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Stan Vincent ushers in a special edition of Hi-Fi Choice, encourages
votes for your favourite hi-fi, and welcomes a user-friendly graph.

elcometothisspecialedi-
tion of Hi-Fi Choice,
whichisallaboutgetting
morefromyourhi-fisys-
tem by adding the extra
dimension of surround sound. Now, before

died-in-the-wool traditionalistscry foul,we’re
not foisting upon you a truck-load of tellies
with plasticboxes hangingoffthe back. Asyou’ll
read within,surroundsound hascome ofage,
and now offers as much for music fans as it
does for movie freaks. And there could be no
clearerevidenceofthisthanNaim’s AV sur-
round processor,reviewed on page22, which
takesastubbornlyminimalistapproachtothe
provision of ‘sound behind the head’.
Anothercommon fallacyisthatallsurround
sound gear resides at the low end of the mar-
ket. That couldn’t be further from the truth,
asyou’ll see on page 18, where we encounter
the £150,000 home cinemasystemoffered by
high-endimporters Absolute Sounds. Comprising
audiophilestalwartslike Krell, Martin Logan,
Theta and Wilson Audio, this system defines
the state of the art in music/movie crossover.
However,ifyvouyearnforcinematicauthen-
ticity,youcouldn’tdo better thanto check out
AVequipmentapproved by Lucasfilm’s THX
division — three examples, from affordable
to mortgageable, are proffered on page 26.
Forthose operatingonreal world budgets,
thereareround-upsofthefinestsurround-sound
speakers (page 32),thebestbig-screen TVs(page
36),andatest ofaffordable surround proces-
sors(page57).PlusLinn bosslvorTiefenbrun
talks about his company’s entry into AV
(page31);weexplain Dolby AC-3,thehotnew
acronym thateveryaudiophileshouldunder-
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stand (page 35); and there’s a Hints & Tips
special on positioning AV speakers (page45).

Finally, for any readers who are not up to
speed on AV principles, [ can highly recom-
mend a copy of our sister publication, Home
Entertainment. Alternatively,whynotacquire
abackcopy ofourFebruary issue, which came
freewithan Absolute Beginners’ Guideto Home
Cinema?Ifyourthirstforknowledge remains
unquenched, write in with your questions. If
thereisasufficientresponse, we’ll stageamas-
sive ‘AV surgery’ in a few months’ time!

Cast your vote in the British Hi-Fi
Awards — NOW!
Thismonthisyourlastchancetovoteforyour
favouritehi-fiintheBritishHi-FiAwards,spon-
sored by Hi-Fi ChoiceandtheBritish Federation
of Audio. You’ll find the voting form on page
69 of this issue, and I urge you to put pen to
paper right now! That’s because by sending
inyourvotingform,youareautomatically entered
ina fabulouscompetitionwith 75 superb prizes
on offer. First prize is a fantastic holiday and
the chance for youand a partner to join us at
the Gala Awards Eveningin April. This is the
ONLY hi-fi awards in the UK where winning
productsaredecided byreaders’votes,mean-
ingthatthegreatestpossible spectrumofbrands
and models are represented. You'll find that
we’vedrawnupashortlistbased onourexpe-
rience of productslaunchedin thelastyear—
now it’s up to you to choose your favourites.
Another key pointis thatin selected product
categories,wewillmake twooreven three awards,
torecognise thathi-fi does not havetobeexpen-
siveto be good. Take five minutes to castyour
vote now. You won’t even need a stamp!

User-friendly technical tests

Regularreaderswillnotice something differ-
entaboutourgroupteststhismonth (AV proces-
sors, page 57). The ‘Virtual Instrument’ plots
(asintroduced by PaulMillerinissue 143)are
now ssosophisticated thateven Einstein him-

self might have to stop for a minute to ingest
theinformationtheycontain. Sowe’vedecid-
edtopresentlabresultsinamuchmoreacces-
sible form, as seen below: a bargraph.

Therearetwoveryimportantpointstonote.
Firstly, even though thisbargraphlooksvery
simple,theinformationthatit presentsderives
from a full battery of Paul Miller’s legendary
labtests. [fanything, Paultellsmethatittakes
longer to create this simple bargraph than it
does to produce the charts of yore.

The second point is that each parameter
tested—poweroutput,distortionetc—ismea-
suredonitsownindividuallycalibrated scale.
The percentage figure quoted is thus not an
absolute,butarepresentationofhowoneprod-
uct performs relative to the others in a par-
ticulartestgroup. (Ifanyreaderswishto know
more, write in to the usual address and we’ll
do our best to illuminate you further.)

Bearinmind, though,thatwearenotattempt-
ing to measure sound quality on a graph like
this. Whileour formaltestshavealwaysbeen,
and willalways be, based upon objective tech-
nicalappraisals,ourassessmentofsound qual-
ity remains something that is very much “in
the ear of the beholder™.

Enjoy your listening this month!
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The small print about
the stuff we do...

] HELP' (QUERIES) AND WRITE ON! (LETTERS TO THE EDITOR)
are ammd by letter only to the fax number, e-mail or postal
addresses below. We regret that at the present we cannot accept
readers’ telephone calls.

@ IFYOU HAVE A PROBLEM WITH existing subscriptions, contact

Customer Interface on & (01454) 620070, Fax (01454) 620080,
quoting your subscriber number (printed at the top of your sub-
scription address fabel).

@ PLEASE NOTE THAT AT PRESENT we can't supply photocopies
of articles which are out of print.

@ HI-FI CHOICE WELCOMES ALL information on new and
upgraded products and services, for coverage within the news
and review pages. However, the Associate Publisher respect-
fully pomts 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-published work). However, he does
not accept responsibility for unsolicited copy, and it may take
time for a reply to be sent.

@ MATERIALIN HI-FI CHOICE IS copyright and may not be repro-
duced in any form without the written permission of the publish-
ers. Please address ra,qnhsls for re-use of copyright material to
Edwardl*izoy, Reprint Sales Executive, Dennis Publishing Ltd.,
19 Bolsover Street, London W1P 7H}. & (0171) 917 3946

@ WHILE EVERY CARE HAS BEEN taken in the preparation of this
journal, the publishers cannot be held responsible for the accu-

 racy of the information herein, or for any consequence arising
from it. ‘Value for money’ comments are based on UK prices at
the time of review.
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Check out the world’s ultimate audiophile
home cinema outfit — it’s a cool £150,000!

@ BRITISH
. HI-FI AWARDS

- Win a holiday to

~ Turkey or one of 74

| other fabulous prizes,
. when you vote for

| your favourite home
cinema and hi-fi
~equipment in the

| British Hi-Fi Awards!
‘Winning products will
| be announced in the
June edition of this

' magazine! Make your
vote heard in hifi's

\ hottest awards. J

This month’s Sessions System
incorporates the amazing new

Cambridge Dacmagic 2.
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SR 250

...and tune into the experience of

Vivanco hi-fi headphones.

Whatever your favourite sounds, whatever the decibel
level, Vivanco make the 'phones you'll prefer.

Head for a natural sounding impression of space with the

SR 606 SR 850 Call 01442 231616

VIVEREO

THE INDUSTRY CHOICE

latest In-Front Localisation sets, or the transparent
sound quality of the SR 850s. For pure acoustic plea-

sure, comfort and durability - from £25 to £140 - make
your choice...

...you won’t turn Vivanco down.
for more details SR 909 SR 1000 ifl SR 2000 ifl

WEnso {3 &3




THE FRONT END

MALGOLM STEWARD SHOWS WHAT NEW HI-FI YOU'LL BE PLAYING YOUR ‘TAKE THAT GO

NAD goes mad in Vegas

NAD used the Las Vegas CES to announce a veritable slew
of new models, all of whose prices look very competitive.
None more so than the £149.95 310 integrated amplifier,
pictured above. However, bargain hunters who search
around could well find it selling for about £100. Described
as a paragon of hi-fi value, sonic performance and simplic-
ity, it follows NAD's original budget audiophile classic, the
3020, in providing a conservative 20W per channel; but it
can deliver 20 Amps peak current, for driving low imped-
ance loudspeakers. The 310 is line-level only, uses a dual-
concentric volume control and has defeatable tone controls.

The new 114 pre-amplifier does come with a phono
stage — MM and MC — and provides six line-level inputs
and two line outputs. The latter will drive multiple power
amplifiers or long runs of interconnect cable. Also included
are tone controls (which can be bypassed) and a discrete

Gelestion is out of its hox

i

Celestion boxes clever with its latest home c va kit.

Celestion is aiming to make that initial foray into surround sound a pain-
less exercise, with its new Home Theatre in a Box system. The HTiB cen-
tres on a subwoofer module that contains all the system’s electronics,
including six power amplifiers and a Dolby Pro-Logic processor. The
package also includes four magnetically-shielded effects speakers and a
centre channel speaker. Also provided are all the cables required and a
back-lit remote control. The buyer simply has to connect their stereo TV,
VCR or LaserDisc to the HTiB module, connect the speakers, and they're
in business — set-up is carried out using the remote control handset.
The price of all this convenience is £749. & (01473) 322222.

HI-FI CHOICE

headphone amplifier. The price is £269.95.

The last new amplifier is the 312, a 25W integrated
selling for £199.95, and offering six line-level inputs, tone
controls, Pre-Out and Main-In connections, and discrete cir-
cuitry throughout.

Two new CD players were unveiled at the show. The
£249.95 512 uses a new MASH D/A converter and has
remote control, full programming facilities, and a buffered
digital output. The £349.95 515 is a five-disc carousel-
type player whose shuffle-play mode operates on all the
loaded discs rather than just the one playing.

The 712 receiver offers remote control and 25W per
channel, along with a tuner section with 12 FM and 12 AM
prsests. Discrete audio circuits and the ability to deliver cur-
rent into low impedance loudspeaker loads are also features
of this £329.95 device. @& (0181) 343 3240.

Beam me up, Scotty!

Sennheiser’'s new /S360 headphone
system uses infra-red transmission to
free listeners from the hassle of head-
phone cords.

Included in the £69.95 retail price
are the S360 IR transmitter, which con-
nects to any audio source, and an
HDI360 headset fitted with a volume
control. The transmitter operates at 2.3
and 2.8MHz for improved bandwidth
and reduced interference. It can, saysits
makers, flood a 250 square foot room
with IR signal. The HDI360 uses wide
angle sensors to increase system cover-
age and an active squelch circuit pre-
vents noise if the music signal is
removed. The headset weighs only 230g
including batteries, and is a closed-back
design. It will operate for about twenty
hours on a set of two AA cells and can be
used with rechargeables.

« Sennheiser’s HDC 45 Noise Gard
noise cancelling headphones, the
domestic version of which was reviewed
in the supplement of issue 134, has
been specified by Air France as a stan-
dard fitment in the airline’s ‘Espace’
business class. @ (01494) 551551.

LIVE TRIPLE ALBUM ON

In brief

The Verity Group plc empire

expands once more. Its corpo-
rate umbrella, which already
shelters the Mission, Cyrus,
Wharfedale and Quad brand
names, now covers another
specialist hi-fi manufacturer:
Roksan, makers of high-end
turntables, CD players, ampli-
fiers and loudspeakers.

= (01480) 451777.

Ash Design’s Monostem.

