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HERTELL SOMA MERZ, Ludwigsburg

The Jamo Concert Series.
HEAR...SEE...RELAX&ENJOY...
Advanced technology, innovative design and refined
workmanship is not always the perfect recipe for suc-
cess, we believe a little more is required.

The Concert series has enabled Jamo to produce a
range of loudspeakers which will reproduce music that
is clean and neutral. The dynamic range transparency
and sound stage are all raised to a higher dimension.

The successes attained by the Jamo development team
is the result of efforts to design high-quality loudspeaker components which are critically
matched to one another.

It is an honour for us to introduce this new generation of loudspeakers to you...
...Jamo Concert 11, Jamo Concert 8 and Jamo Concert Center.

THE SOUND OF EXCELLENCE - Made in Denmark.
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JAMO UK Ltd, 5 Faraday Close, Drayton Fields, Daventry, Northants NN 11 5RD Phone: 01327 / 301 300, Fax: 01327 / 300 511
International enquiries: JAMO A/S, PO. Box 220, DK-7870 Glyngoere, Denmark, Phone: +45 99 76 76 76, Fax: +45 97 73 20 75
Web page: http://wwwjamospeakers.com  E-mail: speakers @jamo.dk




(OPINION Qi)

Editor’s

Notebook

Stan Vincent gets all hot under the collar about
hi-fi poseurs, and sings the praises of the airwaves.

he last few years have witnessed
a trend of spiralling excesses.
Not long ago, gratuitous dis-
plays of wealth were frowned
upon, but this was no less a fashion fad
than the current vogue for flaunting it. In
America, naturally, they have already
coined a term for this backlash against
asceticism: ‘pleasure revenging’. No sur-
prise, then, that in so many ways the wave
of excess visible in Britain today stems
directly from our dollar-crazed cousins.

Naturally there is a hi-fi angle on all this.
From where does most stratospherically-
priced ‘high-end” equipment originate?
Why, the good o’ US of A. Stereophile, the
American magazine which is the high-end’s
stamping ground, is awash with the stuff;
AV Interiors, the Hello! magazine of the US
home-cinema world, likewise groans under
the weight of THX, home automation and
leather settees galore. In a strange way this
audio-visual excess seems appropriate to
the States, in the same way that stretch-
limos blend perfectly with the Yanks’
streets and sidewalks. The problem, how-
ever, with hi-fi as much as cars, occurs
when you transplant exotic foreign species
and expect them to take root on more aus-
tere British soil. Like the worst kind of
expatriate visitors, foreign.artefacts live up
to all the worst stereotypes assumed of
them in their country of emigration.

It’s all about attitude. In America people
buy big cars and big hi-fis simply because
that’s what they were put on God’s earth to
do. (Although there seems to be a healthy
US underground movement trumpeting the
virtues of stripped-down British hi-fi over
and above the more extravagant local vari-
ety.) In the UK, our inferiority complex
starts with US-saturated TV programmes

and filters down into our buy-
’ ing decisions. In an ideal
world, as I have suggested
in this column previously,

We were honoured to
be voted Hi-Fi Magazine

Of The Year at the CETI Industry
Awards, Harrogate, May 1996.
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one selects the best tool to do the job, and in
musical terms that means good-quality hi-fi
equipment. But one shouldn’t take a sledge-
hammer to crack a nut, and I deplore those
who invest in hi-fi for its macho appeal —
as a sop to their egos, not a soother to their
sounds — as much as I despise those who
never buy hi-fi in the first place.

Get your priorities right!

What set me off on this tack was the result
of our gigantic CD player test this month,
which you’ll find reported from page 50
onwards. There, as you’ll see, we’'ve lis-
tened to 20 players priced from the sublime
to the ridiculous, under blind conditions, in
an attempt to answer the eternal question
“...but is hi-fi really worth that much
money?” Regrettably, the answer is “it may
be”, but our findings indicate that a high
price is no guarantee of sound quality. All
you can be sure of is something that looks
big, metallic and macho...

The question of hi-fi profligacy leads
inevitably to the amount of electrical
energy needed to operate a system. Again,
this is an area where posturing outweighs
pragmatism. When there is growing evi-
dence by the day that we are burning up our
future by sucking too much juice out of the
wall, don’t you agree that your system
should be as energy efficient as possible?
And do you really need to leave everything
on 24 hours a day, seven days a week? |
well remember my physics teacher intoning
that heat was the most useless form of
energy, and you should give that maxim
some thought if your Class A amp is cook-
ing idly in the corner.

However, even if we’re not prepared to
compromise on power requirements, there
may be a conscience-salve in sight. Solar
power is being taken increasingly seriously
as an alternative to fossil-fuelled electricity.
More importantly it might improve sound
at the same time! I say this without a shred
of technical evidence, merely a hunch that
since so many evils are attributed to mains-
borne interference, surely one’s own solar
farm would be a boon for pristine sound.
The technology’s available and affordable
right now. The environmental organisation
Greenpeace recently toured the country

demonstrating a kitchen chock-full of elec-
trical gadgetry, which operated happily
from solar panels generating two kW of
power. If any hi-fi enthusiasts have actually
experimented with alternative energy
sources such as this, I’d be interested to
hear from them.

The art of procrastination

The pre-Christmas health-guilt complex
has bitten with a vengeance, so to improve
my sorry state of fitness I resolved to start
walking in to work. I would need two tools
for this job: a pair of stout walking shoes,
and aradio to keep me company. Regrettably
it will take some time before I acquire the
shoes, but I have managed to secure a radio
from my friends at Aiwa: their dinky little
CR-DS15 model (£42.99), which offers
AM/FM reception, enough presets to store
my favourite stations, and a speaker for use
without headphones. Regrettably, because
I just haven’t managed to acquire those
shoes yet, I have been reduced to testing the
radio on the bus. Being a headphone pedant
I’m using a pair of Grado SR80 headphones
in place of the flimsy little in-ear jobs sup-
plied, and the £110 Grados have revealed
surprisingly full-bodied, detailed sound
from the radio itself. Inevitably, walking
around London incurs numerous glitches
of distortion and noise to mar reception,
but I would rather listen to the radio than
some mangy old cassette tape any day.

[ mention this only because a radio is the
ideal way to wind down after hard days in
the office, which is what we’ve been endur-
ing to ensure you get your copy of Hi-Fi
Choice on time. I only hope you enjoy read-
ing it! Listen to some great music this month,
and please accept the ’k
very best wishes for 1997 \j -
from all of us here. g/t,/\ W\(ﬂM

Hi-Fi Choice is the UK hi-fi magazine

representative of the European Imaging &
Sound Association
(EISA). Every year

EISA awards the
finest hi-fi and home
cinema products
throughout Europe.
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Not all systems are equal, but
we have two synergistic combos
. in this month's Instant Systems!
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Sharp MiniDisc
systems, personals
and portables!

3 From the Editor’s Notehook

Our beloved leader Stan Vincent talks about
all things hi-fi — and then, like all good lead-
ers, annexes the Sudetenland.

13 The Jimmy Hughes Experience

Jimmy goes straight to the motherlode of all

listening — the ear. Find out how to audiologi-

cally improve your listening pleasure.
15 Paul Miller’s Oasis of Sanity

This month, Paul Miller takes a break from
measurement to talk about the trials and

tribulations of blind listening tests, the heart of 3

Hi-Fi Choice’s reviews.
17 Personal Messages

Paul Messenger speaks the truth about loud-
speakers large and small, thick and thin.

13 8 Ultra Vivian Scene

David Vivian has discovered that hi-fi has
reached Kent at last — well, at least there's a
new shop in Maidstone.

30 High-end Headphones

With his specially-shaped head and ears,
Alvin Gold is curiously well-adapted for head-
phone listening. Gasp as he throws down the
jam on the latest top-class cans.

40 Designer Speakers

David Vivian gets stylish with the latest
designer loudspeakers from manufacturers far
and wide. Do they sound as cool as they look?

50 CD Players

Paul Miller guides the blind listening panel
through the world of digital audio, with no less
than 20 exciting new CD players, ranging from
under £150 to over £3,000.
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2 6 Subscriptions

Subscribe to Hi-Fi Choice and discover the
answers to many secrets, including the loca-
tion of the lost city of Atlantis — perhaps.

103 Readers’ Classified

' : Buy, sell or trade a bargain today in our

portfolio of well-loved, pre-owned hi-fi products.

l 2 8 Factshack

The ultra-quick way to access classic Hi-Fi
. Choice articles and reviews.

137 Next Month & Who's Who

Find out what's going on in March’s Hi-Fi
Choice, and find out who's to blame for this
: one

: 104 How To Buy

Daunted by the prospect of buying a system?
; Fear not: expert advice is at hand to help you
: make the right decisions.

lo 5 The Price Guide/Directory

A complete listing of all new hi-fi products on
¢ the market, and an easy-to-use almanac of
: every component we have reviewed.

16

WIN!WIN!WIN!
£2,000 worth
of Sanyo AV
equipment
must be won

this month!

PRODUCTS FEATURED

IN THIS ISSUE

Arcam Alpha 7

Arcam Alpha 8
Audiolab 8000CDM
Audio Research CD1
Aura CA200

Aura PA100

B&W DM305

Blue Room Minipods
Cambridge Audio CD4SE
Copland CDA-288
Denon DCD-3000
Grado SR 225
Harman-Kardon HK620
Jamo Deco Art
Kenwood DP-7090
Living Voice Airscout
Living Voice RW24
Marantz CD17 KI Signature
Meridian 508

Mission dAD3

Musical Fidelity FCD
Myryad MC-100

Naim CD2

Philips CD721

Pioneer PD-S705

Rogers db101

Roksan DP3P

Rotel RCD-970BX
Sennheiser HEGO/HEV70
Sherwood CD1

Solid Classic Monitor
Sony CDP-XE300

Sony MDR CD-1700
Sound/Bass/Power Bites
Stax Lambda Nova Basic
Tannoy D100

TEAC VRDS-25
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In brief

The ‘Mana Effect’ has begun to
spread to the recording indus-
try. The recent Broken China
CD by Pink Floyd’s keyboard
player Rick Wright has been
produced using Mana’s
professional equipment tables.
These support key items in the
recording chain and have made
a Mana convert of top record
producer, James Guthrie.

« (0181) 429 0118

Silvernote has a new series of
interconnect cables called
Coppernote. Prices range from
£29 to £69 and there are three
models. Silvernote is also spon-
soring a new quarterly magazine
called Ultra High Fidelity aimed
at the DIY and vintage audio
enthusiast. = (01992) 620905

North London hi-fi dealer Grahams
Hi-Fi has just announced later
evening demonstrations.
Traditionally Grahams Hi-Fi has
opened until 6pm from Tuesday
to Saturday. This has been
extended to 7pm on Thursday
evenings. @ (0171) 226 5500

Origin Live has three new loud-
speakers. The Resolution at
£732is abookshelfmonitor, the
Sovereign at £975 is a floor-
stander and the Conqueror at
£1,650 is a three-way floor-
stander. All three employ large
radius-curved edges and are
available in cherry and
mahogany. Another common
feature is a tuning system for
integration into a variety of
placements and rooms.
 (01703) 442183

JVC has launched its ‘home-cin-
ema audio’ line with the £350
AX-V8BK Dolby Pro-Logic

6 FEBRUARY 1997

A fistful of bits

Technology king Meridian Audio, in a burst of pre-
Christmas activity, has launched a 20-bit version of the
506 CD player, and a new monoblok amp, the 505.

The 506 has been honed to take advantage of discs
with an effective dynamic range of 19 bits, which are
being produced with the company’s own 618 professional
mastering processor. The new £1,100 506 uses the same
Crystal DAC as the 508, but without the re-clocking or sta-
bilised master oscillator. Within its case you'll find a car-
bon-and-glass-fibre anti-vibration disc clamp, and a high-
speed three-beam laser pick-up.

The 506 also incorporates a proprietary processing
system that de-jitters the data being abstracted from the
disc before it is decoded.

The £795 505 power amp is a 160 Watt monoblok
device that's designed to partner Meridian’s 501, 502,
541 or 562A preamps. The company claims it will deliver
in excess of 30 amps, meaning that few if any loudspeaker
loads should cause it discomfort. It provides both balanced
and regular inputs. 2 (01480) 434334

Selling cable
by the pound

QED Profile cables: the
genesis of a new sound?

Cable and accessory specialist QED has launched the
Profile series of loudspeaker cables. Produced to com-
bine the qualities of thin solid core and thick multi-
strand topologies, the Profile series is the result of
QED’s Genesis report. This is not, it would seem, an
investigation into the activities of Messrs Collins,
Rutherford and Banks, but a comprehensive study of the
effects of cables on hi-fi systems.

The resulting Profile range bears a passing resem-
blance to the high-priced Nordost cables, and comprises
small bundles of multi-strand conductors arranged in a flat
array. There are two Profile models: the 4x4 (at £9/m)
features four copper conductors for signal and return, while
Silver 12 (at £15/m) benefits from silver-plated OFHPC
(oxygen-free high purity copper) in its six cores per
conductor. @& 01276) 451166

Meridian’s 506 goes up to
19! (Bits, that is...)

Down by
the sea

Just blown in from Clacton is a new range of entry-level
amplifiers from LFD Audio. The Mistral range includes inte-
grated, power, pre and phono amps with prices well below
£500. Derived from the company's Zero range, the Mistral’s
notable points are an aluminium and stainless-steel con-
struction, with specially-designed components within.

The Mistral Integrated (£449) is a 50 Watt MOSFET
affair, with point-to-point wiring, a “meticulously-laid-out”
circuit board, star earthing, and separate power supplies for
input and output stages. This feature, combined with a high-
current-output capability, means that few speakers will
cause this amp any concern. The Phonostage (£299)
accepts moving-magnet and high-output moving-coil car-
tridges, and is claimed to offer a dynamic but smooth sound
by virtue of its multiple hybrid active/passive power supplies.

The Mistral Line and Powerstage pre/power amps cost
£449 apiece, with the Linestage featuring dual-mono con-
struction, and the Powerstage offering an ultra-low imped-
ance output by virtue of its multiple-capacitor PSU.

@ (01255) 422533

LFD Mistral range blows in from the coast.

HI-FI CHOICE



N

Yorkshire's finest decamps to Huntingdon

Modus Mid-Field Monitors, new from Wharfedale.

Tannoy’s big box bonanza

Tannoy is the latest member of the ‘will-you-look-at-the-
size-of-that-speaker-and-how-little-it-costs’ club. The
Tannoy Mercury M2 offers 380x203x270mm of box for
the paltry sum of £140, thanks to Hungarian manufacture.
This makes it a larger and £9 cheaper proposition than
Tannoy’s current budget baby, the 631. M2 is wood-built
throughout and packs a hefty six-and-a-half inch paper-
cone main driver plus one-inch soft-dome tweeter.

Front baffle finishes are cherry or grey birds’ eye maple;
sensitivity is 88dB at eight Ohms. & (01236) 420199

Akai trumpets DVD début

LR 2

Wow! A DVD player! All We_}}_‘*?é is softywl

Akai will be launching its DVD player, the DV-P1000, at the
end of January in Japan, and to the rest of the world in April.
The first non-DVD consortium company to launch a player
for this new audio/video format, Akai's is only the fourth
player to be announced.

Due to retail for 80,000 ¥en (approx £500) the DV-
P1000 incorporates MPEG 2/Dolby AC-3 surround process-
ing and a multi-angle function that allows viewpoint switch-
ing within the image. This is alongside the standard DVD
features such as multi-language and captioning, not to men-
tion compatibility with conventional CDs and PC data for-
mats. @& (0181) 897 6388

Goin’ down to Bristol

There will be numerous new product
launches, among which a preview of
Meridian's prototype DVD player, the 586,
is sure to be a major draw.

The show will be open from 11.00am-
6.00pm the first day, 10.00am-6.00pm
the second, and 10.00am-5.00pm the
third. For further details call @ (01222)
398201 or @ (01865) 742194.

THE
RISTOL
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More than 100 hi-fi brands are forecast to
appear at the Sound & Vision Bristol hi-fi
show, due to be held at the Bristol Marriott
Hotel, Lower Castle Street, from 21st-23rd
February 1997.

At this 10th anniversary event, organ-
ised by dealers Audio Excellence and
Audio T, key manufacturers present will
include Arcam, Audiolab, B&W, Denon,
KEF, Linn, Marantz, Mission-Cyrus, NAD,
Pioneer, Teac and Yamaha.

HI-FI CHOICE
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Yorkshire's best-loved loudspeaker company has just moved
its head office — to Cambridgeshire! Wharfedale speakers
will continue to be produced in the land of black pudding and
Geoff Boycott, but Verity-owned Wharfedale's new office is
at 30 St. Peters Road, Huntingdon, Cambs PE18 7DG, the
former premises of Verity-acquired company Quad.

Wharfedale's latest product line is the Modus Mid-Field
Monitor series. These new models are designed to appeal to
the more traditional hi-fi enthusiast. There are four models in
the range: the two-way stand-mounted mfm1 at £249.95,
the £349.95 two-way floorstanding mfm3, the £449.95
mfmb5 that adds a passive radiator to the mfm3 package,
and the £649.95 mfm7, which is a three-way floorstander
with a passive radiator. Each speaker uses the same horn-
loaded silk-fabric dome tweeter, mineral-loaded homopoly-
mer bass driver, and proprietary ‘Audio Stealth’ mouldings
throughout. & (01480) 431737

Closed back attack

Due to unprecedented demand Sennheiser has reintro-
duced the HD 250II closed-back headphones. Retailing at
£149.95, the HD 250II features neodymium iron mag-
nets, triple-wound CCAW voice coils and 99.99 per cent
pure OFC leads with Kevlar strengthening strands.

The HD 250II returns to Sennheiser’'s product roster
after a two-year sabbatical. = (01628) 850811

Closed-back back in black!
Sennheiser’s HD 25011 returns...

“Affordable” Classé

Classé Audio has intro-
duced two new products
retailing at £1,895.

The CAP-100is a 100
Watt, line-only design
with balanced inputs, four
regular inputs, divisible
pre/power amps. and an
aluminium remote con-
trol. £200 buys a plug-in

phono stage.

CDP.5 is a cut-down
Classé CDP-1, incorporat-
ing Burr-Brown 20-bit

DACs and an HDCD
decoding facility. Digital
output is via an AES/EBU
balanced socket; ana-
logue via balanced and
single-ended outputs.

@ (0181) 947 5047

In brief

amplifier which incorporates
DAP (digital acoustics proces-
sor). This is a variation on the
digital soundfield processing
theme instigated by Yamaha.
The JVC amp accepts four video
and four audio inputs (includ-
ing phono) and is remote con-
trolled. = (0181) 450 3282

Sovtek has produced
its own version of
the legendary
3008 triode
valve. Claimed to
outperform all
current brands as
well as the
legendary Western
Electric model,
Sovtek’s version will
retail for £73.

@ (01273) 220511

Tubistor is a ‘revolutionary’ new
audio amplification device
said to combine the sonic
strengths of valves and tran-
sistors. Created by the
American Tomorrows Research
Today company, the Tubistor is
claimed to sound like a tube
but with the practicality and
economy of solid-state
devices. It's also claimed suit-
able for substitution into exist-
ing solid state circuits.
< (001619) 7248999

Kudos has a new budget speaker
stand called the Arrow. A three-
column design, this £50 stand
can be sand filled and is sup-
plied with floor spikes and
optional top plates, with and
without spikes.
= (01903) 750750

RockBase v2 for Windows is a
‘comprehensive’ database of
337,000 records (ie CDs, LPs,
cassettes etc) from over 43,000
artists. This £34 CD rom has
information on recordings and
artists going back to 1952, with
search facilities to locate
information by artist, album or
single track.

« (01895) 444603

Linn Products has a new mono
amplifier called the LK240.
Priced at £750, this DC-coupled
design can accommodate
active crossover modules and
pumps out 125 Watts into 8
Ohms. Its name derives from
the 240 Watt output it will
deliver into Linn-style four Ohm
speakers.

e (0141) 307 7777
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Mixing ‘n’
Matching

Richard Black spends quality time with two more separates systems getting
the review treatment. Which components are really compatible?

or the second instalment of

Instant Systems, two very

different systems come under

scrutiny. In the budget one, the

amp and CD player together
cost about the same as the speakers, the
whole lot coming in at £730. The more
expensive system, at just under £3,400,
features speakers costing only one fifth of
the whole, fed from a £1,300 CD player;
not such a common way to distribute the
budget, perhaps, but it proved exceptionally
interesting. If nothing else, this exercise
showed that Rule Number One in system
building is that there is no Rule Number
One — sometimes the results of quite
improbable pairings can be quite
remarkable.

It's always worth mentioning just why
system matching is such an important part
of hi-fi selection. In fact | believe that it
can be overdone, and there is a sense in
which a component is either good or bad,
full stop. But if one remembers that the
‘best’ hi-fi is really the ‘least bad’, or
perhaps more kindly ‘least compromised’,
it does follow sensibly enough that
matching a set of compromises to obtain a
palatable whole is not a bad idea. And
don't forget the personal factor either:
apart from the unknown surroundings of
your listening room, which will never be
quite the same as any reviewer's or
retailer's, there is the question of what sort
of music you play and what sorts of flaws
really bug you.

At Hi-Fi Choice we're here to give you
as much help as possible, and selecting
compatible systems is a part of that. At the
very least, we hope this and simtlar reviews
will give you a good place to start with yaur
own system building.

8 FEBRUARY 1997

Philips CD721 £129.99
Harman/Kardon HK620 £249.99
B&W DM305 £349.95
Total (excl. cables, stands, etc.)..£729.93

The components

n Issue 159, Philips’ CD721 got an ‘obvi-
I ous Best Buy’ recommendation, and at its

very modest price (which includes a
remote control) it seems as good a place as
any to start with CD. Purists will throw up
their hands in horror at the captive, no-qual-
ity output cable, but worse things happen;
I've found more wire of similar quality inside

HI-FI CHOICE




some very expensive audio. The CD721’s
biggest single virtue is that it demonstrably
doesn’t sound cheap in the way some £100-
odd CD players do, with their nasty, spitty
treble and coarse midrange. High end it
ain't, but it's never less than well-behaved.
Harman/Kardon’s HK620 was selected
from amplifiers reviewed in issue 162,
where it too was awarded a Best Buy. H/K
seems to have had quite a good line in cheap
and not-so-cheap amplifiers in recent years,
and | still sometimes haul out my HK3500
(£370 in about 1989) as a handy reference
when | forget what a mid-price amp should
sound like. The ‘620 features six line-level
inputs, two tape outputs, a headphone out-
put and tone controls. | have mixed feelings
about tone controls — they can be handy in
moderation but can also be a right bind
when, as on this sample, they aren’t quite
perfectly centred and have to be tweaked for
flat response. -
Finally, the B&W DM305 is a new, floor
standing speaker using B&W's ‘Prism’ tech
nology to help reduce internal standi
waves and, therefore, cabinet coloratioi
Economically built but smartly finish
model has a rear-facing port and is inte
for away-from-wall positioning. It fi
the usual two drivers and claims quite

| (C T—

COMPACT DSC RLAYER COT21

HI-FI CHOICE

sensitivity, although | found it is not quite
the easiest load in the world to drive.

