a variety of
information about the station, including the sta-
tion name, alternative transmitters carrying the
same programme, details of the type of pro-
gramming, and a clock, to name but a few. The
latest upgrade to RDS is the Extended Other
Network, which can displayyet more text, includ-
ing track title and artist name.

RDS can enableacarradio toretuneitselfauto-
matically to the strongest local transmitter of a
network, or even interrupt such a programme
with a trafficannouncement from an alternative
local station, both of which are veryhandy, but of
littlerelevance to a hi-firadio. Here, the most use-
ful functions are the ability todisplay the station
ID or the clock, and perhaps search for other sta-
tions of similar types, although RDS is only
received and interpreted on reasonably strong
signals, not the weak and distant mono ones.

DAB — APOSSIBLE FUTURE...

It’s as much habit as anything else, but we’ve all
come to accept that hifi radio is the terrestrial
broadcast FM radio network, and vice versa. The
two have effectively become synonymous.
However, it may not stay that way for long.
Satellite transponders are already beaming down
avariety of high quality programmes (including
the BBC World Service) from space, and the BBC
has announced that it intends to start up a digi-
tal radio network, dubbed Digital Audio
Broadcasting, from terrestrial transmitters dur-
ing the course of 1995.

Does this mean that FM radio is getting out of
date, hashaditsdayorit’s on the way out? Notin
the slightest. The 50 million plus FM receivers in
regular use around the country will continue to
providebroadcasters with potentiallyenormous
audiences for decades to come. The new services
may well provide alternatives, but it’s far too
early to predict justhow practical and successful
they will turn out.

The limitation of current radio satellite ser-
vices is obvious —you need a focused dish aerial
to pick them up, which locks them to the family
TV and ensures they’ll be ignored. The possibili-
ty of future, more practical satellite-delivered ser-
vices should not be ignored, though that vital
factor known as the installed hardware base will
have to start from ground zero.

This is potentially the biggest hurdle facing
DAB. The new service is entirely incompatible
with any currently existing radio system, soitwill
take manyyears forradiolisteners tograduate to
the new technology, especiallyif theinitial entry
priceis high. By transmitting cleverly coded dig-
ital signals from cellular style transmitters DAB
has some potential benefits, especially in avoid-
ing the uneveness of FM reception for mobile (in-
car)usersin urban areas. It can also offer up to40
different stations organised into seven sub-
groups. But will that be sufficient to tempt exist-
ing radio users to change format?

TUN
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Aiwa XT-g950 £150 (Recommended)
Aiwa’s £150 XT-9501s a little above the beer bud-
get benchmark, which explains why it’s pretty
well stuffed with features. The box is taller and
deeper than most, though the only well-filled
partisthefacia, which hasan unusuallylarge col-
lection of buttons and a quite elaborate display.
There’s even a remote control sensor, but no
handset,norany mention ofone;neitheris there
any system remote socketry fitted on the rear.
Should you have an XA-950amp, however, you’ll
discover that its handset can be used to change
the preset channels.

The switchable FM selectivity only adds one
extrafilter,whichgivesselectivity justalittle bet-
ter than some two-filter sets, but is no match for
a full complement of four. Nor is the fitted
local/DXswitchaseffectiveas anexternal passive
attenuator when it comes to easing overload
problems. Other features include an FM
mono/stereo switch, and areasonably useful sig-
nal strength meter. The rest of the ergonomics
were initially confusing, and the presetlabelling
altogether too tricky for its own good. RF recep-
tion performanceisreasonably good, though AM
was less so, which is backed up by the lab mea-
surement findings.

Sound quality is above the budget average, if

FOR YOUR SHOPPING LIST

Sensible solutions forthose in search ofenhanced
ether-promulgated entertainment.

pretty tacky by audiophile standards. The mid-
band is decentenough, with good dynamics that
makevoices suitably expressive, and areasonable
freedom from significant coloration. But the tre-
blesoundsboth suppressed and slightly detached
and the net effect is not particularly sweet or
transparent, but fortunately steers clear of
unwanted aggression.

One would hesitate to describe the XT-950 as
special in any way. Neither the bulk nor the
ergonomics are particularly helpful, but sound
quality and RF reception are both a shade above
average, so Recommendation is appropriate at
the reasonable price.

(Reviewed issue 129)

New products

These tuners are all recent
arrivals, and have yet to
undergo formal Hi-Fi
Choice tests. All other
models have been test-

ed previously, earning

Best Buys and
Recommendeds as marked.
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Arcam Alphas-£220
rcam’s £220 FM-
onlyAlpha5 tuner
is a perfect match

forArcam’sidenticallynamed

and ever-popular budget ampli-
fier. It costs nearly as much as the

amp,whichputsitalittleabovethebudget tuner
pack.The obvious question is whetheritdeserves

a premium price.

The final verdict will have to await our full
technical review, as this brief hands-on session
does suggest some equivocation. Basic sensitivi-
tyishigh,buttheabilitytodiscriminate the weak
from the strong is very limited, while some sus-
ceptibility to frontend overload tends to suggest
that the Alpha 5 might be better suited to rural
than RF-congested urban environments.

Matching the Alpha amps dimension for
dimension, it’s a neatly styled slimline package
with relatively few features and facilities.
Ergonomics are refreshingly straightforward —
it’s a pleasant change to find a tuner without
some stupid microprocessor which thinks it’s
smarter than the user. The memory will store 16
stations, while telltale pushbuttons permit
unmuted mono or mutedstereo as well as auto-
scan or manual tuning. The display has a rather
garish signal strength meter and stereo indica-
tor light alongside the frequencyreadout.

Sound quality is arguably rather better than
the budget norm, at least making a stab at com-
municatingwith coherence and zest,althoughit
can sound a touch strident and not particularly
clean, and does seem a bit short on weight.

Audiolab 8000T- £700 (Best Buy)
Audiolab keptits many amplifiercustomerswait-
ing a good few years for thismatching tuner, but
even though the £700 pricetag might keep it
beyond the reach of some, few will deny that the
endresultiseminentlyworthwhile. There’sonly
one obvious omission — no remote control, sys-
tem or otherwise.

The 8000T is a quite-bulky, full-width unit, and
very substantially built. But there’s not a lot of
spare space on the busy facia, reflecting the very
comprehensive range of features that make this
an unusually flexible and versatile design.
Besides FM, an AM section covers both medium
and long wavebands. The large baclk-lit LCD dis-
play is superb, with bags of useful information
available. A good old-fashioned round flywheel-
action knob does the tuning duties (backed up by
39 presets and scan modes).

Narrow/wide selectivity and 25kHz FM tuning
increments proved very effective in discriminat-
ing weak signals close to strong ones, while AM
was sensitive enough and remarkably free of
spuriae. Technically original design solutions
deliver a fine measured performance and
promise tight tolerances over the long term.

Particularly praised for its relaxed clarity,
opennessand neutrality, well developed images
and finedynamicdetailing, soniccriticismswere
mild. A little less crisp and slightly more grainy
thansignificantly moreexpensivereferences, the
Audiolab always remains informative and enjoy-
able in its own smooth and relaxed way. It even
manages to make AM quite a lot of fun.

Superb ergonomics, fine reception perfor-
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mance and asoundquality that gets close to the
state of the art demand a Best Buy, even though
the £699 pricetagis well above the budget sector.
(Reviewed issue 120)

Denon TU-260L - £120 (Best Buy)
Awarded a Best Buy rating when reviewed way
backatthe time ofitsintroduction fouryearsago
(supplement to issue 93), Denon’s £120 TU-260L
has been at the top of the separates tuner sales
charts ever since. It’s actually due for an immi-
nent update, but however the new model turns
out, thecurrent 260Lhasestablisheditselfas THE
budgetalternative for those unwilling or unable
to pay much higher prices for the tuners that
match audiophile amplifiers. This is the model
of choice for those who reckon £120is enough to
pay for theradio in their lives.

It’s a compact and discreet little package,
enlivened by asmall digital display, if inevitably
limited in terms of features and facilities.
However, all the important technical bits are
firmly in place.A 20-slot memory may be allocat-
ed to FM, MW or LW stations, alongside the nor-
mal scan and manual tuning modes. However,
no signal strength metering or narrow/wide IF
selectivity is provided.

Thelab tests delivered a very competent set of
results, with high sensitivity and very decent
selectivity and image rejection. The sound is
open, detailed and essentially communicative,
with an honesty and enthusiasm that’s very
engaging, if not particularly refined.

(Reviewed issue 93)

Denon TU-580RD - £220
(Recommended)
A couple of steps up the ladder from the budget
marketleading TU-260L, the £220 TU-580RDadds
features like RDS (radio data service) decoding
and independent remote control (handset sup-
plied)tothe normaldigitalsynthesistunerroster.
Besides FM, there’s just medium wave AM
here, but therestis the usual full-feature line-up,
with step-by-step, scan or preset tuning (30 sta-
tions), adjustable selectivity, aerial attenuation,
station namingand three stage display dimming.
Asan RF performer, the 580RDis one of the best
around, with its (very) narrow setting pulling in
weak, distant transmissions despite strong local

S

From the top; Arcam’s latest Alpha 5 relaxes
on a bed of extra long Twiglets. Denon’s TU-
580RD, meanwhile, ponders the significance
of short person behaviour in pedal-
depressed pan-chromatic resonance and
other highly ambient domains. The Aiwa XT-
950 is content to browse Wireless World.
The Audiolab 8000T doesn’t have to try.

activity close by. Sadly, AM suffers an extreme
example of the woolly sock syndrome (all too
commonplace in hi-fituners). The lab measure-
ments fullyendorsethesepractical observations.

Exceptional RF performance often seems to
accompany less promising sound quality from
anaudiophile perspective,and thisDenon model
fell into the stereotype. It doesn’t sound bad by
any means, butitdoesn’tsound great either.The
below-averagelistening testresultsincluded par-
ticular criticism of a rather processed quality
with some mid-band nasal coloration, and a
slightly softened and slowed bass end.

The ultimate sound quality may not set any
records, but the 580’s RF performance is out of
thetopdrawer,andtherestofthepackageisvery
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competitive in terms of features (including RDS
and remote control), build and component qual-
ity. Recommendation is thusin order.

(Reviewed issue 120)

harman/kardon TU9400 - £300
(Recommended)

Recommended back in issue 93’s supplement
(fouryearsago), the £300 TU9400is not the cheap-
esth/koffering currentlyaround, nordoesithave
the remote control and more advanced tuning
facilities of the upmarket 9600. Instead, it con-
centrateson qualitycircuitry throughout,inthe
interests of delivering superior sound quality.

It’s a good-looking slimline package with gen-
tly curved fascia, the preset memory using a 3x8
configuration to store up to 24 channels across
FM and MW and LW AM bands. There are no
options to alter IF selectivity or RF strength,
though ‘high blend’ canimprove noise with weak
stereo signals. The row of signal strength LEDs
cover a useful range.

Lab tests reveal quite high useable sensitivity
and very respectable performance throughout,
with lowdistortion,decentenough noisefigures,
and even relatively low AM distortion. The lis-
teningpanel responded very positively toitsopen
and dynamic sound, particularly praising the
realistic texture of massed strings, and the gen-
erosity of the whole recorded acoustic. All of
which provides plenty of reason why this fine
tuner is stillgoing strong several years afterits
original introduction.

(Reviewed issue 93)

Linn Kremlin - £1,779 (Recommended)
Linn’s £1,779 Kremlin is one of the most expen-
sive tuners around, justified perhaps by its prodi-
giouscomponentcountand considerable circuit
complexity. Remote controlled from a button-
rich system handset, this demure and discreet
FM-only unithascompact midi-widthmetalcase-
work.Ergonomicsare quitefriendly,aided by an
exceptionaldigital signal-strength meter, but not
by the rather small display.