Ash Design’s Monostem wall-
mounted equipment supports
are now available in a new
range of colour finishes, includ-
ing Shocking Pink. Selling for
£295, the support offers cable
management and brackets with
a maximum load of over 500Kg.
= (0116) 2433233.

Increased production has enabled
Wharfedale to reduce the price
of its Valdus Home Theatre
loudspeaker package from
£189.95 to £179.95.
= (0113) 2601222.

€ .
TDK's colourful MD.

TDK now has coloured MiniDiscs to
help simplify organising your
music collection. Seventy-four-
minute long MD-XG74 discs
cost £8.99 and come in red,
blue, yellow and green.
= (01737) 7173773.

The National Vintage
Communications fair takes

place at the NEC, Birmingham PP
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Mordaunt-Short

Reach for ileRs e

The only thing better than a five star Pl @R RN AR =T @ G Lo 2!

In March 1996 WHAT HI-FI> reviewed
the new Mordaunt-Short MS10i loudspeaker
against five of its closest rivals.

* K & k K

WHAT HI-FI?

“For small boxes they generate striking bass.”

“We know there are those who find the KEFs' delivery a
little relentless - those listeners will love the MS10is.”

“But the stars here are the £140 Mordaunt-Short MS 10is.
They rock out with clarity, and deliver high standards of
detail and focus at a price which makes them quite superb

value for money.”
We think they liked them!

Maybe it was our new, anodised aluminium
gold dome tweeter which raises the first break-
up mode of the tweeter dome beyond audibility,
resulting in a sweeter, more detailed, more open
treble. Or it could have been the new MCS
Technology cone and surround, precision
profiled to improve transient attack and
termination characteristics, resulting in better
midband performance. Possibly they liked the
new, braced cabinet construction which

improves the bass.

Whatever it was you'll find similar attention to
detail in all loudspeakers from Mordaunt-Short,
where engineering with a purpose and a love

of music still mean something.

For your FREE copy of this review and a FREE
Mordaunt-Short literature pack, including details
of the new Music Series i, the new Performance
loudspeakers and our new range of Home
Entertainment loudspeakers, CALL FREE NOW
on 0321 506550 (24 hours)




THE FRONTEND

“Tiny and exquisitely specified” is how AVI describes

UPDATE

on Sunday 5 May between

Doin’ the Neutron dance 1 urie:

its new cherry-veneered, hand-finished reference
loudspeaker, the Neutron. Three years’ research
went into the compact design, although AVI says it
has not adopted any radical solutions to traditional
loudspeaker problems. Instead it has studied the
effect of internal cabinet reflections and devised a
method for damping these without sacrificing the
bass extension provided by the reflex port.

The Neutron uses selected drive units, including
a 4.5-inch doped-paper-cone bass/mid driver with a
25mm voice coil in a large motor assembly, and a
19mm fabric dome tweeter. The crossover network
uses massive, air-cored inductors and metallised
polypropylene capacitors mounted on a 2.5mm glass
fibre PCB with 20z pure copper tracks. The crossover
point is set at a very high 10kHz.

Intended for stand, bookshelf or wall mounting, the
speaker measures only 254mm high, 235mm wide,
and 195mm deep. With an eight-Ohm impedance and
83dB sensitivity, the Neutron should be used with
amplifiers rated between 30 and 200Watts. It sells for
£499. = (01453) 765682.

Cables, cables
everywhere!

Silvertone is a range

of interconnect and

loudspeaker cables

sold direct by Turner

Electrical. The com-

pany’s aim is to pro-

vide pure silver and ¥

silver-plated OFC ’

cables at affordable prices. Silver-Sonic speaker
cable comes in two grades — MC (medium capacity)
and HC (high capacity) — and sells for £10 and £15
per metre respectively; while the two-core Silver-
Voice uses pure silver conductors for £85 per metre.

Ex-static is a screened interconnect with a single
central conductor, silver-plated to a depth of 100
microns. Selling for £35 (one metre) it comes with
gold-plated phono plugs. The Sci-Fi interconnect, at
£95 per metre, uses five pure silver conductors in its
centre core. It is fitted with Swiss Neutrik phono
plugs. & (0973) 743054.

Apollo Cables’ first products are the Black Velvet
interconnects, available by mail order while the com-
pany establishes its dealer network. The company’s
believes that isolating the audio signal from external
noise is more important than removing minute impu-
rities in the conductor. To do this it interposes a layer
of semiconducting material between the signal con-
ductor and the high density braided copper sheath.

A one-metre set of cables costs £25, although all
leads are built to order and can be had in lengths as
short as 15cm or as long as 25 metres. There are also
Black Velvet Pro cables (which use Neutrik Profi
phono plugs), and an ultra-low-noise speaker cable
that’s nearing completion. = (01920) 822095.

tthat a Guinnegg[ £

‘cocktail?

HI-FI CHOICE

Precision sub-atomic
particles from AVI.

Lexicon and on

Harman Audio has five new THX-certified Lexicon power amplifiers for high-
end home theatre fans. The smallest of these is the £1,850 Model 212, a
bridgable two-channel design producing 120W per channel into eight Ohms
and 200W into four. The £2,750, three-channel Model 312 provides the
same output power as the 212 but can be bridged to provide one 400W
channel and one 120W channel. The £3,250 Model 412 provides four 120W
channels (into eight Ohms) and offers a variety of configurations. The
£2,500 Model 225 is a bridgeable stereo design providing 250W into eight
Ohms and 400W into four Ohms. At the same price, the Model 501 is a
monoblock capable of 500W into eight Ohms and 800W into four Ohms. It
can be switched from high current to high voltage to suit different loads. All
the amplifiers have RCA unbalanced and XLR balanced inputs, and use high
current output stages

Lexicon also has a new digital surround sound processor, the DC-1,
whose modular design claims to banish obsolescence. This copiously
equipped unit — eight audio inputs, five analogue video inputs (three with
S-Video), four digital inputs, zone switching and trigger circuits to operate
other electrical devices — is available in basic format, which caters for
Dolby Pro-Logic processing, at £2,000. There's also a THX version for
£3,000 and an AC-3 version for £4,000. You can, naturally, upgrade the
basic controller to either THX or AC-3 specification. & (0181) 207 5050.

Tosh technology torture

There's some uncertainty about the exact launch date of
Toshiba’s first Digital Video Disc (DVD) players. At the
Winter CES, the word was “Toshiba’s first two players are
scheduled to reach the marketplace this Fall.” The press
pack then encouraged readers to visit Toshiba America's
World Wide Web site. We dutifully trundled the virtual
Lambretta along to http://www.toshiba.com and parked at
the DVD pages. Here we discovered that “it's coming to your
store next summer!”. A thoroughly low-tech phone call to
Toshiba's UK public relations company office elicited the
line: “We're hoping a player will be in British shops in time
for Christmas. But...” Toshiba, they explained, won't intro-
duce players if at the time of the intended launch, there's
what it deems an insufficient amount of prerecorded soft-
ware available. The ball now transfers to the content
providers’ court. So, having mixed enough metaphors, it's
time for a cliché: watch this space! @& (01276) 62222.

Today’s Toshiba technology — tomorrow!

10.30am and Spm. Admission is
£5, or free for under-14s.
Around 300 dealers will be
waiting to serve sound and
vision technology collectors.
Arrive early for a free copy of
the Sound and Vision Yearbook
(normally £3.50).

= (01398) 331532.

o

tech+link on the cheap.

tech+link has two new inexpen-
sive OFC loudspeaker cables.
OFC42 is a 42-strand design
selling for 49 pence per metre,
while OFC79 — with 79-
strands — sells for 99 pence
per metre. Both cables are pink
sheathed and are marked for
direction. = (0181) 771 8388.

Strand Europe Ltd has been
appointed the exclusive UK dis-
tributor of One For All remote
controls and will be launching
the new OFA 5 and OFA 6
phone-upgradeable handsets.
It will also be operating the new
UK-based customer service
help-line, which you can reach
on = (0990) 143 038.
= (01252) 861000.

JBL has two home cinema pack-
ages using its TLX range of
speakers. The TLX AV Mix, using
TLX70 floorstanders, the
TLX103 centre and TLX101 sur-
rounds, costs £499.99. The
TLX/REL Option, with TLX121
fronts, TLX103, TLX101s, and a
REL Q-Bass subwoofer, comes
in at a mere £699.99.
= (0181) 207 5050.

Aiwa, Pioneer, Canon, JVC,
Panasonic, Sony, Toshiba and
Philips were among 19 firms
invited to Scotland Yard at the
end of January, to discuss ways
of building anti-theft safe-
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MOST SALES LITERATURE
ON SPEAKERS GETS RECYCLED.
OURS JUST GETS REREAD.

As vou may have noticed. the "high-end™ audio world that utilize complete absorption of evil. backwards-
tends to congregate in small sects around many radiated energy. and allow for virtuous. echo-

“wurus” who preach unbelievable ereeds about free sound reproduction.

wholly unbelievable technological hreak-

throughs. True to our tenet. following the To further indulge in these and

teachings of our first official Danish other truths from Skander-

The Book of Truth

.

Holyman, chief tester St.Erik " The borg, Denmark. please call

+19-10-858-066 or fax us

Ear™ Nielsen, we feel compelled to ‘
prevent further adoration of Golden at +19-10-859-035. to
Calves. comparable idols, and receive a missionary
other profane fallacies. copy of our small ma-
sterpiece of true audiophile
Hencee, " The Book of Truth™, a musical literature. In the meantime, vou
bible containing such towering com-

may ponder seeking refuge in the

mandments as: Thou shalt not listen to heavenly sounds emanating from our

speakers with undersized voice-coils. meticulously handerafted speakers (like

Thou shalt not listen to speakers plagued

the Contour 1.3 our company raccoon.

with phase response problems. Thou

Knudsen. is preaching from). whilst on

shalt only listen to speakers that employ a pilgrimage to one of our few true

one-piece MSP (Magnesium Silicate Po- 5= e dealers. Consequently. vou may

lymer) woofer cones. Thou shalt only listen to speakers even consider reeveling vour former speakers as well.

DANES DON T LIE."
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Marantz’s retro rockets

RIAA, Old Columbia LP, and early 78. The Model 8B
Stereo Power Amplifier is a dual-mono 35 Wpc design
with 4, 8 and 16 Ohm outputs. The Mode/ 9 Monophonic
Power Amplifier delivers 70W continuous and 140W
peak, and is internally switchable for 40W triode opera-
tion. UK prices have yet to be announced. Tuner nuts will
be saddened that the first crop of Classics does not
include the legendary Model 10B, but we live in hope!

Rest assured that the Classics won’t cost any-
where near the estimated £20,000 that will be
asked for the new 50W Project T-1, pure Class A
valve monoblock power amplifier. Marantz UK is

only importing one unit for demonstration but
says it will be pleased to satisfy demand from

any high-end valve enthusiasts. The Project T-

1 uses selected premium components through-

out, including custom valves and transformers
built by American special-
ists OPT.

At a more afford-
able level, Marantz
now offers its £1,500
Arch system in a choice
of original walnut

Marantz America has gone to extraordinary lengths to
ensure the authenticity of its new Classics valve ampli-
fiers. Working closely with the Valve Amplification
Company in America, it has produced near-exact replicas
of its vintage Model 7, 8B and 9 amplifiers, using compo-
nents from the manufacturers who supplied parts for the
original designs. That extends right to the actual potting
compound used in the transformers!

