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A Perfect
Ten

For the past 18 years the
Wharfedale Diamond has been
the UK’s most popular speaker.
In contrast to almost every other
loudspeaker manufacturer,
Wharfedale designs all its own
components and builds almost
every part in its own factories.

These award winning speakers
incorporate the finest acoustic
engineering that Britain can offer.
The advanced technology of the
decoupled cabinets; the ‘Audio
Stealth’ moulded rock front and
backs; elliptically cut mineral
loaded sandwich cones;
magnetically linearised pole
pieces; double wound voice caoils;
all continuing the dominance of
Wharfedale’s technological lead
since 1932.

Across the world, the UK’s No.1
best selling loudspeaker enjoys
the same reaction:-

Sound Quality

* % %k kX

Value for money

* &k & kK

Again confirming that in every
way she’s a perfect ten.

Lha

Wharfedale International Ltd. ~
Ermine Business Park : ' Diamond 7.1* £99.95

Huntingdon . Diamond 7.2* £129.95

Cambs PE18 6WA : :
Tel: 01480 447700 Diamond Anniversary = £149.95
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[ CHOOSE YOUR FORMAT T Ol

He’s back from the back of beyond, chilled and
thrilled by his return to the world of Choice....

t's never nice coming back to work

after a holiday, so when you manage to

wangle a six week sabbatical the
culture shock is considerably greater
when the time comes to remember what it
was you were supposed to worry about.
But I've just about figured it out now -
although not without enjoying a bit of
hi-fi free music in the meantime - and am
glad to say that things don’t seem as bad
as they did on my first Monday back!

This month Tim tackles the beast that
looks like it could change the music
business for good: MP3. This distinctly lo-fi,
Internet-oriented compression system has
grown apace and could undermine the
chances of future generations having any
idea of high fidelity. See what Mr Bowern
reckons about it all on page 86.

RESOLVING THE ISSUES

At the European launch of SACD, Sony
teamed up with ally Philips to demonstrate
two- and five-channel SACD with some
impressive material, including some live
Rammstein which was most grin-worthy
(currently available on DVD-V, if you’re
interested). They also gave us some CD vs
SACD demos usinghybrid discs which
made an very good case for the medium but
begged the question: is anyone going to pay
twice the usual price (£25) until they’ve got
the matching player - thus defeating the
argument for a hybrid in the first place?

There was an even more significant
question which arose, however. If the future
of high density formats is in universal
SACD/DVD-A/DVD-V multichannel players
(and that’s the only way either medium will
ever really get off the ground), why would
anyone buy a first generation, two-channel
SACD player? We were told that audiophiles
would be keen to get their hands on the
medium because two-channel is still the
way of the hi-fi world. That’s true for now,
but once DVD-A turns up (around January
next year) and multi-channel SACD follows
at some point later in the year, these early
models will look a little ill-equipped.

There is a very good reason, however -
the medium is a vast improvement on CD,
instruments and voices sound genuinely
realistic and you don’t have to strain to hear
the acoustic of the recording venue. At last
we have a genuinely high-fidelity digital
medium, which is well worth celebrating in
my book. The other reason not to hang on
for the multi-channel version is software.
With two-channel, all record companies
need to do with back catalogue is remaster
the analogue originals into stereo DSD, the
system behind SACD. For multi-channel,
they almost have to start afresh. Old
recordings can be remixed in 5.1 channels
but if the results encountered with older

titles on DTS are anything to go by that
won’t be enough to launch the medium.

So do you go for an SACD player now, or a
DVD-A player next year? Technics has
announced details of two models due for a
December (fingers crossed) launch. Until we
have a chance to compare the two mediums
we can’t give you the answer, but there’s
one significant factor which will make
SACD’s birth less easy than DVD-A’s — video.

Now, I don’t give a stuff for pictures with
my music — in fact, I think they get in the
way. But then, 'm not in the target
audience for new formats, and those that
are have been weaned on the music video.
Which is where DVD, be it AorV, has the
advantage and thus provides the impetus
for software manufacturers. And this
format war, like all the others, will be won
and lost on software.

So choosing your high density digital
medium at this point is very difficult, butI
suspect that an evening with one of Sony’s
machines and all the available software
might make me throw caution to the wind.
So long as they get
Zappa, Beeftheart and
Led Zeppelin discs out
quickly, of course.

THIS MONTH’S EDITOR’S CHOICE

I was well chuffed to get hold of the SME Model 10
(p66) before everyone else. It's a real beauty and the
sort of deck that will appeal to both the rhythm and
timing brigade and those more concerned with
stereo, bandwidth and so on. Listening to Ali Farka
Touré last night | was transported to a spiritually
uplifting place... I'd say three grand is a bargain for
that sort of experience.