Ancillary bits? Interconnects clearly
aren’t an issue; | used some Furukawa
speaker cable which was to hand but I'm
sure basic 79-strand would be great for
starters. The DM305s come with spikes,
which | duly tried, but I've never really
believed in spikes and used sorbothane feet
instead. Spikes just make your floor sing
along, while soft or springy feet isolate the
floor, and | couldn’t care less that the
speaker is a bit wobbly at about 1Hz, which
hardly has any bearing on the audio band.
The most important thing is to get the speak-
ers sensibly positioned in the room, which
ve'll come to in a minute.

uality
school of thought which says that
i-fi should major on the ‘party fac-
nt excitement, great impact, lots
t energy and blow the hangover
s. If that's you, you may not care
stem. If, on the other hand, you
uralness of tone, good detail,
treble and bass extension and a
illingness to pump up the volume
a good time now and then, you
end £730 in far worse ways. This

system is not abou?éjying a taste of the
high end in some area at the expense of oth-
ers, but about giving a pleasant, easy-going
and above all unfatiguing blend of virtues
across the board.

Of course t are things to criticise.
There is Wamo‘um of coloration in
evidence &nd on some progr nme MEICHE]
the treble can develop a bit of a ‘sheen’
which can be a little intrusive, for instance
with orchestral strings playing high up. This
seems to be Iargely“a function of the speak-
ers but is also related to the amp/speaker
interaction as was shown by swapping the
H/K for a Musical Fidelity A2 (floating
around as aresult of mown ‘goalposts on
the expensive system reviéew). | hasten to
add that perfect treble is really very much
the domain of far pricier gear, but this exper-
iment did serve to show what might later be
improved in this system by upgrading.

Even so, the extentgigyphich it is possible
to hear ‘through’ the DM305s is really very
good and certainly most creditable at the
price. | was particularly struck, for instance,
by the aplomb with which the system han-
dled full orchestral material, cheerfully ren-
dering the massed attack of brass and per-

cussion without squashing the more subtle

tones of woodwind. Piano recordings also
came ot pretty well, perhaps just a sha
hollow and brittle but certainly a lot mor
a piano than many systems | have hear
Moving from classical material to si
thing a little more dance-beat oriented,
at first nonplussed by over-the-top
coming out. Having set the system up
handful of classical albums which |
well, | had ended up with the speaker
about six inches from the back wall, ni
much because they sounded best theri
because they didn’t seem to sound an
ter further forward and | like a few |
square inches spare! However, a driving
drum kit got the room booming along
bly, and | soon appreciated the wisdg
B&W's recommendation for 20 ing
behind the speakers. Thus adjusted
treated to some gratifyingly strong and!
defined bass; again, perhaps not thg
high-end monty but still nicely belie
And on reflection, classical music did per-
haps seem a bit clearer in the bass.
Meanwhile, electric guitar had a good
‘twang’ and vocals were suitably expressive.
In my 200 sq ft room, it played loud enough
for all but true headbangers without strain.
Two experiments with amplifiers are
worth mentioning: Denon’s PMA350SE was
tried but seemed much less happy with the
speakers, having a little more initial impact
but decidedly less refinement and detail; on
the other hand, the £500 Musical Fidelity
A2 justified its higher price with a great
improvement in authority, showing just
where the limits of the H/K occur in terms of
bass control and depth (although the MF
has less bass output), and upper midrange
clarity. Clearly, there is a beneficial upgrade
path for this fine starter system.
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Marantz CD-17 KI SIG .........£1,299.90 [
Aura CA200/PA100 ..£699.95/£699.95 |
Tapnoy D100 ol aiiai £689.90

Total (exc. cables, stands, etc.)..£3,389.70 l

The components

his system definitely hails from the
T‘what if?’ school of system building.

There probably aren’t many systems
sold where the CD player costs twice as
much as the speakers. It is generally
accepted that CD players reach a pretty
decent level around the £300 mark (give or
take), while loudspeakers benefit more obvi-
ously from increased expenditure. iHowever,
the exact kinds of distortion introduced by
CD players and speakers differ profoundly,
and perhaps, we reasoned, there are listen-
ers who are more bothered by the former
than the latter and would gladly gain some
CD player refinement at the expense of
speaker sophistication.

10 FEBRUARY [997

The CD-17 in its basic form was well
recieved in issue 155, but the K/’ is a spe-
cially tweaked-up version specified by Ken
Ishiwata, Marantz's top electronics bod. One
of the more expensive single-box CD players
around, it looks and feels every inch a high-
end machine, with a very heavy and beauti-
fully-finished chassis and a particularly
smart gold remote control.

Aura’s CA200 preamp and PA100 power
amp seem to offer a lot for the money. The
former has one phono and no less than
seven line inputs, all relay switched, plus
balanced and unbalanced outputs, a mon-
ster dedicated headphone amp (very good,
by the way) and remote control, while the
latter offers a nominal 100 Watts (in prac-
tice about 120 Watts) output and the option
of bridging for 250 Watt mono operation.
Both amps are very well-built internally and
smartly finished (chrome, as reviewed, actu-
ally costs £50 per unit extra).

Finally, the DI0O is a recent addition to
Tannoy's ‘Definition’ range. It's a diminutive

speaker sporting a dual concentric drive unit
and a rear-facing port. Again, finish is excel-
lent although at first sight few would guess
the price; it's visually rather understated. |
used the D100s on stands about 15 inches
high, resting on high-density foam rubber,
and about four inches from the rear wall
(that might be a bit close in some rooms,
however).

Sound quality

Well, sometimes being a bit radical pays off.
This unlikely partnership produced some
exceptionally pleasing results on a very wide
range of musical material. Perhaps | can
best pay tribute by citing an experiment a
friend and | carried out at a recording ses-
sion. We made a series of test recordings of
a very fine Bosendorfer Imperial piano, using
four different types of microphone (all
among the best in the world) through two

high-quality A/D convertors, to CD-R. Atthe

session, with £10,000-worth of monitoring
gear, we could certainly hear differences

HI-FI CHOICE - -




between microphones, though not so clearly
between convertors. Through this system
(admittedly in a better environment) differ-
ences became immediately obvious.
Actually, the principal conclusion is that try-
ing to make good recordings is a mug's game
and I'm taking up stamp collecting instead.
Well, how would you feel on discovering
proof of your nasty feeling that the ‘best’
microphone is the unacceptably noisy one?
However, the ease with which one could
hear what was going on in the various
recordings was quite remarkable and
showed immediately that this system is
something a bit special.

| turned next to a recording of a string
orchestra; not the greatest recording ever
but one | love (Alan Bush’s English Suite).

Here, massed string tone was reproduced

almost faultlessly, with a real feeling that
there were indeed a couple of dozen indiv

HI-FI CHOICE

more grit on his voice, without losing an iota
of rhythmic drive or precision. And John
Pizzarelli's Blue Heaven album on Chesky,
featuring hi-hat which through most hi-fi
systems can strip paint, was as well-
behaved as | have ever heard it. Even a bit of
heavy synthi-bass from some ghastly fusion
track had impressive impact; okay, not quite
the weight of some 100-litre megalith
speaker, but very, very good for something
this small.

Limitations? As mentioned, ultimate
bass weight, and absolute loudness like-
wise, but not by much. Obviously the D100s
like to be driven hard, and the Aura PA100
seems completely unflustered at high
power. Ergonomics on amps and CD player
are good, the preamp can drive enormously-

. i all th 10 ‘

J
f
|
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Conclusion

Two very happy systems here; one show-
ing the way from humble beginnings, the
other a good way towards true high-end
refinement. The former is by its nature
more open to variation than the latter and
although | felt the Philips, H/K and B&Ws
worked very well together | would be
interested, for instance, to see what
might occur with a few extra pennies
spared for the CD player. The more
expensive system, however, | would be
most reluctant to tamper with. A truly
serendipitous find.

Manufacturer Contacts
(01903) 75075
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eafness is something that afflicts
hi-fi scribes in much the same
way blindness affects football
referees. Because hearing (like
sight) often deteriorates through life, as age
extends towards 70 there will be losses of
sensitivity and high-frequency response.
Much depends on the kind of punish-
ment your ears receive on a day to day basis.
Someone who lives in a quiet rural environ-
ment should maintain their hearing better
than another forced to put up with the noise
of a big city. Constant use of personal hi-fi
played loudly is also very damaging.
I was 17 years old when I first had
my hearing tested, and my high note
response extended to about
18kHz. I could never
hear above that, yet
was crucially aware of
the 19kHz pilot tone
from stereo FM tuners
because it created an X

Experience

Jimmy Hughes waxes lyrical on the subject of ears,
and reminds us it takes experience to interpret what you hear!

The question is: does curtailment of the
upper frequencies make one less discerning
and thus a less critical judge of sound qual-
ity? Years ago I remember a reader in his 60s
writing to a hi-fi mag and asking whether he
should take his young nephew when choos-
ing a system, on the basis that the lad’s hear-
ing would be so much better than his!

Naturally the wider your ear’s response,
the more aware you’ll be of faults at frequency
extremes, but bandwidth isn’t everything.

In much the same way that having good

unpleasant feeling of
pressure on my ears.

I am now 45, and
my treble response is
tailing a bit; perhaps surprisingly
I can still hear 16kHz, though
18kHz is sadly inaudible. Actually I
say ‘sadly’, butI’'m notsureitisn’tben-
eficialto have aslightlyless extended HF
response. It allows one to play certain
flawed recordings without discomfort.

Forexample,Icouldneverenjoy the Rikki
Lee Jones track Chuck E’s In Love on wide-
range speakers because of a high-pitched
whistle that comes and goes throughout the
track. Now [ can listen and not be disturbed.
If you can’t detect the whistle in real time,
play the LP and when the vocal starts, switch
the turntable motor off so the speed winds
down — you’ll hear it then.

It was much the same with Deutsche
Grammophon’s recording of Beethoven’s
third piano concerto with Maurizio Pollini.
A film was made of this performance, and
perhaps the use of extra cables and lighting
created some interference. A very high-
pitched whistle comes and goes, especially
when Pollini plays, and it used to drive me
nuts though no one else could hear it. Now
I no longer hear the whistle — bliss at last.

HI-FI CHOICE

You need to take care of your
ears, if you wanttobe a
skilled football critic.

eyesight won’t make you observant, acute
hearing doesn’t necessarily turn you into a
good listener — at least not in the sense of
being able to hear what’s right with some-
thing as opposed to what’s wrong with it.

It takes experience and intelligence to
interpret what you hear, and that is only
gained with practice. Dogs have a very
extended high-frequency hearing response,
but they’re not good judges of hi-fi or music.

I like football, but don’t have the depth
of knowledge and experience of someone like
Match of the Day’s Alan Hansen. We can
view the same match, but what he ‘sees’ is
very different because his understanding of
tactics is far more profound than mine.

I’ve watched games where Man of the
Match has been given to someone I’ve barely

noticed — perhaps a defender who’s read
each situation so well that any danger was
immediately nipped in the bud. To my super-
ficial eye the guy’s done nothing special, but
a fellow pro appreciates the skill and vision
needed to be in the right place at the righttime.

Perhaps ironically, once such things are

pointed out they’re often very obvious. Hi-
fiis similar. A recent visitor to my place was
impressed by a CD of flamenco singing and
the way the system recreated the scale and
dynamics of the music. I also admired the
sheer presence and attack of the sound.
But what impressed me more
was still being able to hear
exactly what the guitar was
playing, even when the
singer wasbawling hishead
off and stamping hard on
a wooden stage. Most sys-
tems can play loudly, but
encompassing extremes
of loud and soft simulta-
neously is far more diffi-
cult — and valuable.

Going back to ears, a
build-up of wax may lead
to loss of sensitivity and
reduced high frequencies. It’s
possible to have this cleared by
syringing, but for some years
doctorshave been unwilling to do
this, due to possible damage to the
ear drum as water is squirted onto it.
I had my ears syringed in 1989, and it
made a big difference to my hearing.
However, the change was almost too much;
I found the sound of a heavy lorry going past,
or a power drill, almost painfully noisy
because my ears were now so sensitive.

I’'m notsure I’ll ever have my earssyringed
again, but do find a little maintenance nec-
essary from time to time. Otex ear drops seem
effective at dealing with the build-up of wax,
but without flooding your ears and making
you partly deaf — something that used to
happen with ear drops in the ‘60s and ‘70s.

However, take care as the ear is very sen-
sitive and easily infected; never poke it with
a sharp point as you may perforate your ear
drum. If you do suffer persistent trouble with
blocked ears or infection, seek proper med-
ical advice — or become a hi-fi reviewer... &
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TECHNOLOGY i)

Paul Miller's

Oasis of Sanity

Paul Miller explains the subtle art of managing a successful blind-listening test.

ince I assumed the réle of Hi-Fi
Choice’s Technical Editor, my
responsibilities have broadenedinto
‘technical support’ for all product
categories. As a result, we now have a very
consistent method of evaluation, not only for
CD players and amplifiers, but also for loud-
speakers, tape decks, tuners and so on.

This is an important feature of Choice’s
review approach, as is our continued use of
blind listening tests. Which brings me onto
my core topic, prompted by one of the rare
occasions where I had the luxury of organ-
ising a complete test from beginning to end
(this month’s festival of CD players, which
commences on p.50 — Ed).

It is easy, and popular among the chat-
tering classes, to knock the ideals of ‘blind
listening’, particularly when detrac-
tors have no experience of the tech-
nique. It’s far simpler to assess a
product underarbitrary conditions,
at leisure in one’s own time —to hell
with consistency, objectivity and
accountability.

So what are the advantages
afforded by a well-run blind listen-
ing test? Arguably, the mostimpor-
tant benefit of listening ‘blind’ is
the freedom it grants from the bag-
gage of preconceptions. Our listen-
ers may know that they are listen-
ing to CD players, for example, but
they have absolutely no idea of each
model’s name and price until the
session is over.

Itis all well and good being con-
fidentinyour ability tosubjectively
assess a product’s performance, but this
assessment is inevitably coloured by expec-
tations. The subjective opinion of even stal-
wart listeners will always be influenced by
factors other than the product’s sound qual-
ity — it is human nature to be fallible.

Want some proof? Let me relate a specific
tale of human frailty, albeit one that has
been repeated before and since and with a
wide variety of products. A couple of years
ago we were knee-deep in a week-long blind
listening sequence of 20-odd CD players,
auditioning and repeating various combina-
tions of the players in a random order, day
after day and with a broad selection of pan-
elists. During this week, one particular player
proved uniformly out of favour, specifically
for its weak and light-sounding bass. But this

HI-FI CHOICE

was the very same player that had been
expressly praised for possessing a strong,
deep and rugged-sounding bass,accordingto
some subjective reviews published a month
or two earlier.

By way of experiment, I revealed the
player to our panel on the final day, allow-
ing them to appreciate its massive construc-
tion. “Beefy, macho aesthetics” was the
panel’s general consensus — they were obliv-
ious to the fact it had already been audi-
tioned, and derided, at every session in the
past week. They seemed very keen to hear a
player that had already received favourable
press coverage, so we ran through the same
sequence of music software used during the
blind tests. Yes, you’ve guessed it: the
machine now sounded “deep, powerful and

Consistent opinions mark out the best listeners.

underpinned by a strong bass”.

Same player, same system, same panel of
listeners, same selection of music and even
the same listening level, but an entirely dif-
ferent verdict due to the listeners’ bewitch-
ment by the unit’s price, reputation and
intimidating appearance.

Getting the right balance
Returning to the presentday and thismonth’s
mammoth CD player test, as our panel began
warming to the task ahead, I was reminded
that the by-now-familiar listening procedure
did not evolve overnight, but gradually over
at least seven years.

Clearly, some ‘blind listening’ tests are
greater than others. Choosing the right panel
is half the battle. Through a process of trial

and error, for example, we now know spe-
cific listeners who work well together on a
panel. These are participants who will con-
sider the opinions of others, but will not be
railroaded into a bland consensus they
cannot condone.

What makes a good listener?
Consistency of opinion is vital. Whether the
panelist is a Linn/Naim die-hard, prefers
valves to transistors, LPs to CDs, or chooses
to use 25-year-old Quad electrostatics is not
the issue, so long as the person is individu-
ally consistentin outlook. If CD player ‘num-
ber two’ in the morning is repeated as CD
player ‘number six’ in the afternoon, 90 per
cent of listeners will respond to it differently,
demonstrating either that they are easily dis-
tracted or that they do not have a
clear idea of what they seek from
a musical performance.

Over the years I’ve weeded out
lesser listeners, leaving us with
panel members who offer reliable
and very specific descriptions of a
product’s sound quality. There
may be some variety between each
listener’s description of a prod-
uct, but this simply reflects the
diverse tastes that must surely
inform Hi-Fi Choice readers.

The most important part of the
test is the group discussion that
follows the auditioning of each
product. Without such a dis-
course, the listening notes would
have to be collated at a later date.
What, then, if one listener has
written “sounds cold, dry and harsh” while
another has suggested it sounds “warm and
soft”? It’s this sort of discrepancy that is
quickly dispelled once each listener has the
opportunity to clearly and verbally articulate
a description of the sound. We capture the
essence of a product’s sound there and then,
committing a description to computer- that
the entire panel feels content to endorse.

This wealth of experience is concentrated
in our group test of CD players this month,
resulting in a combination of objectivity,
repeatability and accountability that has
earned Hi-Fi Choice’s tests the reputation
they enjoy today. A

Do you have a subject for the Oasis? Please contact Paul
Miller via e-mail on 100576.3021@compuserve.com
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, Why? Simply because our new Reference 500 mini
separates sound every bit as stunning as they look.
These are real separates boasting outstanding

performance which, when combined, are quite remarkable.
Individually powered, the TEAC Reference 500

components are engineered to exacting standards of

precision. Right down to their gold terminals.
- But it doesn’'t end here. This range will grow and grow.
l e We already have plans for a CD player featuring
tO TEAC'’s unique VRDS mechanism as well as a Pro Logic

surround-sound amplifier and an all new mini-disc recorder.
The new Reference 500 mini separates from TEAC.
Stand alone units which together set new industry

standards.

have our

ew Mint

separates?
We think our

competitors

l d | Reference 500 by

The Croxley Centre, Watford, Herts WD1 8YA
Tel: 01923 819630
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he nxt panel speaker technology,

developed by Mission siblings V-

Labs and reported in issue 160,

is still the talk of the industry.
An nxt panel acts as a diffuse or ‘distrib-
uted’ sound source, whereas conventional
speakers are more like a coherent, point
source. True enough, but oversimplified:
in practice, sound from ‘normal’ speakers
is a mixture of coherent and diffuse, and
the ratio between them fundamentally
affects the end result.

Sound travelling directly to the listener’s
ears from a speaker drive unit will be more
or less coherent, while sound reflected from
an adjoining surface is at least partly diffuse.
Our total sonic experience inevitably com-
prisesamixture of directand reflected sound,
given that the reflected/diffuse waveform
always arrives a little later than its directly
radiated sibling, having travelled further.

If you want to know what your speakers
really sound like, build an anechoic chamber
— or adopt the cheap alternative and put
them in the garden. Either way you’ll hear the
coherent, direct bit without the diffuse, rever-
berant contribution from the surroundings.

Speaker designers like to use
anechoic chambers, since they are
useful for indicating what a speaker
is doing in isolation. Regrettably,
they do not provide a real-world
representation. A single speaker in
non-reverberant surroundings
sounds very different from two
speakers in a room, which is why
room measurements continue to
feature in our speaker reviews.

The engineer can design the
speaker, but has no control over
where it’s used. This ‘room factor’
is one of the Great Imponderables.
Manytheoriesare propounded, but
only the very conceited would claim
to possess true mastery. However,
‘room factor’ does provide a real,
if rarely utilised opportunity for
manufacturers and enthusiasts to
indulge in some real sonic creativ-
ity, by manipulating the all-impor-
tant direct/diffuse sound ratio.

Face the wall

Regular Choice contributor Jimmy
Hughes points his speakers away
from the listening zone (Hi-Fi

HI-FI CHOICE

Paul Messenger ponders Mission's revolutionary
xt' speaker system, and the penny drops. . .

Choice Jan’97, page 25). Much of the sound,
especially higher frequencies, is heard after
reflection from the wall, turning a coherent
source into a semi-diffuse one.

Jimmy’s is a rather special case, as his
Impulse horn loudspeakers are more direc-
tional than average. The intention is to turn
a ‘spotlight’ into a ‘floodlight’ experience,
which in his experience provides more nat-
ural perspectives and hides contributions
from the drive units. Jimmy’s rig has other
refinements, including a small ‘centrefill’ dri-
ver to improve central focus, but most impor-
tantly he knows what he’s trying to achieve
with his system, and is prepared to work hard
at the refinement process.

Commercial speakers show numerous
approaches. Platinum Audio’s monstrous Air
Pulse, pictured below, costs $100,000 and
weighs 7001bs. It features 360-degree omni-
directional horns, to maintain the power
response throughout the room and add dif-
fusion. The equally dear direct-radiating
Wilson Audio Grand SLAMM X-1 incorpo-
rates a rear-facing tweeter.

In my December 96 column I highlighted
the spacious qualities of the two semi-omni

designs in that issue’s group test — the Castle
Harlech and Canon S-75. A major factor in
their favour was probably greater than aver-
age ratios of diffuse to direct sound. (Canon-
style lens-reflectors are inherently diffusive.)

The classic Bose 901 omni-directional
design — one driver facing forwards, eight
back — is one of the oldest in current pro-
duction. It’s no audiophile favourite, since a
lack of stereo precision is an inevitable con-
sequence of the high diffuse/direct ratio.
Nonetheless, as this is probably the most
commercially successful hi-fi design of all
time, it would appear that non-enthusiast lis-
teners prefer the more diffuse approach.

Generally speaking, imaging limitations
have meant our stereophonic age has not
favoured the diffuse sound source, simply
because some loss of image precision is
inevitable. Things were quite the reverse back
in the days of mono, however, when adding
a bit more space and scale to a point source
was one things designers set out to achieve.