There has been no
attempt to “improve” the
original Saul Marantz
designs, and even out-
moded features, such as
multiple phono equali- r o il WGl
sation curves, remain \
in the reissues. The
legends on the new
facias even duplicate
the irregular hand let-
tering of the first mod-
els. Only very small
changes to the original a
designs have been dic-
tated by current safety regulations.

™ (G ‘ :

The Classics will be coming to the UK in | i - @ veneer or a new faux
Summer. The Model 7 Stereo Pre-amplifier fea- Y 4 M «.- _  black marble.
tures eight inputs — Microphone, Phono 1, Phono & & — @ (01753) 680868.

2, Tape Head, FM-AM, FM Multiplex, TV and auxil-
iary — with several phono equalisation settings including New for old... the Project T-1 backs up the Model 8B.

Onkyo celebrates 50 years of “technological leader-
ship” by releasing a new range of products called
Integra. The first three Anniversary Edition models,
which will come in a special gold finish, are the A-
9911G integrated amplifier, the T-4711G tuner, and
the DX-7911G CD player. UK prices hadn't been fixed
at the time of writing. Also in the range are three black-
finish models: the A-971 1 integrated amplifier, the TA-
6711 cassette deck and the DX-7711 CD player.

The A-9911G amplifier is rated at 90W per chan-
nel, claims to use no negative feedback and is said to
provide lower distortion than even “exotic Class A
designs”. The 80W A-9711 incorporates much of the
A-9911G’s design and adds remote control.

The DX-7911G CD player employs Onkyo’'s own
conversion system and Accupulse Quartz circuitry, the
new Sample Rate Conversion system and a co-axial
digital output. The black DX-7711 offers a lower cost
alternative with similar technology. Finally, the
Anniversary Edition 7-4711G, brings RDS technology
to a high-end tuner. @ (0181) 343 3240.

Tannoy's new limited-edition 631 SE is based on the 631 we
reviewed in issue 141. The new modifed model sports a
redesigned crossover for smoother transition between drive
units in midband, a flux optimisation magnet added to LF
drive unit to increase efficiency of magnetic circuit, and
black-ash vinyl on a slim MDF
board replaces the plastic
laminate used in the
enclosure’s top panel.
With peak power han-
dling of 120 Watts per
channel, nominal imped-
ance of 6 Ohms and effi-
ciency of 87 dB/Wm, the
631 SE is priced at
£169.90. Industry pun
dits are already claiming
that this pricepoint may
become as hotly contested
as £130 is now.
@ 01236 420199.

Tannoy goes all special.

In brief

guards into electrical goods.
The meeting was hosted jointly
by Metropolitan Police
Commissioner Sir Paul Condon
and Mark Souhami of the
Dixons Group. Manufacturers
were urged to make use of PIN
numbers, immobilising cir-
cuitry and deterrent sirens.

Woodside Sound Engineering,
manufacturers of Radford
amplifiers, have moved to Ivy
House Farm, Wolvershill,
Banwell, Avon BS24 6LB.
= (01934) 820634.

Russ Andrews Turntable
Accessories’ 1996 catalogue is
now available. Order your free
copy on = (0800) 373467.

Kronos Distribution has opened a
new retail outlet at 35 Farlough
Road, Newmills, Dungannon
BT71 4DU. Product ranges
stocked include Micromega,
Arion, Triangle, Michell,
Impulse, Pro-Ject, Ortofon and
more. Opening hours are 9 to 5
Monday to Friday, with
evenings and Saturdays by
appointment. = (01868)
748632.

Hi-Fi manufacturers that have not
yet achieved the stringent
European EMC standards have
been granted a one year stay of
execution. It was originally
believed that all products sold
from 1st January 1996 had to
carry the CE mark. However,
the deadline has been extended
to 1st January 1997, allowing
non-CE marked equipment to
be still legally saleable.

— - —

True Dynaudio Dealers.

HiFi Experience, 17 Coniscliffe Rd, Darlington, 01325-481418

Music Matters, 351 Hagley Rd, Edgbaston, Birmingham, 0121-4292811
Music Matters, 93-95 Hobs Moat Rd, Solihull, Bimingham, 0121-7420254
Harrogate Hifi Centre, 15 Commercial St, Harrogate, 01432-504274
Cornflake Shop, 37 Windmill St, London, 0171-6310472

Nichols Hifi, 430-432 Lee High Rd, Lewisham, London, 0181-8525780
Performance Hifi Systems, 5 London Rd, Sevenoaks, Kent, 01732740425
Worthing Audio, 20 Teville Gate Precinct, West Sussex, 01903-212133
Music Matters, 156-157 Lower High St, Stourbridge, 01384-444184

Holburn Hifi, 441 Holbur St, Aberdeen, 01224-585713

W.M. Coupar, 812 Wellmeadow, Blairgowie, 01250-872436
W.M. Coupar, 33 Reform St, Dundee, 01382-229588

W.M. Coupar, 9 Scott St, Perth, 01738-634809

The Music Room, 98 Bath St, Glasgow, 0141-3325012

Richer Sounds, 34 Wellington Quay, Dublin, 0103531-6719666
Richer Sounds, 40-41 Smithfield, Belfast

Danes don't lie.

HI-F1 CHOICE
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Don't believe all that
you read in the press...

just this bit:

B&W has pulled the stops well and
fruly out for these speakers, and boy
does the result sound good... the
©01's sound like the voice coils of
Cod. Uprotheminute design, gold-
plated biwirable sockets: they're a

bargain - magnificent for £200

What Hi-Fi, November 1995

LISTEN A N D Y OU"’"LL S EE

For details and stockists of the 600 range of loudspeakers, '‘phone B&W UK on 01903-750750
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Jason Kennedy ventures up the M1 with plugged
ears and a new almanac of tube data.

went up to see Kevin Scott in

Nottingham recently: He’s the man

who built up the mighty Living

Voice Air Partner horn system. Not
long ago, he completed the smaller (though
still substantial) Air Scout, which has reso-
lution beyond your wildest dreams and
dynamics to satisfy the most demanding
material. Every time I visitKevin, his speak-
ers seem to sound better, but of late they
have achieved extreme resolution and
offered something far above the standards I
have come to expect from hi-fi. I refer to
resolution in its complete form: timbre,
dynamics, scale and solidity. The result is
staggering and just as sensitive to partner-
ing equipment as you’d expect.

Sowhatdid we get theseresultswith?Silver
transformered, zero negative feedback 300B
SEtube ampsandarareand exotic turntable
perhaps? We did use one of the latter
(Voyd/Wilson Benesch/Empire), but some
of themostconvincingsoundswereachieved
using a Trichord PD-S503 transport,
Monarchy DAC and its partnering DIP jit-
ter buster via push-pull pentode amplifica-
tion, courtesy of Audio Innovations (Series
800 Anniversary). Unusual perhaps, but
far from excessive.

And it was all there; delicacy, coherence,
power and precision. We tried a 211SE tube
amp that I'd brought (Gamma Rhythm)—it
soundedverypleasantandrefineduntilwe put
the Anniversaryback inandrealised thatitlacked
agreat deal of solidity and coherence. On our
hands was clear evidence that not all single-
ended ampsareequal. And by the way:
fine line preamplification was from
BorderPatrol.

The AirScoutisnowa fully finished, |
badged product, inaway thatvery few |
lowvolume highend productsare—still
at£14,750 I would hope it was.

[ also tried the Trichord Black Box
Omne mains conditioner on this macro
lens of a system. We put it on a Wadia
23CD playertoextraordinaryeffect. The
thing practically took off, resolution
improved, basspowerincreased, timing
tightened up and the sound wasinvigo-
rated with a new sense of life and ener-
gy. In one word: impressive!

HI-FI CHOICE

Planes, trains and fontopians
On the journey up the M1 I managed to per-
suade my good lady to drive while Thad a go
with some new Sony noise-cancelling head-
phones. Unlike previous models from Sennheiser
andothers,the MDR-NC10sareanin-ear design
created for the Walkman user who’d rather
nothavetolistenatdangerouslevels. Theyare
also highly appropriate for the traveller who
wantstorelaxwithoutthelow frequencydrone
of a plane, train or automobile.
WhenIsayin-earImeanrightin. These things
arewhatSonycallsafontopian design, which
meansthat, like those pink things thatused to
besuppliedwithtrannies, they fittightlyinyour
ear hole. This factor alone cuts out quite a lot
ofnoise, leaving the anti-phasing systemtoelim-
inate low frequencies, which they dovery effec-
tively. What’s strange about them is that by
cutting out bass they make the presence
(midrange) rangestand out. In practice, this
shouldmeanthatyoucan listen tothecarradio
in circumstances which would normally
requirea (considerably) quieter caroraloud-
erin-carsystem. Theonlydrawbacksarethat
they stick out quite a lot more than most in-
ear phones, and they aren’t very comfortable
inthelongrun. Perhaps myearsaretoosmall,
thoughldoubttheyaresmallerthanaverage...

Complements and substitutions

Those of you whose imaginations were fired
bylastmonth’sreferralsto two tubeampbooks
might be interested in a new publication that
comfortably supportsthe grandiose title Gold
Aero Tube Library Volume One- Complement

o

reduction with Living

Wave goodbye to noise

Voice's Air Scout speakers.

Waxings

and Substitution Guide 1950-1995.However,
thisisnotacoffee table decorator.It’s an engi-
neer’s reference that comes in ring-bindable,
loose leaf form— all 429 pages of it!

The majority of these pages are taken up
by descriptions of the tube complements for
775 amplifiers, including basic layout, origi-
nal tube complement, recommended tube
substitutions, original priceand review references.
There are also tube replacement listings and
equivalent guides, and it even has a compre-
hensive selection of tube base diagrams. You
getthe picture: thismanualis primarily of use
to people who regularly service tube amps.

The Librarywasputtogether by Frank Morris
andispublishedin the USby Cool SoundsPress
(fax0014083771282),costing $50 plus P&P.
What’s more, it’s not half as Americana-cen-
tricas one mightexpect, containingasitdoes
brandslike Trilogy, AudioInnovations, Leak
and EAR alongsidethegamutof USand a few
European brands — largely the array that is
or has been imported into the US. There are a
few notable exceptions, such as Audio Note.
However, the loose leaf nature of the edition
means that it can be easily supplemented.
Apparentlythefirstbatchofnewpagesturned
up at the Winter CES in Las Vegas, and the
publishernow threatenstwonew supplements
per annum. Brace yourself, Mr
Postman! &
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This little lot just goes to show that a
smooth-sounding, snazzy-looking
system needn’t cost you mega bucks.

The Richer
Sounds system: hoselovely peopleat Richer Sounds
have puttogetheravery nicesystem
for us this month, consisting of a
Cambridge Audio CD-4/DACMagic
2i CD player, the rtasty-
looking Alchemist Axiom
amplifier,andapair

separates that
were made for

one another.