Alvin seems to have had a little trouble getting to
grips with the Mark Levinson 334/380 pre/power
combo (p68) - it worked so well that he forgot the
hi-fi and got carried away with the music. Fear not,
he will be severely reprimanded and not be allowed
to repeat the sin, but if an amp can do that for a pro
like him I think it warrants my commendation.
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NEWS & VIEWS

What's in and what’s out? Tim Bowern and Lee Dunkley shake this month’s news about.

SACD takes off in Europe

TANNOY has unveiled a new look for
its Saturn range of loudspeakers,
which is now available with
champagne coloured baffles (facia)
and reflects the growing trend towards
silver and champagne electronic
components. Inside, the speakers
remain unchanged. Prices range from
£200 to £900.

@ (01753) 680595

AFFORDABLE VALVE COMPANY has
announced the introduction of two
new valve amplifiers imported from
China. A 30 Watt EL34 amp and a 40
Watt KT88 amp, both have four inputs
and offer a one month home trial.
Prices are £600 and £700 respectively.
= (01634) 373410

AUREX has introduced the CD/DVD
Mat which is designed to sit on top of
the printed side of a disc. The Aurex
Mat claims to give clearer sound with
improved stereo imaging from audio
(CDs, sharper images from DVDs
and better data recovery from
CD-ROMs. The Aurex Mat can be
ordered on-line for $29.95 plus
postage and packaging.

Website: www.aurexmat.com.

THE HOME ENTERTAINMENT
SHOW ‘99, sponsored by Practical
Hi-Fi retail, is being held at the Forte
Posthouse Hotel, Preston. The show
runs from 9.30am to 5pm on Saturday
30 October and 10.00am to 4.30pm
on Sunday 31 October. Admission is
just £2.00 and children go free.

@ (01524) 36991
Website: www.practicalHI-Fl.co.uk

SONY has announced some additions
to its micro systems range. The
SD3MT (above) joins the Series D
family featuring all the elements of the
SDIMT but with satellite speakers and
subwoofer. It is expected to cost
about £700.

Sony has also named the MD373
as the replacement for the popular
MDT333 micro. The MD373 features
RDS tuner, CD player, MiniDisc
recorder and tape deck. Prices are

6 HI-FI CHOICE

Sony chose the International
Funkausstellung show in Berlin to

launch Super Audio CD in

Europe, and introduced not only the
SCD-1 player (as tested in the past
two issues of Choice) but an ES
model too. It also joined forces

with Philips/Marantz to
demonstrate multi-channel SACD
using a prototype player expected
to launch next year.

The good news is that the
SCD-777ES has lowered the format
entry price to about £1,700 without compromising the
specified performance figures. The player will be joined
by a matching integrated amplifier the TA-F777ES
(£1,500) which specifies a 2Hz to 100kHz bandwidth
and the SS-X9ED loudspeakers (£1,200) which feature
a super tweeter designed to extend their bandwidth to
70kHz. Alternatively you can add the SS-TW100EDs to
your existing speakers to enjoy SACD's treble extension
— but you'll have to go to Germany to buy a pair.

Be ProActive

ProAc has added a new floorstander to its
Response range of speakers. Like its

el 'ange-mates, the Response One point Five
features a high mass, extensively damped cabinet,
with high quality crossover components and ProAc’s
proprietary 1.9cm soft dome tweeter.

The mid/bass driver is an entirely new design,
featuring a woven fibre-glass cone with a large copper
phase plug in its centre.

It is driven by a substantial copper magnet
assembly and loaded via a reflex port to the rear.

The Response One point Five is in the shops from
this month onwards and costs £1,790.

Celef Audio International & (01280) 700147

N

Twenty SACD music titles have been announced, the
majority being from Sony Music's (Columbia) back
catalogue and consisting largely of classical material, but
there are a few jazz classics in there as well. Paul Russel
of Sony Music promised to follow these with ten titles a
month. Prices are anticipated to be in the region of £18
for single layer discs and £25 for hybrid CD/SACD
software. (See Editor’s Notebook, p3, for more.)

Sony @& (0990) 111999

Myryad muscle

Following its launch into the multi-channel
market, British brand Myryad has returned to
- the two-channel arena with its latest outing —
the MA 240 power amp. Priced at £1,000, it sports a
solid aluminium fascia and delivers a claimed 120 Watts
per channel into eight Ohms, or 180 Watts into four
Ohms. What's more, bridge two together and you could
have a massive 400 Watts into eight Ohms.

Inside its substantial casework are multiple power
supplies and high quality components including Vishay
bulk foil resistors. The amplifier weighs in at a substantial
15kg. Balanced XLR-type inputs are also provided, and
should you wish to use it as part of a multi-channel
system you could always partner it with Myryad's
MA 360 three-channel power amp, available soon.
Myryad @ (01705) 265508

©000000

Myryad MA 240 and
matching preamp.