Single-driver designs like James Worden’s
Panasonar corner horn/diffuser, and
Wharfedale’s Column Eight upward-facing,
cone-deflectedconcretecolumn,used diffusion
partly toenlarge the sound source,
and partly to de-focus the vicious
high-frequency break-up modes
of full-range paper-cone drivers.

So there are plenty of exam-
ples demonstrating the long his-
tory of diffuse sound in hi-fi, even
though most of them have been
deployed in combination with an
element of ‘driver-direct’ sound.
All listeners, except those out-
doors, get some diffuse sound as
amatter of course; but how much
will depend on the installation.

Is there an ideal diffuse/direct
ratio? Probably not; personal
preferences prevail. A direct-rich
balance gives precise stereo, but
many find treble somewhatarti-
ficial, and greater diffusion more
relaxing and natural.

Last month I suggested nxt
panels would be better suited to
home cinema applications than
hi-fi stereo. Now I'm wondering
whether a combination of con-
ventional driver and diffuse
panel might bean exciting audio-
phile prospect... A
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Write on!

THIS MONTH READERS HAVE GONE DIY GRAZY, SO DIG OUT THE TOOL KIT AND GET YOUR SYSTEM SORTED!

LETTER OF THE MONTH

Grab a nice slab for sound that’s fab

Like a lot of houses, the floors in mine are constructed with some-
what uneven wooden floorboards. I recently decided to conduct
an experiment to see if my floor-standing Ruark Paladin speak-
ers would sound better on a more solid base.

I popped down to my local DIY Superstore and purchased
two 400x400mm paving slabs for 89p each. I laid them on the
floor, levelled them up and placed my speakers on them (with the
spikes left on). Somewhat sceptical about the outcome I turned
on my Naim system and... Wow! What an amazing surprise! It
was like a new lease of life for my speakers. Almost everything
was improved, especially clarity and stereo separation, and all for
£1.78. This has to be the best value for money upgrade I can
imagine! I have now promised my wife that I shall replace the
paving slabs with marble ones to suit the living room.

Roger Hooton, Swindon, Wilts

The taming of the screw

I’ve been thinking about some
of the things that have been
written about equipment tables
over the years. And I found
something in a magazine of a
few years ago, about using
cross-headed screws under
spikes. I tried this simple and
inexpensive experiment myself.

Fortunately all the news is
good. Simply lift out your table
and place a screw in the hole in
the carpet (dead easy with a
power screwdriver). Then
return the table to the screws
and level the table up — very
straight-forward as the
spikes now locate posi-
tively. I’ve used them
under my two Sound Org’
tables and Linn Keilidhbs, in
addition to the MDF spiked
bases I use under PSUs.

The improvement in
sound is not subtle. I
reckon I would need
to spend at least
£1,000 in amplification
to match this improve-
ment — really quite
awesome. Everything
about the sound has tightened
up — the music seems more

’
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natural, as if the components
are working more efficiently.

I simply dig out a favourite
piece of music, sit back and tune
in. I have just had a most
rewarding 40 minutes in the
studio with George Winston as
he recorded his December
album back in 1982! Uncanny.
Even a filthy pressing cannot
mask such euphoric playing. I

Fancy a home-made upgrade?

‘Mana Mafia’ which
appears to dominate
your magazine will be

open-minded enough to

can’t say this would work for
everyone’s system nor every-
one’s room, but for my
Linn/Exposure system in a
room with a heavily sprung
floor it has been most benefi-
cial. And the best news of all?
The screws cost me just 99p!

Simon Chambers, Doncaster.

Rattles on the cage

How about subjecting the
‘Mana phenomenon’ to some
unbiased scrutiny?

I can’t think of any other hi-
fi manufacturer which not only
has its products regularly
endorsed as a panacea but also
has a magazine using them as
the basis (literally) for most of
its listening tests. The implica-
tions of this erroneous ‘every-
thing sounds better with Mana’
axiom are far-reaching and
potentially undermine the cred-
ibility of your reviews.

To have blithely assumed
that because something suits
most of your equipment/musi-
cal tastes/hi-fi aspirations it will
miraculously benefit all and
sundry is folly. Then to have
incorporated it as a standard-
ised feature of your test envi-

ronment is method-
ological madness —in
reality you’ve merely
been testing how
compatible (or
otherwise) products
are with Mana’s

supports.
I hope that the

address this issue, though

I fear that their ideological
commitment to the ‘path

of ultimate revealment’
(and the small fortune spent
in the process) may impair
their objectivity. I know it’s
going to be hard for them to

come clean, Mana being
(allegedly) “more addictive
than crack cocaine”. Or maybe
a spot of rehab in the ines-
timable Dr Miller’s Oasis of
Sanity might help?

Mick Sissine, address withheld

The support systems that
reviewers use are, like every-
thing else in their systems,
selected on the basis of sound
quality. And given that
reviewed products have to be
supported on something, it
would seem sensible to use the
best that’s available. That so
many of our contributors use
Mana seems to indicate Mana is
one of the better options for a
variety of equipment.

A blind-listening test of
equipment supports would be
interesting, and we welcome all
comments from those who’ve
experienced the Mana effect,
whatever the findings. — AS

Gadzooks!

This is
our
stylish
Hi-Fi Choice
garment, which
will be awarded to
the writer of the most interesting
letter every month. Available only in
capacious, flattering, XL size.

OUR ADDRESS
The Editor-in-Chief, Hi-Fi Choice,
19 Bolsover Street, LONDON W1P
TH) » Fax: 0171-917 5512 * e-mail:
100433.1130@compuserve.com.
“We reserve the right to edit all
letters that we publish.”
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The Airscout combines a
12inch bass driver
(behind the grille) with a
cast aluminium
midrange horn and slot

tweeter.
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Scouting
success

LIVING VOICE AIRSCOUT/RW24

Jason Kennedy experiences Living Voice's new domestic

subwoofer and transforms his perspective on a record collection.

ome people will not

leave well alone —

they always want

more. This affliction is

unusually prevalent in
the audio community but even here
there are those who will not let it lie
long after everyone else has gone
home. One such character is Kevin
Scott of Living Voice; in 1992 he got
together with Vitavox and produced
the Air Partner loudspeaker, a mag-
nificent horn design that wowed
everyone who heard it. This was fol-
lowed by the Airscout, a pared down
version of the Partner with the same
mid- and high-frequency drivers but
asmaller bass horn. This design Kevin
preferred in many ways, not least
because it could be transported with
relative ease, weighing a mere 85kg.
The ’Scout, however, does have lim-

ited bassextension, a factor of itshorn
mouth area, and it was clear that some
form of subwoofer would be very use-
ful. Somewhat inevitably none of the
conventional designs of actively dri-
ven cubes with big drivers inside could
blend in with the dynamic qualities of
the ’Scouts. So he built what is prob-
ably the only domestic horn sub-
wooferin commercial production, the
Living Voice RW24. The combina-
tion has proved very effective indeed.

The Airscout retails for £14,750
and measures a manageable if not
diminutive 115x62.5x57cm. It con-
tains a Vitavox 12-inch bass driver
which faces forward under the grill,
its rear radiation being horn-loaded
through the mouth at the bottom. The
midrange iscreated by a Vitavox pres-
sure driver behind the cast aluminium
dispersive horn; treble, meanwhile, is
provided by the JBL slot tweeter on
the ‘outside’ panel. Its crossover has
stepped attenuators for adjusting the
output of midrange and bass drivers,
and the components include hand-
wound,air-core chokes. The plywood
carcassis veneered in birds’ eye maple
and khaya.

The similarly-finished R W24, so-
called because itis a re-entrant (bi-fur-
cated) ‘W’ horn containing two
12inch drive units, retails for £9,500
and comes in two parts — one unit sit-
ting atop the other. In these two horns
the Vitavox drive unit faces forward
and fires into the visible part of the
horn through slots between the khaya
and maple veneered facets. The
RW24 measures 84x146x59cm and
is surprisingly innocuous — visitors
didn’t realise it was a speaker at all,
possibly because the Airscouts are

bigger than any domestic speaker
they’d seen before.

The system can be driven in a num-
ber of ways. The R W24, for instance,
can be connected in parallel for mono
operation or hooked up to either
channel for stereo. You can use one
or two stereo amplifiers to do the job
but efficiency is so high, a claimed
108dB broad-band for the combina-
tion, that a single (preferably valve)
amp is quite capable of extreme vol-
ume levels.

Method behind the madness

What we’re talking about here is pro-
fessional PA technology that’s been
refined and tailored for domestic use.
The reason for putting a horn in front
of a loudspeaker is to provide more
efficient coupling to the air, which is
why horns are always so dynamically
strong. Because of this efficiency cones
need very little travel and can there-
fore respond extremely quickly to
changes in the signal; pressure drivers
such as used here have one-and-a-
half-inch aluminium domes, albeit
with massive magnets, yet they can
produce undistorted SPLs beyond the
reach of virtually all conventional
direct-radiating speakers. The tradi-
tional bugbear of horns has been tonal
colouration, in PA you can EQ this
out but in domestic circumstances
more sophisticated solutions are
required. One of these iscompact disc,
a source with a flat response, which
makes it a lot easier to build horns that
will suita variety of systems. Another
is having level controls on the indi-
vidual drive units so that the speaker’s
response can be adjusted to suit the
room it’s in. But mostsignificantis the
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design of the horn itself, and this is the
area where Living Voice and Vitavox
have concentrated their energies to
good effect. When the Airscout/
RW24 combo is used with tonally
balanced amplification, itsoundsvery
even, a factor borne out by the wide
variation in, but constant intelligibil-
ity of, material played through it.

Listening to alegend

Even though the temptation was to go
for the best and apparently most
appropriate amplification I could lay
my hands on, I tried a variety of
options with these speakers. The start-
ing point was of the Art Audio per-
suasion, and consisted of a VPL SE
preamp with valve-regulated PSU and
a pair of Diavolo single-ended stereo
power amps. The finishing point was
a lone triode-connected, Quintet
push-pull with an external Border
Patrol HT supply. In between werethe
Quintet with an Audio Innovations
Series 700, a Densen DM20/30
pre/power and the nimble little
Pioneer A-300R Precision.

Frankly I was surprised at how
much better the push-pull (PP) amp
sounded than the single-ended one,
possibly because of the amps con-
cerned butequally likely duetotheway
that these topologies interact with the
speakers. Either way I think a lot more
of PPs, especially those employing tri-
odes. Sources were Wadia 16 and
Trichord Revelation CD players;
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cables were Living Voice and Hitachi.

Listening to all my favourite discs
through the Airscouts and RW24 via
the above was a voyage of discovery
that will tarnish my opinion of regu-
lar hi-fi for years to come. A month
later I'm playing discs that I’ve not
revisited since, wondering what’s
wrong with the very accomplished
system I currently have in action.
What really strikes you about these
speakers is their effortless dynamics
— regular speakers can’t even begin
to create this sort of power and scale
without resorting to excessive levels
or aggressiveness under duress. You
can listen at the sort of sound pressure
levels that John Watson and Malcolm
Steward enjoy (eg extreme), without
thinking that the neighbours are plot-
ting your demise or that your ears are
in danger.

But it’s not all about level, in fact
it’s about energy. I heard The Who’s
Live At Leeds for the first time the
other day. That band had energy, and
itwasn’t because I played loud, it was
because they put so much into the
performance — even today Pete
Townsend can getmore poweroutof
an acoustic guitar than most can get
out of an electric one. With these
speakersyou get thattype of inherent
strength out of the music, whatever
level you listen at. It comes down to
extraordinary resolution right across
the band. Everythingis there: full tim-
bral colour, perfect timing, trans-
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parency without brightness and
coherence like you wouldn’t believe.

The RW24 is itself quite extraor-
dinary. When you’re listening to it
you quickly become accustomedto its
openness and dynamics, and only on
substituting a box speaker do you
realise how clean, uncompressed and
natural it sounds. It turns what pre-
viously seemed an amorphous blob of
bass into double bass with all the
body, colour and timbre that comes
with the real thing. The difference it
made to an old Terry Callier record-
ing was so great that I'll think twice
before ever criticising a record’s bass
again. Kevin Scott estimates that the
RW24 will go down to 40Hz before
roll-off sets in with a vengeance; what
[ want to hear is a brace of the things!
The thought of bass this good down
to 30Hz is alarming and appealing in
almost equal measure.

What is most alluring about these
speakers is that they bring out so
much in your music collection. Nearly
every disc or LP is far better recorded
than you could imagine and great
music becomes fantastic, addictive
and totally engrossing. In many
respects the loudspeaker is the weak-
est link in most systems, but in this
instance that is so far from the case as
to be irrelevant. Try alternatives for
everything else but don’t expect to
find a better speaker system. A

Living Voice @ (0115) 981 3562

They may look pretty
civilised but the Living
Voice Airscouts and
RW24 subwoofer (above)
have the firepower to
take on all comers.
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Alvin Gold has the elixir that’'ll make your system sound better.

Send your hi-fi queries to ‘Help! at the usual address (page 137) or 100433.1130@compuserve.com. We regret that we cannot answer individual queries on a personal basis.
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Drastic solutions

My system consists of a Technics SU-A900D amplifier, the original
Marantz CD52, Jamo 507 speakers and cable, and Monster
interconnects. My next planned purchase is a CD player upgrade,
possibly the CD63mklI/K | Sig, or a separate player and DAC such
as the TEAC VRDS-T1 with the Cambridge DACMagic. Or should |
try a DAC to improve my CD52?7 Budget - the Australian equivalent
of £2,500.

Nigel Wadsworth, Australia

Don’t spend it all on a CD player. You should be able to reap all
the improvements you're looking for from the Ken Ishiwata
player. The reality is that the rest of your system is unlikely to
benefit significantly from any more drastic solution, and adding
a DAC to your existing player will probably result in less than
optimal results, as it will be limited by the performance of the
existing player as a transport. By all means test this advice if you
can at hi-fi dealer, and if you agree, why not use some of the
extra money to add to
your collection of CDs?

Sub-standard

My system (Rega Planar 3, Marantz CD63, Arcam Alpha
6 amp, Castle /sis) is absolutely perfect for 90 per cent of
the stuff | listen to, but lacks the bass extension for dance
music, which | occasionally listen to. As a result, I'm
thinking of buying a sub-woofer. Now, as | know precisely
nothing about them, could you please (a) recommend a
suitable model (I prefer sweetness to volume and cannot
spend more than £250) and (b) tell me how they attach
to the amp? Mainstream brands are preferred.

Joe Partridge, via the internet

[ regret to say that I know of no subwoofer at or near
£250 that won't severely compromise the performance
of the system. In my judgement the REL Q-Bass 50, at
£375, represents the entry level for models suitable for
systems like yours. My advice: defer the purchase until
yout can afford it. Wiring involves connecting the
subwoofer input in parallel with the main speakers.
The Q-Bass has a high input impedance and no
material effect on the main speakers.

If you really can’t wait, Kenwwood makes a cute little
AV subwoofer called the SW-500 (£250), which will do
a reasonable job.
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No jazz or opera

My system consists of an Arcam Alpha 5 CD player, Audioquest Quartz
interconnect, Naim Nait 2 (a definite improvement on my old Aura VA100
Evolution I1), with Audioquest Indigo cable bi-wired to Ruark Sabre Il speakers
on Alphason Titan stands. This system is refined and pleasant with good
dynamics, but lacks deep bass, punch and an open soundstage. Am I right in
thinking that the CD, cables and amplifier are capable of these characteristics
and that my speakers are the weak link? | would consider spending up to £600
on an upgrade and my shortlist (needing sensitive speakers to partner the
Naim) includes the ProAc Tablette 50, B&W CDM1, Naim Intro and Mission
752 Freedom floorstanders. | listen to well-produced pop, rock, acoustic blues
and orchestral works but no jazz or (ugh) opera.

Mike Lowndes, via the internet

I agree that the Ruark Sabre is probably the weak link. It is not one of the

best from this generally excellent marque, especially in respect of dynamics

and control. Choose the right speakers and who knows, jazz and (11gh)

opera may suddenly become palatable. Stranger things have happened.
You've named a talented bunch of possibilities, and it is difficult to

know what I can contribute. For what it’s worth, however, I heard the

Naim Intro on a recent trip abroad and was very

impressed. It is quite likely to suit you

amplifier better than the others, all of

which need considerably more

power than the

Naim Nait is

designed to

deliver.

Separate stages

The main part of my system is a Rega Planar 3 with Linn

K9 record player, JVC AX-A472 amp, Mission 760i speakers and Cable

Talk 3 speaker wire, plus a CD player, tape deck and tuner. After reading your

review of the JVC AX-A662 amp, in which you suggested the phono stage wasn't all it could be, |
wondered if you think it's worth my while buying a separate phono equaliser. Up until now I've been happy
enough with the sound from my amp but if spending money on something like the Rotel RQ-970 phono
equaliser is going to make a significant difference, then | will definitely consider it. My budget would be
around £250. Your thoughts, please.

James Houston, Glasgow

Measured against the probable benefits, it’s a close-run thing, but on balance I think that you may well
benefit to a degree from the use of a separate phono stage such as the Rotel one, though I have not
auditioned it personally. Even so, I'm not totally convinced that you’ll achieve really worthwhile gains
given the nature of your system as a whole — but by all means seek a

demonstration from a stockist. Of course the case for an outboard phono The JVC AX-A472 — would
step-up is strengthened significantly if you decide to upgrade to a higher it benefit from a separate
quality line-only amplifier in the foreseeable future. phono equaliser?

l-lvc AX-A472 STEREO INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER MASTER VOLUME SOURCE BELECTOR

AbvAnceEns SupeEe- A
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<44 Mini upgrade
| have a Denon D-C30 complete system with standard SC-M3 speakers
on Atacama SE24 stands using QED Qudos cable. These are the only
changes | have made to the basic Denon system and although the sound
quality is good, | am wondering if | can get more from it. Any advice?
Andrew Couchman, Ayrshire.

For the dedicated audiophile not afraid to get his hands dirty, there
is 110 end to what can be done. In this case you could consider
major steps like a cable upgrade (though Qudos probably strike
more or less the right balance in your system), or the most basic
chores like cleaning pliugs and sockets. There are all kinds of
accessories, gadget incantations and potions you can use to help
you. I'm not sure that many of them offer value for money in the
context of your particular system, but plug-cleaning is free and
often effective, and careful positioning and orientation of the
speakers should also be attended to. Although the Denon speakers
are nominally boundary designs, they do improve in projection and
image scale when they are pulled a little away from the back wall,
though you might want to compensate for the resulting loss of low
frequencies with a touch of right-hand-down
on the bass control. And you could do
worse than getting a dedicated support,
either a wall shelf or stand; see the
Directory for recommendations.
Beyond this, I'm afraid you're into
wholesale changes to your system
components, which could mean a
speaker transplant (the KEF Coda 7 is
ideally suited to this kind of
application). The next step beyond
this is a complete system upgrade.

TP T
MOWITOR TAER TUNER AUX VIDEO. O PiOWO

A traditional request i Big factors
| currently own a Naim Nait 3, a Quad CD 67 and have just inherited a Linn Sondek LP12 | My current system comprises Audiolab

Valhalla with an Ittok arm. As this equipment has a certain tradition | want speakers with L 8000C/8000P amps, Meridian 206 CD player
the same kind of style. My budget is around £500. While we are at it, could you also L with Wharfedale 730.2 (I think?) and Linn
recommend an MC cartridge for the turntable, please? Thank you! . Tukan speakers, which reside in a nine foot by
Teck Leong, Malaysia L eight foot room. My musical tastes are varied,
L but centre on new-wave/rock and classical
My first idea was the Linn Sara, which appears to meet your requirements and should | SERGGERIEIEEERIEENINERGICIVIETE
be available secondhand within your budget, though the Nait is not really powerful or | § Firstly, | would like your recommendation
good enough to make the best of it. If you intend moving further up the Naim hierarchy | SEEERICHCHNESEENT EEE I EE EHEEN
then this would be a practical suggestion. In the meantime, consider the Epos ES14 — . made up my current sets some time ago and
you might be able to get a second-hand pair that fits your budget. now feel that they are not giving of their best.
Forget moving coils. The Nait lacks a moving coil input, a decision the designers Future acquisitions will include a turntable,
made because the amp was intended as an entry-level product, and it was thought | DAC, speaker stands, rack, and speakers to
that it would not benefit B replace the Wharfedales. Please advise on a
significantly from the rather B few worthy selections for each category
subtle advantages that a moving including items that will take advantage of my
coil might provide. Think in L current amplification. Budget is not a big factor.
terms of the Linn K9 (£150), the L Stewart Mala, Chigwell, Essex
Grado Prestige Gold (also £150) :
or the Rega Elys (£74). ' . What is your reason for using two pairs of

speakers? Are they in the same room and
used together, or in separate rooms? Given
that the Audiolab 8000P power amp lacks switching for two pairs of speakers, |
assume the former is the case, yet I can think of no good reason for using them
together since these speakers’ characters are at odds.

Recently I had the opportunity to reacquaint myself with the Tukan after a
long period, and was impressed by its tidy, controlled and articulate nature. It
is certainly the better speaker by any criterion I can think of. If the idea of
using two speakers is to add a degree of fullness to the sound, why not use a
subwoofer? Carefully set up, a REL Q-Bass 100 might be the answer.

The REL comes with cable, and take your pick of speaker leads. Ortofon
SPK300 at £8/metre is a good bet, but cables as cheap as Audioquest F-14 at
£1.95/metre should also do the job. Speaker stands are difficult to be categorical
Epos ES14: ideal partners for the Naim Nait 3? about as performance is often related to price. For the Tukan, why not start with
the ones Linn make (£85); alternatively seek out the Kudos S50 (£100).
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Realism

| am a student with

varied musical tastes from Depeche Mode

and U2 to classical and new-age. My overriding musical
requirement is realism. My budget for a single-source CD system is
approximately £600 including stands and cables. Please advise.
Xerxes | Medora, Canterbury

Central to the success of any good system is an amplifier that has sufficient
authority and control, and at the time of writing, the Harman/Kardon
HK620 (£250) is about as good as they come within your budget, though it is
not hugely powerful, and could be overwhelmed in spacious surroundings —
unlikely in a student’s digs. Another possibility is the Denon PMA-350SE
(£200). Good, inexpensive CD players include no less than three Best Buys:
the Philips CD-721 (£130), the Sony CDP-XES00 (£160) and the Kenwood
DP-3080 (£170). There is no shortage of decent inexpensive speakers either,
including the B&'W DM302 and Mission 731 (both £130); the former being
brighter and more demonstrative. My money would go on the
harman/kardon, Sony and Mission, which leaves £60 for cables and stands.