14 APRIL 1996

of Gale Four floor-standing speakers.
Beforeauditioningthe completesystem,
I spent time with each item onits own
to assess individual characteristics.
I've reviewed the CD-4 in these
pages previously. It’s a very smooth,
warm-sounding player. For some sys-
tems (and tastes), itisslightly short on
drive and attack — partly the result of
having a lowish-level analogue
output voltage. However, add the
DACMagic 2i and the sound immedi-
ately perksupintermsofpresenceand
bite, as well as loudness. The new
DAC2ireplacestheoriginal DACI
and costs anextra £50.
The DACMagic 2i
looks similar toits pre-
decessor, but internal-
lyitdisplaysarange of
improvements,includ-
ingagold-platedcircuit
board and socketry,
plusopticaland coax-
ialinputs. Theseinputs
allow it to be teamed
with budget CD play-
ers that only have an
optical output —
although where a CD
playerhasboth,plump
for coaxial. It’s an
excellent digital con-
verterandsuperbvalue,
but it quickly makes
thejumpfromgood

SeSsSSIoNnS

,:}i,,;sl ’.%

. §
il pet

to downright
used viaits balanced outputs.
Comparedtothe DAC1,the DAC2i
is tonally more openand transparent.
It’s also a shade more detailed and
articulate. Thavejustone grumble: using
three mains transformers, the old
DACI was mechanically noisy, and,
alas, the DAC2iis much the same.
Ifnothingelse, Alchemist’s Axiom
integrated amp really looks the part,
with its combination of cool silver
brushedaluminumandgoldknobsand
end pieces. It sounds good too; warm
rather than analytical, with smooth,
clean treble and a full bass. It’s line
level only, so you’d have to add a sep-
arate phono stage for vinyl replay.
Forjustunder£200,the Gale Fours
give youyourmoney’sworth. They’re
quitesensitive,andsoundlivelyrather

outstanding if

than warm or rich, with a pleasantly
forwardbalancethatensures plenty of
detailand attack. Beguilingtheyaren’t,
butif you want your music sharp and
bold you’ll love 'em.

I began by using the system driven
by the CD-4 on its own, and felt the
sound was sharp, lively and clear. The
Gales don’t sound as open as the little
B&W DM302s, and have a slight
degreeoftonalhardness. However,it’s
something you soon get used to, and
onthecreditside’d say the Gales were
moreforgivingthanthe DM302s. The
slightly sweeterand softer sound ofthe
CD-4suitsthesystemquite well,ensur-
ing that hardness is not emphasised.

Adding the DAC2i brought the
expected improvement in detail and
attack,albeitattheexpense ofmaking
the Gale’stonalhardnessslightlymore
noticeable. In my own system, adding
the DAC2i to the CD-4 is a definite
improvement,butinthecontextofthis
systemIthink [ preferredthe CD-4 on
its own, simply because the overall
sound was friendlier.

Animpressive system all the same;
one thatdemonstrates the extra detail
and definition of good separates. And
forjust £800 it sounds quite special.
Richer Sounds & (0171) 403 4710

HI-FI CHOICE
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Marantz CD-63 Ken
Ishiwata Signature

Marantz is not a company content to
just sit back and smile at its successful
CD-63. Oh no, it has to go and make it
even better — show offs!

t hardly needs pointing out that the

CD-63 has been a runaway success
for Marantz, both with the press and
thereaders. There’san Mk IImodeland
anSEversion,butforthose ofyouwant-
ing the ultimate CD-63, Marantz
has now launched the Ken Ishiwata
Signature. This is the first in a pro-
jected range of Signature models
fromMarantz,intendedas‘Statement’
products of a standard above SE, but
with a realistic pricetag.

The KI Signature is actually made
in the UK, and the principal changes
between this model and the Mk II
include the use of a toroidal mains
transformer,improved powersupply,
a copper-plated chassis, plus faster
rise-time analogue output circuits.
The KI Signature is slightly heavier
than the Mk 11, although functions
and facilities remain identical. All in
all, there are some 33 component
changes between the original CD-63
and the new KI Signature.

I began by using the KI Signature
as a transport, feeding via a Meridian
518 into a Cambridge Audio DAC-
MAGIC 2i with balanced outputs.
Something noticeable right from the
start was the KI Signature’s beauti-
fully sweet, clean treble. It sounded
controlledandarticulate,yetlively, with
excellent detail and dynamics.

Comparisons with a CD-63/11
provedinteresting:drivinganexternal
DAC, the two players sounded pretty
close, with just a slight preference
for the KI Signature, which seemed a
shade fullerand more solidly focused.
Discarding the external DAC, so the
two players could be used via their
own analogue outputs, brought
moredifference. Againlwasstruckby
the beautifully sweeteffortlessnessof
the K1 Signature’streble, which came
across as very open and transparent.
By contrast, the CD-63/I1 sounded a
shade grainier and tonally harder,
without the same ease and delicacy.
The difference was most
noticeable with choral
music; the voices had
more edge on the
cheapermodel.On
a superficial com-
parison, the CD-
63/lIcouldbejudged
moredetailedonsome
music — it gives a
sharper,more‘etched’
treble quality, which
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makes it
appearmore tactile.
However, thisisnot the case; the K|
Signature actually proves to be much
morevaried and subtle in its presenta-
tion, and it also delivers slightly more
impactandtransientattack,despiteits
extra sweetness.

I found the KI Signatiure easy on
the ear without being bland; it has a
way of focusing your attention on the
music rather than its reproduction.
This sets it apart from the CD-63/11,
goodasitis,and makesitaworthwhile
upgrade for thosewho wanta musical
CD player that soundsimmediate and
tactile, yet sweet and beguiling.
Marantz Hi-Fi UK @& (01753) 680868

AVIS2000M 1

This amp is a rebel — it's British, but
small, tasty-looking and dynamic.
However, maybe it's a bit too gutsy...

ho says specialist British hi-fi has

tobe large, uglyand unstylish? AVI’s
diminutive S2000M I integrated amp
is small but powerful (100W), and it
offers a fast, clean and punchy sound
with detail and impact. Offering five
line level inputs, including tape with
monitor facility, the M1 forms part of
acompleteremotecontrol AVIsystem,
which also sports a matching tuner
and CD player. Forjust under £2,200,
you can become an owner of the
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com-
plete system.
Retailing separately at
£799,the M1 isaverysimple,straight-
forward productto use, with only vol-
ume and input selection to worry
about. Twobuttonsactivateamotorised
volume pot, with levelsindicated by an
illuminated scale. A supplied remote
handset gives input selection and
volume, in addition to functions of
the matching CD player and tuner.

As already indicated, the M1 is a
lively and powerful-sounding amp,
which has lots of energy and attack.
I found it positive and exciting in
presentation, while also reasonably
refined, withaclean,openanddetailed
sound. When [ put the AVIin place of
my usual Orelle SA-100, I was imme-
diatelyimpressed by thebiteandattack
of the former, which made the Orelle
sound almost a shade pedestrian.

Withextendedlistening,therewere
times when I felt that the M 1 perhaps
provedalittletoodynamicand up-front,
but such feelings are likely to depend
on personaltasteand thesysteminuse.
Certainly,AVI'sM I isagutsyampthat
should suit those after real specialist
UK hi-fi that kicks ass, but with the
styling, petite size and operational
convenience of a midi-system.
AVl (01453) 752656

KI Signature: the

first in Marantz's

new range.

The S2000M1
shows British can

be beautiful, too.
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B&W's DM302

speaker —so

much more than

just a pretty face.

CS122 cables
won over our *
most prejudiced
of testers.
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B&W DM302

This speaker was produced with the
lower end of the market in mind. So
B&W must have ‘cut corners’, but I'm
blowed if I can find exactly where.

t’salwaysdifficultforacompanypri-

marilyassociatedwithhighly-priced,
high-quality hi-fi gear to successfully
applytheirexpertisetoaproductaimed
further down the market. For B&W,
it was more than just a simple ‘me
too’ exercise. The company wanted a
speaker that could offer superb sound
and innovative design without flaws
orcompromises. Asaresult,the DM302’s
styling and finish are excellent, but the
cabinet is more than just a pretty face,
being both lightand rigid, with a‘spiky’
rear wall — like an anechoic chamber
to break up standing waves.

It seems to work; the DM302 has
anexceptionally ‘boxless’ sound for a
smallspeaker.It’sopenanduncolored
withoutthatconstrained, tonally hard
midrangeoftenfoundinsmall designs.
Sensitivity is a high 91dB/W, making
the 302 easilydriven (even bysmallamps),
and, as a natural result, it sounds fast
and dynamic. Bass could be deeper —
an inevitable trade-off with small
high-efficiency enclosures — yet the

sound is far from lightweight or thin.
Massed violins sound very sweet
and natural, as do voices. Choral
musicisastifftest,butthe DM302 passed
with ease, sounding natural and real-
istic.I’srevealing, though,and perhaps
less forgiving than some tonally hard
and lesstransparent models. So,when
fedwithgoodsources,the DM302 will
mostcertainly deliver.Inmanyrespects,
it seems to be the kind of speaker that
willjust keep getting better and better
as the equipment around it improves.
B&W_Loudspeakers (UK sales) = (01903) 750750

van den Hul Source

HB and CS122

Multistrand cables have a bit of a
dodgy reputation, but the CS122s are
no ordinary cables. In fact, they're fab!

With my prejudice against multi-
strand cables, I could easily have
writtenoffvanden Hul’s CS122 speak-
er cable. However, there were some
goodreasonswhy I didn’t. The CS122
has two 3.35mm dia conductors that
comprise 147 strands of 0.15mm dia
OFCcopperwitha puresilvercoating.
Theinsulation,madefromhalogen-free
Hulliflex, covers a thin carbon layer
intended to partially convert the
external magnetic field into an
electrical field,andactasanelectrical
bridge between conductors.
Strandeditmay be,but CS122 does
not have the weaknesses that often
afflictcablesofthistype.Itsounds very
smooth and articulate, with superb
focusandcontrol.Detail is impressive,
yetaboveall it was the sheer coherence
of this cable that won me over. There
was no tendency to exaggerate the
music;instead, thesound wascleanand
clear,withimpressiveanalysis.Inshort,
a cable of real integrity.
Thesamecanbesaidforthe match-
ingSource Hybrid interconnect. [thas
a stranded construction, featuring
silver-coated OFCcopperconductors
withacarbonlayer. Thecableisshield-
ed,and vdH claims use of special man-
ufacturingtechniquestopreventloss
of performance due to age-
ing. Terminated

THE FRONT END

lengths of 0.8m (£49.99) and 1.2m
(£59.99) are available.

Like CS122,SourceHybridisavery
clean and neutral-sounding lead that
offers clarity and detail with none of
the smearing or false hazy ‘warmth’
known toafflictstranded cables. Used
between CD and preamp, it sounded
correct tonally, with an excellent and
subtleinner detail whichallowsyouto
hear all the music. Nice one!
van den Hul @ (0181) 8109388

This subwoofer may be

cheap, but it’s no dog.

REL Q Bass subwoofer
Even those not particularly interested
in subterranean low frequencies have
been won over by the Q Bass.

In a few short years REL has secured
sub-bass speakers a respected place
in the serious hi-fi market. The pres-
enceofgood,cleananddeepbassadds
a unique depth and spaciousness to
the whole sound, improving sound-
staging, clarity, and fine detail.