Cyrus launches lucky seven

Cyrus has unveiled its latest creation
— the Cyrus 7 integrated
amplifier, set for launch at
£700. At 60 Watts per channel it's
more powerful than older Cyrus
amps, yet it still squeezes into the
traditional ‘shoe box'-size casing.

The 7's user interface and "non
obsolescence” architecture are as
flexible as one would expect. The
amp uses a sophisticated digital
control system, offering some
impressive facilities: for example, input sensitivities are
individually programmable and an ‘intelligent
headphone output’ gradually fades up headphone
volume while smoothly muting output to the speakers.

With future upgrades in mind, there are connections
for additional power amps and a PSX-R outboard power
supply, plus the option to go multi-room with the Cyrus
MR3 controller. The 7's enclosure is die-cast and hand
finished, and a remote control is supplied.

The Cyrus 7 is the first product to emerge since the
company's recent re-structure. Once considered to be
the electronics arm of Mission, it has since become an
independent company within the NXT group. Peter
Bartlett, Cyrus Sales Director, said: "The Cyrus 7, (and
the forthcoming) DAD 3 Q24 CD player and Cyrus CLD
monitor speakers will form a uniquely compact system
that's ready for digital AV or multi-room.”

NXT @ (01480) 451777

Onky-tonk CD player

Onkyo has a new budget CD player set for
launch in the UK. The DX-7222 boasts an
aluminium front panel and a full roster of
facilities, including 36-track programming, a
music calendar display and five repeat
modes. Its circuitry incorporates a
three-beam laser pickup and a bitstream
DAC, with an eight-times oversampling

l NAD is seeking to cement its reputation for
classic budget amps by unleashing the C300.
Priced at £146, it delivers 25 Watts per
channel and replaces the 310 in NAD's amp line-up.

Unlike its predecessor, it features an entirely
MOSFET output stage for optimum performance, and
incorporates a large toroidal transformer under the lid.
You also get five line inputs plus two tape loops,
switchable tone controls and remote control for
volume and muting.

The C300's launch follows the success of the C320
and C340, amps which have done much to restore
NAD's reputation as the premier budget brand. It's in
the shops now.

Audio Club = (01296) 482017

Stereo Integrated Amplifier C 300

TONE
BASS DEFEAT

TREBLE

digital filter. The DX-7222 weighs in at £170.
Audio Club =& (01296) 482017

Onkyo DX-7222. (s

Scenic DVD

Thomson has launched a DVD player as part of
its new Scenium home entertainment range.
The DTH 3600 costs £400 and supports both
Dolby Digital and MPEG-2 multi-channel sound
systems, and is described as DTS-ready.

According to Thomson, sound quality was a priority
for the player's design team. "The sound environment
delivered by Thomson DVD players is a key element in
the home cinema effect,” said a spokesman. Of course,
it doesn't just play DVDs — you can spin two-channel
CDs as well.

On the video side, a ten-bit digital-to-analogue
converter is claimed to produce exceptionally natural
picture quality, and 2x or 4x zoom lets you close in on
any part of the image. There's also a jog/shuttle control
mounted on the front panel to improve ease of use.

Thomson was the first European brand to market
DVD players in this continent. Its new Scenium range is
designed as a complete home entertainment solution
and includes widescreen TVs, a home cinema receiver
and even a video camera.

Thomson @& (0181) 344 4444

Thomson DTH 3600.

4 NEWS IN BRIEF

expected to be about £430. In a final
announcement, Sony introduced the
CMT-CP2W offering a twin cassette,
separate bass and treble and increased
output power over its sibling, the
successful CMT-CP1. Prices are likely to
be about £250.

2 (0990) 111999

ONE FOR ALL has revealed four new
remote control products. The new Audio
Zapper is pre-programmed to control
basic functions of up to four audio
components with the ability to learn
your favourite functions. Cost is £19.99.
The One For All Five (see above) and Six
universal remote controls have been
updated to operate all features on all
brands of audio and video equipment.
Prices are £29.99 and £39.99
respectively.

The Zapper 3, at £14.99, is a dedicated
remote for TV, VCR and satellite control
with improved ease of use.

Website: www.oneforall.com

ELECTROCOMPANIET has appointed
Castle Acoustics as its UK distributor.In
an announcement, Castle’s Sales
and Marketing Director, Fred Clayton,
said: “Both brands have very similar
profiles and we see this move as a
sensible and logical extension to our
existing activities.”