The £120 CD challenge

| have a pair of Magneplanar Tympani 1D
speakers, Project 6 turntable, Linn Klyde
pickup, Denon PRA-S10 preamp and NAD 218
THX power amp. I’'m very satisfied with the
sound of the speakers but my big problem is
finding a matching CD player under £120; |
prefer multi-bit players. But first of all | would
like to know your views on my existing gear,
since | have the possibility to trade my NAD for
a Carver Sunfire. Should | do that?

Rodrigo Concha, via the internet

If yout're talking about a part-exchange, how
about using some of that money to increase
the budget available for the CD player? It is
true that the cost/performance curve for CD
players follows a fairly erratic path, but £120
really is below the level that makes sense. By
all means trawl the listings at the back of this
magazine and try and arrange a
demonstration of one of the better ranked
models in your own system — dealers will
often allow a home loan against a cash
deposit of the purchase price — but your
system deserves something like the Trichord
Revelation (£800) or the Meridian 506
(£995). Maybe you could compromise
somewhere between the two. How about the
Orelle CD-100SE at £549, which is a
remarkably grown-up player at the price?

>>

The Musical Fidelity A1000: a
grander partner for Concertinos
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YAMAHA .

Sitting closer

My system consists of a NAD 502 CD
player, a NAD 602 cassette deck and an old
Akai amplifier (45W) which powers a pair of
Tannoy PBMS5 Il speakers. | get quite a good sound but sometimes | feel
that | would do much better if | replaced my amplifier. | need one which is
accurate and has a stable clear image, even at high volumes sustained for
long periods of time. Tone controls are a must, and the budget is about
£300. | was thinking about the NAD 312 or 314, or the Kenwood KA-
3020S. | should also mention that the speakers are not far apart due to
lack of room, so stereo image is compromised.

Name & address supplied

Yamaha AX-490: powerful
budget amplification

If you want lots of power and tone controls, you should
investigate the Yamaha AX-490 (£250), which is considerably
more powerful than the other two named at 85 Watts per channel,
and in the same class sonically as your shortlisted models. You
will inevitably lose something compared to the best tone control-
less models at this price — but it’s your choice. You can widen the
apparent size of the soundstage either by sitting closer to the
speakers, or by pointing the speakers down the room instead of
toeing them in towards each other.

HINTS AND TIPS

Jimmy Hughes relates the benefit to be had
from fashioning cowls for speakers!

A wide, even dispersion of sound over a broad range of
frequencies is the goal of many speaker designers, and to this end
they design enclosures with smooth, rounded contours so that the
sound waves are not impeded. The result is greater tonal
openness and reduced coloration, yet | wonder if this isn’t yet
another area where a battle or two lost can win the war.

| have a fairly unusual split-level living room, and the two
chairs from where | do most of my listening are placed in the
middle of the floor. Recently, | noticed music actually sounded
more integrated and coherent if | sat behind these seats on the
floor, an arrangement which blocks my view of the speakers.

Of course this is hardly an ideal listening position, and it
doesn’t do much for soundstaging or stereo imagery. But
disregarding all that, from a musical standpoint the sound is far
more cohesive and easier to follow. Given that | sit about 15ft
back from speakers placed in reverse, my sound is already
remarkably smooth and integrated. Yet, getting even further out
of the firing line improves cohesion and homogeneity yet more.

Getting that same sound from my main listening chair was the
next goal. In the end | came up with some cowls put on the top
and sides of the loudspeaker to narrow the dispersion of the
middle and high frequencies. | simply got some pieces of thick
card and made an ‘n’ shape to cover the upper half of the
enclosure. | then moved it back and forth to see what sort of
effect it had on the sound.

| can’t honestly say it was quite the same as listening with the
two speakers hidden from aural view, but the effect was similar.
Instruments and voices were better separated, yet overall, things
were more integrated. The sound had far greater depth and space
and it was easier to follow individual strands.

There was some loss of openness, but much depended on how
deep the cowl was; a couple of inches hardly made any
difference, but if increased to (say)

Pioneer A-300R Precision:
helps give a balanced system

six inches the tonal balance
hardened noticeably. | also felt the
bass driver was more adversely
affected by being ‘blinkered’ in the
way described; the low bass could
get a touch heavy and boomy.

There's no doubt that diffraction
has a big effect on the perceived
sound of a speaker, and readers
may recall ideas aired some years
back which suggested rounded
beading on the side of the enclosure improved results. The idea
was to eliminate the abrupt edge between the front and
top/bottom/sides of a typical enclosure.

My idea is similar but not quite the same. I'm
aiming for a much better integration between the
drive units so things sound more seamless and
cohesive. By narrowing dispersion at high
frequencies you can obtain some worthwhile
benefits. Try it and see!
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Cab¥e Talk scooped the
top honours for Best Cables

in the WHATHIEFI2Z Awards 1996

Interconnects: Monitor 2
Speaker Cables: Talk 3.1

Doesn’t your system
deserve the best?

For further informationi@lease write to:
Cable Talk, Unit 12, Barnborough
Business Centre, Eelihoor Road,
Fafpborough, HantsiiGU14 7XA.

Tel: 01852 37 ;434 Faxi®1252 371818

lease quote HEE 02/97
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Alvin Gold invites
gathefing five

ening through |
rather like peerin
bowl. All sense

1 unmercifully as the larger p
is pushed aside. This is very

lve been a regull
headphone user for a

day when

tening would be anti-
mainly because | like *
the prices of the models tested
(nor&wmch is less than
£140) there is the implicit
promise of something extraordi-
nary and well worth ing.

When a loudspea shrunk
to the size of something you can w
on your head, and maximum sound
sure levels are scaled down to match,
problems facing loudspeaker designers
swept away, but others rear their heads.

close to the eardrum, every
tiny little design flaw
becomes magnified. After
all, headphone desi
an infinitely subtle art,
and as you may have
found out, there are few
very good models around.

When a tgﬁducer is positioned
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cans wrap

. Two of the candid:

nected to a standard

for use in a fixed Ioc atic

with normal hi-fi equipment,

and this is the yardstick against which
they've been me%.

Upstream from the headphones,
equipment used for this test
included (but was not Iimited’_,
KrelhKAV-300i and Denon PMA-

450SE integrated amplifiers, and
a Wadia 23 CD player.

Most headphones are based on variants of
the moving-coil drive unit, like the treble
unit in a loudspeaker. The advantages are
design simplicity, and the fact that a head-
phone can be connected directly to a low-
voltage amplifier output. The disadvantage
is the weight incurred by the
diaphragm’s need for strength,
which compromises its ability to
follow the musical action at
high rates of acceleration. At
high frequencies such drive
units reach a point where they
fail to respond homogeneously,
compromising sound quality.
Electrostatic drive is another

'

well established technology, but involves |

greater complication and, ergo, higher sell-
ing prices. It uses a flat, high-resistance
conductive membrane, suspended between
fixed electrodes which take the form of per-
forated plates. The diaphragm is driven
evenly over its entire surface and therefore
doesn't need to be rigid. Electrostatics
require a high polarising voltage which is
applied to the diaphragm, usually supplied
by an external transformer or special drive
circuitry. The models tested here have their
own amplifiers and accept line-level signals
from existing systems. Advantages? The
diaphragm can be extremely light
(allowing it to respond more
quickly and accurately) and
physically large (which helps
produce a more even sound-
field around the ear).

f
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Joe Grado has for a long time been one of
the great iconoclasts of this industry, though
his non-conformism has previously been
expressed best through cartridges, which
shared with Decca needles a peculiar and
slightly unrefined immediacy, and certain
physical oddities, too. Grado’s headphones
are ostensibly less idiosyncratic, and in
some ways appear to hark back to the earli-
est lightweight Koss models.

Uncle Joe's latest and greatest (though it
is not his most expensive) is a suspiciously
modest-looking affair, with compact cap-
sules attached to simple swivelling yokes
which in turn are attached to the single hoop
headband via steel rods. The capsules can
be freely rotated (allowing the headphones
to be packed flat, potentially useful in
portable applications), and extended to
allow proper positioning over the ears. The
ear cushions, which are readily removable
for cleaning, are made from a stiff reticu-
lated foam with no supplementary covering,
which gives a direct sound path, but which
like all reticulated foam tends to be poor at
conducting heat away from the ears. In this
case it also has a slightly rough feel.

There are two metres of cable, which are

HI-FI CHOICE

tipped with a fixed 6.3mm jack plug.

If rather unsophisticated build-quality is
a prologue, the SR225’s highly distinctive
voice is the story. It sounds rather good on
the whole, with a powerful and authoritative
bass, and a warm, lucid midband. It is also
obviously coloured, especially in the upper
midrange area where the sound changes in
character and becomes shut-in; and at the
frequency extremes, both of which sound
cloudy and lacking in fine detail.

Tonal colours are darker than usual.
Strings lose their cutting edge, and although
there is nothing overtly aggressive or nasty
about string tone or other musical content,
there is some muted evidence for a reso-
nance in the treble, which is indicated, for
example, by the tinny, coloured sound of
close-miked percussion.

On the whole, though, the Grado’s sins
are largely those of omission. Music flows
through this headphone organically and
believably, with irrepressible dynamics and
bounce. The treble resonance described
above is not particularly aggressive, partly
because the output is muted in this region.
What's left is that rather distinctive tonal
quality and some opacity, which doesn’t
prevent music sounding musical. In fact

sometimes it even helps massage the evi-
dence in a positive way. Change, let’s say, to
the Sony MDR-CD1700 (page 34) and it
soon becomesapparent what's missing. The
Grado leaves much, much more to the imag-
ination. But it gives good expression to the
dynamics and the ‘shape’ of the music,
much as some valve amplifiers do when
compared to their more literal solid-state
transistor cousins.

The Grado would not be an effective
monitoring tool in a recording environment
where a warts'n’all presentation is required.
For the simple communication of fine music,
however, the Grado makes more sense,
though the romanticised veneer it imposes
on music is not always appropriate.

SOUND % ok vk
VALUE % % k5
PRICE £225
A nteresting, if flawed musical presentation often
serves the music well.
W Not especially comfortable (despite being light in
weight); lacks clarity and has a dark tonal quality.
D Goldring Products Ltd, 8 Greyfriars Rd, Moreton Hall
Industrial Estate, Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk, IP32 7DX
@ (01284) 701101
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Hand crafted sweeping curves
of real wood veneer combine with
precision engineered steel columns to
form a distinctive and stylish piece of audio fumiture. Finewoods

are available in a selection of beautiful finishes which have been A
All the wood used in Finewoods
products is from a known
sustainable managed source

infroduced to mafch your existing fumniture. The choice is yours.

THE NATURAL CHOICE FOR HI-FI
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! Telephone - - - - - oo : Soundstyle, 8 Greyfriars Rd, Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk P32 7DX

1 Tel:(01284) 701101 Fax:(01284) 750040



<4< PRECIDE ERGO MODEL 2

Hands up those of you who've heard of the
Jecklin Float. | see. For the rest of you, and
it looks like the majority, Jecklin is another
personality in the Joe Grado mould, but of
Swiss rather than American extraction, who
made his name with the Float headphones.

So who or what is Precide? Precide is the
Swiss company that has made Jecklin
Floats since Day One, and has now
branched out with its own in-house designs,
loosely modelled on the Float, all of which it
must be said strongly resemble a Darth
Vader skull protector.

The physical construction of the Float
was simplicity itself: a flat sheet of what
appeared to be mineral-loaded plastics was
moulded into a shape that fitted around the
head, and the drive-unit capsules were
mounted into cut-outs near each ear. The
Ergo has the additional complication of
some structure to enclose the inner workings
and allow for head-size adjustment. With
early Float models the capsules were held
well away from the ears themselves, being
only loosely restrained from swivelling or
falling off altogether when the user moved.

HI-FI CHOICE
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The Ergo range, which runs in parallel with
the Float series (the model under test is
closely related to the Model 2 Float), has a
new neodymium magnet system which
increases sensitivity to the point where the
system will make good use of the limited
output from personal stereos, though the
2.7 metre ribbon lead counts against
portable use, as does the fixed 6.3mm plug.
Not to mention questions of fashion!

The original concept for the Float was
‘the ultimate open headphone’, in which a
couple of loudspeakers were suspended
near each ear (without the colorations
inevitable from a shell-like structure on the
outside, or earpads and other clutter
between the headphone and the ear) and
with the minimum of acoustic loading.

The Ergo Model 2 follows the same pat-
tern, but has been reined in a little. The
‘phones fit rather more snugly around the
ears, and there is no longer that inescapable
suspicion that the headphones are about to
fall off the head at every turn. At the same
time, they don’t sound quite as open and
detached as their progenitors, partly no
doubt because of the tighter physical build,

A
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ON TEST: HIGH HEADPHONES

but partly also because the balance of the
Ergo Model 2 is brighter and more forward
than the Float, and because the Model 2
suppresses some of the subtle information
that informs the ear and brain about space.
The makers claim these new models
sound more dynamic in a side by side com-
parison, and | have no doubt this is the case,
but the new rare-earth magnet models are
coarser in texture. Strings have a shiny, edgy
tone, as though burnished with metal polish,
and there is evidence of a sharp resonant
peak, probably around the 6-8kHz range,
which leaves vocal timbre badly affected.

PRECIDE ERGO MODEL 2 -VERDICT

SOUND Kk rirsk
VALUE % % ki3
PRICE £139.00
A Dynamic and open sound, though not as open as
Jecklin Float; strong tuneful bass; sensitive enough
for portable applications; improved fit on head.
VW Raw, metallic colorations spoil subtlety of sound and
mar the quality of vocals and many instruments.
B May Audio Marketing (UK) Ltd., Aireside Mills, Cononley,
Keighley, West Yorkshire BD20 8LW.
= (01535) 632700
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<4«¢ SENNHEISER HE60 & HEV70/UK

The HE60 and HEV70/UK combination —
the former a headphone, the latter a mains-
powered energiser — is derived directly from
Sennheiser's £9,600 Orpheus, but is sim-
pler and more affordable. The headphone is
still electrostatic, but its electronics are of
the solid-state rather than vacuum-tube
variety, though they run in Class A.

The HEV70/UK preamp is fed by a line-
level input from your system amplifier's tape
output (or similar), and is equipped with a
friction-coupled dual-concentric volume
control from ALPS. The only controls are a
signal overload/power telltale and an on/off
switch. To preserve existing tape loops there
are both line in and output sockets.

The HE60's large electrostatic
diaphragm is protected by a steel mesh
cover internally, matched to an open-back
enclosure fitted with firm oval circumaural
earpads. A comfortable felted material cov-
ers the latter keeping one’s head reasonably
cool. The headband is a simple padded
hoop, which is comfortable but no match for
those of the Sony and Stax models. Cable
length is 2.9 metres.

The HE6O and HEV70/UK combination
is almost twice the price of any other model
in this test, and by comparison with them it
was disappointing. The open, pure-sounding
midband is not bettered by any of the others
in this group, and the frequency balance,
very similar to the Sony MDR-CD1700, is
light, open and agile, with a suggestion of
treble lift. The bass is excellent, though
lacks the authority and weight of the much
more expensive Orpheus.

It's the treble that betrays this
Sennheiser, being less refined than that of
Sony and Stax rivals in this comparison.
There's clear evidence of a very-high-fre-

v
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quency in-band resonance revealed as vocal
sibilance with some performances, and as a
phasey edge that can be detected with many
recordings — rapid phase shifts are associ-
ated with high-Q resonances, and the audi-
ble effect can be a comb-filter type of phasi-
ness. The effect lent an uncomfortable edge
to Jennifer Warnes'’s voice, and a squeaky,
slightly metallic overlay to orchestral strings.
Percussion suffered most, sounding
coloured and coarse.

The good news is that the resonance
identified was limited strictly to the treble.
There was no audible consequence in the
midband, which seemed completely free
from coloration of any kind. In the main, the

Sennheiser sounded precise and articulate,
with excellent imaging like the Sony MDR-
CD1700 but with a much greater feeling of
overall depth and spaciousness.

SENNHEISER HE60 & HEV70 -VERDICT

SOUND % % % & 5%

VALUE %k irivik

PRICE £998.00

A Superb bass and midband; excellent soundstaging
and state-of-the-art resolving power.

W Marred by what appears to be an audible treble
resonance, which means sibilance on some voices
and messy percussion.

X Sennheiser UK Ltd, 3 Century Point, Halifax Road, High
Wycombe, Bucks HP12 3SL

@ (01494) 551551

SONY MDR-CD1700
Few printed details accompanied this head-
phone, which is a very recent introduction. |
was told however, that the MDR-CD1700 is
derived from the flagship MDR-R10 King,
which had large, sealed capsule surrounds
hand-carved from an exotic wood, fitted
internally with a bio-cellulose diaphragm
‘hand-made’ by acetic bacteria. Despite
their enormous cost (£2,500), these were a
moving-coil headphone, as the MDR-
CD1700 is. It echoes its predecessor’s
shape and reprises the 'R10’s biocellulose
and ‘Vectran’ diaphragms.

At first sight the 'CD1700 looks dubious.
It is bulky and has a sealed-back construc-
tion, often shorthand for coloration and
compressed dynamics. But this time Sony
has bucked stereotypes, as the headphone’s
structure is very light and comfortable,
thanks to an outer steel hoop and a pliable,
spring-loaded inner band that automatically
adjusts to head size. Extra pampering comes
from large circumaural earpads covered in
soft felt. Thanks to low weight the 'CD1700
exerts low inward pressure on the listener’s

HI-FI CHOICE
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ears without sacrificing any stability. The
price paid is minimal attenuation of external
sound. The 3.4m-long cable is fixed to one
earpiece.

For a dynamic headphone, sound quality
is startlingly good. It has the kind of exquis-
ite clarity and delicacy that are normally the
province of top-class electrostatics like the
Sennheiser and Stax models in this test.
Bass is tuneful and well extended, but still
immaculately controlled though lacking the
last word in weight. Treble is balanced on
the bright side of neutral, lending music a
lively, detailed feel. The only trade-off is
imagery constrained in scope compared,
say, with the Stax. Image scale tends to suf-
fer as a result, thoughthere appears to be no
loss of fine detail, which is reproduced by
the bucket-load.

Lest | split any more hairs, even though
the CD1700’s balance is a little bright, it
sings the cleanest, sweetest and most articu-
late treble of any dynamic headphone I've
heard. Cymbal crashes have only the metallic
quality that belongs, while drum brush
strokes have a wholly tactile quality with no
stiggestion of distortion at reasonable volume
levels or well above. Vocal quality is superb:
a perfect miniature model of the real thing.
The absence of coloration, usually perceived
in open-back headphones alone, is quite star-
tling and very difficult to explain.

SONY MDR-CD1700 -VERDICT

SOUND >k k k%%
VALUE * kK k¥
PRICE £199.99
A Atriumph: spine-tingling electrostatic sound quality
right through the audio frequency band from a
package with moving-coil simplicity and pricing.
W Inelegant; rather bright; engenders a loss of image
depth and scale.
B Sony UK Ltd, The Heights, Brooklands, Weybridge,
Surrey KT13 OXW
= (0181) 784 1144
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STAX LAMBDA NOVA BASIC

There has long been a preconception that
Japanese hi-fi producers are predominantly
massive multinationals, and that the spe-
cialist, cottage-industry end of the trade is
dominated by Western companies. Anyone
in the know will soon disabuse you of that
notion, as Japan possesses its own crop of
highly-distinguished specialists, many of
which are unknown off their home turf.

Here is an exception. Stax is by common
consent the premier name in electrostatic
headphones world-wide. Their products
have long lifetimes, and are universally
costly or very costly, which keeps them
away from the mainstream. The Lambda
Nova Basic is no exception.

The Nova makes even the plush Sony feel
knobbly. It is quite simply ravishingly com-
fortable, both in the short and the long term,
courtesy of attention to fine detail in the
shaping of the large rectangular leatherette-
covered-foam ear cushions; and thanks also
to the two-part headband, which works
much like Sony’s except that it adjusts man-
ually. Stax makes a variety of power supplies
at different quality levels and prices: the one
supplied in this package is a simple solid-
state design with an on/off switch and vol-
ume control (better quality comes in the
Nova Classic package at £795). Say good-
bye to your tape loop, all those whose amps
have only one: here there is no duplicated
line output on Stax’s dedicated energiser.
The headphone lead, 2.3m long, has a cus-
tom plug to fit Stax’s energiser unit.

The Lambda body style conceals an out-
size electrostatic diaphragm standing a little
proud of the ears. It's rotated slightly to the
front to encourage a wide image forward of
the head. The ploy works, though the
Lambda's strong resolving power and lack of
coloration are equally responsible. In any
case the sound has a bold, physical quality

 STAX LAMBDA NOVA BASIC - VERDICT

SOUND %k h K%
VALUE &k Kk k%
PRICE  £449.95

A Simply the most accurate and best overall musical
performer in this group, with Rolls-Royce standards
of comfort to match. All of Stax’s competitors ought
to own a pair to see how its done!

v No tape-loop line-level output from supply unit
means it hogs one amplifier tape circuit.

B Path Premier, Unit 2, Desborough Industrial Park,

High Wycombe, Bucks HP12 3BG.

= (01494) 441736

that’'s very similar to the result of loud-
speaker listening, but with the understated
precision and fine detail that are special
properties of good electrostatic headphones.

This headphone is quite simply one of
the best at any price. It rivals the Sony for
resolution and control, but is more evenly
balanced, and has a solidity, weight and
presence all its own. The effect is electric,
making it the only headphone in the test that
doesn’t sound like a headphone, and almost
justifying Stax’s claim that the Lambda is an
‘earspeaker’.

The first movement of Mahler’s 9th

. (Karajan) blazed with ferocity and physical

stature that eluded all competitors here, and
the almost vanishingly-quiet bars of the
finale remained starkly audible against the
ambient backdrop without any help from the
volume knob. Any headphone doing justice
to this masterwork is something special. 2

here is a hidden danger in headphones that

doesn't exist with loudspeakers. Loudspeakers
are placed two meters or more from the listener.
Headphone drive units are suspended a few cen-
timetres from the eardrum, which means that their
spectral content tends to favour the upper midband
and treble, which has no chance to dissipate as it
does from a loudspeaker's treble unit. It is these
penetrating mid and higher frequencies that can
damage the hearing, but it's an insidious process
as headphones can scale a vast range of loud-
nesses with a freedom from compression and dis-
tortion that loudspeakers can only dream of.

The result? It's all too easy to end up with vol-
ume settings that are much higher than they seem.
Full marks to Sennheiser for fitting an indicator to
show when the level is too high.

TAKE CARE OF THE FOLLOWING POINTS AND
TAKE CARE OF YOUR EARS.