Technically, this tuner has a fixed and fairly
wide selectivity,opting to maximise sound qual-
ityattheexpenseofdigging outweakdistantsta-
tions close to strong local ones. Front-end
overload behaviour is particularly robust, how-
ever, which is good news for anyone living close
to a powerful transmitter.

The sound quality was not to every panellist’s
taste, some findingitalittle coloured and aggres-
sive. Others — myself included — were very
impressed by fine coherence and lack of times-
mear.Whatever, the Kremlinhasanexcitingand
invigorating sound, but one thatis not necessar-
ily a comfortable experience.

Thelackoftightselectivityoption maylimitits
appeal to the long distance radio enthusiast, but
the ‘bullet-proof’ front-end should ensure fine
consistency under difficult conditions, and the
sound quality positions it among the few excep-
tional performers around, with its own unique
character and strength.

(Reviewed issue 120)

Meridian 604 (Recommended)
Meridian’s£1,350 604FM-only ‘digitalwireless’is
clearly primarily intended to be used as partofa
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complete Meridian 600system, in which role its
internal analogue-to-digital converter and digi-
tal audio output are particularly relevant.

Presentation is quirky but classy, with the
plate-glass facia unifying two separate slimline
sections which make up the compact midi-width
whole. Remote controlis available.

Partly tohandle potential multi-room use, this
isa highly-flexible tunerwhich can be configured
in various ways according to system and prefer-
ence. Seven buttons perform a whole variety of
functionswhich should cover mosteventualities.
Thesignal strength meterisalittle crude forsuch
an expensive unit.

Lab testsconfirm the high-quality bespoke cir-
cuitdesign.Selectivity gives RFintermodulation
results amongst the very best, butit’s not partic-
ularly impressive at picking out weak signals
from distant stations which are adjacent to
stronglocal transmitters.

Sound quality is unfailingly civilised, with a
lovely transparentmid-band thatrelishes thedel-
icateportrayal offinedetail. An element of times-
mear and chestiness at low frequencies is well
disguised by a very dry and controlled bottom
end, whichin turn tends tofocuslisteners’atten-
tion on theslightly forward presenceand the tidy
and sweet treble.

In terms of sheer performance for a high ask-
ing price, this Meridian is not an obvious choice

Above; harman/kardon’s TU-9400 pretends
not to notice the TU-9600 on its back. Left;
Linn’s krafty Kremlin wins another award for
discretion and below left; Meridian’s 604
sets out to completely realign our attitudes
to control ergonomics.

asanindependentstandalone tuner.Butitclear-
lymakessensein acomplete 600-series Meridian
system context.

(Reviewed issue 120)

Mission Cyrus FM 7
£400

hat a beautiful

looking piece of

Kkit. Mission’s new
Cyrus FM-only tuner costs a not
inconsiderable£400,butitshouldn’tfind anydif-
ficulty attracting buyers amongst those who put
the quality packaging packaging and presenta-
tion high up their list of priorities.

Four factors set it apart. Matching the Cyrus
amps and power supplies, it’s half the width of
‘standard’ hifi separates, with the flexibility to
bestacked or setside by side. Cast alloy casework
will always look and feel better than plastic or
bent metal alternatives, especially with such a
cunningly-sculptured facia. Then there’s a real
analogue-style (though not flywheel-weighted)
tuningknob, setalongsidealargeandsoftlyback-
lit LCD type display which includes rather neat
graphics for signal strength or fine-tune.

That aside, simplicity is the key, with a rather
modest complement of seven presets (a suffi-
ciency for most methinks), and no selectivity or
aerial attenuation options. There is also some
(unspecified) remote-control capability via
Mission’s classy system remote (not supplied).
However, the tuning procedures are ideal, with
inter-station mutinginscan mode alongside the
opportunity to search continuously with the
manual knob through unmuted grunge for
something interesting.

That said, our air-check procedures showed
thatthistunerfallswellshortoftheideal fordis-
tantstation, weaksignal reception. Thisis main-
lydue toits basic sensitivity being fairly modest,
even though strong signal intermodulation
effects are well handled.
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Sonically, however, it does show more than a
touchofclass, with anopen and generous sound-
stage that gives the music plenty of firm founda-
tion. The top end sounds a touch shut-in and
nasal compared to more expensive audiophile
references, but this Cyrus is no slouch in com-
municating the essential dynamic tension and
drama of musical performance.

Naim NAToz1 - £1,453 (Recommended)
This first and most expensive Naim tuner, the
FM-only NATO1 cost an extravagant £1,100 as
long ago as our original 1987 review (Collection
edition). That the priceisnow £1,453 actually rep-
resentsarather modestrateofinflation, and the
design still looks contemporary.

It’s unusual in several respects and probably
uniquein consistingof two quite separate boxes,
following along-standingNaim tradition of pack-
aging power supplies separately from sensitive
electronic signal processing. The actual tuning
circuitry follows traditional continuous ana-
logue varicap techniques (as distinct from digi-
tal frequency synthesis),
the only digital bit being
the display. Features are
almost non-existent — no
remote, no presets, no
scan, no signal strength,
just a couple of indicator
lights and a single large Above: What Rega
manual tuning knobwith €alls a Radio.

: : Right: Oozing
delightfull talgic fly- A
S s e sophistication all
wheel action.

. : . over the backdrop,
Active  inter-station the Cyrus FMy.
mutingand modestsensi- Top right: A Quad

tivity will discourage 66 and its remote
those seeking to receive UNit, yesterday.
weak and distant signals,

but the proprietary RF section is very well engi-
neered and aligned for the capture and process-
ing of strong signals.

The author’s eight-year-old, once-updated
examplestill provides aninvaluableyardstick for
tuner sound quality assessment, delivering
insightsinto both musical performance and the
broadcaststudio environment which few rivals
can match. Aside from some susceptibility to
interference, it works exceptionally well in a
Naim system context. It may lack modern crea-
ture control comforts, but there’s clearly virtue
in this simplicity.

(Reviewed issue 50)

Onkyo T-430RDS
f190
nkyo has been
around a long time
on the Japanese and
international stage, although its prod-
ucts have hitherto only received sporadic distri-
bution in Britain. The latest foray seems very
serious in intent, judging by the extravagantly
large number of models filling our Buyer’s Guide
—no fewer than six tuners, which is twice as
muchasanyother brand bar Kenwood.

Quite why it should be desirable to split the
tuner market into so many small segments
escapes me, but maybe it has to dowith overlap-
pingoldand newranges,thelatterdistinguished
by an RDS suffix. Thosewho’veread theintrowill

knowitstands for Radio Data Service, a feature of
limited value in the static domestic context, but
handy for tuning confirmation nevertheless.

The T430RDS is Onkyo’s least-expensive RDS
modelandcarriesapretty competitive £190 price
tag.It’s a substantial unit which covers the MW,
AM and FM bands. Although capable of some
remote control when used with appropriate
Onkyo amps, this tuner has adopted the button
frenzy approach to ergonomics.

The result finds even the relatively experi-
enced operatorburrowinginto themanualto fig-
ure out what’s going on. It turns out there are at
least two differentways of organising the 30 pre-
set memory, plus labelling facilities over and
beyond the automatic RDS station idents. How
appropriate this to a nation congenitally unable
to pre-program a VCR must be questionable.

Although there’s every possible mode of tun-
ingin (shortofaproper knob) plusalargedisplay
area, there’s not much else to assist the tuning
process — no alternative selectivities or signal
strengthmetering, forexample.Perhapsit does-
n’t really need them, as it proved a thoroughly
ableperformerin RFreception terms, digging out
weak and distant stations nearly as well as a
pricey reference. The AM performance is unusu-
ally passable too, which is a nice bonus.

Sound qualityassuch doesn’t setany new stan-
dards, but is pretty good nonetheless, thanks to
an inherent and pleasing neutrality.
Dynamically a little reticent, thanks to a little

The great late-spring tuner round-up <

timesmear and congestion, itdoesn’tquitehave
thetensionand poise ofthe best,butstilldeserves
marks for trying. Not the friendliest or prettiest
tuneraround, the OnkyoT430RDS is nevertheless
avery promising all round performer.

Quad 66 -£519

Known primarily for its amplifiers, Quad has
always produced matchingtuners, often with a
degree of system integration and dependence.
Indeed, this £519 66 tuner has no independent
life of its own, relying on the hefty table-top sys-
tem remote control supplied with the matching
preamplifier (approx. £130 as a separate item).

The 66is just about the prettiest tuner on the
market; the front interesting without being
flash; thedisplayalovelyrestrained back-lit LCD
type.Ithelps, of course, that there aren’tanybut-
tons to clutter everything up...

The ‘large print’ remote has just a handful of
big buttons and two even larger rotary knobs.
However, system duties make it less than intu-
itivewhen operating the radio—sadly neither of
therotariesareoperativehere.Scan-tuningup or
down the FM-only band allows up to 19 stations
to be stored. Once loaded, the other option is a
step-by-step search through the memory bank.

The single IC for front end duties doesn’t do
much for the measured RF performance, with
below-average noise factor and modest RF over-
load point. The fixed selectivity effectively falls
into the ‘wide’ category. Weak signal reception
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had greater background noise than thebest, and
strong local signals precluded some distant sta-
tions entirely. Fed with high quality signalsin a
(non-Quad) audiophile system context, the 66
soundsvery pleasant, uncoloured and generally
neutral,ifabitlaid back,self-effacingand dynam-
ically shy with it.

It has to be said that the 66 has little to offer
the radiophile or audiophile that isn’t available
elsewhere for less. But it’s a very attractively
styled unit that should work very satisfactorily
in a Quad system context, provided local RF con-
ditions aren’t too demanding.

(Reviewed issue 120)

Rega Radio - £230

iven the once over
in a recent
Sessions piece

(issue 138), Rega’s new £230

Radiotuneris primarilyintended

to partner the company’s cute integrated ampli-
fiers, although no attempt has been made to pro-
vide any remote control operation, in isolation
or system context.

Based on the same sort of chip technology
found throughout budget tuners, Rega details
include a single-sided glassfibre circuit board
withanextensiveground plane, metal film resis-
tors and selected-quality electrolytics.

Features are sparse: a couple of dozen presets
— half for FM and half for AM — alongside auto-
matic scan or manual step tuning. A simple red,
back-lit, four-digit LCD shows the tuned fre-
quency. The button-count is minimal, and the
buttons themselves are tiny and easy to miss
underdim domestic lighting. Alittle patienceis
also required while the microprocessor figures
out what you want it to do.

Selectivity is nothing special, so this isn’t an
ideal choice for trying to pick out distant weak
signals adjacent to more powerful locals.
However, this is often the price one pays for a
sweet, engaging and lively FM sound quality that
onlyfallsalittleshortoftheverybestatany price.
Live Promenade concerts were an absolute
delight, with areal feeling of the space and ten-
sionofthe AlbertHall coming through. Sadly, AM
sound is the usual sub-standard rubbish often
found on hi-fi tuners today.

(Reviewed issue 138)

Rotel RT-950BX

Onestep up from Rotel’s budget RT-930AXcomes
this £200 950BX, reviewedinissue 129. These are
superficially very similar, but the 950BX sports
more careful and costlycomponenttweaking for
superior sound.