Watch this space for full details of the
Electrocompaniet product range.
@ (01756) 795333

SONICLINK has brought out two new
high-performance RF cables for video
and home cinema use. The SonicLink
Blue Aerial is for coaxial connections in
TV or FM applications and can also be
fitted with gold-plated phono plugsfor
connection to home cinema equipment.
The second cable is the SonicLink Silver
Screen specifically designed for
high-quality S-VHS applications.
= (07000) SonicLink/(01332) 361390

1X0S’ new audio/video interconnect
cable is touted as a performance
upgrade for home cinema systems.
The Ixos 137AV (see above) is Scart to
S-Video with phono audio plugs.
Connections are 24 karat gold-plated
with low noise cable and alloy foil
screening. Prices start at £39.95 fora 3
metre length. Other connection
combinations available upon request.
= (01494) 441736
Website: www.ix0s.co.uk

AUDIO CONNOISSEURS has some
new arrivals in its Canary Audio range.
First up is the CA300 SE monoblock
power amp rated at 9 Watts — prices are D

November 1999



4 NEWS IN BRIEF

expected to be around £2,000 per
pair. This is joined by the CA 608
integrated amplifier.

= (0151) 343 0007

FREEPLAY has launched its next-
generation miniature self-powered
FM/AM radio. The S360 can be
powered from sunlight, wind-up
spring mechanism or mains electricity
and is capable of giving up to 15 hours
of use when fully charged. Available in
clear or blue, price is expected to be
around £59.95.
= (0800) 731 3052

CAMBRIDGE IQ has introduced a new
range of equipment supports called
AudioDeg. With their unusual styling
the AudioDeq provides 130mm
spacing between components as
standard with an optional 200mm
spacing also available. For the full
product range see the website. Prices
start from £65 including delivery.
= (01223) 870817
Website: www.cambridgeiq.com

BLOCKBUSTER has introduced DVD
rental to more than 550 of its stores in
preparation for anticipated demand
over Christmas. Blockbuster
Superstores and Express stores will
stock up to 160 DVD rental titles with
80 retail titles. Rental DVDs will be the
same price as VHS tapes costing £3.50
per night for new titles and £3.00 for
older titles over two nights.
= (01895) 258866

TECHNICS has two new micro systems
with a stylish metallic and light-wood
styling. The SC-HD505MD features a
MiniDisc recorder while the
SC-HD505 features a horizontal-
loading auto-reverse cassette deck.
Both models have a CD player and
AM/FM digital tuner, give 23 Watts per
channel power output and
incorporate bi-amping.
= (0990) 357357

QED has unveiled the Qnect QT
(above), an optical digital cable com-
patible with Toslink sockets which uses
medical grade fibre optic core housed
in a flexible PVC jacket. Available in
1m or 3m lengths at £30 and £40.
= (01276) 451166

LG ELECTRONICS has two new MP3
players. The MF-PD330 offers up to
one hour of continuous playback with
two 32MB multimedia cards.

The AHA-FD770 combines FM digital
tuner and cassette player. Prices are
£129 and £199 respectively.

= (01753) 500400
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Musical Fidelity has
begun the expansion of
its new A3 range by
launching a CD player. The A3CD
uses the same essential

| MUSICALFIDELITYA3 CD - 24 BT COPAYER

MF spawns A3 CD player

Musical Fidelity A3CD.

components found inside the g
company’s successful X-Ray CD | =

9 D900 0

player, with adjustments to
internal layout and new casework
to match the A3 amp, launched two months ago.

Inside lies a Burr-Brown 24-bit DAC and a number of
proprietary components, including a clock re-timing
circuit and a five-pole analogue filter for reduced noise
and distortion. Its maker claims superb consistency of
performance, and much is also made of its build quality
— a'non-resonant’ chassis and a solid aluminium fascia
are alleged to contribute to its sound. Price is £799; see
next month’s issue for a full review.

Kenwood

Black boxes look distinctly

passé alongside Kenwood's
latest collection of ‘New

Concept' systems.

A total of nine are
ready for launch in a
variety of shapes,
sizes and colours.
Chief among them is
the Avino VH-650, a
three-component
system with starship
looks and an
impressive
specification.

The system’s base unit is a CD receiver — CD
player, amp and tuner in a single compact box. The CD
playing part sports a bitstream DAC, supports CD text
and is HDCD compatible, while the AM/FM tuner
features 40 station presets and RDS-EON. The amp
section operates in Class A/AB mode with
auto-switching, and delivers 20 Watts per channel.

Italian outfit Opera has launched two new
speakers in the UK. Both are floorstanders, but
unlike most opera singers the Pavarotti and

SuperPavarotti strike a slim and elegant pose.

Opera's declared intention was to mix the strengths
of a compact ‘bookshelf' design with those of a
floorstander. Thus, it claims, both speakers combine
accurate speed and imaging with realistic sonic weight,
wrapped in a cabinet with an unobtrusive footprint.

The Pavarotti is the more affordable of the two at
£695, and uses a relatively small 11cm mid/bass drive
unit for fast, controlled sound. Above this driver nestles
a 19mm soft dome tweeter, with a reflex port below.
Meanwhile, the £995 SuperPavarotti adds an extra
11cm mid/bass unit, mounted with its partnerin a

Avino VH-650.