Alas, the full REL effect has never
been cheap; hitherto you had to pay
£1,000 or more to get all the benefits
outlinedabove.Untilnow,thatis.With
thenew Q Bass,REL hassucceededin
producingasmallandrelativelycheap
sub that offers quality bass without
compromise. The O Bass doesn’t go
quite as deep as the Stadium II, true,
butit’sgood downto20Hzand offers
allthe speed andclarityyoucouldwant.

Being a sealed enclosure, itsounds
tighter and less voluminous than the
expensive Stadium II: on deep organ
pedalsthelow frequencies don’tquite
wash around the room, rattling any-
thingnotbolted down. Yetthebassis
satisfyingly deep and powerful —a

clean 20Hz is not to be sneezed at!
Evenmy big Impulse H-1s benefit-
ed from the O Bass, adding weight

HI-FI CHOICE
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and solidity to what is already a rich,
fullbottomend. Interestingly,the O Bass
reproduces less upper bass than the
bigger REL subs. Playing solo on
Erasure’s Blue Savannabh, the Q Bass
reproduced only the bass line; with
Stadium I11could hearthe vocals, too.

No matter how the controls were
set, Stadium II always reproduced
some of the upper frequencies. Q Bass
(withits variable upper frequency pot
setabouthalfway)soundedwelldown
at200Hz, whereas Stadinm I (frequency
controls set tominimum) still had out-
putat SOOHz.

I’'m not saying O Bass fully equals
the bigger REL subs, but itis surpris-
ingly comparable. Its more sharply
curtailedupperfrequencyregisterand
sealed enclosure make it slightly less
openthanreflexREL subslike Stadium
1. The Q Bass gives tighter, drier low
frequencies, and sometimes this is a
distinct advantage.

It’s still early days, but I'll take my
chances and rate Q Bass a tad above
Stadium 11 for tightness and control.
The latter wins on dynamics and
breadth,andgivesaclearedideaofthe
pitchofeachbassnote.Italsohasamore
voluminous sound on low organ ped-
als, but when you consider the price
difference, there isno doubt that REL
have an absolute winnerin its Q Bass.
REL &= (0181) 207 5050

Meridian 518

The 518 seems to offer everything you
ever wish for. Or is it just a case of a
lot of stuff that does very little...?

It’s usually a good sign when a new
product arrives for test and, after a
fewdays’'use,youwonderhowyouever
managed to live without it. And this s
exactly how I feel about

HI-FI CHOICE

Meridian’s 518 digital audio proces-
sor. It’s simple to connect and fairly
straightforward to use, yet the range
of user optionsiswide and [ could eas-
ily spend two or three pages going into
everythingthat’sonoffer. However,since
spacedoesn’tallowthis,I'llconcentrate
onitsresolutionenhancementabilities.
Justkeepinmindthatitcan beusedboth
professionally for CD mastering or as
a digital control preamp.

The 518 connects between a digi-
talsource (suchasaCDplayer)and DAC.
Even set to Bypass, it gives animmedi-
ate improvement, de-jittering the sig-
nalforacleanertreble,withmoredetail
and greater dynamics. By itself, this is
impressive, butit’salsojustthestart...

With the 518 set in enhancement
mode, you’re able to match the word
length of CD transporttoDAC, increase
the volume level of under-recorded
CDs in the digital domain, and intro-
ducenoiseshaping:atechnique which
moves audible distortion to a part of
thespectrumwheretheearcan’tdetect
it. There are five noise-shapers to
choose from, plus additive dither and
‘flat’ options for comparison.

CDs vary widely in terms of loud-
ness,andthosetransferredatalowlevel
willlack resolutionandfocus,even when
the amp volume is turned up to com-
pensate. The S18 allowsthe levelto be
increased by up to +12dBin the digital
domain, and a ‘Clip” warning illumi-
natesto tellyou when peaksare reach-
ing the danger point. On most music,
mostofthetime,itwon’tmatterif ‘Clip’
flashes up during peaks — you’ll not
hearanydistortion. Indeed, it’s surprising
howmuchyoucanexceed ‘maximum’
without audible clipping, although
much of itdepends on the music.

Manyclassical CDs may needany-
thing from +2dB to +6dB, sometimes
more, to reach peak level. Under-

Source DSP

recorded CDs sound tonally pale and
lackdynamicsandseparation,butlift-
ing level in the digital domain with the
518 helps restore missing colour and
vibrancy, and improves focus and
attack. The difference can be striking.

Thedifferentnoise-shapingoptions
canprovecomparativelysubtle,butout
of the five on offer I found myself pre-
ferring ShapesBand C. With each suc-
cessive Shape,thesoundgetsmoreand
more incisive, perhaps to the point of
aggression with shape Dand E. Noise-
shaping subjectively increases low-
levelresolutionandimprovesdetailand
separation. It also seems to make the
backgroundsilencesmoreinkyblack,
allowing quiet sounds to project with
greater articulation and vibrancy.

I found the 518 rather music/disc
dependent, butitreally suitslow-level
material with plenty otharmonics. Noise
shapinggaveaquietoboesolo,backed
by plucked strings, a reedier, more
plangent tone quality.

Meridian’s Bob Stuart prefers the
518 in Emphasis mode, because it
reduces digital noise and gives a 1-bit
increase in resolution. Some CDs are
mastered with Emphasis (a treble lift
thatrisesto+10dBabove 10kHz), but
they’renotthatcommon. The §18adds
digital emphasis, which the DACthen
removes with analogue filtering, thus
reducing noise like Dolby B.

While accepting the theoretical
advantagethatEmphasisbrings, [ pre-
ferred the 518 in Gain mode when it
appeared slightly sharper and more
transparent. The mode preferences,
however, will normally depend on
personal taste and the DAC used.

All in all, I found myself deeply
impressed by the §718.Itmaysoundlike
hype, but I almost can’t imagine how
I’ve played CDssince 1983 withoutit!
Meridian Audio & (01480) 434334 =

Meridian’s 518 — let
it into your life and
realize what true hi-fi

happiness really is.

fetersi

Dither In Out
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Goldmund, Krell and
Nakamichi unite in over-
the-top audiophility.
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bsoluteSounds is not the sort
ofcompany thathidesitslight
under a bushel. Then again,
you’dneedapretty largebushel
tocamouflageapairof Wilson
Grand SLAMMs...
Thetwocampsofhi-fiand AVrarely
see eye to eye about quality concepts,
and the best of hi-fiand the best of AV
are usually very different beasts. Yet
Absolute Sounds, run by Ricardo
Franassovici,hascreated the seemingly
impossible: the sortofhi-fisystem that
audiophiles would donate spare vital
organstoown,and thesort of AV sys-
tem that restores faith in high tech.
Ricardo began his quest for the
best in AV some time ago, by search-
ing for an existing reference pointand
tryingto betterit. Eventually, he found
the Cello Music & Film System in
Hollywood. Having set the reference
point,Ricardolookedatevery proces-
sor,projectorandancillaryuntilhewas
happy.Thenhebecamethe English dis-
tributor for thecompaniesinvolved...
TheaudiosideofAbsolute Sounds’
systemis well-known, buthasprogressed
overthe years. The cassette deck is still
a Nakamichi 7000XL. The turntable
remainsa Goldmundwith AirTangent
arm and Koetsu cartridge, but this is
now fed intoatwo-boxKrell KPE phono

ABSOLUTE SOUNDS’ AVSYSTEM

Absolutely divine

If you thought home cinema gear could never sound as good as
hi-fi, think again. Alan Sircom mests a system that delivers!

stage. Alongsidethere’sa£5,345 Theta
Data Mk 11T which doubles up as CD
and LaserDisctransport. The DACand
preamplifier have been replaced by the
£3,495 Angstrom 200 Home Cinema
Director, which in turn feeds a pair of
Krell Audio Standard 2 monobloc
power amps. Finally,a pair of Wilson
Audio X-1/Grand SLAMM speakers
completetheaudiosystem.Normally,
these £19,500 power amps and nigh-
on £70k six-foot tall speakers would
dominate any room, but in Ricardo’s
elegantlisteningloungeanythingsmall-
er would look minute.

Seeingis believing
Thevideosideofthesystemisfarmore
discreet. Inthecentreoftheceilingthere’s
a £13,497 California Audio
Labs/CineVision IDP650Cthree-gun
data-grade CRT projector. This takes
video signal from the Theta Data 111,
aswell asa more pedestrian VCR and
satellitedecoder,todisplay ona Stewart
screen, which descends from the ceil-
ing. Thisscreenalso has two black-out
patchesateachsidefornormal TVview-
ing. In the tradition of big screen pre-
sentations, these panels can retract
when the main feature is played in
Widescreen.ForNTSCLaserDiscs, the
videosignalisenhanced througha £4,444
Dwin LD2-2 line doubler.

Back to sound, and once again the
Angstrom 200 unit is the centrepiece.
This acts as conventional stereo line-
level preamplifier, digital converter
forthe ThetatransportandafullDolby
Pro-Logicprocessor(witha£1,098 AC-
3 upgradeifrequiredin future).

Forcentreandrearchannels,signal
passes to the £3,985 Krell KAV500/3
three-channel poweramplifier. Thisamp
(which also can be configured as, or
upgradedto,afourorfivechannel device)
feedsthecentreand rearchannelspeak-
ers. Theseare Martin-Logan Logosand
Stylos respectively. The centre Logos
speaker is attached to the picture rail
just above the projector screen, while
the two Stylos speakerssitateye-level
in the corners of the rear wall. There

are no subwoofers, but with a speak-
erlikethe X-1/Grand SLAMMrepro-
ducingalmostanyfrequencyfrom DC
to light, who needs one?

The secret’s in the set up
Thecomponents,illustriousastheyare,
form only half of this story — careful
setting-up is paramount for ultimate
soundquality. The Absolute Soundssys-
tem cannot be assembled in a couple
ofhours:itrequiresdedicationandtime
to bed in, and a few minor (but vital)
readjustmentstowringoutthatlastfive
percent of performance.

Installation began with the stereo
set-up, foritis Ricardo’s opinion that
it’s impossible to get good cinema
sound withoutgood audio. Fromhere,
the picturewascarefullyadjusted over
a period of months. Finally, when he
was happy with the sound and vision,
therestof the cinemapackage wasincor-
porated into the system.

[ found the system’s picture quali-
ty littleshort of sensational. Although
this is the most expensive audio-visu-
al system I’ve seen outside a real cine-
ma, the amazing picture quality more
thanjustifiestheexpense. Thereisasense
ofdepthandsolidity to theimagesthat
challengesthe bestconventional screens,
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withacolourbalance thatisbothsub-
tleandvibrant. EvendemandingNTSC
passages, wherestrongbluesandgreens
are blendedtogether,areportrayedimpec-
cably. Evenwatchingblandafternoon
TV quiz shows is a delight with a big
picture as well balanced as this.

Thesoundturnedoutto beevery bit
as stunning, whether in stereo or five
channelmode. Therearsettingsshowed
how many subtleties the Angstrom
processoriscapableofrevealing. Unless
the soundtrack wentway over the top,
youwere hardly aware ofthe centreand
rearchannels—untilyouswitched these
channels out. The film then fell away
into very good stereo.