Atotal of 20 preset stations can be stored over
bothlong and medium wave AMbands, aswell as
FM. There’s no adjustment of FM selectivity,
while AM’s ‘wide’ alternative setting is not very
useful. One unusual aspect is that the high-fre-
quency sharp-notch filter, which normally sup-
presses stereo pilot tone residuals, has been
substituted by a much gentler network.

Selectivity is not really much use for long dis-
tanceand difficultreceptionconditions;lab tests
show slightly poorer-than-average noise, and a
tendency tointermodulation withstrongsignals.
The AM ‘wide’ selectivity could easily be

described as narrow, being heavily rolled-off at
the treble end and sounding muffled.

However, the FM sound-quality makes up for
therather indifferent RF performance. It sounds
open and lively, driving the musicalong ata fine
pace. The bass is dry and restrained, making the
neteffectashadebrightand shiny. To someears,
it’satrifleexposed and untidy, but the sound has
fine timing and an engaging coherence.

Thisbudgetaudiophiledevice delivers a pacey
and exciting experience from good quality trans-
mission signals, although the RF performance
won’t appeal to radio enthusiasts.

(Reviewed issue 129)

Teac T-X4030 (Best Buy)

Former tape specialist Teac offers thisone £120 T-
X4030tuner to partner itsamplifiers, although it
is purely a cosmetic match, as therearenoremote
control provisionsofanykind.It’saneatslimline
unit, the budget price an obvious plus, but note
the AM section here only includes MW.

Undertheskin, the engineeringis nothingspe-
cial, but appears generally competent. The lab
tests showing slight HF ripple and some stereo
separation limitations, while AM signals show
some low-frequency weakness. The ergonomics
are attractively simple, but the muting and scan
tuning modes are always automatically selected
when changing between wavebands or powering
up, which is irritating. Any random selection
from the FM and MW bands maybestored in the
20-slot memory.

Receptionperformanceis verycompetentcon-
sidering the modest price: it copes well on weak
signals while not suffering from overload and
intermodulation problems with strong ones.
Selectivity is nothing special, but AM soundsless
muffled than most.

Thebasicsound balanceisjustaboutright,and
colorations are pretty well under control, iflurk-
ing just beneath the surface —just a little spitch
and splatter, a touch of chestiness and low fre-
quency timesmear. Dynamics do seem a trifle
squashed and depth a bit constrained, but basic
stereo imaging is well formed.

Though less sweet and substantial than the
best, the sound passes muster nonetheless. RF
performance is as good as any and better than
most, and the priceis also below marketaverage.
No it ain’t great, but it is pretty good value, so a
Best Buy rating seems the logical conclusion.
(Reviewed issue 129)

From the top; Rotel’s RT-950BX tunes in to
Radio Four to catch The Archers. The Teac T-
X4030 prefers a bit of Jazz FM but bemoans
the fact that they no longer plays ‘real’ jazz.
And the Technics ST-GT350L, being new to
the scene, is still looking for Akihabara FM.

Technics ST-GT350L
f140

his tuner really looks

the business, and its

£140 pricetag makes it a
genuine contender in the hotly-
contested budget sector. The ST-GT350Lis a
beautifully slimaffair, fullwidth topersuadeyou
ofits genuine hifiaspirations, and with asmooth
contoured moulded facia to add a touch of class.
However, the real piéce de résistance is something
which looks — and feels — exactly like a real tun-
ing knob (just let it spin).

There’s all the usual presets, scan tuning gub-
bins and so forth. Also included are 3x10 memo-
ry slots which may be assigned randomly tolong
or medium wave AM or FM stations. But the tun-
ingknob’s promise of trawling the wavebandsin
search of distantstations is totally thwarted by
the idiot microprocessor, which auto-mutes as
soon as theknobismoved and declinestoremain
in mono when a strong signal comes along.

Reception performance seems pretty compe-
tent, pulling in weak stations with a quality only
alittle below thereference, though backgrounds
arenot quiteas quiet. Sound quality, however, is
atad depressing, having much more in common
with a mini/midi system sort of sound than the
audiophile pretensions of today’s best budget
separates. Decent RF performance is maybe not
quite enough, while the promise of ergonomic
delights rare at several times the price are scup-
pered by silly microprocessor (il)logic.

Hi-Fi Choice May 1995 §1

A\

N
~







dd a splash of colour to
your listening room with
the fabulous prizes in
this month’s excellentcompetition.
Soundstyle’s equipment tables
and speaker stands combine
superblooks withfantasticsound.
Indeed, when we gave away a col-
lection of their three-point Tripod
tables exactly two years ago, we
weredelugedwithhopeful entries.
It’s afactthat Soundstyle tables
looksosmartasto cause yoursino-
atrial node to set your heart a-
thumping. Unlike other tables,
Soundstyle modelscomeinarange
of seven colours, to perfectly com-
plementanydomesticsurrounding
they mightend up in. They are also
designed in a variety of styles to
suit myriad hi-fi applications.
Equipment from AVI, Linn,
MeridianorQuad would be the per-
fect partnerforthe new X120stand,
here shown in Classic Black. The
X12ois designed to accomodate up
to six midi-width components, and
comes complete with a bottom
shelfto store CDs.
The X105 stand, shown in Rock
Redonthephoto,willtransformthe

THE QUESTIONS

1. When did Hi-Fi Choice last give
awaySoundstyletables?

a)July 1982

b)June 1876

¢ May 1993

d) May 1994

2. Which of the following does
NOT produce midi-sized gear that
would suit the X120 stand?

a) Naim Audio

b) Linn Products

¢) Meridian Audio

d) Quad Electroacoustics

3. Which quasi-autonomous
nerve ganglion initiates heart-
beat and establishes its pace?
a) atrio-ventricularnode

looks and soundofany full-sized hi-
fi or home cinema gear. It will hold
up to five components, the bottom
two shelves being extra large to
hold taller equipment, such as
beefy power amps.

Finally, home cinema aficiona-
dos will love the new X310, shown
in Harmony Grey. This is designed
to houseTV,video, and every part of
your home entertainment system
in one elegant package. The X310
canbefitted with castors or ‘audio-
phile’ spikes, depending on your
needs. Like all the Soundstyle
tables, the X310 is available in a
varietyofhigh-gloss finishes. Aside
from Classic Black, Rock Red and
HarmonyGrey, thetables are avail-
able in Symphony Grey, Opus
Green, Concert Blue and — you
guessed it — Sonata Blue.

What you can win

Each table system is worth £240,
and we’ve got ten of them to give
away. Because Soundstyle makes
such arange of colours and styles,
the ten lucky winners can choose
any ofthethreetables showninthe
photo, in any of the listed colours.

b) sino-atrial node
¢) sino-ventricular node
d) chordae tendonze

4. What tables did Soundstyle
give away in its last Choice
competition?

a) Four-point Quadruped

b) Three-point Triped

¢) Four-point Quadrupod

d) Three-point Tripod

5. How many high-gloss
colours are there in the
Soundstyle range?

a) Three

b) Five

¢) Seven

d) Nine

To enter, ‘phone now on 0839 444522

You will be asked to state your answers to the five questions above,
and your choice of table and colour. Please speak clearly, and don’t
forget to leave your name, address and daytime *phone number.
Winners will be picked at random from all correct entries. You will

also be asked to inform us if you do not wish to receive details of

further offers or promotions.

Calls cost 39p per minute cheap rate, 49p per minute at all other
times. Calls should take no longer than two minutes.

Lines open at midnight on Friday April 1ath, and remain open
until midnight on Friday May 19th, 1995.

The Editor’s decision is final and no correspondence will be entered into *
All winners will be notified by post e The competition is not open to
employees of Dennis Publishing Ltd, Goldring Products International,
their suppliers, agents or associates * We regret thatthe competition is
open to UK residents only * No cash alternative will be offered « The act of
entering the competition will be taken as acceptance of the rules* You
must notify us if you do not wish to be informed of any special offers or
promotions. For a list of winners, write enclosing a stamped SAE to Hi-Fi
Choice, Dennis Publishing, 19 Bolsover Street, London W1P 7HJ.
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y mid 1994, the truth was
out. It was an open secret
throughoutthevideoindus-
try that Philips and Sony
had been working and talk-
ing with Matsushita
(Panasonic and Technics)
about a second-generation CD. This would use
smaller pits to increase capacity, which in turn
would increase playing time and picture quality
from a videodisc.

Itwas also expected toimprove thesound qual-
ity, either by added multichannel surround
sound tovideo, or highersamplingratesandbig-
ger-bitword lengths for audio-only discs.

The original HDCD
Sony/Philips’ new high-density CD was initially
dubbed HDCD, but this name was then dropped
to avoid confusion with a ‘High Definition’ CD
already marketed by Pacific Microsonics — an
emergent high-tech company basedin Berkeley,
California (see box, HDCD —What’s Available To
Buypage59).Pacific’sHDCD system improves the
transferof 18 or20-bitstudio recordings to 16-bit
CD format. Originally the record companies just
rounded offor threw away extrabits. But this cre-
ates a disturbing effect: the quietest sounds and
any background hiss just switch on and off,
regardless of musical content.

The more modern approach is to add ‘dither’
(a quiet, artificial hiss-noise which masks the
switching); and ‘shape’ any background noise by
takingitfrom the middle frequencybandswhere
theearismostsensitive, thenredistributingitin
higherorlowerbandswherehearingislessacute.

HDCD is just one of several similar systems, of
which Sony’s Super Bit Mapping is the best
known.Although thefullbenefitofHDCD encod-
ing is only heard from a CD player with bolt-on
HDCD decoder, the same disc plays on existing
CD players.

The new high-density CDs

So there is no connection between Pacific’'s HDCD
and the completely new high density CDs.It thus
made good sense to use a different name for the
new systems. DVD, short for Digital Video Disc,

was chosen because the driving force behind the
new CD has so far come from the Hollywood stu-
dios. They love the idea of releasing Laser Disc
quality movies on single five-inch discs, which
pop off presses at high speed and for only around
50 cents a time. VHS tape duplication is several
times more expensive.

But good intentions quickly evaporated and
the nameHDCD is nowbackin currency for DVD.

Video CD — adoomed format?
Philips’ problem with DVD is more basic. The
company hasrecentlylaunchedVideo CD, which
spreads a movie of VHS-or-slightly-better-quality
over two CDs.Promising something much better
is a sure way to kill what’s already on sale.
Although Philips is probably right to say that
the complexity of DVD players will make them
much more expensive to build until the end of
thedecade, thisargumentglossesoveranimpor-
tant point. If the Japanese want to create a new
market for a new product, they will initially sell
it for below the manufacturing cost. Even subtle
rumours of a second-generation system can be
enough to kill consumer confidencein the first
generation product, and hence deflatesales.
Apolicybriefingon DVD (and how it relates to
Video CD) had been planned by Philips and Sony
forthe SummerConsumer Electronics Showheld
in Chicago last June, but was cancelled. Philips’
partners in Video CD — Panasonic, Sony and JVC
—weresellingVCDforkaraokein Japan, butwere
still uncertain aboutlaunchingitasa movie car-
rier in the USA and Europe. Today, they look
increasingly less likely to support this first gen-
eration format. However, the computer world
may adopt Video CD as the ideal low-cost way to
display movieimagesonaPCscreen.Current sys-
tems, like Apple’s QuickTime and Video For
Windows, give very poor quality on all but the
mostexpensive PCs.

The two newrivaldiscs

At last January’s Winter Consumer Electronics
Showin Las Vegas, Sony (with Philips a none-too-
willing partner) gave an impressive demonstra-
tion of DVD. Two weeks later, Toshiba and
Time-Warner chose Hollywood as the place to
unveil theirrival system. Surprisingly, Panasonic
backed Toshiba instead of Philips/Sony. So did
Pioneer, Hitachi and Thomson of France.