Two speakers for a tenor!

Also new from Musical Fidelity is the A300 amp, a
150 Watt-per-channel powerhouse in the same
glittering guise as the A3. Features include symmetrical
circuit topology, a substantial power transformer for
each channel and separate transformer windings for the
preamp section and remote control circuitry. It costs
£1,399 and is available now. Finally, a matching tuner is
also set to emerge — more details next month.

Musical Fidelity @ (0181) 900 2866

ets conceptual

You can buy the base unit with standard speakers at
£400, or £500 with suitably stylish egg-shaped satellite
speakers plus an active subwoofer. An add-on MiniDisc
recorder and a cassette deck are available as optional
extras, priced at £250 and £150 respectively.
Kenwood @& (01923) 816444

‘double asymmetric loading’
configuration — each in a Py
chamber of differing volume,
the larger of which vents
through a downward-firing
port to increase bass depth
without sacrificing speed.
Both speakers feature
solid hardwood cabinets,
standing at a height of
95cm, in a mahogany or
cherry finish.
UKD =& (01753) 652669

Opera Pavarotti.




Ph|||ps breaks
D record

Phlllps has revealed the remainder of its all-
new CD recorder line-up. All models support
both re-writable CD-RW discs and standard
audio CD-Rs, and will cost less than the EISA
Award-winning CDR 950 (£350), unveiled in the
July/August issue of HFC.

First up is the CDR 770, a £240 machine which
brings CD recording to its lowest ever price point.
Then there's the ‘dual deck’ CDR 775 at around £330
(pictured) — the CD-RW equivalent of a twin tape
deck, it allows you to ‘dub’ straight from CD to CD in a
single unit. And for mini system owners there's the
£240 CDR 570, complete with compact styling.

All three new recorders feature Philips’ Direct Line
Recording, a technology intended to optimise
recordings from CD by matching the speed of the
recording disc precisely to that of the source. One
benefit is the ability to make bit-by-bit recordings of
HDCD-encoded discs, so the entire encoding is
reproduced on the copy. Other improvements over
Philips’ first-generation CD-RW models include a
more intuitive user interface, CD Text compatibility,
digital level control and an ‘audio buffer’ to ensure
accurate recording stop and start.

All should be available by the time you read this.
Philips Consumer Electronics @& (0181) 689 4444

Philips CDR-775.

The Paras are coming!

g US brand Parasound has unleashed its most
powerful amplifier to date. The HCA-3500 has
a claimed delivery of 350 Watts per channel
into eight Ohms, or 600 Watts into four Ohms.

Its circuit is direct-coupled, and there are separate
power supplies for each stage of each channel. The
input stage features complementary pairs of N-channel
and P-channel JFETSs, arranged to optimise gain and
reduce harmonic distortion. The driver stage uses

complementary MOSFETs for a “tube-like sound quality”,

and the output stage employs 12 Beta-matched
15-amp, 60MHz bipolar transistors.

At low power levels — up to 15 Watts — the amp runs
Class A for “"exceptional clarity and detail’, but at higher
levels it switches to Class AB for “outstanding dynamics
and bass linearity”. If it senses no music is being played,
it drops the bias current to a trickle to save electricity
and keep things cool. It's in the shops now at £2,200.
CSE @ (01423) 359054

« PAUL MESSENGER

Mystic Paul sees the future. And it's DVD-shaped.

S we move into
hi-fi's autumn/
winter ‘selling

season’, the market
seems to be
undergoing a
paradigm shift. Sales
of budget and mid-
price CD players are
decidedly weak, simply because many
customers seem to be opting to buy a
DVD-Video player instead.

For most customers it makes perfect
sense. Many probably bought their CD
players a decade or so ago, paying
perhaps £400 for the privilege. Now
such old machinery may be getting a bit
long in the tooth, or has simply stopped
working, so it's time to replace it.

At the dealers’ there are CD players
for sale but also, increasingly, DVD-V
players. And while a CD player won't
play DVD-V discs, a new DVD-V player
will play CDs as well as DVD-V discs
(though not future DVD-Audio discs).

The fact that it won't play CDs as well
as a dedicated CD player of similar price
will ensure the latter continues as the
player of choice for the hi-fi enthusiast.
Those who have large and valuable CD
collections will continue to demand the
best possible CD replay for their budget.

But such enthusiasts are the minority.
Both CD and DVD-V are essentially
mass-market media, designed to have
wide appeal to a less pernickety majority.
Faced with the choice between a
standalone CD player that plays just CDs,
or for a similar price one which also
plays DVD-Vs, it's hardly surprising to find
that many are taking the DVD route.