Ultimately,thesoundquality ofeach
part of the system was typically Krell,
givingasense ofrock-solid bassand detail
sostrongthatitisalmostforward,almost
bright. This complemented the detail
retrieval capabilities of the Wilson
speakers perfectly, making for a pre-
sentation thatwould delightinforma-
tion hounds. It may prove too exact-
ing forsome, butremainsnevertheless
the sort of system that cannot be criti-
cised in absolute terms.

The £150,000 total pricetag is lit-
tleshortofscary. However, when you
lookmorecarefullyatwhatyouget,and

HI-FI CHOICE

Above: is this the finest AV system
known to man? Right: Angstrom’s 200
Home Cinema Director (beneath VCR).

whatthecompetitionhastooffer, that
sumstartstolook more sensible. Toget
abetter picture quality,youwouldneed
some sort of line quadrupler — some
£20,000 more than the Dwin .D2-2
doubler—andatop-classdataprojector,
that could easily cost up to £100,000
onits own.

You could up the ante of the audio
side, by usingadedicated CDplayer (like
the Krell KRC-20i whichwillbe ontest
in our next issue), a more audiophile-
esque preamp than the Angstrom and
possibly substituting the KAS2 power
ampsforapairofthe four-chassis, 350w
KAS. But this would add an extra vol-
ume controlandafurtherumpty-thou-
sand pounds to the final price.

So is it worth the money?
Therealsecretofthissystemisitsdiver-
sity. Mosthigh-end AVsystemsstillrely
upon one or two principal brands.
Thissystemsources1.D, processor, power
amps, frontspeakers, sideandrearspeak-
ers,projector, linedoublerandevenscreen
andcables from differentmanufacturers.
Ricardo’shome cinemaoutfitis the

finestexample oftruehi-fiand AVinte-
gration that I have ever encountered.
[fany company believesithas a better
system, letthemcomeforward. Ricardo’s
outfit sets a new standard that would
be hard to beat atany price. £

Absolute Sounds Ltd., 58 Durham Road, London
SW200DE. = (0181) 947 5047
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“It’s a rare combination

of superb sSound, and
terrific value” ...

and only available from these dealers...

ABERDEEN
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi
01224 587070
ALDERLEY EDGE
Aston Audio
01625 582704
ALDERSHOT
Sextons Hi-Fi
01252 20728
AYLESBURY
Northwood Audio If
01296 28790
BANGOR

1&H Griffiths & Sons
01248 370655
BARKING
Hyper-Fi

0181 591 6961
BARNSTAPLE

J & A Video Centre
01271 24384
BARROW IN
FURNESS
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi
01229 838757

Moss of Bath
01225 465085
Paul Green Hi-Fi
01225316197
BEDFORD
Richard'’s Audio
Visual

01234 365165
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi
01234 272779
BELFAST
Audio Times
01232 249117
Richer Sounds
01232 321332
BIDEFORD

J & A Cameras
01237 421791
BIRMINGHAM
Music Matters
0121 429 2811
Music Matters
0121 742 0254
Norman H. Field
Hi-Fi

0121 622 2323
Richer Sounds
0121 643 1516
Superfi

0121 631 2875
BISHOP’S
STORTFORD
Chew & Osborne
01279 656401
The Audio File
01279 506576
BLACKBURN
Practical Hi-Fi
01254 691104
Romers Hi-Fi
Centre

01254 887799
BLACKPOOL
Practical Hi-Fi
01253 300599
BLOXWICH
Sound Academy
01922 473499
BOLTON
Practical Hi-Fi
01204 395789

BOURNEMOUTH
Mike Manning Audio
01202 751522
Movement Audio
01202 529988
Suttons

01202 555512
BRACKNELL
B&B Hi-Fi

01344 424556
BRENTWOOD
Brentwood
Hi-Fidelity
01277 221210
Hi-Spek
Electronics
01277 226303
BRIGHTON
Richer Sounds
01273 673333
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi
01273 733338
The Power Plant
Hi-Fi

01273 775978
BRISTOL
Richer Sounds
0117 973 4397
V'Audio

0117 968 6005
BROMBOROUGH
CROSS

Peter's Hi-Fi
0151 344 1874
BROMSGROVE
Spains

01527 872460
BURTON UPON
TRENT

Grange Hi-Fi
01283 533655

ST. EDMUNDS
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi
01284 753776
CAMBORNE
E.TS.

01209 712344
R.J.F. Audio Visual
01209 612260
CAMBRIDGE
Campkins Hi-Fi
01223 312240
The Audio File
01223 68305
CANTERBURY
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi
01227 462787
CARDIFF
Richer Sounds
01222 465654
CARLISLE
Practical Hi-Fi
01228 44792
CASTLEFORD
Eric Wiley Hi-Fi
01977 556774
CHATHAM
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi
01634 846859
CHELMSFORD
Colvill Hi-Fi
01245325125
Richer Sounds
01245 355666
CHELTENHAM
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi
01242 241171

CHESTER
Peter’s Hi-Fi
01244 319392
CHICHESTER
Chichester Hi-Fi
01243 776402
CHIPPENHAM
JD Stereo Center
01249 654357
CHORLEY
Monitor Sound
01257 271935
COLCHESTER
Pro Musica
01206 577519
CONGLETON
The Hi-Fi
Showrooms
01260 280017
COVENTRY
Frank Harvey Hi-Fi
Excellence
01203 525200
Superfi

01203 223254
CROYDON
Richer Sounds
0181 667 1100
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi
0181 655 1203
Spaldings Hi-Fi
0181 654 1231
DARLINGTON
Hi-Fi Experience
01325 481418
DERBY

Superfi

01332 360303
DOUGLAS
Island Compact
Disc Centre
01624 674505
DUBLIN 2

Hi Fi Corner

00 353 1 671 4343
Richer Sounds
00 353 1 671 9666
DUBLIN 4

The Sony Centre
00 353 1 667 0990
DUNDEE

J.D. Brown
01382 226591

W. M. Coupar
01382 229588
EAST GRINSTEAD
Audio Designs
01342 314569

TWICKENHAM
Riverside Hi-Fi
0181892 7613
EDGWARE
Musical Images
0181 952 5535
EDINBURGH
Bill Hutchinson
0131 220 0909
Bill Hutchinson
0131 667 2877
Richer Sounds
0131 226 3544
ENFIELD
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi
01813421973
EPPING

Chew & Osborne
01992 574242

FALKIRK

Hi-Fi Corner
01324 629011
FOLKESTONE
Halksworth Wheeler
01303 255688
V.J. Hi-Fi

01303 256860
GATESHEAD
Lintone Audio
0191 460 0999
Lintone Audio
0191 477 4167
GLASGOW

Bill Hutchinson
0141 248 2857
Richer Sounds
0141 226 5551
The Music Room
0141 332 5012
GODSTONE
Surrey Hi-Fi
01883 744755
GUILDFORD
Rogers Hi-Fi
01483 61049
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi
01483 36666
HALIFAX
Huddersfield Hi-Fi
Centre

01422 366632
HARROGATE
Harrogate Hi-Fi
Centre

01423 504274
HARROW
Harrow Audio
0181 863 0938
HASTINGS
Adams & Jarrett
01424 437165
HEREFORD
English Audio
01432 355081
HIGH WYCOMBE
B&B Hi-Fi

01494 535910
The Sound Gallery
01494 531682
HORSHAM
Horsham Hi-Fi
01403 251587
HOUNSLOW
Musical Images
0181 569 5802
HUDDERSFIELD
Huddersfield Hi-Fi
Centre

01484 544668
HULL

A Fanthorpe
01482 223096
Superfi

01482 324051
Zen Audio

01482 587397
ILFORD

PRC Hi-Fi & Video
0181 514 7448
INVERNESS

The Music Station
01463 225523
IPSWICH
Eastern Audio
01473217217
KETTERING
Classic Hi-Fi
01536 310855

KINGSTON UPON
THAMES
Infidelity
0181943 3530
Richer Sounds
0181 549 9999
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi
0181 547 0717
LANCASTER
Practical Hi-Fi
01524 36991
LEEDS

Bill Hutchinson
0113242 7777
Richer Sounds
0113 2455717
Superfi

0113 244 9075
LEICESTER
Leicester Hi-Fi
Company
0116 2539753
Listen Inn
0116 2623754
May’s Hi-Fi
0116 262 5625
Richer Sounds
0116 255 4656
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi
0116 2557518
The Stereo Shack
0116 253 0330
LINCOLN
Superfi

01552 520265
LIVERPOOL
Beaver Hi-Fi
0151 709 9898
Better Hi-Fi
0151 227 5007
Richer Sounds
0151 708 7484
LLANDUDNO
Peter’s HiFi
01492 876788
LONDON
A&M Electronics
0171580 1577
Analog Audio
0181 445 3267
Audio Concept
0181 567 8703
Auditorium
0171 247 5000

Azat

0171 580 4632
Bartletts Hi-Fi
0171 607 2296
Billy Vee Sound
Systems

0181 318 5755
Brians Hi-Fi
0171631 1109
Chelsea Audio
Visual Centre
0171 352 2596
Citysounds
0171 436 5366
Francis of Streatham
0181 769 0466
Hi-Fi Care

0171 637 7879
Hi-Fi Care
0171637 8911
Hi-Fi Confidential
0171 233 7225
Hi-Fi Experience
0171 580 3535

LONDON
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi
01376 501733
Hi-Fi Surplus Store
0171 323 6712
Hi-Fi Surplus Store
0171 935 7582
Hi-Spek Electronics
0181 349 1166
HiWay Hi-Fi
0171 636 5974
Kamla Electronics
0171 323 2747
K.J. West One
0171 486 8262
M. O'Brien Hi-Fi
0181 946 1528
Musical Images
0171 497 1346
Myers Audio
0181 520 7277
Oranges & Lemons
0171924 2040
PRC Hi-Fi & Video
0181 470 3499
Richer Sounds
0171 352 8496
Richer Sounds
0171 403 1201
Richer Sounds
0171 722 3359
Richer Sounds
0171 831 2888
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi
0171 352 9466
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi
0181 855 8016
Shasonic

0171 323 0333
Sound Sense
0171 402 2100
Spatial Audio &
Video

0171 637 8702
Superfi

0171 388 1300
The Cornflake Shop
0171 631 0472
The Sound
Organisation
0171 403 2255
Uxbridge Audio
0181 742 3444
LOSSIEMOUTH
John Munro
01343 812340
LUTON

B&B Hi-Fi
01582 459915
MAIDENHEAD
B&B Hi-Fi
01628 73420
MAIDSTONE
Halksworth
Wheeler

01622 756756
MANCHESTER
Bill Hutchinson
0161 832 1600
Practical Hi-Fi
0161 839 8869
Superfi

0161 835 1156
The Hi-Fi Room
0161 832 0888
MARGATE

V.J. Hi-Fi

01843 226977

MIDDLESBOROUGH
Middlesborough
Sound & Vision
01642 223366
MILTON KEYNES
Technosound
01908 604949
NEW MALDEN
Grandix

0181 336 0012
NEWBURY

B&B Hi-Fi

01635 32474
NEWCASTLE

Bill Hutchinson
0191 230 3600
Richer Sounds
0191 2301392
Lintone Audio
0191 232 3994
NEWPORT

Hi-Fi Western
01633 262790
NEWQUAY
Quarterdeck Music
01637 851441
NORTHAMPTON
Listen Inn