@® Start with the volume low, and increase it slowly
until the listening level is comfortable.

® Avoid audible distortion, which can inject high
frequency harmonics directly into the ear.

® The ear quickly acclimatises to new volume set-
tings. Having established an appropriate level, don't
increase it unduly. Remember that the lack of visceral
bass from most headphones means volume levels
often seem lower than they really are.

® Never turn up the volume so high that external
sounds are completely drowned out.

® Never use headphones when driving a motor
vehicle, or when hearing is important to your
personal safety.

® Children also need to be educated about how to
use headphones safely.

® Finally, remember that hearing damage is only
detectable when it is already too late!
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Who Are These Men?

The Lone Ranger and Tonto — aka John
Watson (kneeling) and Damian McNamara
of Mana Acoustics — install the ironwork in
Glenn Hurst's living room. The spoils of a
bonanza competition lie around them:
Mordaunt-Short MS25i loudspeakers on the
right, with Cable Talk Talk 3.1 bi-wire on
one; and the tools of the support installation
trade on the other. The six-tier rack in the _
corner is ready for action with the new
Audiolab 8000S amp and Marantz
CDé63mkII KI Signature CD player adjoining
the pre-existing hi-fi kit.

N
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INSPIRATIONS

In October '96 we
teamed up with Mana
Acoustics to offer a
mega prize. Jason
Kennedy joined the
Mana men to see the
giveaway gear installed.

ome guys have all the luck. One of

them is Glenn Hurst, winner of our

‘all-the-Mana-support-equipment-

your-floor-can-take-plus-complete-

system’ competition featured in issue
158 of Hi-Fi Choice. It's not the first Choice
competition Glenn has entered — more like
the 25th — so it was about time fate smiled
on him. And how!

The prize that Glenn has grabbed con-
sists primarily of enough Mana kit to support
his existing hi-fi gear and the system he has
won, which itself comprises a Marantz CD-
63mkll KI Signature CD player, an Audiolab
8000S integrated amplifier, Mordaunt-
Short MS25/ speakers, Cable Talk
Professional 2 interconnectand Talk 3. 1 Bi-
wire speaker cables.

Before Mana and Hi-Fi Choice invaded
his space, Glenn was listening to Stranglers
and Pink Floyd vinyl on a Micro-Seiki MB-
10 turntable, and his Leonard Cohen CDs on
an Arcam Alpha Plus CD player, with ampli-
fication provided by a NAD 7240PE receiver
and final transduction undertaken by a pair
of Mission 700 speakers. Aiwa and NAD
cassette decks play what appear to be the
complete works of Philip Glass.

By the time we left, the turntable was on
a Mana Reference wall shelf, the electronics
racked up on a six-tier stand atop three
Soundstages, and the new speakers were
putting the boot in with the aid of two pairs
of Soundbases. The whole stand and sup-
port array, together with the all-important
spirit level, would have cost Glenn £2,000,
and should be more than equal to any future
upgrades he might consider.

This system was demonstrated by Mana
in one of their rooms at the Ramada show
back in September '96, when it made an
impression on all who heard it. Listening to
the same equipment in action at Glenn's
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POWER
AND PLRIT Y

Audiolab 8000DAC
Audiolab 8000CDM
Audiolab 8000C
Audiolab 8000P
Audiolab 8000S
Audiolab 8000T

A

By combining advanced design and innovative

i engineering we created pure direct coupled
BR'?’I!{;H : circuitry for the Audiolab 8000Q_Pre-amplifier.
L ARDS We call it Audiolab Z7 TECHNOLOGY. Combine
the 8000Q with two or four Audiolab 8000M
Audiolab 8000Q Monobloc Power Amplifiers and you have a
Audiolab 8000M formidable amplification system.

Audiolab 8000T
If your requirements are more modest, Audiolab

manufactures a range of seven amplifiers
beginning with the internationally acclaimed
Audiolab 8000A Integrated Amplifier.

For more information and details of your

Audiolab dealer call or write.

Audiolab 80005

Cambridge Systems Technology Ltd =AU D I O L AB
Spitfire Close, Ermine Business Park E
Huntingdon, Cambs PE1S 6XY

Telephone 01480 415600
Fax 01480 52159



<< place it wasn't hard
to understand why. |
still can’t begin to
fathom how so much
grunt can emanate from
such diminutive and essen-
tially inexpensive speakers.
Okay, they had a decent CD player,
amplifier and cabling behind them, but
nonetheless I'm lucky if | can get that sort of
bass out of speakers costing twice as much.
Those little Soundbase supports are clearly
very effective; Mr Editor-in-Chief, | feel a
stand review coming on!

As well as being a big music fan Glenn is
also a musician, playing bass in a Pink Floyd
cover band called Sheep, which he claims,
modestly, can perform vintage Floyd more
authentically than Messrs Mason, Gilmour,
Wright et al. Come January 20th, Sheep will
play the complete Dark Side Of The Moon
set at the Brighton Dome, in a 25th anniver-
sary celebration of the premiére, which the
original Floyd played at the same venue.

As you may have noticed, Glenn’s musi-
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~
Above: the priz; system fully
installed, complete with cat,
bass axe, bananas, and some of
Glenn's records. Inset: the

lucky winner himself.

cal tastes are more
eclectic than average.
An inherited classical
collection sits alongside
Brian Eno, Arvo Part,
Planxty, and contemporary
classical composer John Adams
— not to mention the Stranglers.
Glenn’s partner Jo, whose paintings hang in
the room, has slightly more popular tastes
but it's clear both are avid music fans. This
prize is clearly going to be appreciated.
John and Damian, Mana’s dynamic duo,
spent a couple of hours setting up the sys-
tem, bolting the turntable bracket to the
wall, underpinning the speakers and fine-
tuning the glass platforms. As Glenn had
dismantled the existing system before we
arrived it wasn't possible to make any com-
parisons, but both Glenn and Jo's reaction to
the new set-up suggested a less-than-subtle
change had taken place. Given my limited
knowledge of Glenn’s original gear I'd say
that was an understatement: John and
Damian’s preferred volume levels made a

big change for everyone in the building!

| called up Glenn a week after the ‘inva-
sion’ to see how he was getting on with the
system. | found he'd been experimenting
with connections between the NAD receiver
(now serving as a phono stage/tuner) and the
Audiolab amp, and had found that the NAD’s
preamp output was yielding much better
results than the tape output we'd started
with. Overall he was enjoying ‘the Mana
effect’, with the speakers coming in for par-
ticular praise. He was very surprised at how
good his record player sounded on the
Reference wall shelf; not bad when said
platter-spinner cost £3 at a car-boot fair.
Possibly the ultimate accolade was Glenn’s
first complaint from the neighbours, which
arrived the evening after we'd been round. A
Cure record was on the wheels of steel, pre-
sumably to test the set-up to its limit!

We leave Glenn stunned but happy, and
offer our thanks to Audiolab, Cable Talk,
Marantz and Mordaunt-Short, but above all
to John and Damian at Mana for suggesting
the competition and making it happen.
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David Vivian experiences the latest in designer
speakers, and debates whether they are
a viable alternative to real hi-fi,

mall speakers divide loosely into
three types: the purely functional,
like-it-or-lump-it box; the transducer
that tries to hide by blending seam-
lessly with its surroundings; and its
alter-ego — the full-on style statement.

Your eyes are wondering across the page
already. But that's fine because style state-
ments are meant to be talked about and
looked at as much as they are listened to.
They are to hi-fi what Swatches are to
horology, the Ford Ka is to the city jam-
scape and Cameron Diaz is to short skirts.
Their dynamics are social as well as sonic, as
aspirational as a Psion Series 3¢ pocket com-
puter. They can even sound good. But there’s
little question you pay extra for aesthetic
attitude, and value can suffer as a result.

If extracting maximum sonic perfor-
mance from minimum outlay is not your
chief priority, read on. | had a humble pair
of B&W DM601s lying around; at £200,
they cost the same as the cheapest con-
tender here. Truth to tell, they took the
most expensive (the £400 Rogers dB101s
and the Blue Room Mini Pods) to the
cleaners and paid for their taxi ride home.

But then the '601s are biggish, black
and brick-like. The db101s — styled by
freelance car designer Peter Stevens of
McLaren F1 fame — look like streamlined
classic steel toasters up-ended, and
instantly confer on anyone who owns them
the native good taste of Terence Conran,
David Hockney and Stephen Bayley rolled
into one. The Mini Pods, conversely, have
oodles of teddy-bear factor. Their bulbous,
three-segment shape is open to almost infi-
nite interpretation — nudged towards
deeply strange X-Files imaginings by the
‘Blue Room’ nomenclature — but the truth
is you just want to cuddle them. They're
more akin to ET than Alien.

Perhaps the neatest design solution of
all is provided by the KLH Europe
Soundbites ensemble, with satellite speak-
ers that look like IKEA spot-lamps, powered
by a tiny, dome-shaped 15+15 Watt
amplifier over which you can cup your hand
like a computer mouse, and an active 45
Watt subwoofer slim enough to slide into
those nooks and crannies denied more con-

Blue Room Mini Pod
Rock Solid Classic Monitor

Jamo Deco Art
Rogers db101
Soundbites

ventionally bulky bass boxes. The deal with
the Soundbites is pure mid-"90s lifestyle.
Hook them up to your multi-media PC for
added grunt and zap, or plug them into a
personal CD for an instant hi-fi system.
There are no rules. Do what you like.

The literally-named Jamo Deco Art is a
rectangular and shallow affair, like a bulky
picture frame. And that’s pretty much the
desired illusion. You can hang them on your
walls, prop them up on a sideboard or even
on the floor by means of a little bent metal
stand that folds out from the back. The ‘art’
bit refers to the baffle cover which comes in
a variety of colours and styles: neutral to
match your room'’s décor, or flamboyant to
clash with it. Ours combined a black enclo-
sure with a riot of abstract swirling colour
(predominantly reds and yellows).

More lurid still was the pale green and
white finish of the Rock Solid Classic
Monitors — one of six colour options that
can be supplied. The Solids’ inclusion here
requires no justification. In many ways it
was the original affordable, all-purpose
designer speaker; in its first year on the
market (1990) it became the fastest grow-
ing new speaker brand in the USA. Apart
from its innate cuteness, the Solid is small,
versatile, tough, weather-proof and can
soak up oodles of power.

To give all the speakers a fighting
chance, they were hooked up to a Pioneer
PD-SS04 CD player and Pioneer A-300R
Precision amp, via Audioquest cables and
interconnects. Stands weren’t used since
most of the products come with their own,
and these are essentially non-audiophile

- products. A deep window-ledge seems

much more fitting. We listened to all types
of music but concentrated on classic Oscar
Peterson from the early '70s, funky saxo-

. phonist George Howard'’s latest outing on

GRP and the brilliant Steve Lipson remix of
Sting’s | Was Brought To My Senses.

HI-FI CHOICE



BLUEROOM MINI PODS
These are touchy-feely speakers. Not only
do their Glass Reinforced Plastic (GRP) cab-
inets look extraordinary, they feel wonderful:
glossy and cool. Their resemblance to some
other-worldly lifeform is further enhanced by
an obvious backbone that runs in a gentle
curve from top to bottom. Face-on, the three
bulging segments each have their own ori-
fice: 25mm aluminium dome tweeter at the
top, Kevlar mid/bass driver in the middle,
reflex port at the bottom. The scientific rea-
son for them looking like this is all to do with
the elimination of cabinet coloration and the
reduction of high-frequency diffraction. The
real reason is that aliens have crash-landed
and they look exactly like this. Then there
are the creature’s ‘legs’ — three aluminium
spikes screwed into the base of each cabi-
net. Blue is the obvious colour, but they also
come in red, yellow and white.

The Pods sound more obviously ‘hi-fi’
than the other speakers in the group, and
this isn’'t meant pejoratively. They have the

HI-FI CHOICE

cleanest, most extended treble, an open and
articulate mid-range and a consistency of
performance that puts the Rogersdb101s to
shame. It could simply be, of course, that
the db 101s are altogether less forgiving of
indifferent recordings.

Perhaps ‘refined’ is the best way to
describe the Pods. Tonally faithful, careful
not to offend, just so. In some ways, this
works to their advantage. Oscar's dazzling
keyboard runs positively sparkled through
these speakers, and the other members of
his band seemed more believably placed
around him. This doesn’t mean the Pods
are polite or laid back, just open, controlled
and even-handed.

Where they come unstuck is in that bass.
Be it the double bass of the Peterson trio,
the heavy-funk electric bass of Howard’s
band or the subterranean synth bass on the
Sting production, the blue ones struggle. It
isn't that they can’t pump it out, just that
they squash it so the bass sounds forced and
congested; low frequencies take on a pecu-

ON TEST: DESIGNER SPEAKERS

liar tubby character that draws attention to
itself, never more so than when the second
George Howard track gets the reflex port
audibly huffing and chuffing.

This is a shame because the rest of the
audio spectrum is handled with great open-
ness and subtlety. Still, none of these speak-
ers are close to being perfect and the bits the
Mini Pods do get right are really very impres-
sive. If you like your bass taut, tuneful and
fast you'll be better off with the dbI101s. If
mid and treble accuracy are your thing,
though, the Mini Pods suddenly look like a
more compelling proposition.

BLUE ROOM MINI PODS - VERDICT

SOUND & % % %k

VALUE % % &k

PRICE £399.95

A Hi-fi with humour; great mid-range.

W Tubby, congested bass.

DR B&W Loudspeakers (UK Sales) Ltd, Marlborough Road,
Churchill Industrial Est, Lancing, W Sussex BN15 8TR.

@ (01903) 750750
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ou walk in to the Hi-Fi sl

Across a crowded showroom, a Hi-Fi
system catches your eye, then seduces your ear.

Infatuated, you pay your money.
Unfortunately, you also take your

On the other hand, once the ear is wooed
by the sumptuous sound quality unique to

cam, a life-long love affair usually ensues.

Year after year, our dedication to sonic
excellence is rewarded with top industry awards

believe us, luck has nothing to do with it.

All of our Hi-Fi is produced at our
Cambndge HQ, where it must pass the most
rigorous set of tests, checks and double checks.
Then, just when another quality Arca
product thinks it's safe to go into the loving
arms of a new customer, we check it again.

We work hard to produce Hi-Fi separates
of the highest quality, keeping construction
simple and building in long service and
rehability at every stage of production. So, if
you're about to invest in Hi-Fi, invest in an
Arcam. After all, we don't leave anything to
chance.

Should you?

ARCAM

Return the coupon below to: Arcam, Pembroke Ave.
Waterbeach, Cambridge CB5 9PB, England.
Or telephone: (01223) 203203 (24 hours)

e-mail: custserv(@arcam. co.uk

Please send me information on: (Please tick)
Arcam amplifiers O Arcam CD players 0
Arcam tuners 1 Arcam home cinema Q0
Arcam DACs O all Arcam products O
and the name of my nearest authorised dealer.
First Name(s)

Surname

HFC 02797

In Australia: Stolmack Audio Pty. Ltd., P.O. Box 162, 16 Wolseley Road, Lindfield, N.S.W., 2070. Tel: (2) 9416 4799.
In Canada: Emerald Audio Resources, P.O. Box 286, Station P, Toronto, Ontario, M5S 258. Tel: (416) 596 7657.
In New Zealand: Avalon Audio, 587 Mount Eden Rd., Mount Eden, Auckland. Tel: (649) 638 9000.

In South Africa: Hi-Fi Specialists, Durban Road 155, Bellville. 7530. Tel: (21) 946 1441.

In USA: Audiophile Systems Ltd, 8709 Castle Park Drive. Indianapolis, IN 46256. Tel (317) 841 4107.




<4 ROCK SOLID CLASSIC MONITOR

Familiarity hasn’t dimmed the Solids’ visual
clout. Bright colours help, of course, but the
rounded ends, symmetry and dinky, three-
toed uni-ball stand still cut the mustard —
even though the db101s look far sexier and
the Mini Pods even cuter. But then they are
twice as expensive. ‘Plasticky’ is a word that
might have been invented for the Solids —
it's what both the diminutive vented enclo-
sures and drive units are made from. Some
even say they sound ‘plasticky’ but there’s
no denying that with 160 Watts peak power
handling and 91dB sensitivity, they can go
remarkably loud for their size.

In a good system, they're explicit little
speakers with a distinctively dry balance,
but musical and rhythmically coherent
nonetheless. Imaging is not a strong point.
The sound is by no means box-bound, but
the images are small-scale and the sound-
stage never develops much width or depth.
So, like the Jamos, not ultimately a triumph
of hi-fi, but the way they successfully cap-

HI-FI CHOICE

tured the infectious joy of Oscar's playing
was very appealing. They can swing, and
what bass that exists is tuneful and easy to
follow. Technically, the upper-mid-range
has a tendency to glare and made Oscar’s
piano sound a bit clanky on forcefully
played passages. The treble can sound a lit-
tle coarse, too.

With Sting, the Solids sounded immedi-
ate, imperturbable and exciting. Ultimate
realism is compromised by a mild card-
boardy coloration, but musically they hang
together remarkably well. Sting’s voice was
more powerful than with the db101s but a
bit closed in, without as much ambient
detail or ‘atmosphere’.

George Howard'’s slick but soulful jazz-
funk suited the Solids, which again proved
surprisingly full-bodied and convincing with
this track. They had the knack of cutting
straight to the core of the music, which sur-

: vives largely intact despite the rather closed-

in imaging and occasionally restricted col-
orations. The point is, they boogie well

ON TEST: DESIGNER SPEAKERS

: enough foryou not to worry unduly about the
. hi-fi shortcomings.
: On the second Howard piece, these
: boxes displayed amazing punch for their
size, yetdidn't exaggerate the material. They
. sounded bouncy, funky and fun — just as
. the track dictated. Also appreciated was an
. excellent sense of flow and integration with
© fine timing. They lapped it up.
: There was no great hurry to switch from
¢ these Classic Monitors to the next pair of
speakers, which was a good sign. For their
: numerous shortcomings, these are essen-
. tially honest, musical speakers.

ROCK SOLID CLASSIC MONITOR - VERDICT

P £199.95
A Versatile; tough; musical; a bargain.
W No longer a cutting-edge design.
B B&W Loudspeakers (UK Sales) Ltd, Marlborough Road,
Churchill Industrial Est, Lancing, W Sussex BN15 8TR.
= (01903) 750750
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<4 JAMO DECO ART

Make sure your walls are up to it if you're
tempted to hang these Jamos. Their bass
reflex enclosures, a mere 90mm deep, are
made out of metal and each weighs 4.8kg.
There are two drive units: a 130mm woofer
and 25mm dome tweeter. They'll handle a
continuous 60 Watts but need an amp with
most of that to generate decent sound levels
because sensitivity is low at 88dB.
Peterson’s acoustic trio probably con-
tributed to the Jamos’ easy-going, unforced
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sound. They're slightly dark tonally, not as
bright and breezy as the best in the group,
but very well integrated and coherent in and
around the mid-range. Some softness at the
frequency extremes is obvious but the pre-
sentation hangs together so well it doesn’t
seem to matter.

The Jamos confidently project music into
the room, but depth and dynamics are both
compressed. They won't appeal immedi-
ately to thoseafter an overtly ‘hi-fi’ presenta-
tion. Others might find their slightly cosy

i style of music-making naturally inviting.
: Bass is full with reasonable shape, but lim-
. ited extension. Oscar's piano had plenty of
¢ attack but didn’t sound at all weedy — the

lower octaves had a rich, woody resonance.
Rhythmically, though, these speakers

© tended to gloss over the subtler stuff.

With the slow but majestically powerful
Sting track, the Jamos painted a bigger pic-
ture than the other speakers, again with a
likeable naturalness and impressive weight
but not much air. It was as if Sting was

: singing in a vacuum, his voice slightly thick-

ened and constricted.
George Howard's sax sounded warm yet
crisp, although the heavy bass line carried a

¢ slight bloom. Good mid-range presence was
¢ partially compromised by a mildly leaden
quality which tended to suck out some emo-
. tion. But they packed a wallop with the
: funky track and you could never accuse

these speakers of sounding thin. At least

. they have a good stab at trying to capture
. the scale of a big recording.

The Jamos can plod sometimes, but are

: remarkably consistent with most types of

musicand, sonically at least, hard to dislike.

JAMO DECO ART - VERDICT

SOUND &k k¥

VALUE %k k &k vk

PRICE £299.99

A Warm, inviting, weighty; available in plain finishes.
W Too heavy, screen print may be an acquired taste.
B3 Jamo UK Ltd, Jamo House, 5 Faraday Close, Drayton

Fields, Daventry, Northants NN11 5RD.

@ (01327) 301300

ROGERSDB 101

: No question about it, the db101s look gor-
¢ geous. If you don’t want to be considered a

sci-fi wacko they're a far more compelling

. choice than the Mini Pods — no offence to

X-Files fans intended. The precise effect you
create depends on your choice of finish, and
there are lots to choose from. Ours had lac-
guered aluminium cheeks finished in a
weave-pattern. A swept back cranium with a
floating tweeter set into it like a miner's hel-
met lamp, and exposed 110mm aerogel
bass driver, are other defining design ele-

: ments. Easier to resist are the nasty spring-

clip connectors at the back. Apparently an
audiophile version of the db101 is on the
way with twe sets of binding posts for bi-

- wiring and completely different voicing. Yeah,
¢ but £400 speakers don’t have spring clips.

Besides, these dbl0Is have a serious

: audiophile reputation to uphold and, from the

opening bars of Oscar’s inspired ivory tickling,
it's obvious Rogers hasn't taken too many lib-

. erties. While not as smooth as the Mini Pods,
. as warm as the Jamos nor as immediately

catchy as the Solids, with an acoustic jazz trio
at least they sound more poised and glam-
orous than any of them. In the best Rogers
tradition they play tunes well with drive,
dynamics and pace. Despite a very slight

. lower-mid range honk, they actually sound

HI-FI CHOICE



jazzy, an impression helped along by their
good bass weight, speed and tonality.

Sting wasn't handled so sympathetically.
His voice sounded both nasal and shouty with
little sense of flow. Everything seemed taut to
the point of tenseness, as if the amp was
being overdriven. The effect was too forceful
for comfort and not especially enjoyable.