However, that doesn't imply that CD
player sales have or will cease.
Consumer electronics just doesn't work
that way. Note that turntable sales
(which slumped dramatically in the early
CD years) grew by some 10 per cent last
year, and 1998 was the third year in a
row that GfK's market data recorded
such a rate of growth. Vinyl record
players still only represent 5 per cent of
the total market by value, but they've
hung on in there far longer than most
would have predicted ten years ago.

In contrast, CD players currently
account for about one third of the
market (excluding speakers), but
component CD player sales actually
peaked in 1997 by volume, while the
BPI's recent consumer survey showed
that 79 per cent of households now
have at least one CD player of some
kind. Saturation looms, so the arrival of

Are DVD players the future of CD replay?

DVD-V looks very timely — from the
manufacturers' and retailers’ points of
view, anyway — for three main reasons.

First, DVD-V's CD-plus-movies replay
capability provides a powerful incentive
to tempt back customers with ageing CD
players. Second, it should ensure a
boost to what marketing men term the
‘average unit selling price’. The market
penetration of consumer electronics
products nearly always follows an S-
curve, starting with relatively small sales
| at high prices, and then sales increase
| dramatically as prices erode. Thanks to
sharing components with computers,
DVD-V has good economies of scale
| and is taking off very rapidly, but for
| some time to come it will command —
| and customers will happily pay — a
| healthy premium over the £236 average
\ price of CD players in 1998, simply
| because the video dimension represents
a big chunk of added value.

Third, and most importantly, the
DVD-V player represents the Trojan
horse spearheading the transition from
two-channel stereo to 5.1-channel
discrete surround sound, which the
trade sees as a golden opportunity to
sell multi-channel processors, amps,
speaker systems and the like.

DVD-V is the first mass-market format
to take this step, which makes sense for
movie fans. Whether multi-channel
surround sound makes similar sense for
music reproduction is less well proven.

My main worry is that surround sound
music listening may be a much less
| sociable experience than stereo. When
you're watching a movie, the pictures
dominate the senses, while the sound-
track fulfils a subsidiary role. With music
the sound is more dominant, and in my
experience it becomes much more
important to sit in the solitary ‘hot seat’
that gives correct sound perspectives.

It's likely that multi-channel music will
eventually become established, but
those for whom music matters most
should be wary of abandoning the
sociability of stereophony.
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PREVIOUSLY
UNHEARD

Phil Strongman digs out rare and classic
tracks appearing on CD or virgin vinyl for
the first time. Go strut your funky stuff...

THE WHO Who's Next

Book-ended by the pulsing Baba O'Riley
and the anthemic Won't Get Fooled Again,
this album is one of the reasons The Who
are up there with The Beatles and the
Stones, as well as being an LP that simply
outclasses its standard CD equivalent.
Wallow in the full 1971 glory of John
Entwhistle’s supple, see-sawing bass and
Townshend's arpeggio-laden keyboards.
Simply Vinyl LP

Music QOOOO Sound DOOOD

BOZ SCAGGS Silk Degrees

It's nearly a 25 years old, but Boz' easy-
going blend of funky pop and tight, roller
coaster choruses still sounds damn good.
Lido Shuffle is the hit song, Lowdown and
What Can | Say the best — you don't need
a degree to appreciate this silk.

Simply Vinyl LP

Music @OOOO Sound QOSSO

LEROY HUTSON Love Oh Love/The Man
One of Curtis Mayfield's singer-songwriter
protégés, fledgling producer Leroy only
ever scored a few minor hits, but this Shaft-
era CD pairing shows how much the world
missed out on — the mesmerising, flute-
laced So In Love With You and the dynamic

Ella Weez are real gems. The Hutson and
Hutson Il re-releases are also worth
catching, another set of sophisticated supa-

| soul-sure-shots from the Sequel stable.
| Sequel Dble CD

Music QOO O Sound QOO

VARIOUS Streets of Fire OST

Jim Steinman is the writer-producer behind
most of Meat Loaf's million-sellers and this
neglected 1984 score is his best, mostly
made up of straight ahead rock songs that
Meat had rejected. Surely the big fellow
now regrets turning down Tonight Is What
It Means To Be Young, the greatest wall-of-
sound epic since Phil Spector's heyday?
BGO

Music QQOOO Sound SODOD

COUNTING CROWS

Recovering The Satellites

Three years old, but that's a mere blink in
audiophile time and the magical Catapult
still leads you into a superb 14-track set of
90s US rock'n’roll. This gold CD captures
virtually all the musical nuances.