01604 37871
NORTHWOOD
Northwood Hi-Fi
01923 820877
NORWICH
Basically Sound
01508 570829
NOTTINGHAM
Forum H-Fi & Video
Centre

0115 962 2657
Richer Sounds
0115 9241551
Superfi
01159412137
OBAN

Frank Walton Hi-Fi
01631 62917
OLDHAM

Audio Counsel
0161 633 2602
OTLEY

Aston Audio
01943 467689
OXFORD

Oxford Audio
Consultants
01865 790879
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi
01865 241773
PAIGNTON
Upton Electronics
01803 551329
PERTH

W. M. Coupar
01738 634809
PETERBOROUGH
The Hi-Fi Company
01733 341755
PLYMOUTH

The Hi-Fi Attic
01752 669511
POOLE
Movement Audio
01202 730865
PORTSMOUTH
Now That's Hi-Fi
01705 811230
PRESTON
Goodrights
01772 257528
Practical Hi-Fi
01772 883958

ableTalk

For further information please write to:
Cable Talk, Unit 12, Farnborough Business Centre, Eelmoor Road; Farnborough, Hants GU14 7XA

Tel: 01252 373434. Fax: 01252 371818

Please quote HFC 04/96

PRESTWICH
Richer Sounds
0161 773 0333
RAMSEY
Island Compact Disc
Centre
01624 815521
READING
B&B Hi-Fi
01734 583730
Reading Hi-Fi
01734 585463
READING
Richer Sounds
01734 591111
ROTHERHAM
Moorgate Acoustics
01709 370666
RUGBY
Sounds Expensive
01788 540772
SAFFRON
WALDEN
Chew & Osborne
01799 523728
SCARBOROUGH
Audio One
01723 355654
SEVENOAKS
Performance Hi-Fi
Systems
01732 740425
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi
01732 459555
SHEFFIELD
Moorgate Acoustics
0114 2756048
Richer Sounds
0114 2661616
Superfi
0114 2723768
SHREWSBURY
Creative Audio
01743 241924
Shropshire Hi-Fi
01743 232317
SLOUGH
Frasers Hi-Fi
Video
01753 520244
SOUTHAMPTON
Richer Sounds
01703 231311
Southampton Hi-Fi
Centre
01703 228434
ST. ALBANS
Radlett Audio
01727 855577
ST. AUSTELL

T

01726 75400
ST. NEOTS
AN Audio
01480 472071
STAMFORD
Stamford Hi-Fi
Centre
0178062128
STOCKPORT
Richer Sounds
0161 480 1700
Ward & Williams
0161 430 2934
STOKE

Living Designs
01782 260047
Superfi

01782 265010
STOURBRIDGE
Music Matters
01384 444184

SWANSEA
Quinn’s Audio
Visual Systems
01792 773644
THAME

Thame Audio
01844 215431
TORQUAY
Chelston Hi-Fi
01803 606863
TRURO

ETS.

01872 79809
TUNBRIDGE
WELLS
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi
01892 531543
TUXFORD,

nr Newark
Chantry Audio
01777 870372
UXBRIDGE
Uxbridge Audio
01895 230404
WALLINGFORD
Astley Audio
01491 839305
WARRINGTON
Practical Hi-Fi
01925 32179
WATFORD
Hi-Fi City

01923 226169
Richer Sounds
01923 218888
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi
01923 213533
WEYBRIDGE
Cosmic

01932 854522
WEYMOUTH
Weymouth Hi-Fi
01305 785729
WILMSLOW
Swift Hi-Fi of
Wilmslow
01625 526213
WITHAM
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi
01376 501733
WOKING
Bartletts Hi-Fi
01483 771175
WOLVERHAMPTON
Superfi

01902 772901
WORCESTER
Sevenoaks Hi-Fi
01905 612929
West Midlands
Audio

01905 458046
WORTHING
Bowers & Wilkins
01903 264141
Phase 3 Hi-Fi
01903 245577
WREXHAM
Acton Gate Audio
01978 364500
YEOVIL

Mike Manning

Audio

01935 79361
YORK
Vickers Hi-Fi
01904 629659
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'SPECIAL

Naim Audio is
noted for a
no-nonsense
approach to hi-fi.
Paul Messenger
investigates their
first surround
sound processor.
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hefirst AV processorstocome

mywaywere Dolby Surround

devices from Marantz and

Akai,waybackinthemid-’80s.

Both were notably simple to

setupanduse—the Akaiimple-
mentation was actually built into the
back of a VCR.

The first Dolby Pro-Logic proces-
sor couldn’t have provided greater
contrast.Ispentadayatalexiconsem-
inar undergoing training, then the
same time again tryingtofigureouthow
many different channels of power
amplification I needed!

I must have tried a few dozen dif-
ferent implementations since then,
either as separate processors or built
into TVsets,and lhavecometorealise
that Dolby Pro-Logic Surround does
nothavetobe complicated. It’scaught
on commercially, too, to the point of
becoming the universal way to repro-
duce movie soundtracks at home.

However, Pro-Logicis much more
complicated thansimple Dolby Surround,
which leaves questions begging to be
askedand — froma puristaudiophile
perspective — certain contradictions
tobeconfronted. Byitsveryexistence,
this is precisely what Naim’s new
£1600 A V1 processor does. Addanoth-
er £700 for an extra NAP140 power

allm

Above: The Naim MD's listening room,
with two Naim DBLs but no dialogue
speaker! Right: the minimalist AV1

amp to drive the rears, and it’s an
indisputably pricey way ofaddingsur-
roundsoundcapability. There’snosign
of any Dolby logo anywhere in sight,
andinconfigurationit’smuchmorelike
Dolby Surround than Pro-Logic.

The most obvious omission is of a
centre-front dialogue channel. The
front soundstage is strictly two-chan-
nelstereophonic, while the processor,
forallitselaborateand complexcircuitry,
is merely used to extract and delay the
surround channels.

What, no dialogue?

Why no dialogue channel? There are
several contributing reasons, but a
good starting pointisto turn the ques-
tionroundandask:whyhaveadialogue
channel? Its prime purpose is to satis-
fy Pro-Logic’soriginal brief, which was
tocreate asurround sound experience
in a large cinema auditorium, where,
bydefinition,mostoftheaudience will
be well off the central stereo axis. The
centre-frontchannel was, therefore, cre-
ated to keep thedialoguelocked to the
centre of the screen from all the seats
in the house. (It wasn’t a new idea —

AV1

NAIM’'S AV DEBUT

therewasastronglobby forthree-chan-
nel stereo with centre-fill way back in
the’50s, supported by anumber of US
manufacturers;Paul Klipschcontinues
that tradition today.)

However, what’s necessary for an
auditorium full of people is not neces-
sarilyrelevantinthehomeenvironment.
Andanyonewho’salready invested Naim-
system-size money will be making pret-
ty certain he or she gets the best seats
in the house: somewherealong the main
stereo axis, where dialogue will auto-
maticallybelocated firmly. Istruethat
large households might find the sepa-
ratedialoguespeakeranadvantage,but
it’s far lessrelevant thanin the cinema.

Thereisanadvantageinreproduc-
ingdialogue fromasinglepointsource,
simply becausevoicesdosoundthatbit
more natural and better focused —per-
hapsdue to the phaseerrors that twin-
source mono is bound to introduce.
However,thereareseveral otherequal-
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lycogentreasonsforeliminating thedia-
logue channel. First,thisavoidsanypro-
cessingin thesignal chain,never mind
steering logic.

Then there’s the toughest question
of all: where do you put the dialogue
speaker? Theanswerwill dependonwhat
sortof picture display you’re using,and
is bound to involve some sort of com-
promise. The best dialogue reproduc-
tion is usually achieved with a speak-
er well off the ground and away from
walls,whichalmostcertainly putsitright
in the way of the picture. In the cine-
ma, they put the dialogue speaker
behindthescreenandmakesmallholes
for the sound to get out. This isnot by
anymeansideal,andnorisitreally viable
fordomestic projectors,asthe holeshave
to be much smaller because the screen
is much nearer. With bulky direct-
view TV sets, you don’t even get that
option: below the TVistoocloseto the
floor; while above the TV it sits on top
of a large rattly plastic box, whereas a
rigid speaker stand is necessary to do
justice to a decent sound system.

Whichever way you look at it, the
dialogue speaker runs into some sort
oftroublein thedomesticenvironment,
and arguably itis unnecessary. Naim
goesonestep further, pointingout that
the space between the speakers should
be left as clear as possible in the inter-
ests of the very best stereo reproduc-
tion;thecompanystrongly encourages
the use of in-room projection for
TV/videodisplay.It'scertainlytruethat
alargeglass’n’plasticbox between the
speakers represents a degree of sonic
compromise,butroomprojectionishard-
lythemostconvenientsolutionforday-
to-day viewing.

Back to basics
‘Minimalintrusion’isthewholeessence
of Naim Audio’sapproachto AV, and
thecompany thatpioneeredthe removal
ofsingularcontrols fromamplifiers has
now come up with the two-knob sur-
round processor. Bothknobsset ‘gain’:
oneforeachoftwosynthesisedsurround
channels (as distinct from Dolby
Surround’s one). In addition there are
two little bar-graph meters that act as
checksonbalanceandoverload. There’s
amute buttononthe frontand an on/off
switch on the back, but nothing else,
and no remote handset either.

AVl takesitsfeedfromthe sparestereo
pre-outsocketsofany preamplifier,and
takes an essentially passive role in the
proceedings once its levels have been
set to match front/rear speaker sensi-
tivitiesatthelistening position.I’"dhave
liked remote controloverlevelandmute,
to make fine adjustinents fromthe lis-
tening seat, as the ‘passive’ configura-
tion renders test-tone line-up imprac-
tical. Adjustmentisdonesubjectively.

HI-FI CHOICE

Inside the deceptively simple case-
work liesconsiderableelectroniccom-
plexity,andanythingbutminimalism.
A-to-D converters turn the incoming
analogue signal into digits, where-
upon Philips DSPchipsare used toextract
and synthesise the phase-encoded sur-
roundinformation. Stillindigital form,
the signal undergoes a 15ms fixed
delay thatsimple passivesystemscan-
notaccomplish,althoughit’sanimpor-
tantpartofthesurroundsoundillusion.

The passive watershed

If the advantage of passive surround
decoding is thatit maintains full two-
channel stereo compatibility, the dis-
advantageisthatitdoesn’thavethecapa-
bilitytobouncesoundsaroundtheback
of the room. By the very nature of the
passive process, thesurround channels
arecreated frommainleftand rightchan-
nels, but the sounds thatcreated them
remain in the front channels, too.

Only by applying Pro-Logic, or
some otherformof activesteeringlogic,
can one actually remove sound from
the frontsoundstage and divertittothe
rearchannels. Evenwithsteering logic,
front-to-rearseparationisrelatively mod-
est,whichis why the movie industry is
movingrapidly towardsdiscretemulti-
channel systems like Dolby AC-3 (see
feature, p. 35). Such soundtracks are
already available on recent US NTSC
LaserDisc titles, but seem unlikely to
appear on European releases.