Every day makes it clearer that these surprise
moves followedheavy-pressurelobbyingby Time-
Warner, with little regard being paid to the dif-
fering technical merits of the two systems.

Both systems have been tailored to meet a
‘wish list’ drafted in 1994 by the Motion Picture
Studio Advisory Committee, which represents
the seven major movie studios in Hollywood.
Thelistrequiresa full 135-minutemovieonasin-
gledisc,withbetter-than-Laser-Disc picture qual-
ity, multichannel surround sound, multilingual
soundtracks and more.

What’sinaCD?

On existing CDs, the spiral track of data pits has
apitch(distancebetween pits)of 1.6 microns. The
read-out laser emits infra-red light, with wave-
lengthof780 nanometres, andis focused by alens
with numerical aperture of 0.45 (the numerical
apertureisameasure oftheangle overwhich the

lens can collect light and bring it to a focus). The
single-sided disc can storearound 650 megabytes
ofdata, whichisread ataconstantrateofaround
1.5 million bits a second. The MPEG-1 data com-
pression system used for Video CD (asavailablein
Philips’ CD-i players) codes full frames of TV pic-
tures, not individual interlaced fields.

Both new DVD systems use MPEG-2 compres-
sion, which codes individual interlaced fields at
ahigherdatarate, making for much clearer pic-
tures.Bothsystemscanvarythedatarate depend-
ing on whether the picture contains moving
detail orstationaryobjects.Both systemsalsouse
ared-lightlaserwhichhasashorter wavelength:
635-650nm. The player lens has a higher numer-
ical aperture, which lets it focus into a tighter
spotand thusreadsmallerpitsinatighterspiral.

Thisis where thedifferencesbetween the two
systems emerge. And the overriding considera-
tion is that Toshiba is pushing capacity further,
with even smaller pits.

On the face of things, pushing for the smallest
possible pits sounds a good policy for the future.
It gives the best long-term options for playing
time, picture quality and audio coding. But over-
stretching disc capacity could make the system
unworkable in practice as a consumer product.

The Philips/Sony disc

Philips and Sony usealenswithanumericalaper-
ture of 0.52, to focus onto a track with a pitch of
0.84 microns.Thedischasastorage capacityof3.7
gigabytes, though bits are read out at a variable
rateofbetween one and ten million per second —
on average 3 Mb/s. Playing time is 135 minutes.

Thereisroom for six channels of sound: either
three stereo pairs (perhaps censored and uncen-
sored dialogue), or six-track discrete to cope with
thenewdigital cinema systems.But thissoundis
compressed, like Mini Disc or DCC.

Computer companies IBM, Apple, Compaq
and Microsoft are already working with Philips
and Sony to set a multimedia standard for the
new disc to be used in a new generation of PCs.

Thanks towork doneby 3M, the storage capac-
ity can be doubled to 7.4 gigabytes and 270 min-
utes of continuous movie playback. The double
density DVD is pressed from conventional poly-
carbonateplastics, with themicro-pitsin onesur-
face. This pitted surface is then coated witha thin
layer of semi-reflective material, like a two-way
mirror.Thislayerin turniscoated withasoftfilm
of photopolymer material, whichishardened by
exposure to ultraviolet light while in contact
with a mould which impresses asecond layer of
micro-pits. The result is a three-layer sandwich
which is then topped with a conventional alu-
minium reflective layer, justlike any other CD.

Each of the tworecordings is identified to the
player by adigital flag buried in the data stream.
The playback laser can focus on either layer,
depending on aswitch setting. Once arecording
layerhasbeenselected, the player’s servo control
system keeps the laser focused on that layer,
while ignoring the other, out-of-focus, layer.
Refocusingtakesonlyaround threethousandths
ofa second, so playback is effectively unbroken.

The photopolymer moulding system process
was first used fifteen years ago by Philips, to make
Laser Discs. It was then known as 2P.

Thedifficult partis getting the semi-reflective
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From the makers of the outstanding
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(Formerly The Chesterfield Hi-Fi Show)
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matching your needs with exactly the right Home installation service.

Multi-room design and installation.
equipment, whatever your budget, and because we 2 years Pares and Labour guarantee.

Home cinema surround-sound.

only stock the best, that’s what you’ll get. Export and Credit facilitcs.

What you’ll also get is sound professional

. st

advice and a chance to relax and listen to some

of the world’s finest Hi-Fi equipment.

*« LINN « QUAD * MERIDIAN ¢« NAKAMICHI « ARCAM « AUDIOLAB + ACOUSTIC ENERGY « SME *« AUDIO RESEARCH -«
* KRELL » CLASSE AUDIO ¢ THETA « APOGEE * MARTIN LOGAN « SONUS FABER « MUSICAL FIDELITY « MICROMEGA -
« REL * ROGERS « PIONEER « TANNOY ¢ STAX * AURA « LEXICON « SYSTEMDEK « PINK TRIANGLE ¢« MICHELL *
* MONITOR AUDIO « YAMAHA « MARANTZ « KEF « BOSE » CELESTION ¢ EPOS * MISSION * DENON ¢ NEAT PETITE « CYRUS «
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161 @1d Brompton Rd. London SW5 0OLJ. Tel: 0171- 244 7750/59. Fax: 0171-370 0192.

Monday - Saturday 10am - 6pm. Nearest Tube: South Kensington or Gloucester Road.




layer to be of just the right reflectivity. It must
return the laser beam when itis focussed to read
the first top layer of pits, but must also let
through enough laser light to read the second
layer of pits. In practice the reflectivity must be
between 20 per cent and 40 per cent. If alumini-
um is used, the layer must be applied with a
thickness tolerance ofless than fivenanometres.
3M claims success with a new material which
givesa tolerance of between 30 and 75nm.

3M says it developed the system on request
from Philips and Sony, and no-one will reveal
what the magic material is. Very probably it is
something that 3M had already developed for
coatingglasstomake two-way mirrors,asusedin
police investigation rooms and airport customs
halls. Observers can look through the glass, but
the observed see only their own reflection.

The Toshiba/Time-Warner disc
Toshiba uses a lens with higher numerical aper-
ture(0.6) tofocus the laser more tightlyon a track
with tighterpitch:0.725microns. This pushes the
storage capacity to 5 gigabytes. For movie mater-
ial, thedataisread atvariable speed, butwith the
higher average of 4.69 Mb/s for 142 minutes.
Sound is Dolby’s AC-3 compression system, with
five main channels and one for effects and low
bass. So again, it is compressed like MD or DCC.
Most importantly, Toshiba plans to glue
together two separately-pressed discs back to
back, just like an analogue Laser Disc. This dou-
bles capacity butrequires the usereither to take
thediscoutandturnitover,orbuyaplayerwhich
—likePioneer’stop-end LD machines—hasalaser
mechanism that reads one side of the disc first,
thenmovesround tatheothersideofthediscand
reads that todouble overall playing time. Either
way, the changeoveris very slow.

Alittle bit of politics...
Both camps started off saying that each other’s
DVDs will be hard to make and/or hard to read.
Then, through February there wassilence, while
Philips and Sony considered the possibility of
joining forces with Toshiba. Next, in late
February, both Philips and Sonypublicly rejected
the Toshiba system, effectively declaring a for-
mat war. Philips has now come forward with
some very cogent arguments against the back-
wards-looking double-sided disctechnology, and
in support of the much more elegant, single-
sided, double-layer system.

And both Philips and Sony now suggest thatit
may be the computerindustry, rather than the
moviestudios, whocall the shots. Thiswould hap-

The production of Toshiba/Time Warner’s CD
format will resemble that of the LaserDisc:
two thin halves glued together

pen if the computer companies adopted DVD as
a new multimedia and high-capacity CD-ROM
standard for PCs.Additionally,Philipsand Sony
are now laying far more emphasis on the practi-
calvalueofsingle-sided, double-layer recording.
Previously this had been mentioned only as
future option.

Realistically, any use of either new DVD tech-
nology fora Super CD (with nocompression, dou-
ble sampling rates and bigger bit words) will at
present only have a limited, specialist-market
appeal.(Seebox, Better Sound On CD, right.)

What problems lie ahead?

The bigger-capacity numbers quoted by Toshiba
are superficially impressive and seductive. But
they are bought at the expense of smaller pits,
which are harder to master and press, and more
susceptible to users’ fingerprints.

Ifusers’ fingerprintscauseproblemswith play-
back, and Toshiba s forced to putits DVDs in cad-
dies, all manner of practical market difficulties
arise. [t becomes more difficult to build a player
whichalso playsexisting ‘bare’ CDs,and it would
be quite problematic to construct a jukebox sys-
tem which stores large numbers of discs. Because
caddiesarelarger than five-inch discs, everyshop,

Better sound on CD

ithall the fuss over movie stor-
ageon DVD, no-one has yet
given any serious thought to

audio-only use. The movie disc will have

multichannel surround sound, either Dolby : '
AC-3 ora similar compression system. But
this is not the best way to code hi-fi stereo el

with optional surround.

DVD offers an upgrade to higher audio
sampling rates, more bits per word, the
incorporation of hi-fi surround system like
Ambisonics, as well as a useful extension of
playing time.

However, members of the Audio
Engineering Society are warning that the
mad rush to set a standard for DVD as a
video carrier risks leaving serious hi-fi
issues out in the cold. Philips and Sony
might get it right, but Toshiba quit the hi-fi
business years ago. The best course of
action s for the AES to draft a technical pro-
posal for hi-fi DVD, or SuperCD, and circu-
late it to named executives throughout the
audio and video industry. It is more difficult
fora company executive to ignore a letter
addressed to him or her directly.

“Itis not unusual for new systems to
compete,” comments Jan Timmer, who is
head honcho at Philips. “We avoided it with
CD audio, but now we find ourselves in the
midst of a conflict.”

Timmer thinks it unfortunate that the
discussion over new formats is taking place
in public, as “the man in the street does not
understand the issues.” He points out that
anew system must fulfil a high number of
various expectations.

‘““Any new system needs a life expectancy
of 25 years. It must be future proof. It must
be easy to use. And it must make it easy to
migrate from CE (consumer electronics) to
computers. We should ask the opinion of
the computer industry.

““Any decision pins us down for 25 years,
so our next steps are of vitalimportance.”
Barry Fox
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Not the January Sale

Record Players

Reconditioned Roksan Xerxes and Linn
Sondek players as available. Re-tipped
andrefurbishedmoving coil cartridges by
Kiseki, Koetsu and Linn. See sale list
Rega Planar 2 and 3 players with
various cartridges, all at minimum of 20%
off list price. See sale list.

| Allsale goods are ex-dem and
in perfect condition with original
boxes unless stated otherwise.
Full 12 months Guarantee

CD Players

Arcam Alpha and Delta ex-dem models
as available. See sale list.

Micromega Stage 1, 2 and 3 ex-dem
as available, 20% off. See sale list.
Micromega Duo 3.1 / BS2 transport
and Dac, were £2150, now £1749.
Micromega Duo 2.1 / Pro2 transport
and Dac, were £4250, now £3449.
Naim CDI single box player, used
immaculate, was £1862, now £1295.
Naim CD3, CDI and CDS ex-dem
as available. See sale list.

Amplifiers and Tuners

Arcam Alpha and Delta amplifiers
Rega amplifiers and tuners, ex-dem as
available, see sale list.

Audiolab 80004, latest spec, used but
immaculate with box £379.