With the dynamic and immaculately-
recorded George Howard tracks, though, the
db101s showed what they were really capa-
ble of, and comfortably trashed the opposi-
tion. Howard'’s soprano sax was lucid and
lyrical with superbly-resolved sounds and
ambience. Bass wasn’t just strong, but
smooth and surprisingly extended. And here

KLHEUROPE SOUNDBITES

There's nothing new about speaker systems
that combine an active sub-woofer with put-
anywhere satellite speakers, but Soundbites
have honed and simplified the concept to
the point where it's being sold as the solu-
tion to any number of domestic audio prob-
lems. We settled for a couple of Soundbites
(full-range drivers magnetically shielded
with low 86dB sensitivity in spotlight-style
cups with a neat swivel base for desktop,

OVERALL VE

t would be great to say that the only thing you stand to lose by
I investing in designer speakers is your friends’ perception of you as a :

hi-fi buff. Sadly, this isn’t the case. Buy the KLH Europe Soundbites :
as your sole means of listening to music and you'll go off the whole idea :
of hi-fi, period. Lovely idea, lamentable sound, even at the price.

The Jamo Deco Arts sound better than all right but, to my eyes at
least, look just too European for British tastes. Maybe they're better in
white. Still, why fret about that when there are speakers like the Blue
Room Mini Pods around? It's hard to know exactly what sort of wallpa-
per goes with these, but then Pods will be bought by people who
stopped caring about wallpaper a long time ago. They'll still be inter-
ested in quality sound reproduction, though, because, bass notwith-

ON TEST: DESIGNER SPEAKERS

the forward balance and determination to
dig up bags of subtle detail worked to great
effect. Now the db101s came over more like
the expensive speakers they are.

Given all of this, we were expecting great
things with the second, harder-hitting
Howard track, but the db101s decided to
throttle back. Sax was nicely rendered again

: and ambience well portrayed, but the antic-

ipated punch didn’t materialise. Deep bass
and percussion carried less weight than with

: the Solids or the Jamos. Not that this killed

the enjoyment of the track, just that the
dbl01s seemed a little too laid-back and
even-handed for their own good. And
strangely so given their earlier exuberance.

wall or ceiling mounting), a Powerbite amp
and a Bassbite subwoofer.

You connect your source to the Bassbite,
which feeds the Powerbite mini amp, which
in turn hooks up to the Soundbite cables via
spring clips located on the amp’s belly. This
has two controls: the dome top swivels on its
base for ‘on’ and volume, and a little thumb-

- wheel on the side controls the bass and tre-

ble. The Bassbite has its own 45 Watt amp
and a volume control that increases the

KLH EUROPE SOUNDBITES - VERDICT

: standing, the Pods are delightfully open, informative and enjoyable.

In the end, though, we'd make our selection from the Rock Solid
Classic Monitors and the Rogers db101s. If looks really matter, the
db101s are must-have items. This side of hard-carved Italian exotica,

i they're the sexiest small speakers on the planet and, even at £399,

: they can be considered fair value. Sonically, they offer plenty of bangs

: for your buck, too, though the forthcoming audiophile versions should

i provide more consistent performance.

: The real star has to be the Solids. They may not have the sensual

: appeal of the db101s or the sonic finesse of the Mini Pods but they

: remain remarkably honest, musical and coherent little speakers that can
i do virtually anything you ask. As designer speakers go, they're a steal. 4~

The db101s gave the least consistent
results of the group. With well-recorded

: material, they (nearly) always sound great,
© but fed a more assorted commercial diet

their mood tends to swing like that of a

© manic depressive.

} ROGERS db101 - VERDICT

SOUND % &k k¥
VALUE A A%
PRICE £399.00
A Gorgeous looks; classy sound.
W Spring clip terminals; sound can be erratic.
X Rogers International Ltd, Unit 13, Beddington Trading
Park West, Bath House Road, Croydon, Surrey CRO 4TD.
@ (0181) 683 2101

thump, but not the frequency at which it

¢ cuts in, which is set at 180Hz. The claimed
: bottom-end cut-off-point is 50Hz.

Simple itis. And nicely unobtrusive, even

. if you order your Soundbites in one of the
- more exotic finishes. Ours came in an albino
. carbon-fibre effect but you can have pseudo-
- walnut plastic if you want a less hi-tech feel.

Regrettably, it all looks better than it
sounds. Even fed from the Pioneer combo
the results were dull, flat and lifeless. True,

. the subwoofer provided a solid foundation

and, used with some of the other speakers in

. the test, enhanced bass weight and exten-
: sion. It worked particularly well with the
: Solids, adding not only lower-register bene-

fits but an extraordinary three-dimensionality
to the soundstage as well. Costing from
£129.90, this contender makes a reason-
able sub-bass addition to any system, but it

: can't save the sub-fi efforts of the little
. Soundbites and Powerbite amp.

Why labour the point with a blow-by-

: blow account of how Oscar, George and
. Sting fared? Soundbites are a fab design
. solution, but sonically they do not compare

with hi-fi as she is traditionally perceived.

SOUND K yrir sy
VALUE % & 3¥703%
PRICE  £59.90/£129.90/£85.90
A Imaginative design concept; good subwoofer.
W Cannot claim to provide hi-fi sound.
DX KLH Europe Ltd, 4D Broomvale Business Park, Little
Blakenham, Suffolk IP8 4JU.
@ (01473) 833228
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W SUPERB

Look What You Could Win!
1st Prize Package
28 XP1 Pro-Logic TV worth £750
VHR 796E Four-Head Nicam VCR £350
2nd Prize
DC MS6 Three-CD Micro System £250
3rd Prize
MCD Z96 Remote Control CD Radio Cassette £200
Runners’-Up Prizes
Three CDP 550 CD Personals £150 each
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| COMPETITION |

WIN A PRO-LOGIC TV, NICAM VCR,
MICRO SYSTEM OR CD PORTQLE!

anyo has built an enviable reputation for top-

quality home entertainment equipment in today’s

fast-moving market. Whether it’s Pro-Logic TVs,

VCRs, CD-toting systems or portable audio,
Sanyo has it covered. And now you can be part of the'
Sanyo story, in this super-generous giveaway comp_etl-
tion. It couldn’t be simpler - just follow the instructions
in the box opposite and send in your entry today!

THE FIRST PRIZE PACKAGE

Sanyo’s 28 XP1 Pro-Logic TV, worth £750, has a 40W
(RMS) sound system and a Black Matrix FST picture
tube. Viewers benefit from 28Watts of power supplied to
front and centre speakers, and 12Watts to the rear, plus
the low-end ministrations of a ‘BassXpander’. Other fea-
tures include twin Scart connectors, auto set-up and
Fastext with ten-page memory.

To complement this big screen there’s the bonus of
Sanyo’s VHR 796E, worth £350, which offers Nicam
stereo TV sound, four long-life pick-up heads, NTSC
playback, VideoPlus programming with Programme
Delivery Control (PDC), auto set-up, and a satellite chan-
nel recording control. There are phono outputs so you
can hook up to your hi-fi, plus twin Scarts and front AV
connector for camcorders.

The VHR 796FE’s key feature is ‘QuickReview’, which
enables fast scanning at up to nine times normal speed,
or picture pause, while audio playback continues.

THE SECOND PRIZE

vanyo'a 06 M0 Packs a |0t of taatures and power into
its 260mm-high casework, Its principal feature is a three-

CD autochanger, with a 24-track programmable memory.
Complementing this is a logic-controlled, auto-reverse
cassette deck, which offers the novel facility of dubbing
CDs at twice normal speed. There’s power output of
20Watts per channel, feeding two-way speakers via a
four-preset EQ system and BassXpander. Last but not
least there’s a clock timer, 40-preset three-band tuner
and full remote control.

THE THIRD PRIZE

Sanyo’s MCD Z96 blends the features of fixed systems
with the convenience of portability. Within its sculpted
bodywork lurk a programmable draw-loading CD player,
twin auto-reverse tape decks, 20-preset two-band tuner,
three-mode BassXpander and clock timer. Best of all, it
has an infra-red remote control!

RUNNERS’-UP PRIZES

To those who send the last three correct postcards
drawn from the hat, we will award a Sanyo CDP 550 per-
sonal CD player worth £150. This unit was deemed a
Best Buy when reviewed in the July/August 1996 edition
of Hi-Fi Choice, thanks largely to its superb sound, ten-
second anti-shock buffer, 22-track programmable memo-
ry, rechargeable batteries and wired remote control.
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Authorised Cyrus Centres

Midlands, North & Scotland
Aberdeen

Holburn Hi Fi 01224 585713
Alderley Edge

Aston Audio 01625 582704
Barrow

Sevenoaks Hi Fi 01229 838757
Belfast

Lyric Hi Fi 01232 381296
Bury St Edmunds

Sevenoaks Hi Fi 01229 838757
Cambridge

The Audiofile 01223 68305
University Audio 01223 354237

Carlisle

Practical Hi Fi 01228 44792
Coventry

Frank Harvey Hi Fi 01203 525200
Darlington

Hi Fi Experience 01325 481418
Edgbaston

Music Matters 0121 429 2811
Edinburgh

Hi Fi Corner 01312201535
Falkirk

Hi Fi Corner 01324 629011
Gateshead

Lintone Audio 0191 4774167
Metro Ctr. Lintone Audio 0191 4600999
Glasgow

Glasgow Audio 01413324707
Hi Fi Corner 0141 2482840
Guildford

PJ Hi Fi 01483 504801

Halifax

Halifax Hi Fi 01422 366832
Huddersfield

Huddersfield Hi Fi 01484 544668
Kings Lynn

Martins Hi Fi 01553 761683
Kilmarnock

Laser Audio 01563 540292
Leeds

Image Hi Fi 0113 2789374
Leicester

Leicester Hi Fi 0116 2539753
Manchester

The Hi Fi Room 0161 8351366
Norwich

Martins Hi Fi 01603 627010
Nottingham

Nottingham Hi Fi 0115 9786919
Peterborough

The Hi Fi Company 01733 341755
Preston

U0 EXCENGGE 0177 GviaT

Rishton
Romers of Rishton 01254 887799

Rotherham )
Moorgate Acoustics 01709 370666
Sheffield

Moorgate Acoustics 0114 2756048
Shrewsbury

Creative Audio 01743 241924
Solihull

Music Matters 0121 7420254
Stourhridge

Music Matters 01384 444184
Stratford

Stratford Hi Fi 01789 414533
akefield

age Hi Fi 01924 200272
arrington

ractical Hi Fi 01925 632179
Worcester

- Sevenoaks Hi Fi 01905 612929

ork
ickers Hi Fi 01904 629659

=[S

* Mission Group Huntingdon, PE18 6ED England
Tel:+44 (0)1480 451777

Fax:+44 (0)1480 432777

email: info@mission-cyrus.com
http://www.mission-cyrus.com
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Answer the question below by circling the correct answer, then fill in your
name, address and day-time telephone number in the spaces given below.
Please remember to tell us whether you are over 18 years of age.

Post this entry form to:

Hi-Fi Choice Competition (CHFC702B)

Bradley Pavilions,

Bradley Stoke North,
A Bristol BS12 0BQ
. All entries must arrive by first post, Friday 21st February 1997.
/” SHARP MD-S50E PORTABLE
. MINIDISC PLAYER WORTH £300

Which of the following statements about Sharp’s MD-S50E
MiniDisc player is true?
72t weighs only 150 grams.
) It was carried by the hero in one of Terry Pratchett’'s Discworld books.
{ C) It is powered by plutonium batteries.
d) It is a cult item among Mini Cooper drivers.

Name

Address (inc. postcode)

Day-time Telephone Number — A0 G s WA A .
[ Please tick here if you are over 18

[[1Please tick here if you do not wish to receive any further information

about other products or services

@ The Closing Date for this competition is Friday 21st February 1997.

@ Winners of the Sharp Competition will be judged from all correct entries submitted, and drawn
at random after the Closing Date.

@ All winners will be notified by post.

@ The Editor's decision is final and no correspondence will be entered into.

| @ The Sharp Competition is not open to employees of Dennis Publishing Ltd., Sharp Electronics
(U.K.) Ltd., nor their suppliers, agents or associates. |

@ We regret this competition is open to UK residents only.

® No cash alternative will be offered.

@ By entering the competition all entrants agree to be bound by the rules.

@ For a list of winners of the Sharp Competition, write, enclosing a stamped, addressed enve-
lope, to: Hi-Fi Choice Winners, Dept 163/2, 19 Bolsover Street, LONDON W1P 7HJ.

@ All entries must be on this official entry coupon. If you do not wish to cut your magazine, you
may send a photocopy of the page instead. Please note: only one entry form per household.

HI-F1 CHOICE




(-]
2
:

Spinning
FThe DiscC
Paul Miller compares 20 CD players from the budget sector to true high

end, in hope of answering that eternal guestion: how much for great sound?

pitches the digital plankton | AICam AIPha 7 coeeeeeeeeeeeeeeen £319.90
against the basking sharks of the  © | Arcam Alpha 8 ...£519.90
CD realm. Will the £1,000+ . | Audiolab 8000CD......... ...£999.90

T his is the big one. The test that : THE CAST LIST

behemoths devour our favourite ;| | Audio Research CDI.
budget players with merely a burp by way of ~ = | Cambridge CD4SE ....
ot ool e £1506200 s | S8 COAZ08 2 138,00
give our high-end champions more than a mild : Kenwood DP-7090 ... £399.95
stomach-ache? After all, many of the players | Meridian 508 (20-bit)........... £1,685.00
in our sub-£400 category use precisely the ¢ | Mission dAD3.......c..co.eeo.o inoas

same digital technology as the more costly - | Musical Fidelity FCD....... ,499.
- models to be found in our £400-£1,000and - | Myryad Systems MC-100..........£699.95
Arcam Alpha 7, p.52 £1,000+ camps. : NamCD2. ........ .. ... .£1,997.50

Pioneer PD-S705 .. ....£299.95

Comparing players by features alone is - louaD7z7. . ....£900.00
meaningless. Regardless of price, you should * | Roksan Attessa DP3P... .£1,595.00
expect full remote control, direct track access, : | Rotel RCD-9708BX..... ....£349.95
plus various programming and repeat modes.  : | Sherwood CD-1 .. ...£1,099.95
The vast majority of players will also provide - | Sony CDP-XE300 .£139.99

intro-scan, peak search, CD/tape editing Tea?; . : 5

options, random play, and perhaps even index
search, up/down fade and auto-cueing facilities. :

Digital outputs will facilitate future upgrades : ity, although it's unlikely to speed up track
while the option of both fixed and variable ana- access or improve the handling of grubby discs
logue outputs allow the player to be connected : dramatically. As I've already mentioned, most
directly to a power amplifier instead of an inter- : players use very similar combinations of digital

Arcam Alpha 8, p.53

mediate preamp or all-in-one integrated amp.  : circuitry and much the same is true of the CD
This cuts down on the superfluous boxes and : mechanisms themselves. Philips’ transports
unnecessary circuitry which, in many are widely used (Audiolab, Cambridge,
instances, simply get in the way of the music.  : Meridian, Naim, Rotel etc) as are mechanisms
If a player is equipped with a digital volume from Sony (Myryad, Sony and Arcam).

control, however, do check it has not defaulted : Proprietary mechanisms range from Pioneer’s
to maximum output before loading a CD. . ‘Stable Platter’ design to the very esoteric

Paying more for a CD player should reward : VRDS (Vibration-free Rigid Disc-clamping

Audiolab 8000CD, p.56 g ’ :
you with enhanced build and component qual- : System) from Teac.

Copland
CDA-288, p.63

Audio Research CD1, p.57

Cambridge Audio
. CD4SE, p .61
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Roksan Attessa
DP3P, p.83

otel
RCD-970BX, p.85

Sherwood
CD1, p.87

Sony
CDP-XE300, ;

VRDS-25, p.91

So why pay more than a few hundred
pounds? Because it is not just the basic digital
ingredients; their implementation holds the
key to the final sound quality realised by the
player. Even the highest-quality ICs, power
supplies and analogue stages will deliver sub-
standard sound if misused. By contrast, mod-
els like Audio Research’'s CDI show us that

HI-FI CHOICE

DCD-3000, p.65

Quad 77, p.81

| THE LISTENING DAYS B
Each CD player was auditioned over a period
of two days under strict, blind conditions at a
precisely-matched listening level. This way the
excessive 3.4V output of the Cambridge
CD4SE could not secure it any advantage over
the lower 2V of Kenwood's DP-7090 and
Naim’'s CD2, or the unusually low 1.4V of
Roksan'’s Attessa DP3P.

This represents a maximum variation of
7.7dB between the ‘loudest’ and ‘quietest’
players in this broad survey, which would
make a mockery of the test if it were not for
the precise, electrical level-matching tech-
niques employed on this occasion. The use of
level-matched listening tests remain unique to
Hi-Fi Choice group reviews.

Each player was left spinning on ‘all
repeat’ for at least 48 hours to ensure every
contender was fully ‘cooked’ prior to listening.
The CDs listed below were auditioned and
panelists’ comments entered directly into a
computer. Sound, value and swing-tag ratings
were all awarded prior to the CD players’ iden-
tities being revealed.

The partnering system included DPA 100S
pre and power amps with Audio Note AN-E
(main) and REL Stentor (sub) loudspeakers.
My thanks to John Bamford (Pioneer), Roger
Batchelor (Denon), Mark Hockey
(Trio/Kenwood), Mike Martindell (Arcam), and
Alan Sircom (Hi-Fi Choice) — this month’s
blind but golden-eared panelists.

Club on Chesky.
Rachmaninov: Symphony No. 3/Symphonic
Dances — David Zinman/Baltimore Symphony

Rebecca P y Night
A New York Girl's

| Orchestra on Telarc.
| Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan: The Face Of Love — |
| duet with Eddie Vedder from Dead Man
Walking Original Soundtrack on Columbia.
Julian “Cannonball” Adderley: Autumn
Leaves from Something Else on Blue Note.

even the humblest of digital components can
be made to sing if engineered by masters.

Make no mistake: it's the sympathetic
application of science and not nefarious
mumbo-jumbo that ultimately distinguish the
performance of one CD player from another.
The precise degree of sympathy will be
revealed over the next 20 pages.

Kenwood DP-7090, p.67

Pioneer
PD-S705, p.7

Naim CD2, .77

Musical Fidelity
FCD, p.73

Mission-Cyrus

dAD3, p.71

Meridian 508
(20-bit), p.69



ON TEST

Arcam Alpha 7

or its latest series of Alpha CD players,

Arcam is taking the added value

route deployed to such good

effect by Micromega for
example. Upgradability is the
issue here since, like
Micromega’s Stage series, the
Alpha 7, 8 and forthcoming 9
all feature interchangeable
motherboards to avoid the
built-in obsolescence that
befalls the ‘average’
CD player. So, if your
bank balance will only
stretch as far as the
£319.90 Alpha 7 for the time being,

at least the option to upgrade to an 8 or 9 .

remains well and truly open in the future.

Although only the 7 and 8 are available :

at present, all three models will share the
that, at long last, marks a welcome break
Incidentally, the little gold ‘Alpha’ badge can

reflect new-found status.
A good range of features are provided,

cent display which can be switched off when
not required. Arcam uses the same handset

SOUND kA Kd k7%
VALUE kk Kk kit
PRICE £319.90
A Good dynamics, highly articulate and enjoyable.
W Lacks some weight; sounds hard and aggressive with
some amps.
B Arcam, A&R Cambridge Ltd, Denny Industrial Centre,
Waterbeach, Cambridge CB5 9PB
& (01223) 861550

HOW IT COMPARES

s

across the range and though

the volume and mute facilities will
not operate with the Alpha 7, the
direct track access, intro scan and
shuffle (random) play modes are enabled
and join the skip/search, repeat and pro-

gram play options provided on the player
same dark grey and thoroughly curvy livery :

itself. Incidentally, the function buttons look

. and feel just like a row of M&Ms!
from Arcam’s customary conservatism. :

. Sound quality

be replaced at the time of an upgrade to :

Described as a “dynamic and confident per-

former”, Arcam'’s latest baby is also signifi-
cantly more refined than the earlier Alpha
including an attractive yellow/green fluores- :

One, upon which parts of it at least are

based. Rachmaninov's 3rd Symphony
. opened up into a very coherent and com-
posed performance, the sound of strings,

brass and woodwind appearing very active

without ever sounding aggressive or, indeed,
. hyper-active. The Alpha 7 does not run
. away with itself, even though it can keep
i pace with the most quicksilver recordings.
. As separate auditioning with a mass-market
: amplifier proved less agreeable, however
. (see lab report).

Back in our test system, the muted trum-
pet from Cannonball Adderley’s Autumn

CD PLAYERS

Leaves sounded
especially solid
and convincing on
this occasion,
standing proud
from the pitter-
patter of percus-
sion even if, as
one listener put
it, “this also
reflects the slight
loss of body and
richness that is a
characteristic of the
player”. Much the
same was heard, and felt,
with Rebecca Pidgeon’s

. Friday Night Crowd, her voice sounding par-
. ticularly clear, clean and articulate but still
© lacking a hint of the warmth and vibrancy
: we know to be possible. A great and thor-
. oughly involving performance, nonetheless.

. Conclusion

Rather like Audio Research’'s CD1, Arcam’s
: Alpha 7 is another player that succeeds
. almost despite itself. Nevertheless, unlike
. the CD1, the Alpha 7 will demonstrate a
. degree of unpredictability in its performance
: with different amplifiers and, to some
. degree, loudspeakers (see lab report).

In our test system, which is fundamen-

tally insensitive to the 7's pattern of noise, it
. fared astonishingly well, rewarding us with
: considerably more detail than that typically
. offered by a budget player, aided and abet-
. ted by a slick and free sense of dynamics.
But as | cannot guarantee this will always be
. the case, Arcam will have to settle for
 Recommendation ratherthanthe BestBuy it
© might otherwise have entertained.

THE LAB REPORT

EJ SUPPRESSION OF DIGITAL IMAGES _ -12%
|2 Bliay=: -5%
EJ PRACTICAL DYNAMIC RANGE -50%
I} HARMONIC DISTORTION VS LEVEL _ -45%
3 LINEARITY -55%

This player was the subject of my Oasis column back in issue 159 where its
ultrasonic requantisation noise was used to explain the player’s unpredictable
performance with different amplifiers. This inaudible noise is linked to the DAC
(Burr-Brown's PCM1710) whose on-board eight-times oversampling filter and
fourth-order noise-shaper truncates incoming data from 16- to approximately
2.3-bits which, latterly, is handled by a five-level PWM output stage.

This ‘bit chopping’ causes a quantisation error that manifests as the noise in
question and, though it lies outside of the audioband, is sufficiently high
(-43dBV from 24.1kHz-100kHz) to cause audible IM distortion from some ampli-
fiers. So if the Alpha 7 sounds gritty, hard, harsh or otherwise uncomfortable in
your system then this will be the likely cause.