The passive approach must, there-
fore, be regarded as something of a
halfway house to surround sound,
rather than the full monty, and those
seekingmorespectaculareffectsshould
look elsewhere. Withspeakersmount-
ed right behind the listeners, as Naim
recommends, it’scertainly possible to
‘drag’ sounds outside of the front
speakersandabouthalfway back down
theroom, butno further. Whichisnot
necessarilysuchabadthing. Whenaudi-
tioning Pro-Logic processors| tend to
mountthe surround speakersattheside
ratherthanbehind, setmaybehalfametre
behind thelistening positionand point-

ingdowntowardsthe
back oftheroom. Ifind
themore modesteffects
rather more natural
thanwithrear-mount-
ed surrounds, and to
some extent the AV1
givesacomparableresult.
Where the AV 1 really stands out,
though, is in sheer transparency, and
itsgeneralapplicability tovirtuallyany
sound source. The most obvious role
ofsurroundchannelsistogeneratesur-
roundsoundeffects,andthe A V1iscer-
tainlyalittlereticentonthatfront. The
otherimportantsurround taskistomake
thelisteningroom ‘disappear’acousti-
cally, and replace it with a much larg-
ersimulatedacoustic. Anditisherethat
theconsiderablepoiseand precision of
theNaimkitisexceptionallyeffective.
Setthelevelssothatyou’renotreal-
ly aware ofanything going on behind,
then go back to your seat armed with
a long stick (labelled ‘remote control
handset’),and usethistoswitchthemute
on and off. Introducing the subtle and
delayed surround hasnodeleteriouseffect
onthe frontinformation, butsomehow
opens upthescaleofthelisteningroom
tomorelikethatofasmallconcerthall.
Thisaddsalittleextrawarmthand weight
as a bonus, yetavoids the sort of heav-
iness and smearing that lesser proces-
sorsand amps are apt to introduce.

And the conclusion...

Ifthe AV fallsalittleshortofthemark
in generating spectacular surround
effects,itswonderfullack ofintrusiveness
will be a major plus point for the seri-
ous stereo listener who is unwilling to
compromise, yetisanxiousnottomiss
whatvideosourceshavetooffer. Most
surroundprocessorsinsertedinmysys-
temhavebeenusedformoviesandsport,
staying switched off for the rest of the
time. The AVI,however, hasbeendoing
its seductively subtle thing for a cou-
ple of months now — and it stays on
almost all of the time. A
Naim Audio Ltd, Southampton Road, Salisbury
SP12LN @& (01722) 332266

Top: Naim's factory lis-

tening room. Above: the
Sanyo PLC-320M data
grade LCD projector
(£8,107.50), modified and
sold by Naim.
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SERVING LONDON
FROM BATTERSEA
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0171-924 2040

61/63 WEBBS ROAD, SW11
Now IN OUR SECOND FRUITFUL YEAR
MAKING FRIENDS WITH
THE AWARD WINNERS

t Doug Brady Hi-Fi

NEW TO HI-FI? OR ARE YOU UPGRADING?

Either way you could do with a Friend in the Trade

We've been making friends with our customers for 34 years now. We're a family firm, much more concerned
about a fruitful long term relationship with our customers than with hard selling.

Because you are the reviewer! What suits your ears, what fits your budget is yours to decide. After all, the
menu card is no substitute for the meal, performance figures are no substitute for driving the car, and even an
award is no substitute for hearing the equipment you want to test via your own ears.

So close your eyes, open your ears and make a hi-fi choice at Doug Brady Hi-Fi. We have systems from £500
to £50,000, a two-year guarantee, and after 30 years we are still a friendly family business.
| don't think you could make a better friend in the trade. And our advertisements are our happy customers.
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OPINION Bi()

CDs shaped as Madonna's breasts and
Westrex 3008 valves back in production,

Barry Fox reveals all!

he record companies got very

excited recently by the news that

two German students used a fret

saw on a CD. Although they cut it
into a fancy shape, it still played.

Bigdeal. Ofcoursethe CD played. Thelaser
inaCDplayerplaysdiscs bytrackingoutfrom
the centre hole, not tracking in like the stylus
ofagramophone. The Tableof Contents, which
electronically indexes a CD, sits at the very
beginning of the recording, closest to the
centre. So cut-up CDs will play until the laser
getstothe outeredge. Thentheplayerwillmake
nasty noises through the speakers, perhaps
damaging the tracking arm before giving up.

Playing time will be reduced from the
usual 75 minutes, depending on howmuchcir-
cular space is left near the centre. If the TOC
takes all this into account, the disc will neat-
ly stop playing before the laser gets confused.

Therecord companiesnowseethisasagreat
marketing gimmick. But let them be warned
on several counts: modifying the pressesin a
CD factory, to mass produce oddly-shaped
discs, will be expensive. So the discs will cost
more to make, while holding less music.

Anyattemptatcutting downcirculardiscs
risksbreakingthelacquersealatthe edge, which
is there to stop air getting to the aluminium
reflective layer. Once theair gets to the metal,
it will start to corrode and the disc will ‘rot’.
The corroded parts cannot be played.

Philips warnsthatthe disc mustbe pressed
circular, then cut, which willinevitably dam-
agethelacquerseal. Thisimpliesthat ‘rotting’
is inevitable with time. An odd-shape disc is
alsolikely to jam in the CD player’sloading
tray, upset the balance and then damage the
spindle (ifitspins). And when the playerlidis
closed, the disc will no longer be visible, or it
willlook like asilvercircleas it spins.

People call Philips a spoilsport for tightly
controlling the CD standard. However, it is
due to the company’sstrictness thatany CD
bought anywhere in the world will play on
any player. The computer industry could do
with a similar spoilsport...

For all these reasons Philips may well
blockanyattemptatchangingthe discshape.
Under current rules, the CD licence specifies
a disc must be circular to a tolerance of
0.3mm. Manufacturerscannot manufacture
withoutalicence. Philips’ own pressing plant
has often been asked to make non-round
discs. One request was for a Santa Claus
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shape. “Noway, José,” isalways the answer.
Oh,andbytheway,ifthe Germanstudents
try to patent the idea of a non-circular disc, |
shall playspoilsport.I’snownearly ten years
since I sat in on discussions at Philips’ Head
Office, when the company was planning to
launch the daft CD Video. This stored five
minutes of analogue video, and they wanted
to distinguish CDVs from music CDs. I sug-
gestedan oval orsimilarly odd-shaped disc...
Philips pooh-poohed the idea forallthe sound
reasonslamnow passingon. Butl wrote about
the idea, which (inadvertently) killed the
chances of anyone else trying to patentit.

Tube Snake Boogie

And this month’s tube tip: if you’ve
beensavingup for a pair of original
300B power triode valves, made
by Westrex, the Western Electric
company in America, wait a bit
longer. Westrex stopped making
valves in 1988. Other factories
werealreadyclosed. Themil-
itaryandtelephonecom-
panieshadlongsince
goneovertotran-
sistors. The
audioindus-
try needed
only a very few
pairs,certainly not
enoughtojustifyafull
production line, so the
line wentovertomakingtran-
sistors. Afterall,itwasBell Labs, parentcom-
panyto Westrex, thatinvented the transistor.

Eversincethen, theaudio industryhas bought
in valves from China and Russia, where fac-
tories still make them. There are two good
reasons for this. Their telecoms industry has
notkeptup withtechnologicaldevelopments:
they still use old valve equipment, which
needsreplacement tubes. Theirmilitary equip-
ment uses valves because they can withstand
EMP, theelectromagnetic pulse thatcomes from
a nuclear explosion and knocks out transis-
tors. Westernforcesusetransistors, but thard-
en’ them with shielded casing.

The Russian and Chinese factories do not
knowabout ‘golden ears’. They maketheirvalves
tosatisfy telephoneengineersandsoldiers. And
these valves can go ‘soft’. Traces of gas cont-
aminatethevacuum,eitherbygetting through

poorsealsorescaping from theglassitself. The .

valve then loses power and distorts sound
signals. So Westernimporterscheck thesevalves
before sale for hi-fi use. This puts up the price
by £50-plusatimeformimic300Bs. However,
thisisstill peanutscompared to the £1,000 or
soyou can pay foranoriginal Westrex 300B.

“Just about every manufacturer of high-
end hi-fi now sells a tube amplifier,” Charles
Whitener of the Westrex Tube Division told
me. “So one year ago we decided to start pro-
duction again. Theoriginal staff are using the
originaltools...thefirsttubes arereadyforsale.”

The new 300Bs will sell for $350 each. The
factory will make 25,000
this year for the hi-fimarket

They don’t make them
like they used to. Well,
they do actually.

alone. Whitener
assures me the new
valves will be indistinguishable from the
originals. Hence my suggestion that you
pause before paying a grand forthelatter.
Particularlyintriguingis Whitener’s men-
tion of talks between Westrex and a UK com-
panyaboutstartingup productionheretosup-
plytheEuropeanmarket. Longago, Western
Electric owned STC (Standard Telephones
and Cables) in the UK. Northern Telecom
boughtchunks of STC. Mullard, nowowned
by Philips, had valve factories in the UK.
GEC Marconi was in the valve business, too.
Who will start making 300Bs is any one’s
guess. But one thing’s for sure: the hi-fi press
willtrytodecidewhichnew 300Bsarebestand
whether any are asgood as the originals. 2
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|s THX the
ultimate solution
for music and
movies? Jason
Kennedy
checks out three
systems at.
London's Kamla
Electronics.

amlaElectronics,on
London’sTottenham
Court Road, houses
the UK’sonly multiple

THX demonstration

room. Whenyou’reushered

into KapesPatel’smoodily litroom,
it’s not immediately apparent that
itcontains21loudspeakercabinets,
some of them sizeable subwoofers,
but you soon get an inkling when you
noticethatonesideoftheroomismade
up ofgrille-cloth-covered panels. These
concealtheelectronicgoodies until the
lightsare dimmed, whereuponredand
green LEDs shine through, hinting at
the high-powered electronics behind.
Openingeach panelexposesastack of
serious AVgearand theodd subwoofer
ortwo;closertothescreenone observes
left/right speakers jostling for pole
position. The six subwoofers are
arranged along the bottom of this
metre-deep AV ‘wall’, with a REL
Studie standing by attherear oftheroom.
TheVsideofthe AVequationisunsur-
prisinglytopoftherange,andtakesthe
formofa Runco Cinemna Pro
750 three-gun projector
(£7,000)and a Da Lite
DaSnap THX screen
(£3,000). The latter

is perforated so as

not to muffle a cen-

tre channel speaker
T placed behind it; you
( losealittle bitof picture

The amazing £2,000
Lexicon 500T does its
thing with a bowl of fruit.
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Above: getting close to the PAV. Top:
JBL’s dual-purpose music/movies
speakers are pictured on the right.

resolution butgainsoniccoherence. In
thisset-up therearethree (vertical, THX
style) centrechannelenclosures behind
the screen —an array that would have
been impossible to arrange around a
conventional screen.

Probably the best toy in this room
is the Lexicon 00 Tsystemcontroller.
Thisisremotecontroltakentothemax:
back-lit,and programmable onboard
orfromaPC,itlookslikeamidget TV.
Verynice. Butveryexpensive (£2,000).

THX for beginners
The ‘starter’ system in this array costs
£6,200pluscables. Itssourceis Pioneer’s
stalwart CLD-2950 LaserDisc player,
the machine that plays both sides of a
disc, and whose chassis is the basis of
thetwohigh-end LD playersthatfront
more 