Used and ex-dem Naim equipment
includes various Nac72 and Nac82
pre-amps, Hicap power supplies Nap110
Nap140, Nap180 and Nap250 power
amps. See sale list.

Marantz SC22 rare top of the line
Music Link pre-amp, used, £299.
Audio Research LS1 valve hybrid line
stage pre-amp, rare satin black finish, was
over £1700, now £795.

Loudspeakers

JPW Sonata, real wood veneer, all
finishes, were £120, now £99.

Castle Trent, Durham 900, Chester
Rega Kyte, EL8, Ela up to 20% off
Royd Minstrel up to 20% off. See list
Heybrook Heystack rosewood vinyl
new model, Was £500, Now £399.
Neat Critique, black ash vinyl finish
were £335, now £259.

Neat Petite black textured paint finish
were £595, now £449.

Epos ES11 black or walnut veneer
were £395, now £315.

Epos ES14 black ash veneer

were £585, now £465.

Roksan Ojan 3 rosewood finish, as new
were £995, now only £799.

Pro-ac Super Towers Mk11 black ash
used but immaculate, £695.

Martin Logan CLS11z Sonus Faber
Minuetto and Elect. See sale list.

‘ Thls is only a smaII sample of
| the product available in our sale.
Please call for a full list

NOW ON!

At The
Sound Organisation
London Bridge
0171 403 2255

@35 Fax: 01707 601883



HDCD-what’s
availableto buy?

lthough Pacific Microsonics’ HDCD-
A encodeddiscs canbe playedonany

conventional CD player, until the
Las Vegas CE, only ahandful of companies had
annouced HDCD-compatible electronics. And
atpresent, there is only asmatteringof HDCD-
encoded discs available to buy.

Sofar, eight companies have already devel-
oped HDCD products, with a further eight
activelyinvolvedinthe HDCD campaign.HDCD
products currently in (or very near) production
include: Audio Alchemy’s DDE v3.0 converter
and DTI Pro jitter-busting interface; Classé’s
first ever DAC; Counterpoint hasaddedaHDCD
optiontoits flexible DA-10 processor; Esoteric
Audio Design (EAD) have several HDCD con-
verters; Mark Levinson’s new No 36 DACand a
HDCD option for its Reference No 30.5 DAC;
Sonic Frontiers HDCD-upgraded SFD-2 Mkll
andSpectral’s SDR-2000 Pro DAC.

sin the UK, Pink Triangle was first to
announce a HDCD filter card for its Ordinal/
DaCapo converters.

The encoder is due on sale very soon, with
over 20 major recording studios expressing
interestin producing HDCD-encoded discs for
arangeof musical genres. Currently, however,
only America’s Reference Recordings have
access to HDCD-encoding equipment, having
launched about a dozen encoded discs —
including one sampler — to date.

Alon Sircom

Philips and Sony are currently cooperating
with major computer companies to develop
a new multimedia CD format for PCs

_ i~

- g
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hvestigation: the new CD formats

warehouse and home would have to change its
shelving to accomodate this new CD.

The masterdisc used for pressing Philips/Sony
discs can be cut with the blue-gaslasers currently
used to cut conventional CDs. The smaller pits of
the Toshiba disc need an ultra-violet laser.
Nimbusis already using this as asales pitch: “No
othermastering system has the capability,” says
Nimbusofits UV upgrade.

The Toshiba disc is made from two half-thick-
ness (0.6mm) halves. New pressing moulds are
thus needed, because existing moulds are
designed for 1.2mm pressings.

As Toshiba has explained to journalists in the
USA, plasticsmaterial cools quickerifitis thinner
—like a cheap pizza. So the half-thickness press-
ing should be quicker to make. The obvious (but
unstated)downside is that you have to make two
ofthem and then glue them together, which adds
considerably to manufacturing time.

The less obvious (and also unstated) downside
is that Toshiba’s pizza will have to be hotter in
the first place,because it is more difficult to get
plastics to spread evenly over a wide area with
shallow depth; it cools as it spreads. And this
means thatdifferentplastics have to be applied
instead of conventional polycarbonate.

How will the discs be made?
All of this adds up to the need for existing mas-
tering and pressing plants to re-equip. Glue is
messystuffin a manufacturing process. It takes
time to dry, which adds to the production time
for each disc made. Toshiba could use a glue that
is quickly cured by ultra-violet light. But then,
why notuse3M’s two-layer system? Significantly,
TimeWarner continues tostall the US press, who
were promised a visit to the WEA CD pressing
plant in Oliphant, where DVDs are supposedly
being pressed.

The higher the numerical aperture value of
the player’s lens, the more critical the focus accu-
racy becomes. Small radial and tangential tilt

defects in the disc pressing (i.e. ‘non-flatness’),
and any skewing ofthe player turntable, become
increasingly problematic.

Producingathinnerdisc(0.6mm)makesiteas-
ier for the optics to to cope with tilt. But the disc
then lacks strength. Making it from two halves,
glued together, gives back that strength. And it
also gives the option of a doubled recording
capacity, which is good for the numbers game.
But all discs must be made from two halves, irre-
spective of whether the second-side storage
capacityisneeded ornot.Thisexplains Toshiba’s
apparently daft suggestion (at a New York press
briefing) that the label can cover one side of the
double-sided disc.

Currently, a lens with an NA of 0.6 must be
made from glass, not moulded plastic as used in
ordinary CD players. This increases the cost,and
raises theissue of backwards compatibility—will
new players be able to play back ordinary CDs?
Philips asserts that a lens designed to play back
0.6mm pressings cannot also play back 1.2 mm
pressings(ordinary CDs).Iftwolensesare mount-
edon the same carrier, the mass is increased and
the servo control system has much more diffi-
culty moving the high NA lens fast enough to
keep the spotin focus.

Panasonicisbelieved to have developed alens
with a split NA, 0.6 in one part and 0.4 in anoth-
er, to cope with both disc thicknesses. But this
type of lens can so far only be made by electron
beam etching, which makes it far more expen-
sive than the plastic moulded lenses used in
domestic CD players. Also, a stepped lens will
reduce the lightreceived back from the disc, so
the electric signal retrieved is weaker and more
prone to digitaljitter.

Strengthening the laser diode, from a nomi-
nal two milliwatts, is an expensive way to com-
pensate forlightlostinastepped lens.Red lasers
arestillatanearly stage of productionand much
more expensive than infrared diodes.

Conclusion

More and more, the signs stack up that the two
main companies behind the glue-sandwich disc
(Panasonic and Thomson — owner of influential
RCA in the USA), have been pushed by PR hype,
ratherthandecidingaftera process of cool judge-
mentbased on careful evaluation ofhardfacts.Is
this really the way to set a new CD standard for
the nextquarter century?

Contacttelephone

numbers

Reference Recordings

MayAudio Marketing @ (01943) 864930
Audio Alchemy, Mark Levinson

Path Premier @ (01494) 441736
Classeé

Absolute Sounds = (0181)947 5047
EAD

Audiofreaks @ (0181) 948 4153
Counterpoint, Sonic Frontiers

Picture The Sound @ (01483) 31410
Pink Triangle

@ (0171) 7035498
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Name Town Tel No. Name Town Tel No. Name Town Tel No.
Astral Audio Aberdeen 01224 582825 Fleet Audio Fleet 01252 811088 Grandix New Malden 0181 336 0012
Hi-Fi Excellence Aberdeen 01224 322520 V.J. Hi-Fi Folkestone 01303 256860 B&B Hi-Fi Newbury 01635 32474
Aston Audio Ltd Alderley Edge 01625 582704 Lintone Audio Gateshead 0191 4600999 Richer Sounds Newcastle 0191 2301392
Bryants Hi-Fi Aldershot 01252 20728 Lintone Audio Gateshead 0191 4774167 Lintone Audio Newcastle upon Tyne 0191 232 3994
Northwood Audio Il Aylesbury 01296 28790 Richer Sounds Glasgow 0141 2265551 Hi-Fi Western Ltd Newport 01633 262790
Hyper-Fi Barking 0181 591 6961 Rogers Hi-Fi Guildford 01483 61049 Listen Inn Northampton 01604 37871
The Hi-Fi Centre Barrow in Fumess 01229 838757 Sevenoaks Hi-Fi Guildford 01483 36666 Richer Sounds Nottingham 01159 241551
Paul Green Hi-Fi Ltd Bath 01225 316197 Harrow Audio Harrow 0181 8630938 Superfi Nottingham 01159 412137
Richard’s Audio Visual Ltd Bedford 01234 365165 Adams & Jarrett Ltd Hastings 01424 437165 Frank Walton Hi-Fi Oban 01631 62917
Audio Times Belfast 01232 249117 Citysound Hastings 01424 429991 Audio Counsel Oldham 0161 6332602
Five Ways Hi-Fi Ltd Birmingham 0121 455 0667 E.T.S. Ltd Helston 01326 573801 Oxford Audio Consultants Oxford 01865 790879
Music Matters Birmingham 0121 429 2811 English Audio Hereford 01432 355081 Sevenoaks Hi-Fi Oxford 01865 241773
Music Matters Birmingham 0121 742 0254 B&B Hi-Fi High Wycombe 01494 535910 The Hi-Fi Company Peterborough 01733 341755
Norman H.Field Hi-Fi Ltd  Birmingham 0121 622 2323 Musical Images Hounslow 0181 5695802 The Hi-Fi Attic Plymouth 01752 669511
Richer Sounds Birmingham 0121 643 1516 A. Fanthorpe Ltd Hull 01482 223096 Movement Audio Poole 01202 730865
Superfi Birmingham 0121 631 2875 Superfi Hull 01482 24051 Now That's Hi-Fi Portsmouth 01705 811230
Chew & Osbourne Ltd Bishop Stortford 01279 656401 Zen Audio Hull 01482 587397 Practical Hi-Fi Preston 01772 883958
Practical Hi-Fi Blackburn 01254 691104 Eastern Audio Ipswich 01473 217217 Island Compact Disc Centre Ramsey 01624 815521
Romers Hi-Fi Centre Blackburn 01254 887799 Classic Hi-Fi Kettering 01536 310855 B&B Hi-Fi Reading 01734 583730
Practical Hi-Fi Blackpool 01253 300599 Infidelity Kingston-upon-Thames 0181 9433530 Reading Hi-Fi Reading 01734 585463
Sound Academy Bloxwich 01922 473499 Practical Hi-Fi Lancaster 01524 36991 Moorgate Acoustics Rotherham 01709 370666
Jaysound Audio Bognor Regis 01243 826355 The Hi-Fi Company Leamington Spa 01926 888644 Chew & Osbourne Ltd Saffron Walden 01799 523728
Pr.actical Hi-Fi Bolton 01204 395789 Aston Audio Ltd Leeds 01943 467689 Performance Hi-Fi Systems Sevenoaks 01732 740425
Mike Manning Audio Bournemouth 01202 751522 Richer‘Sounds Leeds 01132 455717 Sevenoaks Hi-Fi Sevenoaks 01732 459555
Movement Audio Bournemouth 01202 529988 Superﬂ . Legds 01132 449075 Moorgate Acoustics Sheffield 01142 756048
Suttonf ‘ Bournemouth 01202 555512 Lfﬂcester Hi-Fi Company Lefcester 01162 539753 Richer Sounds Sheffield 01142 661616
B&B Hi-Fi - Bracknell 01344 424556 Listen Inn - Le!cester 01162 623754 Superfi Sheffield 01142 723768
Brentwood HI-FI(?EMV Brentwood 01277 221210 Sevenc.uaks Hi-Fi Lfelcester 01162 557518 Creative Audio Shrewsbury 01743 241924
Hi-Spek Electronics Brentwood 01277 226303 Superfi Lincoln 01552 520265 .