Mobile Fidelity CD from Vivante

Music QOO Sound DSOOD

VARIOUS The Definitive Sound of

Atlantic Soul

Definitive is the word — this has everything.
Sam & Dave's Soul Man, Aretha's Say A
Little Prayer, Ray Charles' What'd | Say...
Popular music before the formulas.
Warner Dble CD

Music QOOOO Sound SOOOO

WOODY HERMAN Songs For Hip Lovers

In 57 jazzer Woody finally put his dry
vocals on disc —and a lot of fun they are
too. Moon Song and Won't Dance and Isn't
This A Lovely Day? are among the 12.
Verve

Music QOO Sound DOOOD
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Hi ho Silverado

Ff— Silverado claims its new Ryder loudspeaker is “a
b ¢ new breed of floorstander”, with looks that lift it
out of the ordinary.

Its hand-crafted cabinets are constructed from 1.8cm
thick MDF, doubling its thickness in parts to ensure a
totally solid structure for the speaker's three-way
configuration. A 28mm fabric dome tweeter and a
15cm treated paper-coned mid/bass driver are joined
by a 20cm bass driver for very deep bass. Sensitivity is
rated at 86.5dB and impedance is six Ohms.

The Ryder comes finished in high-gloss black as
standard, but can be supplied to match virtually any
other colour scheme at no extra cost — simply send a
colour sample and Silverado will try to match it. Prices
are £1,395 for the standard finish, and an additional
£150 will buy you the marble effect pictured.

Silverado @ (0171) 567 0260

Silverado Ryder.

Coast two coast

South Coast Speakers has launched two new
i hand-crafted loudspeakers. First is the Merlin
100, a standmounting near-field monitor with a
16.5cm polypropylene mid/bass cone and a 28mm
fabricdome tweeter. Sensitivity is rated at 89dB,
impedance is eight Ohms and the price is £899 per pair.
The second speaker is the Classic 200, a three-way
standmounter employing a
20cm glass-fibre bass
cone, an 11cm midrange
driver with a treated paper
cone and a 25mm fabric
dome tweeter. A pair of
exclusively designed
Atacama Audio stands are
also supplied. Prices start at
£1,495 for standard
real-wood veneers.
SCS @& (01703) 703221

SCS Classic 200 and Merlin 100.



TECHNICS.

THE CLOSEST

YOU'LL GET

TO THE SOUND

IN HIS HEAD.

If god is in the details, then
the simplicity of John Tavener’s
music aspires to the divine.
His devotion deserves heavenly
sound reproduction. A miracle
that is made flesh in the
Technics SU range of Variable
Gain Control Amplifiers. The
sin of deterioration in the
dynamic range is washed
away, transubstantiating even
moments of silence into pure
sound in which the music lives
forever. For more information

telephone 08701 578 577.

Technics

INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER  SU-A707

GBERATION MUTING VIATONE

www.technics.co.uk SPONSORS OF THE TECHNICS MERCURY MUSIC PRIZE




Myryad MC100 CD player £700.00
Myryad MI120 integrated amp  £600.00
Myryad MA120 power amp £480.00
Ruark Prologue One speakers  £899.00

SonicLink Violet interc. (1m pair x2) £85.00

S'Link AST200 cable (5m pair x2) £59.50

Total cost £2,968.50

AS GOOD as it looks

Looking for a sexy system with top-notch sound? Lee Dunkley
auditions a set-up suggested by Systems Specialists in Sound.
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ith the

recent

consumer
trend towards home
improvement, hi-fi
manufacturers are
concentrating as
much on looks as on
the performance of
their products.
We’re not talking
mini systems, with
their fancy displays
and excessive
mouldings. Oh no,
we're talking “for
the love of music”
separates. With as
much emphasis on
attracting the eye as
charming the ear, we
asked a dealer to
recommended just
such a system.

This month we’ve
thrown down the
gauntlet to
Cambridge-based
dealer Systems
Specialists in Sound.
Go on, we said, give
us a system, a stylish
high-end CD-based
system that won’t

break the bank. A tall order,
you might think. But it
didn’t take long for the guys
to come up with a system
they felt fulfilled our criteria
with strong sonic abilities
and great looks — albeit at a
rather higher price than
we’d budgeted for.

The system’s electronics
are from Myryad’s flagship
M series, with a pair of the
recently introduced Ruark
Prologue One floorstanders
finished in sumptuous
natural cherry veneer doing
the loudspeaking.

Myryad’s distinctive house
style is attractive brushed
alloy, silver facias with black
inset function buttons. But if
you need to match up with
other gear it is also available
in black.

Perhaps they’re not an
immediately obvious
partnership, but both
Myryad and Ruark share the
philosophy of combining
sonic performance and
stylish design with strong
emphasis on build quality.
And the system certainly hits
the top of the style-ometer.




LOOKS APART

To regular readers, this set of
Myryad electronics may well
look familiar - each has
individually appeared in HFC at
one time or another.