This one technical foible is of potentially greater significance than, say, its
widely varying harmonic distortion (0.004-0.6% at -30dB), poor 91dB S/N ratio
and spurious idle pattern tones that wander between 712Hz to 1.3kHz, depend-

ing on signal conditions. The Alpha 7 could sound great or grotty, so a home
demo is vital.
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CD PLAYERS

Arcam Alpha 8

f this Alpha 8 CD player bears an
uncanny resemblance to the cheaper
Alpha 7 (see previous page)
and, when it's eventually
launched, the Alpha 9,
then that’'s because all
three players share the
same CDM14 transport
mechanism, chassis, con-
toured plastic facia, yel-
low/green display and
complement of
function buttons.
Inside, the moth- &
erboard is inter-
changeable to allow an
owner of an Alpha 7 to experience
the joys of an Alpha 8, and so on.
Technically, the Alpha 8 is a very differ-
ent kettle of chips, substantially removed
from the Alpha 7 and only loosely based
upon its predecessor, the Alpha 6 (see HFC
issue 155). In this instance, Arcam has
retained the NPC SM5864 bitstream DAC
used in the Alpha 6 but has married it to the
superior SM5843 eight-times oversampling
filter. A new discrete oscillator is used with
its own regulated power supply which,
together with screening around the board
and a partitioned ground plane, all help

SOUND %Kiyt
VALDE &Aook
PRICE  £519.90
A Very smooth, neutral and transparent performance.
W Not quite as dramatic-sounding as the Alpha 7.
&3 Arcam, A&R Cambridge Ltd, Denny Industrial Centre,
Waterbeach, Cambridge CBS 9PB
2 (01223) 861550

reduce sources of interference and
digital jitter.

On the features-front, we're left with pre-

cisely the same complement of track

access, search, random, repeat and pro-

gram play modes seen on the 7. Round the

back, however, the '8 is fitted with a parallel

. pair of line-level outputs in addition to its :
. coaxial digital output. Once again, none of :
© these is influenced by the ‘mute’ or ‘volume’ :

buttons on Arcam’s remote control.

Sound quality

¢ With extra cash to spend on the design of a :
CD player, there is always the temptation to :
over-engineer the product, resulting in an :

‘over-refinement’ of its performance. It's a

tricky line to tread, particularly when like :

Arcam, you have a succession of ostensibly

similar-looking players on your books. In the

event, the Alpha 8 is not merely an Alpha 7
drained of its life and exuberance. Sure
enough, our panel did liken its very neutral

and sober sound to the likes of Myryad’s :
: MC-100, rather than the more casual

dynamics of the Alpha 7.

And yet there are parallels. There was

THE LAB REPORT

In virtually every respect, the technical performance of this Alpha 8 is supe-
rior to the Alpha 6 (issue 155) with jitter being reduced from 993psec to
228psec, distortion from 1.8 per cent to one per cent at -60dB (still too
high) and errors in low-level linearity improved by an astonishing 97 per
cent to just +/-0.4dB over a full 100dB dynamic range. Talking of which,

B ntier

H LINEARITY

though the Alpha 8's S/N ratio has lifted from the 6’s 89dB to some 95dB,
this figure is still compromised by a spurious idle pattern tone that drifts
from 865Hz-1253Hz (-97dB re. peak output). The ‘real’ A-weighted S/N is

probably around 102dB.

As we saw on page 52, Arcam’s Alpha 7 also suffers from a similar idle
pattern even though it employs an entirely different PCM1710 converter.

Otherwise, the Alpha 8's improved handling of ultrasonic noise (from the

Better

SM5864’s noise-shapers) makes it slightly more amplifier-friendly than the
Alpha 7, but do remember to take into account its high 2.6V output level if
the ‘8 is not to sound ‘louder’ and, by inference, ‘better’ during quick A/B

demonstrations at a dealer.

HI-FI CHOICE

E] PRACTICAL DYNAMIC RANGE
ﬂ HARMONIC DISTORTION VS LEVEL

also a slight loss to the richness and
body of Rachmaninov’s
3rd Symphony, which
remained both intri-
cately detailed and
beautifully composed
but just a little cau-
tious inscale, limiting
the freedom and
fresh expression of
strings, for example.
In similar fashion,
Cannonball’s sax
sounded perfectly civil
on occasions where the
Alpha 7 might have let
slip the odd, but per-
fectly realistic, brassy
rasp. The Alpha 8's rendition was deeper,
darker and more intriguing, peeling away
layers of detail that might have been lost
through the distraction of a more exuberant
performance. Despite appearances then, the
Alpha 7 and 8 sound very different.

Conclusion

Both our blind listening tests and my lab
exercise have left the Alpha 8 with a cleaner
bill of health than the older Alpha 6, which
sounded rather less even-handed. The new
Alpha 8 is even slightly cheaper at
£519.90, while its reduced output of ultra-
sonic noise makes it more compatible than
the budget Alpha 7.

Whether the less ‘colourful’ but more
mature disposition of the '8 is a worthwhile
upgrade, is very much a matter of personal
taste. Quite where the soon-to-be-launched

. Alpha 9 will take us is anyone's guess, but

the team at Hi-Fi Choice is certainly excited
at the prospect.

HOW IT COMPARES

ﬂ SUPPRESSION OF DIGITAL IMAGES  80%

60%
-50%
-70%

15%

(3 I 4

FEBRUARY 1997 53




BARNSLEY
Barnsley Hi-Fi Centre
40 Sheffield Road
Tel: 01226 205549

Paul Green Hi-Fi
Kensington Showrooms, London Rd
Tel: 01225 316197

BISHOPS STORTFORD
The Audio File
27 Hockerill Street
B Tel: 01279 506576

BLACKBURN
> Romers Hi-Fi
94 High Street, Rishton
f Tel: 01254 887799

BOURNEMOUTH
Suttons Hi-Fi
18 Westover Road
Tel: 01202 555512

CAMBRIDGE
The Audio File
41 Victoria Road
Tel: 01223 68305

Y

CANTERBURY
Q Audio
20a Lower Bridge Street
) Teli: 01227 462787

Hutchinsons
297-299 High Street
Tel: 01242 573012

GODSTONE
Surrey Hi-Fi
45 High Street

Tel: 01883 744755

GRIMSBY
Manders Hi-Fi

2/4 Edward Street
Tel: 01472 351391

GUILDFORD
Rogers Hi-Fi
13 Bridge Street
Tel: 01483 561049

HARPENDEN
Studio 82
82 The High Street
Tel: 01582 764246

Harrow Audio
27 Springfield Road
Tel: 0181 930 9933

HASTINGS
Adams & Jarratt
6-18 Norman Road, St Leonards
Tel: 01424 437165

HEREFORD
English Audio
37 Whitecross Road
Tel: 01432 355081

IPSWICH
Eastern Audio
41 Bramford Road
Tel: 01473 217217
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THE PICK OF BRITAINS LEADING Hi-Fi SPECIALISTS

“Simply The Best!” - Are estab-

lished, independent Hi-Fi Shops

where the Manager is usually

the Guv’'nor and Reliable Advice i
with Sound Experience are i

always included.

COMPACT DISC

Mission MM7 incl 731i spks 699 Arcam Alpha 7 New 319
Teac H500 Champagne Finish 799 Alpha 8 New 519
Denon D-CI Micro 6CD inc Spkrs 379 Audiolab  8000CD New | box 999
DM-03 New inc Spkrs 499 Aura CDI100 399
D-C30 Mini inc Spkrs 499 Cyrus dAD3 - New 598
D77 - 3 Box 30wpc 649 dAD3-Q - New 898
D77W - Twin Cas 699 Denon DCD425 149
DF-07 New Champagne Finish 649 DCDé625 199
D99W New Twin Cas 899 DCD715 With PITCH Control 234
AVC-77 Add-On Dolby AV 399 DCD825 239
F-10 Separates System 999 DCM260 - 5 disc 299
Denon F10 Amp *289 DCDI015 349
Separate FI0OCD *249 Marantz CDS57 New 229
Mini F10 CD 3 Disc 399 CD67 New 269
Units F10 Cas. Deck *279 CD6é67 Special Edition 349
SPE F10 Tuner *239 CDé3 Signature 499
F10 Receiver 379 CDI7 799
B&W DM302 New 129 Yamaha CL-10 Separates System New 949 CDI7 Signature***** 1299
DM305 New 349 AX-10 Amp 299 Myryad MC100 New 699
DMé60| 199 Separate CDX-10 CD 249 NAD 510 199
DM602 299 Mini KX-10 Cas. Deck 299 512 249
CDM2 New 399 Units TX-10 Tuner 179 Quad 77 Bus Powered 699
CDMI New 599 77 240v Powered 899
P4 675
Celestion Impact |10 129 M A R K S & Rotel ;gg:igii ZZ
Impact 15 199 SPENCER RCD970BX 349
Impact 20 279 2 Technics  SL-PG580 159
mpact 23 i) Gift Vouchers SL-PS670 199
L4 Coda 7 23 Yamaha ~ CDX-390 129
Coda 8 =2 CDX-490 169
Eodel i) CDX-590 229
QIS5 New 199 b
Q35 New 349 MARKS Nnﬂ“‘"‘” et Densen DeMagic Demagnetiser Disc 10.95
Q55 New 499 V%mﬁ T :
Reference | 1099 Vg
LR 54 ’ CD DACs & TRANSPORTS
73ILE 149 Audio Alchemy Dac-Man 149
;i% ;;Z o . . . Dac-in-a-box 229
o iso Customers quoting this Magazine Arcam Delta Box 50 479
751FRW or Oak add £50 348 can claim a £5 M&S Voucher for Delta Box 500 749
752f RW or Oak add £70 578 every £60 spent when buying selected i) U s
Audiolab 8000 DAC 899
753f RW or Oak add £100 798 Hi-Fi Equipment* In Store at 8000 CDM Transport 1399

754f RW or Oak add £200 1298
Mon. Audio Monitor One 249
Monitor Two 299

recommended prices. Check for our
Mail Order Offers

' : RECEIVERS
Monitor Three 399

Studio 12 999 7 ~
, Denon DRA275 RDS - 40wpc 199
Musical Technology Hobby - New 250 WIRE & INTERCONNECTS DRA385 RDS - 45w:;c 279
Kestrel 265 RCD100 CD-Tuner-Amp 499
Kestrel SE 315 PHONO - PHONO 1 metre Yamaha RX-395 RDS - 40wpc 249
Harrier 399 Audioquest
Proac Tablette 50 599 Jade 29.95
Response One SC 1199 Ruby 2 79.95 TABLES & STANDS
Tannoy M2 New 139 Quartz 3 119.95 . - )
Profile Plus 631 149 Video Two (foe Digital) ~ 59.95 SOUNDSTYLE TABLES
Profile Plus 63 | SE¥*¥¥* 169 Cable Talk In 4 Colours - Red - Black - Blue - Grey
P Improved 2 25.95
rofile Plus 632 199 Advanced 2 3495 X050 / X053 3 leg 4 shelf 210.00
Profile Plus 633 299 Monitor 2 (%m) 39‘95 X058 3 leg 5 shelf 240.00
Profile Plus 635 449 Monitor 2 49:95 X100 4 leg 4 shelf 220.00
TDL NFM | 19 Studio 2 64.95 X105 4 leg 5 shelf 250.00
RTL 2 :‘mproved 279 Professional 2 84.95 X310 extra long for TV & A/V 250.00
RTF EAmRIored k) Chord Company “Select” Range available ‘phone for details
T-Line 2 549 Siren Interconnect 64.95 N A N
T-Line 3 699 Transparent Audio TARGET Hi-Fi TABLES
Studio .75M 749 Musichord 49.95 ERS 5 shelf Welded 139.00
Studio IM 899 Musiclink 119.95 GRS 5 shelf Welded 160.00
SPEAKER WIRE - Per Metre TT5sa 5 shelf - Flat Pack 139.00
- T FI; id 4 ) . |95 Beta 5 5 shelf - Heavy Round Posts ~ 185.00
] ABL udioquest solid 4 core flat : AER 5 shelf - Rigid & Stylish
TI. RNT‘\B ES F18 solid 8 core flat 360 shel igi tylis 205.00
. . Type 4 4 spiral 4 core 495 TARGET SPEAKER STANDS
Michell Micro + RB3.00 arm 577 Cable Talk Talk 3i 2.25 MX40 /50 / 60 55.00
NAD 533 + Goldring Elektra 219 Bi-Wire 3i 450
AL 5 TR30/40/50/60/70 67.00
Pro-Ject .5 + Ort OMS-10 159 Talk 4i 425
e - HS20 / 30 / 40 77.00
I +Ort510 199 Bi-Wire 4i 8.50 HS50 / 60 / 70
2 + Ort MC-| 299 QED Qudos OFC/PTFE 2.25 Y IER 00 79.00
6+ Ort MC-15 449 Qudos Bi-Wire New 450 el
Thorens  TDI80 78rpm inc AT9! 189 Profile 4 x 4 9.00 HJ10-3/H)15-3 135.00
TD180 78rpm inc Stanton 219 Profile Silver 12 Bi-wire  15.00 HJ16-2 / HJ20-2 125.00
TD280-1V inc AT9S 209 Profile 8 - Flat 5.00 K40 /50 /60 /70 150.00
TD166/Rega arm 399 Mission Quartet Bi-Wire 3.90 S7 or S8 Wall Brackets 39.00

please check with your local Dealer. # Individual offers cannot be mixed with other promotions. £ & OF
Mail Order Most major items are available with 48 hour FREE UK delivery on cleared payments. Goods insured against loss or damage.
Payments by Visa, Switch, Mastercard or Cheque.

The Small Print... Details correct at copy date 28 days prior to publication and prices include 17 % % VAT. Some Brands are exclusive,




KETTERING

THE Hi-Fi SHOPS FOR CHOICE, SERVICE & PRICE e S

School Lane
Tel: 01536 310855

We stock the products you want t’\) ‘ “ -

[} . i
' 0”” , to buy! All shops hold “most of 0 LEICESTER
" ya” the Agencies for most of the . Leicester Hi<ki Company |
rrer Brands” listed. All this plus ) & Silver Walk. St Martins Sq

Tel: 0116 2539753

B e 2 Year Guarantees and Good g
B ”y Old Fashioned Service. N -
LIVERPOOL
Beaver Hi-Fi
AMPLIFIERS CASSETTE DECKS A-V SYSTEMS

20-22 Whitechapel
Tel: 0151 7099898

Arcam Alpha 7 New 249 Denon DRM550 159 - NOTTINGHAM 0
Alpha 8 New 349 DRS640 Drawer Load 199 Ll S ™ ‘Q
Alpha 9 New 499 DRW580 New Double 199 C.NEMA Nottingham Hi-Fi
Alpha 8P 50wpc Pwr-Amp 249 DRM650S - New Dolby-S 229 120 Alfreton Road
Alpha 9P 70wpc Pwr-Amp 399 DRM740 3-Head 269 Tel: 0115 9786919
Audiolab  8000A 499 DRS810 3-Hd Drawer Load 309 2
8000S 699 Marantz  SD555 Double New 199 . :
8000C Pre. 549 NAD 613 229 . N OXFORD
B . Pioneer CLD-D5I5 Laser Disc Player 549
8000P Pwr. 749 *
Slo0ol s DT s SR o k) Denon  LA2300A - AC3 ready 579 Westwood & Mason
8000M Mono Pair 1599 End of an Era! 5 CHANNEL AMPS 46 George Street
Aura VABOSE-X 249 Arcam Xeta One 999 . Tel: 0 1 8 6 5 Z 47 7 83
VAI00 Mkl | 349 NAKAMICHI ‘ ; Denon  AVR600 New Recvr 299 e — -
Cyrus SL straight line audiophile 398 Cassette Decks ; AVC 1800 549 - Ao ' :
i 598 Brand New Boxed Model DR3 AVC2800 799 - PLYMOUT H
PSX-R power supply 328 Marantz SRé66 New Starter 299 e Hi-Fi Attic
XPA 50wpc multi-amp 298 PM711 399 .
Rotel RD9%60BX 249 =
Cyrus Pre 648 Technics  RST-R474 Twin o Yamaha RX-V390 RDS 5 Ch. Recvr 299 58 New George Street
Cyrus Power 498 RX-V590 RDS 5/7 Ch. Recvr 449 , Tel: 01752 6695 11
i Yamaha KX390 149 - ==
MR3 Multi-room system 498 KX490 199 DSP-A590 5/7 Ch. 349 -
Denon PMA250se 159 DSP-A780 599
KX580 Dolby-S 249
PMA350se 199 g § DSP-A990 7 Ch. 899 :
KX690 3-Hd Dolby-S 399 |
PMA425 New Remote 229 X DSP-A2070 7 Ch. 1099 i Sounds Expensive
Krell KAV300i New 150w integrated 2490 LSS WERL LTS 179 i L P
integ KX-W592 Double 279 DSP-A3090 7 Ch. with AC-3 1699 12 Regent Street
Marantz PM47 New 149 KX-W952 Doubl 599 . 1
PM57 Remote New 199 : ouble ADD-ON AV AMPS
PMé66se Remote New 229 Arcam Xeta 2 50wpc front & rear 649

Xeta 290P 75wpc pwr amp 399

Myryad Ml - 120 529 .. N N v 4
MA - 120 Power Amp 449 TUNERS Cyrus AV Master 698 SEVENOAKS
NAD 310 99 Denon AVC-77 3 Ch. Mini 399 £ Performance Hi-Fi

312 199 Yamaha DSP-E390 3 Ch. 249 g E Riverhead 5 London Road
314 259 Arcam Alpha 7 New 229 DSP-E580 5 Ch. 449 . Tel 01 732 740425
Quad 77 Integrated (inc Remote Alpha 8 + Remote New 279 DSP-E1000 5 Ch. 699 < 7
Control Console) 849 Audiolab  8000T 799 , . ‘ e
77 Pre-amp & Remote 849 Aura TU8O 349 AV LOUDSPEAKERS ! -
77 Power-amp 599 Cyrus M7 398 KEF 80C Centre 129 N S H R EWSBURY
707 Power-amp 799 Denon TU260 9 60S Satellite - Rear 199 Shropshire Hi-Fi
Rotel RA930AX || 149 TU215-RD 149 Mission ;gscsé:'l':: - Rear |33 | St. Michael’s Street
RA9308X 199 TU425-RD RDS 199 e e . Tel: 01743 232317
' RC970-11 Pre-am 175 ubwoofer - per pair
P Marantz  ST57 RDS 149 75C Cent 245 ; — e
RB970-11 Power-amp 225 ST65 RDS 199 entre 5 4 : 2 ‘ i
Technics  SU-A600 I 11 199 i e [RraelDipole Ch) SOUTHAMPTON
SU-A700 I 11 249 NAD AV-2 Pack (73 1i + 73c + 73s) 349 \
SU-A900D Pre-pwr 499 Quad FM77 499 Tannoy 621 Centre 99 ' | southampton Hi-Fi Centre
Yamaha AX-390 169 Rotel RT935AX 159 622 Profile Centre 179 P 37 Bedford Place
AX-490 249 Yamaha  TX-480L 19 628 Rear Wall Mount-White 149 I )
AX-590 100wpc 299 TX-590 RDS 179 TDOL CCS Centre 149 Teli 01703 228434
SBR Sub Woofer 199 ‘B
Yamaha NS-C60 Centre 60
NS-C105 Centre 80 STANMEORD
NS-E60 Rear 80 A Stamford Hi-Fi
NS-EI05 Rear Effect 109 9 Red Lion Square
NS-C10MM Shielded Monitor |19 [ X Tel: 01780 62128
ACTIVE SUB WOOFERS : R 7 \
KEF 208 349 = - . L
308 499 STRATFORD-on-AVON |
Mission  75AS RW or Oak add £50 549 ' Stratford Hi-Fi
REE 8?20 i;: a 10a Chapel Street
Strata Mkl | 545 Tel 01789 414533
Storm 695 - ;
Yamaha YST-SW40 139
YST-SW80 179
YST-SWI50 279 ' Chelston Hi-Fi

38 Walnut Road, Chelston |

HEADPHONES L

CARTRIDGES & PHON
INTEREST ST SENNHEISER wiLmsLow
FREE CREDIT justasampleofthe[;opul;:rrangeshe!dinstore :B:ig 333? Swift |-,“-Fl at Wilmslow

Goldri El 19.00 HD 455 54.95
Tne o HD 465 64.95

Ortofon Super OMI0 29.00 HD 475 79.95 ]
Stanton DJ Pro 500 Il 34.00 HD 25SP 89.95 | (A e \
i 1006 59.00 HD 535 104.95 .

— HD 545 12495 WREXHAM
Denon DL-304 MC Cart. 209.90 149.95 \

; HD 565 Acton Gate Audio
QED Discsaver RIAA Preamp  34.95 HD 265 Closed Back 149.95 :
Rotel RQ970BX 129.90 I}:{lg igg ;Zg gg . Ruabon Road
Michell ISO MC or MM Preamp 420.00 IS 360 Infra Red 69.95 . _ Tel: 1 97 36500
Audiolab  8000PPA 899.00 IS 450 Infra Red 119.95 . il )

IS 550 Infra Red 179.95 P S —— ~ ‘
i 998.00 . . . :

HE60 / HEV70 Electrostatic

) i
On s.elected |tems, E—Check your local dealer for 48 Hour Delivery. Send or Fax your order to:- Harrow Audio, | CA RRIA GE
terms tailored to suit you. 27 Springfield Road, HARROW HAT 4QF. Tel:- 0181930 9933 Fax:- 0181 863 2443

Minimum Deposit 25% ) ease Suppl: FREE

over 6 - 9 -12 months - .
on advertised prices Name: Address: Hi-Fi
Post Code: Tel No: TO YOUR UK

minimum balance £250.00
Method of Payment :- Cheque Enclosed / Credit Card. ExpiryDate:-____ | | HFC02 ADDRESS

o (excludes M&S offer)
cosvor [TTTTTTITTTITIITT]




Audiolab 8000 CD

f points were awarded for technical excel-

lence, Audiolab (the least-likely brand to

make a song and dance about its

achievements) would settle
very near the top of the pile. The
8000CD is a perfect example of,
well, the perfectionist
approach that Audiolab i
brings to its engi-
neering, of both dig-
ital and analogue
audio. Now this doesn’t
always mean the end result will sat-
isfy the musical demands of every listener
out there in couchland, but it does reflect
very positively indeed on the standards of
build, of consistency and long-term reliabil-
ity, of the product at hand.

So let’s peel the layers away from
Audiolab’s first fully integrated CD player.
The solid alloy slab that is the 8000CD’s
facia is clearly taken from the existing
8000CDM transport, as are the standard
controls and, for that matter, the remote
handset with its direct track access, index
skip, repeat and rather convoluted program-
play options. The up/down volume and mute
facilities are disabled here, incidentally.