O - ) Shropshire Hi-Fi Shrewsbury 01743 232317
Quay TV Bridlington 01262 672870 Beaver Hi-Fi Liverpool 0151 7099898 Frasers Hi-Fi Video Slough 01753 520244
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi Brighton 01273 733338 Richer Sounds Liverpool 0151 7087484 Richer Sounds Southampton 01703 231311
The Power Plant Hi-Fi Ltd Brighton 01273 775978 Audio Concept London 0181 5678703 Southampton Hi-Fi Centre Southampton 01703 228434
Richer Sounds Bristol 01179 734397 Bartletts Hi-Fi London 0171 6072296 Square Deal Electrical St Albans 01727 852501
V'Audio Bristol 01179 686005 Billy Vee Sound Systems London 0181 3185755 H X -Alba
Spains Bromsgrove 01527 872460 Citysounds London 0171 4365366 AN Audio St Neots 01480 472071
Grange Hi-Fi Burton-upon-Trent 01283 533655 Francis of Streatham  London 0181 7690466 Stamford Hi-Fi Centre  Stamford 0178062128
Bury Audio Bury St Edmunds 01284 724337 Hi-Fi Care London 0171 6377879 picherSounds Stockport ULl
Campkins Hi-Fi Cambridge 01223 312240 Hi-Fi Care London 0171 6378911 UL PR S ulC
Steve Boxshall Audio  Cambridge 01223 68305 Hi-Fi Components London 0171 2231110 Superfi Pl 01782 265010
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi Canterbury 01227 462787 Hi-Fi Experience London 01715803535 Music Matters Stourbridge gl
Richer Sounds Cardiff 01222 465654 Hi-Spek Electronics London 01813491166 o Sl LR T D A
Practical Hi-Fi Carlisle 01228 44792 Kamla Electronics London 0171 3232747 Audio Exchange Suinden Slissssnts
Eric Wiley Hi-Fi Castleford 01977 556774 M O'Brien Hi-Fi London 0181 9461528 jihameludio UELO s
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi Chatham 01634 846859 Musical Images London 0171 4971346 ST ] Torquay WIVRT
Rhythms (Colvill Hi-Fi)  Chelmsford 01245 325125 Myers Audio London 0181 5207277 Sevenoaks Hi-Fi Tunbridge Wells 01892 531543
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi Cheltenham 01242 241171 Oranges & Lemons London 0171 9242040 Chantry Audio Tuxford, nr. Newark 01777 870372
Chichester Hi-Fi Chichester 01243 776402 Richer Sounds London 0171 3528496 Astley Audio Ltd Wallingford 01491 839305
Monitor Sound Ltd Chorley 01257 271935 Richer Sounds London 0171 4031201 Doug Brady Hi-Fi Warrington 01925 828009
Pro Musica Colchester 01206 577519 Richer Sounds London ~ 0171 7223369 Practical Hi-Fi Warrington 01925 32179
The Hi-Fi Showrooms ~ Congleton 01260 280017 Richer Sounds London 0171 8312888 Acoustic Arts Watford 01923 245250
Frank Harvey Hi-Fi Excellence Coventry 01203 525200 Sevenoaks Hi-Fi London 0171 3529466 Hi-Fi City Watford 01923 226169
Superfi Coventry 01203 223254 Sevenoaks Hi-Fi London 0181 8558016 Richer Sounds Watford 01923 218888
Richer Sounds Croydon 0181 6671100 Shasonic London 0171 3230333 Sevenoaks Hi-Fi Watford 01923 213533
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi Croydon 0181 6551203 Son et Lumiere London 0171 5809059 Stirling Sounds West Wickham 01817779321
Hi-Fi Experience Darlington 01325 481418 Sound Sense London 0171 4022100 Cosmic Weybridge 01932 854522
Superfi Derby 01332 360303 Superfi London 0171 3881300 Weymouth Hi-Fi Weymouth 01305 785729
Rutters Hi-Fi Devizes 01380 722268 The Sound Organisation  London 0171 4032255 Sevenoaks Hi-Fi Whitham 01376 501733
KA de Cobains Doncaster 01302 326026 John Munro Lossiemouth 01343 812340 Bartletts Hi-Fi Woking 01483 771175
Hi-Fi Corner Dublin 2 0110 3531 6714343 B&B Hi-Fi Luton 01582 459915 Sevenoaks Hi-Fi Worcester 01905 612929
Richer Sounds Dublin 2 0110 3531 6719666  B&B Hi-Fi Maidenhead 01628 73420 West Midlands Audio Worcester 01905 458046
J.D. Brown (Est 1919) Ltd Dundee 01382 226591 Halksworth Wheeler Maidstone 01622 756756 Bowers & Wilkins Worthing 01903 264141
Riverside Hi-Fi East Twickenham 0181 8927613 Central Radio (M'chester) Ltd Manchester 0161 8346700 Phase 3 Hi-Fi Worthing 01903 245577
Musical Images Edgware 0181 9525535 Practical Hi-Fi Manchester 0161 8398869 Worthing Audio Worthing 01903 212133
Richer Sounds Edinburgh 0131 2263544 V.J. Hi-Fi Margate 01843 226977 Action Gate Audio Wrexham 01978 364500
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi Enfield 0181 3421973 Audio Insight Milton Keynes 01908 561551 Mike Manning Audio Yeovil 01935 79361
Hi-Fi Corner Falkirk 01324 629011 Technosound Milton Keynes 01908 604949 Vickers Hi-Fi York 01904 629659

Please Telephone 01483 750667 Fax 01344 360866

for futher information




| 36 Druid Hill

D I Stoke Bishop

Bristol BS9 1EJ

Hi-Fi Consultants Tel/Fax: (0117) 9686005
NEW SPRING ITEMS

We tend to refer to ATC, AVI AM8 Ruack quite a lot, so for a change | thought I'd mention some of the newer items we’ve had
in recently. Firstly, the Heybrook Heystak’s which we’ve had for a little while and are extremely good value and sound excellent with
male voices. A good all-rounder, well worth auditioning if after a floorstander in the £500 bracket. Another fine all-rounder, but more
expensive at £895 is the Opera Callas, plus of course a good stand to allow them to perform at their best.

On the digital front we af last have the Pink Triangle cardinal transport fo front our Da Capo (including reclocking DIC), which is
sounding excellent, but as we’ve only had it 2 days, we've lofs more evaluation to do yet. We also have had our Mephisto transport,
which previously had the Trichord clock 2 mod, upgraded to also have the new Trichord digital line driver, so if you wish to hear the
effect, give us aring for a demonstration.

ARE YOUR LIGHTS GETTING DIM?

It's amazing that the reduction in mains voltage to 230 volts since Jan. 1st has been
carried out with so litfle publicity, but if you have wondered why your lights are a bit dim
and possibly why your Hi-Fi may be sounding a bit dim, that could be the reason. Wait fill
they drop it even further fo 220 volts so that they can buy even more cheap electricity
from France!

CRUSADER V’S EQUINOX

About a year ago we decided to stock the Ruark Crusader rather than the Ruark
Equinox, partly because the former seemed closer to the Accolade and was easier to
drive. In some respects our full appreciation of the Crusader only occurred when we
received the new AVI 100 watt infegrated amp at xmas and found a fremendous synergy
between the two, especially on classical music. Having now also got the Equinox in stock
| am delighted to report that the AVI integrated also suits that superbly as well and the
speaker will probably suit more types of music and customer’s requirements. With more
power from say the AVI pre + monoblocks, the Equinox comes close to the scale of sound
of the Accolade - a fine achievement !

/MER'D'QAN The world’s best Hi-Fi... & Home Cinema... [(RUFWI T F!
on the South Coast

PORTSMOUTH I I N N
BRIGHTON
o

EASTBOURNE
.

&, TAMAHA i

\i.g\AQeD/RUARK

==

PORTSMOUTH BRIGHTON | EASTBOURNE
29 London Road 69 London Road, 4 Albert Parade, Green Hi FI
(0705) 663604 (0273) 609431 Street. (0323) 731336 Hear the difference ﬁELEsTInn

BRITISH
e === Ll

Rated interconnects and speaker cables are availble from your local specialist dealer.

. STOP PRESS . . . STOP PRESS . . . STOP PRESS . . . STOP PRESS . ..

"A good all-rounder capable of fine results in most systems”

Can now be obtained in a convenient bi-wire format at £4.50 per metre.

prense reterHoNe 01483-75006067 ¢ax 01344-360806 06 ron rurtier INFORMATION




Meet the ELECTROCOMPANIET Family.

OMPANIET
\ i

(taken from family album)

Due to several new arrivals to this already large family, many of the members have put themselves up
for adoption. We are looking for dedicated audiophiles worldwide to offer these family members good
homes. For a modest charge you could have one, or, several members of this famous family to love and
cherish. In return the adopted member will provide you with years of reliable service and musical
honesty.

To find out how to interview any member of the Electrocompaniet family you may wish to adopt,
please contact any of the “Agents” listed below. For you to say YES to this adoption plan, will be
MUSIC to our ears, and MUSIC to yours for life.

Worldwide ELECTROCOMPANIET Adoption Agents. -

Austria (02) 227992158 - Australia (03) 8820372 - Bangkok 22241669 - Belgium (011) 229659 - Canada (416) 4957485
Costa Rica (506) 2260282 - Croatia (05) 8589742 - Finland (914) 45751 - France (01) 48918907 - Germany (071) 214779
Greece (01) 9597560 - Hong Kong 3140811 - Israel (03) 7517711 - Italy (02) 2367595 - Japan 334873441- Mexico 9054001962
Norway 22112218 - Portugal 19831112 - Russia (095) 2362377 - Spain (06) 3510798 - Singapore 3391991 - Sweden (031) 133535

Switzerland (091) 431734 - Taiwan 5512525 - Turkey 2125192280 - USA (516) 2617700 - UK (01243) 533030

Electrocompaniet A/S. - PO Box 92, N-1473 Skarer, Norway. -
Fax: + 47 67909787




ONTEST

Paul Miller explores another
price territory on our world
map of amplifiers.

eaders of recent issues of Hi-Fi
Choice have seen us take a close
look at amplifiers between £300-

£400 (issue 138) and £400-£600 (issue 140).
For those who are keen of ear but some-
what hard of pocket, it’s now time for the
top contenders between £200 and £300 to
strut their transistorised stuff.

Once again, we are concentrating on a
very tight band of the market. But even
within the narrow £50 gully between
£230 and £280, there’s quite a wide choice
of amplifier design and philosophy. Some,
including the Aura, Magnum and Pro-Ject,
are unashamedly minimalist in approach.
These amplifiers put sound quality well
ahead of both flexibility and convenience
and, by their very nature, stand or fall
according to subjective merit alone.

If you want something more than a
basic volume control and input selector,
or if you are put off by an amp that looks
prehistoric with your shiny new CD play-
er, fear not, for alternatives are at hand.
Everything, in fact, up to the lavish conve-
nience offered by remotely-controlled
amplifiers from Kenwood and Onkyo is

accessible from the depths of your
favourite armchair.

So where’s the catch? In theory, there’s
no reason why the audiophile thinking of
Magnum and Aura and the remote flexi-
bility of Onkyo and Kenwood need be
mutually exclusive. In practice, however,
every facet of an amplifier has its price.
When funds are tight, designers often end
up robbing Peter to pay Paul in the strug-
gle to offer all things to all consumers.

Whatever its colours, an amplifier has
to achieve a certain standard of quality
within the price band in order to gain a
Recommended label from Hi-Fi Choice. It
must be judged to be above average for
what is already a very generous price. By
contrast, a Best Buy is something very spe-
cial indeed, a reliable, compatible and
supreme performer that represents aston-
ishing value.

The cast list

DenoN PMA-450SE
JVC AX-A472

Kenwoobp KA-3060R
MAGNUM IA170
ONKYO A-803
PRrRO-JECT 7

Sony TA-F444E

Amplifiers

Howthe listening tests
weredone

Variety and objec-
tivity are the keys to
the reliability of our
comprehensive lis-
tening tests. Variety
comes in our choice
of music, which
extends from pop,
rock and jazz through to classical, female
vocal and folk — an extensive battery of
software chosen by our listeners at the
beginning of each session.

Obijectivity, meanwhile, is maintained by
the use of a consistent and familiar hi-fi sys-
tem that allows the cross-correlation of
results from one test to another. So, Sony’s
fabulous CDP-715E CD player was retained
from issue 137, joining Pink Triangle’s faith-
ful PT/TOO (LP) and Audio Note’s AN/EIl
loudspeakers.

Another unique feature of the Hi-Fi Choice
reviews is our use of precisely matched lis-
tening levels across both CD and vinyl
sources, as well as from one amplifier to
another. This helps to ensure that every
amp is auditioned on a fair and level playing
field. Thanks, as ever, to Roger Batchelor
(Denon), Guy Sargeant (Audio Components
Ltd) and Alan Sircom (Hi-Fi Choice) for the
loan of their experienced ears.
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On test: Amplifiers

AURA VA-80

n numMerous occasions

in the past, our blind

listening surveys have

uncovered large
subjective differences between
amplifiers that were virtually
identical in design.

This is the case with the VA-8o
which is the trimmed-down
forerunner of Aura’s VA-100
Evolution (issue 138). They share
the same sleek casework, although
the chrome version of the VA-8o
was supplied for this test. The same
rotary controls are specified for
volume and input selection even if,
on the £280 VA-80o, Aura’s MM

phono stage has been discarded in

favour of an extra line input. Around the back,
we find a single (rather than bi-wire) set of
nickel-plated 4mm speaker sockets that will
accept both 4mm bananaplugs and the
thickest multi-strand cable.

Under the bonnet lies the same basic
MOSFET power amp that graces the current
VA-100 Evolution. But differences do exist,
especially in the VA-80’s main power supply,
which features a smaller toroidal transformer
to support its supply rails.

Sound Quality
“Aside from its light-sounding bass” our
listening panel agreed, “this is a difficult
amplifier to criticise”. The VA-8o is certainly a
very jolly-sounding amplifier, even if it lacks a
little oomph to reinforce the strongest of bass
lines. Only in a lighter moment did our panel
suggest that the fleeting quality of Magpie
Lane sounded like a cross between the old Z-
Cars theme and a sailor's hornpipe...
Otherwise, the VA-8o has a genuinely

LAB REPORT

The quirkiness of the VA-100 Evolution is just as
apparent in the VA-8o, where its output into low-ish
impedance loads (<6 Ohm) is limited by the negative
temperature coefficient of its over-heating MOSFET
power transistors. Once again, the momentary power
output is closer to 68W/104W/131W respectively into 4
Ohm, even though the VA-80 struggles to sustain some
20W on a continuous basis.

Importantly, the 5oW-to-20W collapse of the VA-8o
is not so dramatic as that suffered by its sibling, while
both share the 10-11A maximum current delivery. The
VA-80 must be partnered with easy-going, high
sensitivity speakers if it’s not to be over-stretched.

Otherwise, Aura’s smaller PSU has the added benefit
of improving the VA-80’s S/N ratio (87dB from 86dB)
while reducing hum and noise (-77dBV from -74dBV).
Stereo separation is also improved though the common
layout leads to a recognisable RF “fingerprint’.

5000

)
FREQUENCY IN Hz

This plot shows the same mild

bass/treble roll-off demonstrated by the
VA-100 Evolution in issue 138.
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AURA VA-80 SUSCEPTIBILITY TO RF INTERFERENCE

AUDIO FREQUENCY 1wz
{LOG SCALE}

AF CARRIER

The VA-8o remains susceptible to RF
noise between 100-200MHz and 300-
400MHz with a sharp break at 700MHz.

(1) Second-order LF effects. (2) Second
and third-order effects increase at HF.
(3) Complex crossover distortions.

B S00ND B

honest sound, one that reflects the various
tonal characters of myriad instruments —
qualities that might only be hampered by a
lesser CD player. The cello from Haydn’s
String Quartet lacked a little body and
substance, but the vibrancy and brilliance of
the remaining strings was quite breathtaking,
a vivid performance that really made the most
of our Sony CDP-715E front end.

Miles Davis’s trumpet sounded equally
vivid, just as the ride cymbal sprang into view
with an unusual clarity. An unsympathetic
amplifier will turn these into a spitty haze, but
the VA-8o sustained the natural impact and
decay of each stroke as they shimmered into
a hash-free acoustic.

Massive Attack's bass line was as they
weakened, just as Tracey Thorne's voice was
a little thinner and less seductive than usual.
Otherwise, the music remained very open,
expressive and accessible.

Conclusion

With the benefit of hindsight, it would have
made more sense to review the VA-8o before
the VA-100 Evolution. Nonetheless, it served
to put the latter into some perspective.

This leaves us with the VA-100’s blueprint
and an amplifier that’s better balanced with a
sound that’s honest, crisp and sparkling with
lively detail. Sure
enough, the VA-

€Y Free-flowingand 8ois just as
energeticwithout strain  on/ous of low-
ordynamic compression. . d

) Lacksdeep, rumbling Impedance

loudspeakers as
its bigger sibling,
but with a pair of

bass. Not for low-
impedance speakers.

|____VALUER © 8.6 & ¢

sensitive
£280 loudspeaker
. | B2 AuraDesigns Ltd, P NN
: Marlborough Road, boxes on its side,
) Churchill Industrial this unusual
Estate, Lancing, West design now
L f”sse")BN” 8IR comes heartily
0190 0750
I Recommended.




t: Amplifiers

DENON PMA-450SE

re you one of those people who

is always in a hurry? Do you

never have time to listen to an

entire album? Then Denon's
amphetamine-charged PMA-450SE could be
the thing for you. This is an amplifier with an
uncanny knack of condensing a 40 minute CD
into half an hour of turbo-charged music.

At first sight, the PMA-450SE could easily
be mistaken for the ‘original’ UK-orientated
PMA-450, reviewed under identical conditions
way back in issue 116. Indeed, the same dual-
concentric volume control and independent
source and rec-output selectors still sprout
from the familiar, if rather utilitarian facia.

Under the bonnet, Denon has retained its
favoured Ansar Super Sound caps in both the
MM and power amp circuits, while justifying
its golden ‘Special Edition” badge with a new
silver-contact speaker relay, new OFC supply
wiring and a revised layout for the output PCB
(printed circuit board). That’s not bad for an
extra £20 quid.

Sound Quality

With an obvious zest for the life and energy of
its music, the PMA-450SE’s rugged, confident
and very positive outlook might, in less
sympathetic company, be viewed as

The measured performance of this amplifier is very
close indeed to that of the original PMA-450 (issue 116).
Power output remains steady at 100W into 8 Ohm and
150W into 4 Ohm, all ably supported by a huge 20A
reservoir of current. This represents an increase of
about 1A, possibly due to the improved PSU wiring.

More importantly, the 18mV and 287uV input
sensitivities for CD and MM respectively are nigh-on
identical to the 18mV/291pV recorded two years ago —
confirming that the gain (amplification factor) and
feedback remains completely unaltered.

The tolerancing of Denon’s volume control has
deteriorated slightly but, to its credit, neither the
channel separation nor noise figures have been
adversely influenced by the revised output board
layout. The amplifier’s susceptibility to RF interference,
however, is slightly worse even if its steady-state
distortion remains solid at <0.002 per cent.

DENON PMA-450SE CD &

FREQUENCY RESPONSE @ 1W/8ohm

sy

500 5000
FREQUENCY IN Hz

The CD response (yellow) is only 1dB
down at 12Hz. MM treble ‘shelf’ (red

trace) should exert little or no influence.

/

7 @)
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headstrong. Our panel described it as
‘subjectively loud, fast and up-front without
sounding aggressive’. Haydn's String Quartet
sounded like a rushed session just before
lunch, with all the musicians playing in perfect
harmony but at a brisk pace.

Even the measured drama of Massive
Attack’s Better Things was hurried,
encouraging a very large, clear and open
sound. But the sense of atmosphere clearly
suffered from this haste. In similar fashion,

LAB REPORT |

DENON PMA-450SE SUSCEPTIBILITY TO RF INTERFERENCE

CHANGE IN +15d8
NOISE

AUDIO FREQUENCY 1z~
(LOG SCALE}

RF CARRIER
FREQUENCY

Changes in layout have aggravated
sensitivity to RF noise, which shows
unwanted peaks between 150-430MHz.

(1) THD is kept in check, despite a hint of
second-order IM distortion. (2) Note just
visible radiated interference.

Magpie Lane sounded more like Jethro Tull
thanks to the amp’s well-meaning but
feverish enthusiasm to have this gentle folk
tune fill every corner of the room.

Yet, it is difficult not to admire the clarity of
its mid-band, which remains both sharply
focused and explicitly detailed. Moreover, the
amp still sounds ‘quicker than average’ via its
MM input, with plenty of detail.

Joni Mitchell sounded particularly
expressive, emerging from a subjective fog
with a much fresher and very lucid
performance. Rachmaninov's Symphonic
‘Dash’ galloped along but remained polished,
powerful and undeniably entertaining. This is
the key: although the PMA-450SE is far from
sober, it does remain highly engaging,
regardless of your choice in music.

Conclusion
The similarities between blind listening and
lab tests for the original PMA-450 two years
ago, and those published here for the ‘new’
PMA-450SE, are uncanny. This suggests a
mild tinkering on behalf of Denon, rather than
a super-charging of a once-favoured design.
Two years on, however, and the foibles of
the Denon PMA-450SE are a little closer to
the subjective surface. By trading dramatic
tension for extra verve, this exciting and
energetic

performer — like
¢V Thisampwilltakeyouon itS predecessor

acrestarunthroughthe  pefore jt —
twists and turns of all o
continues to

musical styles. ¥
¢ Blinkandyou'llmissthe ensure the likes

musical view. of Massive
SOUND
: 'wln ’:::*: Attack sound
1 £270 4 more a Rapid
g ; Attack. So just
X Hayden Laboratories,
Hayden House, Chiltern remember to
Hill, Chalfont St Peter, don a sturdy flak
Gerrards Cross, jacket before
Bucks SL9 9UG

reaching for the

= (01753) 888.
(02753) 888447 volume control!
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Amplifiers

JVCAX-A472

aution is a corporate watchword

at JVC. Having developed a

reliable CD player or amplifier,

this company will tend to stick
with the same basic design for several
seasons. As a result, the latest AX-A472 and
its bigger brother, the AX-A572, bear an
uncanny resemblance to the earlier AX-R462
and AX-R562 (issue 121). Yet, in an apparent
backlash against the current trend for high-
convenience amplifiers, JVC has stripped off
all its electronic signal-switching ICs.

Crucially, these latest variations lack the
full remote control of their forebears, as logic-
controlled input and rec-out selection is
replaced by good old-fashioned mechanical
switches. Fortunately, relay switching for both
A and B speaker selection has been retained.
Otherwise, the AX-A472 is no less flexible

than its forebear, including a handy source
direct option to bypass the bass, treble and
balance controls, and a loudness contour to
augment very-low-level listening. Meanwhile,
decent 4mm speaker sockets ensure the AX-
Ag472 will cope with any grade of cable.