For reasons of performance and expedi-
ency, Audiolab has retained Philips’
CDM12.4 CD mechanism, which is care-

SOUND ok irycir
VALUE %k ki
PRICE £999.90
A Warm, comfortable and furry-sounding.
W Will never stir the blood.
DX Cambridge Systems Technology Ltd, Spitfire Close,
Ermine Business Park, Huntingdon, Cambs PE18 6XY
= (01480) 415600

HOW IT COMPARES

Better

n SUPPRESSION OF DIGITAL IMAGES

Bl nTTER

E PRACTICAL DYNAMIC RANGE
ﬂ HARMONIC DISTORTION VS LEVEL

B uneariTY
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fully screened
alongside all the associated
servo, decoding and signal processing
ICs to prevent the egress of RF interference
from compromising the sensitive DAC and
analogue stages. Audiolab has employed a
back-lit LC display, rather than a ‘noisy’ flu-
orescent panel, for much the same reason.

And the DAC? Well, this is Crystal's new
CS4329, a bitstream converter with 128
times oversampling and fourth-order noise-
shaping, with a differential output to squeeze
one extra three to four dB of extra dynamic
range. It's the next-generation on from the
CS4328 still used by the Roksan and Quad
players in this test.

Sound quality
In the words of one disingenuous listener,
Audiolab’s 8000CD is “not so much laid
back as laid out”. A reference, | was led to
believe, to its highly neutral but overly
smooth and somewhat fettered sound that
mopped the typically fevered brow of Nusrat
Fateh Ali Khan to produce an atypically
restrained and undramatic performance.
Instead of bursting onto the musical scene,
the introduction to this track merely
‘arrived’, it was suggested.

Heaven forbid that the 8000CD should
stumble over any musical challenge.

CD PLAYERS

Instead, it's difficult to avoid the sensation of
‘sedate confidence’, a
mature balance that’s
ideally placed for listen-
ing at 3am with a large
bourbon (the whisky, not
the biscuit). There's no
excess bass to prove
troublesome nor an
aggressive treble to
bring on fatigue, while
the midband sounds
moody and sweet — as
such, the 8000CD seems
more favourably disposed to some styles of
music than others.

More often than not, it manages to sound
atmospheric without being terribly expres-
sive, possibly a result of the far treble being
a little defocused. So Rachmaninov’'s 3rd
Symphony might have accented the mid-
band warmth of the player, elevating the vio-
las and woodwind very nicely indeed, but
the ’'cellos and all below sounded a little
soggy, tugging at the heels of the perfor-
mance as a whole.

Conclusion

The fact that Audiolab has achieved such a
consistent performance with digital players
employing diverse technologies, suggests a
common link in the ‘sound’ of its Signetics-
based analogue stages. This sound, in com-
mon with earlier reviews, prompted the sug-
gestion that the 8000CD was “developed
according to the Green Cross Code of digital
audio”. It's an elegantly constructed player
that proffers an equally elegant but very safe
and undemanding view of its music. It will
never offend but neither is it likely to inspire
a climactic musical experience.

THE LAB REPORT

Crystal may claim a 20-bit resolution for its new CS4329 converter, though
Audiolab, in common with Meridian which also uses the C$4329 in its 508
player, only succeeds in achieving a 104dB S/N ratio once the dubious ‘digital
kill’ circuit is disabled. Nevertheless, with a noise modulation of +6dB, the
practical dynamic range available to the 8000CD still exceeds the 16-bit code
stamped onto every conventional music CD. Errors in low-level resolution
amount to just -0.6dB over 100dB.

| must report a slight mistracking problem with CD-R discs that were ably
handled by every other player in this test, causing the 8000CD to report an
‘error’ before re-searching and locating the appropriate track. Otherwise, the
8000CD has a clean bill of health from its low 260psec of (admittedly) high-rate
jitter patterns to the low 0.0018-0.02 per cent distortion at the important -30dB
level — far better than that achieved by Meridian's 508. The response shows

60%
45%
63%
65%
11%

the digital textbook.

Audiolab’s (essentially inaudible) but characteristic -0.5dB drop at 20kHz while
the solid 108 Ohm output impedance and accurate 2V peak level remain true to

HI-FI CHOICE




CD PLAYERS

Audio Research (D1

ew but the daffiest hi-fi enthusiasts

appreciate that an element, at least, of

so-called ‘high end audio’ is pure

hokum. After all, in years of strict,
blind listening tests conducted for Hi-Fi
Choice, the players that emerge as real
humdingers, the players that truly set
new standards are typically budget mod-
els. Sony’s £250 CDP-715E, for example,
has remained something of a ref-
erence point from as far back as
issue 137. And what about the new
CD4 SE from Cambridge? It's another
utterly incredible player that costs but a frac-
tion of the high-end imports.

Then we heard Audio Research’s CD1I.
This CD player costs an arm and a leg. Well,
£3,290 to be precise. Its styling is very typ-
ical of the breed, with a functional alloy facia
(complete with grab-handles), bold fluores-
cent display and a long row of function but-
tons catering for skip, search, intro scan,
repeat and random play. Direct track access
and program play modes come courtesy of
its remote control.

Round the back is a profusion of
AES/EBU, AT&T optical and standard digital
outputs plus both balanced and unbalanced
(phono) analogue outputs. Inside, however,
the CDM12 mechanism and fully integrated
SAA7341 ‘CD-player-on-a-chip’ are, per-
haps, more commonly at home in a player at

SOUND k& k %k
VALUE %k kv
PRICE £3,290.00
A Hugely listenable.
W Hugely unaffordable.
B Absolute Sounds, 58 Durham Road, London SW20 ODE
@ (0181) 947 5047

twentieth) of the price.
We've seen examples of this chip over sev-
eral years in budget players from both

Philips and Rotel. In this instance, however, :

Audio Research’s implementation, and

especially its DEC technology, has suc-
ceeded in spinning a silk purse from a veri- :

table sow’s ear.

Sound quality
“Not unlike listening to a classic Roberts
Radio” it was suggested: “this player makes

everything sound lovely”. In particular,
Rebecca Pidgeon'’s vocals were projected well :
above the accompanying instruments without :
sounding either bright or sibilant, simply very
wholesome and believable. However, our lis- :
teners did suggest that the CDI imparts :
something of a ‘beautification filter’, sounding :
a little too delightful and agreeable for its own :

good — if the idea that anything can sound
“too good” can be countenanced

“Where's the sharp snap and abrupt :

leading edges?” queried one listener by way

of explanation. Adderley’s sax undoubtedly
lacked the full brassy rasp we had come to :
expect but this instrument, the mute trum- :

THE LAB REPORT

I've clearly got some explaining to do here. After all, the plummeting bar-
chart hardly looks like the stuff of recommendation. Basically, attempting to
squeeze the entire digital chain of a CD player (i.e. the decoder, 256 times
oversampling, noise-shaping and Bit Stream conversion) onto a single chip
is economic but technically inadvisable. The digital filter, for example, still

E3 nTTER

E LINEARITY

leaves behind very obvious ‘images’ beyond the 20kHz cut-off frequency
(just -16dB down, in fact) and this may influence the sound of the CD1 with,
for example, valve or low-feedback transistor amps that are less linear at
these very high frequencies. Our ‘test amplifier’ is exceptionally tolerant of

these artefacts, | might add.

Any ‘roughness’ is ameliorated by a sweet-sounding treble that’s one dB
down at 20kHz, is populated by moderate levels of low-order distortion
(typically 0.03 per cent), leaving any digital ‘nasties’ submerged beneath a
convenient carpet of noise. So the CDI has a sub-16 bit 92dB S/N ratio, but
if the dynamic range were any wider, the player would sound proportionally
coarser. This really is a case of ‘what you don’t hear won't hurt the sound'.

HI-FI CHOICE

least a tenth (if not a : ‘

pet, double bass and
the percussion still
sounded so incredi-
bly vibrant, colour-
ful and alive that
all the music
remained
entirely
plausible and
utterly irre-
sistible. The
sense of space
and layering con-
veyed by the CDI
is equally magnifi-
cent without, our panel suggested, “sound-
ing airy-fairy”. The sheer depth of sound
that accompanied Rachmaninov’s 3rd
Symphony was unmatched by any player in
this test as instruments, and reflections of
instruments, plunged back and back into a
seemingly limitless void of sound.

Conclusion

Like a compelling novel, not only is the CD1
almost impossible to put down but it has the
uncanny knack of suspending disbelief in
the face of a musical performance that's
frighteningly ‘real’ and yet obviously
coloured. The fact that Audio Research has
achieved such a preposterous level of perfor-
mance from the same building blocks used
in Philips’ sub-£150 CD920 and CD732
(issues 119 and 128) only serves to fuel my
incredulity.

As a consequence, the CDI can only be
described as a rare, if not entirely unique
proposition among CD players — an uncom-
monly attractive machine available at a suit-
ably uncommon price. Ah, but we can
always dream...

HOW IT COMPARES

n SUPPRESSION OF DIGITAL IMAGES  -90%

-80%

E] PRACTICAL DYNAMIC RANGE -85%
ﬂ HARMONIC DISTORTION VS LEVEL -75%

25%
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ADVERTISEMENT FEATURE

Five Stars

Does the best price always mean the best deal?

“I thought I had this buying hi-fi business sorted out.

[ bought all the hi-fi magazines and read them

thoroughly, because I reckoned their experts knew

exactly what they were talking about - at least a lot

more than I did! It was reassuring to see the same

product names cropping up regularly and I figured

the writers’ experience and guidance would steer me

straight to the system of my dreams. The trouble

is 've ended up more confused than when I started.

K
. apaﬁ’ 3

One reviewer said a product | fancied was
absolutely brilliant but another said it was

nothing special at all. How can that be?
Surely one CD player is pretty much the
same as another? And how can a
loudspeaker that's one magazine's top
recommendation not get so much as a
mention in any of the others? I don’t mind
admitting it, I'm completely lost.”

Plan B — I’'m going for a deal

“So, I've decided to adopt plan B.
I'm sure there can’t be any really dramatic
differences between all this gear and it’s all
bound to work together properly, so I'm
going to check the price lists and the adverts
and shop around for the best deal. I know
getting the right hi-fi is important — hey, I'm
as mad about music as anyone — but if [ can
get close to the mark and save a few quid,
['m sure I'll end up with
a good system and be happy. 1 know there
are specialist shops out there that do
demonstrations and reckon they've got all
the solutions but, to be honest, I'm a bit
scared of going to one. I'd really welcome
some advice and guidance but
[ don’t know all the technical jargon and I'd
feel daft sitting there trying to “hear the
differences” if I couldn’t. Anyway, a friend
told me that these shops only sell the really
expensive gear and that they're not
interested if you don’t have loads of money
to spend.”

And so another hi-fi buyer starts his
journey down the road to dissatisfaction,
endless upgrades and a permanent overdraft.

There is only one way to buy a hi-fi
system that will prove satisfying, reliable and
deliver true value for money, and that’s
through a specialist hi-fi dealer. Let's face it,
you wouldn’t think about buying a car if you
couldn’t take it for a test drive. You wouldn’t
buy a house solely on the strength of seeing
the estate agent’s details and a photograph.
Even if you're spending far less, say buying a
jacket or a pair of shoes, you want to try
them on to make sure they fit you.

Buying a hi-fi system is no different. It
doesn’t matter what the specifications say or
what the “experts” think: if it doesn’t
measure up to what you want from a system,
then it's not the right choice. Knowing that
you've bought a room full of five-star
favourites or best-buys is no consolation
when you can't bear to listen to them for
more than five minutes. Even that ten per
cent discount on the price won’t make them
sound any better.

Buying or being sold to?

Mind you, most of us are easily suckered
when it comes to buying hi-fi. Given the
choice of venturing into the unknown
territory of a specialist dealer’s shop and
exerting some influence over what we buy, or
taking what looks like the easy route —
having adverts and magazine reviews push
us along a path sweetened with discounts
and special offers — we opt for the latter.
We don’t buy a system, we allow ourselves to
be sold one. We side-line our own ideas
about quality and personal satisfaction and
buy someone else’s opinion of what's good
for us and good value for our money.

Take control!

Now there’s a group of long-established,
independent specialist dealers who are
totally committed to putting the customer
back in the driving seat. They're
encouraging the buyer to take control ...
with a little help and guidance provided
where required. They know how difficult it
can be to establish the true quality and
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worth
of hi-fi and
home cinema
systems. They know

that without experiencing the ”
performance of the systems
they offer, you can't
possibly assess the value

of them. That's why

their idea of “selling” is

to play the systems for

you and allow you to be
the judge.

Listening to your
choice of music in a
peaceful, well organised
demonstration room, you may be
surprised and, almost certainly, relieved
to discover how easy it is to hear the
differences between components and
between systems. With the dealer’s help and
advice you will be able to make a clear and
informed decision about what to buy. It
comes down to trusting your own judgement
rather than the opinion of a reviewer you've
never met ... and who won'’t refund your
money if you're not satisfied or be at the end
of a phone to sort out any problems you
might encounter.

The story doesn’t end there. These
shops won't abandon you once you've put
your hand into your pocket. They won't

/aOd cfe
It g

leave you to set up the system you've

selected as best you can. They'll

install it in your home, make sure it

sounds great, and make sure that

you're entirely happy with the
way it works.

Why bother?

There is, of course, one
question that hasn't been
answered: why should you
and these dealers go to all
this trouble? Well, from your
point of view maybe it’s
because a good deal is about a
great deal more than just price.
Unless you've got money to burn,
you'll be living with your new system
for years — years during which most of
those five star products will
probably stop shining
quite so brightly.
As far as

the dealers are

concerned, maybe
they believe that
taking care of their
customers properly
is a nicer way of
doing business than
just handing over
boxes.

Listed on the right of this
page are the best hi-fi shops in the country.
They all have lots of stars. You'll find them
on the shop floor: they're the people waiting
to guide customers towards hi-fi that will
give them years of musical enjoyment and
total satisfaction.

STAR QUALITIES

Yk Kk ok
% %k Kk

value for money

service
facilities 1. 8.0.0 .6 ¢
verdict 1. 8.0.0.6_4

LONDON '
N1
Grahams Hi-Fi

190a New North Road

0171 226 5500

Sw1i1

Oranges & Lemons
61/63 Webbs Road
Battersea

0171 924 2040

wa

Martin-Kleiser Ltd
108 Chiswick High
Road

0181 400 5555

SOUTH
Ashford, Kent
Soundcraft Hi-Fi
40 High Street
01233 624441

Chelmsford
Rayleigh Hi-Fi

216 Moulsham Street

01245 265245

East Grinstead
Audio Designs
26 High Street
01342 314569

Kingston-upon-
Thames
Infidelity

9 High Street
Hampton Wick
0181 943 3530

Rayleigh, Essex
Rayleigh Hi-Fi
44a High Street
01268 779762

Southend-on-Sea
Rayleigh Hi-Fi
132/4 London Road
01702 435255

Uxbridge
Uxbridge Audio
278 High Street
01895 465444

20 OF THE BEST HI-FI
DEALERS IN THE UK

MIDLANDS
Banbury
Overture

3 Church Lane
01295 272158

Birmingham
Sound Academy
152a High Street
Bloxwich

01922 493499

Leicester
Cymbiosis
(Formerly known as
Listen Inn)

6 Hotel Street
0116 262 3754

Northampton
Listen Inn

32 Gold Street
01604 37871

Shrewsbury
Creative Audio
9 Dogpole
01743 241924

NORTH

Cheadle (Stockport)
Audio Counsel

14 Stockport Road
0161 428 7887

Oldham

Audio Counsel
12/14 Shaw Road
0161 633 2602

Sheffield
Moorgate Acoustics
184 Fitzwilliam St
0114 275 6048

SCOTLAND
Edinburgh

Russ Andrews Hi-Fi
34 Northumberland
Street

0131 557 1672

Glasgow

Stereo Stereo

260 St. Vincent Street
0141 248 4079
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Naim believe that music is for
playing. That’s why when
you're listening to the finest
sounding audio equipment in
the world you know it. Naim
always stands out for the
quality of its sound reproduc-
tion, whatever the price point,
because the same engineering
skills and exacting manufac-
turing standards always apply.
Once you’ve auditioned them
yourself we think you’ll agree,
for the very best hi-fi

equipment there’s only one : ;
FOR THE VERY BEST IN HI-FI THERE'S ONLY ONE NAIM
name to ask for For voum F‘EE%E‘UH»TL memvmur.‘ AIM CE;IHHF cALL 01722 332266

m-audio.Com




CD PLAYERS

ON TEST

Cambridge Audio CD4SE

hen is a Special Edition not a Special

Edition? When it's a com-

pletely different machine.

Enter Cambridge's CD4 SE
which, despite appearances, bears
absolutely no resemblance whatsoever
to the original CD4 reviewed so
favourably in issue 147. I'm obliged to
say, however, that by the time you read
this missive, Cambridge is likely to have
‘tarted-up’ its standard and rather dour
front panel with a few extra grooves, curves
and blue paint. So at least the CD4 SE will
look a little different from the matt-black
CD4. We live in hope.

Widgets like direct track access, intro
search, repeat, random and program play
are all retained. But why is the CD4 SE one
of the few players not to accept direct track
selection with the drawer still open? A silly
oversight in my view.

Inside, of course, it's all change. Gone is
the Sanyo-based mechanism with its slug-
gish track access, replaced by the altogether
crisper COM12 transport from Philips.
Cambridge has even re-laid all the supplied
servo-electronics on a new board, for ease of
manufacture, while improving the supply
regulation to boost performance. Gone too is
Philips’ TDA1305 DAC to be replaced by the
very different and very new CS4327 from

SOUND hhkh ki
VALUE %ok ik
PRICE £199.95
A Superbly natural, musical-sounding player.
W Poor aesthetic design, silly control logic.
B<  The Audio Partnership, Richer House, Hankey Place,
London SE1 4BB
@ (0171) 357 9090

. Sound quality _
. “There's more than a hint of valve amp in this :
: player” remarked one imaginative listener in :
. response to the warm, rich and colourful :
¢ sound of the CD4 SE. The player certainly :
© places some emphasis on midrange detail :

THE LAB REPORT

Not only is the CD4 SE fundamentally different from the CD4 (issue 147), but
neither, at this time, is there any direct comparison with any other manufac-
turer’s player. Key features include the exceptionally low 0.0005-0.01 per
cent distortion at peak output and the superb low-level linearity which
holds true to within +0.2/-0.3dB over a full 100dB dynamic range. Excellent

2 Blha=

3 LiNEARITY

on-chip digital filtering suppresses any digital images to below -100dB
while the low 261psec of jitter is primarily power supply- and data-induced
and is free of the high-rate/very low-rate patterns that populate the
Audiolab 8000CD and Meridian 508 respectively. These players use the cost-

lier CS4329 bitstream DAC.

In typical Cambridge fashion, the analogue stage is based around Analog
Devices’ op-amps and features an amp/cable tolerant <1ohm output
impedance. The output level, however, is set at an outrageous 3.4V, +4.7dB
over the notional 2V standard. All things being equal, this ensures the CD4
SE will sound louder than any other likely competitor, giving it an unfair
advantage in quick A/B demonstrations. Frankly, the player is more than

good enough to stand its ground without such trickery.

HI-FI CHOICE

Crystal. This is :
a high oversampling/ :
Bitstream-style converter :
: claimed to offer something close to 20-bit
: performance. ;
Not only is Cambridge the first manufac- :
. turer to use this chip but it's actually :
© employed two in a differential arrangement,
- hoping to lift the player's dynamic range
© while simultaneously reducing odd-order
. distortions. The final analogue stage is simi- :
lar, in fact, to the CD4, though — in charac- :
© teristically extravagant fashion — the final
. wiring is accomplished using lengths of :
- Cambridge’s banana-yellow Pacific audio :
~ interconnect! :

and ‘lushness’ ahead of extreme treble
‘airiness’ and yet, despite this
merest hint of darkness,
Cannonball Adderley’s
mute trumpet and sax still
possessed a realistic sense
of attack and bite.
Importantly, the emotive
strength of Rachmaninov’s 3rd
Symphony also remained quite undi-
luted. This piece proved a real chal-
lenge for the majority of players in
our 20-way test where only a very
few — the CD4 SE included — suc-
ceeded in flowing from theme to theme in a
seamless and genuinely captivating fashion.
There is absolutely no sense of ‘going
through the motions’ with this player, just
good, honest vibrant-sounding music.
There’s always plenty of body and richness
to its performance, but the likes of Rebecca
Pidgeon did expose what was described as the
player's “shaved treble”, its one, albeit minor,
Achilles’ heel. But this could never undermine
the performance of the player as a whole
which sounds remarkably natural, and very
close in temperament to the gloriously expen-
sive CD1 from Audio Research.

Conclusion

Aesthetic and ergonomic quibbles aside,
this latest offering from Cambridge ranks
among the very best players we have ever
encountered, and is certainly as good as you
are ever likely to trip over at this price. Gone
is the exuberant ‘rough diamond’ that was
the original CD4 to be replaced by a doppel-
ganger that's altogether more refined,
mature and musically convincing. Possibly
the greatest surprise of this test earns itself
the heartiest of Best Buys.

HOW IT COMPARES

n SUPPRESSION OF DIGITAL IMAGES  75%

78%

E PRACTICAL DYNAMIC RANGE -20%
ﬂ HARMONIC DISTORTION VS LEVEL 1%

45%
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Wall to Wall Magic!

——

The Widest Choice of THX in the UK!

Nothing will prepare you for the
sound of THX Kamla style.

Experience each soundtrack as the director intended ‘
through the JBL Synthesis llsystem and two other 1 o g
superlative THX Home Audio loudspeaker systems. gg H x

.

Amplification by JBL, harman/kardon, Proceed and Mcintosh.

Processing by harman/kardon and Proceed.
Also featured, the UK’s first AC-3
demonstration through EAD TheaterMaster.

KAMLA

251 Tottenham Court Road, LondonW1.Tel: 0171 323 2747.Fax: 0171 637 2690.
JBL, HARMAN/KARDON, JAMO, BOSTON, B&W, KENWOOD, PIONEER, PROCEED, REL, ROTEL, G.E.,SHARP, DALITE, RUNCO.

0% finance available subject to status.




CD PLAYERS

f the eight £1,000+ players in our

‘top-end’ category, Copland’s distin-

guished-looking CDA-288 is the only

model to offer built-in compatibility
with Pacific Microsonics HDCD (High
Definition Compatible Digital) CD software.
This comes courtesy of the PMD-100 eight-
times oversampling filter, chosen for reasons
of sound quality by Copland, but also featur-
ing a ‘built-in” HDCD decoder by way of a
bonus. However,