Sound Quality
This is a perplexing, almost chameleon-like
performer that has the unnerving habit of

changing its spots midway through a track.
“Not unlike”, it was suggested, “one of the
more wayward examples of Pioneer’s Legato
Link CD player technology”.

The simple whistles that mark the intro of
Magpie Lane’s Oxford Rambles were very
open and full of life. This vibrancy was initially
compelling. However, the same instruments
soon sounded hard and insistent, prompting
the suggestion that “a group of unruly
children had commandeered the stage”.

LAB REPORT

What we have here is an example of well-meaning but
subjectively irrelevant specmanship. Distortion, in
particular, is dealt with quite ruthlessly by vigorous
compensation that squeezes harmonic products to
below 0.001 percent and in-band IM distortion to less
than 0.0004 percent. Unfortunately, we know from
experience that such techniques can just as easily
strangle an amplifier’s subjective subtlety.

The amplifier also looks pretty powerful at 8oW into
8 Ohm although, in this context, the 11A maximum
current rating is hardly generous, representing
momentary bursts of 115W into a 1 Ohm load. As a
result, I'd still advise against partnering the AX-A472
with tricky loudspeakers, particular in its A+B mode.

The AX-A472’s S/N ratio, by contrast, is rather below
average at 82dB (re. 1W/80hm), leaving JVC with an
overall performance that’s vaguely similar to Sony’s
equally equivocal TA-F444E.

VC AX-AA72 CD & MM FREQUENCY RESPONSE @ 1W/Bahm

500 5000
FREQUENCY IN Hz

The slight response peaks are uneventful,
but JVC’s MM bass roll-off will still boost

the turntable’s arm/cartridge resonance.

JVC AX-A472 SUSCEPTIBILITY TO RF INTERFERENCE

AUDIO FREQUENCY itz
[LOG SCALE)

This wideband design is responsive to
signals (including RF) up to a few MHz,
beyond which it is adequately filtered.

Distortion is squashed below 0.001
percent. (1) Traces of third-order IM
distortion are just visible.

Low notes often proved problematic, with
the acoustic bass from Miles Davis’s So What?
occasionally rolling and booming like some
drunken, retired, Home Counties colonel. The
mean bass from Massive Attacks’ Better
Things wobbled uncertainly into the room,
smearing some of the vocal detail but leaving
the quiet, pure-sounding treble comparatively
untouched. Sadly, Haydn’s strings sounded
too thin and starchy, with a relentless quality
that irritated our listeners in the longer term.

Our panel was much more impressed by
the warmth and clarity of JVC’s MM phono
stage. Here, the bass guitar and kick drum
running through Joni Mitchell’s Cool Water
sounded resonant and detailed, just as her
voice was purer and less ‘processed’ than
vocals had sounded via CD.

Conclusion
Although it lacks a remote control, JVC's AX-

: Ag472 is flexible, very well built and

appropriately powerful for its £250 price. The
internal design is also rugged and
serviceable, promising a long and trouble-free
life even if its new-found simplicity has not
wrought any clear subjective advantage.

As a consequence, and despite allowing
you to follow the overall intentions of an
orchestra or group of musicians, the AX-A472

singularly fails to

VERDICT depict the
) Aruggedandreliable character and

amplifier for dyed-in- actions of

the-wool turntable fans. . SRl

) Canonoccasionbeas Individua
forgivingas 20 lashes performers

from a cat o’ nine tails. within the
e ::::: ensemble.

| VALUE]
JVC may be

F}.ﬂ £250
B2 JVCUK Ltd, JVC House, JVC

Business Park, Priestley
Way, London NW2 7BA
= (0181) 4503282

on a progressive
track with its
amps, but it
needs to pick up
its heels before

f being rewarded.
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Dynamics PANELS

The simplest and most cost effective way
to upgrade your existing system

You need at least 2
Deflex panels for a
pair of small bookshelf
speakers, 4 panels for
a pair of Tannoy 6's,
and at least 6 panels
for larger cabinets

Once you have
gained access to the
inside of the cabinet,
remove foam and/or
wool damping from
the inside of the
speaker (if fitted)
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The MANA Reference 5-tier Amplifier Stand
with Sound Stage

Place the flexible For information on MANA products please contact:

Deflex panel thru' the MANA ACOUSTICS
speaker cut-out and 59 Jubilee Close
stick to the inside of Pinner

the cabinet using the Middlesex HA5 3TB
recommended .

adhesive Telephone/fax 0181-429 0118

Now sit back and
listen to the extra
detail in sound, and
far less distortion
when played loud
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Amplifiers

KENwooD KA-3060R

ith no less than five of its
eight integrated amplifiers
now available avec full
remote control, Kenwood
has established itself as a leading light in the
struggle to combine graceful aesthetics with
lavish facilities and a generous helping of
Watts. The KA-3060R is a perfect example of
the breed, and an alternative (rather than a
replacement) for the similarly-priced KA-
3020SE (issue 134). Along with the cheaper
KA-2060R, this amplifier represents a
development of the older KA-3050R.

The general layout of the KA-3060R —
with its logic-controlled input selectors for
MM phono, two tape and two line sources, its
elegant bass, treble and balance controls,
plus muting and loudness facilities — is
clearly related to the KA-2060R rather than
the MOSFET-equipped KA-4060R. The KA-
3060R also features Kenwood’s LRCM (Low-
Resonance Control Mounting) to reduce any
vibration reaching the volume control and
thereby modulate the audio signal.

Any function that’s directed by Kenwood’s
own internal microprocessor is also
accessible via the remote. This includes the
motorised volume control, input and tape
switching, tone defeat and muting.

LAB REPORT

The 63-69W 80hm output of this amplifier comfortably
exceeds Kenwood’s 45W specification for the 20Hz-
20kHz audioband, while its generous 12A current rating
ensures trouble-free music-making with difficult
speakers. The high 0.20hm output impedance is rather
less impressive. Kenwood is employing relay-fired
speaker protection, but its A/B output selection is
achieved manually and with recourse to over two feet of
internal ribbon cabling!

As aresult, | would expect some variation in the bass
and treble performance of some loudspeakers,
especially with long, moderate-inductance speaker
cables. Otherwise, the modest 0.04-0.06 percent
distortion is almost entirely second order via CD
(decreasing further at higher power) and second/third
order via MM. Despite Kenwood’s use of Class A driver
circuitry, this increase in THD at a lower power output
looks suspiciously like crossover distortion.

KENWOOD KA-3060R CD &
a5

FREQUENCY RESFOI

500
FREQUENCY IN Hz

The CD input (yellow trace) is flat and
extended, but the MM (red) input shows a
broad +0.35dB treble boost.

Compatible separates may also be controlled
via Kenwood’s XS8 BUS connection, which
runs from the rear of the amp.

Sound Quality

“Very big and very dry” suggested one
listener, “like a bucket of vodka martini”. This
is the KA-3060R in a nutshell — an amplifier
that sounds expansive through either CD or
MM inputs without appearing especially
vibrant or atmospheric. Miles Davis’s So

KENWOOD KA-3060R SUSCEPTIBILITY TO RF INTERFERENCE

+2008
CHANGE IN  +158
NOISE
FLOOR +o®

AUDIO FREQUENCY  1hz
fLOG SCALE) A
b 400MHZ

RF CARRIER
FREQUENCY

» 200MHz
02 onpy

This amp shows a clean pair of heels to

RF interference through cascode circuitry
and nasty ceramic filters on its inputs.

KENWOOD KA 3060R DISTORTION INTENSITY PLOT Wrtohm

<OZMCOMDT IMMEw

-80dBY
30 40 50 60 70 80 80 100
OUTPUT FREQUENCY IN kiz

0.26nW/dohm|

(1) Second harmonic and (2) second-order
IM distortions. (3) Unusual IM patterns.
(4) Second and third-order IM distortion.

What? sounded forced on this occasion:
acoustic double bass adopted an electric
tone, weakening the colourful resonance and
nimbleness we had come to expect.

Quite a few recordings sounded slightly
strained. These included Cool Water by Joni
Mitchell, whose voice lacked a sense of
individuality and expressiveness. It projected
a larger-than-life image, even if “it’s rather like
an alcohol-fuelled dragster being run on half a
pint of lager shandy”.

So, the KA-3060R sounds big and strong
but is often clumsy and hamfisted, presenting
Haydn's String Quartet in piecemeal fashion
rather than reflecting the true subtlety and
contrast of these fragile instruments. On a
more positive note, the bruiser within the KA-
3060R was more than happy to wrestle with
the earthy bass of Massive Attack's Better
Things, encouraging a large, bold and lively
sound that rescued it from the pit of
blandness. Something of a rough diamond,
by all accounts.

Conclusion
“A chip butty in the finger buffet of audio”,
concluded one erudite listener. “It sounds
earnest but unsophisticated, like a character
from an HE Bates novel”. Technically, the KA-
3060R is on the straight-and-narrow, just as
its build quality
TE AN and flexibility are
| €Y Alargeandenthusiastic ~ guaranteed to
sound that lendsitselfto  e3rn Kenwood

rock and pop. ki
() Over-stretchesitself, ey & m|r<?rs.
revealing an eager but Complying
| AsHCAS with all the latest
| Pl EMC regulations
- SOUND * % 8
m P g never was a
T £230 sure.-ﬁre. route to
| = Trio-Kenwood UK Ltd, audio bliss. Full
Kenwood House, Dwight ~ marks for effort,
Road, Watford, Herts, then; rather less
WD1 8EB. . .
| & rosii for its S.OnIC
\ execution.
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QOver the last decade Grahams has worked
closely with leading manufacturers of multi-room
distribution systems; we have established an
international reputation for the finest design,
installation and support.

Our advisory service and demonstration facilities
are available to help architects and interior
designers provide integrated systems that we
will carefully install with the minimum of fuss.

Grahams Hi-Fi are delighted to be able to
include the new Linn Knekt system in our range;

Multi-Room Systems?

Before you buy, talk to someone who knows...

the full Knekt system is now on permanent
demonstration.

If you are:

» Expanding your current system

e Planning a new house

e Considering building or decorative works
Speak to one of our multi-room specialists
right away.

Phone for an initial chat and ask for an
information pack on multi-room systems, with
details of our forthcoming open days and events.

“One of the five
] best Hi-Fi shops in
| the world”
Come and se€¢ why!

Hear the difference.

Grahams Hi-Fi Ltd. Canonbury Yard
190a New North Road London N1 7BS BEALERS Kssdehion
Tel: 0171-226 5500 Fax: 0171-359 7620 =YaBYAl

E-MAIL: 100570,135@ Compuserve.com

b Strauss

Anyone with a passion for
music and hi-fi will feel
instantly at home with ATC.

In the true tradition of many

Audiofreaks
FOR the OVE

of MUSIC

small British companies, we
have a single-minded passion
for quality.

Flat out, we hand-produce
hardly more than 100 pairs of
loudspeakers a week.

The result? Nothing short of
perfection.

But don’t take our word for it.
Listen to Strauss.

Arcici Inc.

Benz-Micro
Conrad-Jobnson

Cardas Audio

Enlightened Audio

Designs

Expressive
Technologies

Fourier Components

SPJ
Kuzma

Quad ESL dedicated stands and
audiophile accessories

Moving coil phono cartridges
Valve & FET pre-amplifiers, power
amplifiers and D/A converters
Cables, analogue recordings

CD transp