The system’s source is the
MC100 CD player, a 24-bit
player with a centrally-
mounted transport mechanism
and some useful features
including random play,
24-track programming and
remote control. At the rear
there’s a coaxial digital output
and a data-bus connection
called ‘My-Link’, enabling
synchronisation with the
MI120 integrated amplifier.

The MI120 (see HFC 175) is a
fully integrated amplifier with
four line-level inputs, two tape
loops - one with off-tape
monitoring - and a headphone
socket. An optional phono
module is available to convert
an input for MM or MC
cartridges. Myryad’s attention
to styling is evident, but the
recessed central volume
control may prove fiddly to
anyone with large hands or
limited dexterity.

The supplied RCS system
remote control combined with
the ‘My-Link’ system, allows
full remote operation with
source selection and motorised
volume control. The MI120 is
rated at 60 Watts per channel
into eight Ohms and includes a

“Be warned, this
system has
sophisticated taste.
It’s likely to reveal
more than perhaps
you or the CD
producers hoped.”

‘preamplifier’ output for a
separate power amplifier, as in
this set-up. The MA120 power
amp (HFC 165) has a similar
design specification to the
MI120. Myryad recommends
using the MA120 to drive the
tweeters in a bi-amped
configuration, which it claims
offers a cleaner sound.

For speakers, Systems
Specialist in Sound chose
Ruark’s Prologue One, as yet
unreviewed in HFC. A two-way
floorstander, it employs a twin
140mm treated paper cone
mid/bass driver arrangement
with an offset 28mm silk fabric
dome tweeter. The model we

used came mass loaded, as
recommended by Ruark, for
maximum stability and
improved bass and imaging.

Let’s not forget the arteries of

the system - all cabling came
from SonicLink. Interconnects
were two pairs of SonicLink
Violet while speaker cables
consisted of bi-wired SonicLink
AST200 (HFC 192).

With such a stylish collection
of components, the obvious
question is: does the system’s
sound tantalise the ear as
much as its appearance does
the eye? There’s no short
answer to that one. After living
with the system and listening
to what would seem like the
entirety of my CD collection,
I’ve come to revel in the
system’s strengths and learned
to live with its ‘honesty’.

SYSTEM SOUND
With the system hooked up in
its intended bi-amped
configuration and fully
warmed up, I settled down to
listen. Several CDs later, a few
pertinent descriptions began to
emerge regarding the airy
sound staging, sharp imagery,
defined bass and detailed
treble. The sum and balance of
these vital characteristics
brought me close to the music,
with a level of involvement that
could be described as an
exceptional hi-fi experience.

The system’s strengths are
most apparent with well
recorded and produced
material. Classical, jazz and
acoustic recordings especially
are handled with tremendous
depth and agility. Sound
staging is wide and deep, with
imagery and positioning so
solid you feel you can walk
around it. This is a notable
quality of the Ruark speakers
and is undoubtedly aided here
by the bi-amping.

So far, so good. But be
warned, this system has
sophisticated taste. Puton a CD

| with heavy or less refined

production and it’s likely to
reveal more than perhaps you
or the producers had hoped.
This system has a tendency to
highlight the less appealing
elements of cruder recordings.
Its midband forwardness gets
you closer to the music, but
there are likely to be some
recordings youjustwon’t want
to get that acquainted with.
Upbeat tracks can pack a real

| SYSTEM OF THE MONTH |

bass punch, but at times
seemed to wander and lacked a
sense of control on pumping
dance beats.

To appreciate the system’s
bi-amped configuration, I also
listened to it without the
MA120 power amp. The result
was much as expected - as a
standalone piece of kit, the
MI120 gave good dynamics and
control but with a brittle and
abrasive top end. Imaging was

usually masked. With its
midband forwardness and
detailed treble, this can be a
musically fussy system that
devours well-recorded
material but is a bit too
revealing on lesser recordings.

SOUND QOO0
SYNERGY [xDclalln)

e top el VALUE 00000
three dimensional, but not
quite as impactful or as tactile. PRICE £2,968.50

) An attractive system both physically
and musically. Tells the truth with a
brutal frankness - which might not
always suit.

@ Systems Specialists in Sound (01223) 461518

CONCLUSION

This is a stylish and sonically
compelling system that gets

you closer to the music, ‘
revealing intricacies that are

THE SYSTEM COMPONENTS

7 e
PLIFIER

| MYRYAD MI120, £599

| A 60 Watts-per-channel amplifier with four line-level inputs and two tape

| loops. Has preamp output and a system link connection for synchronisation

! and control via the full system remote. An optional phono stage is

| also available.
\ A

| Alt

MYRYAD MA120, £480
| A stereo power amplifier with 60 Watts per channel based on the MI120.
| Sounds stunning when used to bi-amp with the M1120.

PR,

| MYRYAD MC100, £700
Mid-priced CD player with an array

i of useful features. Handles music

| with a supreme scale and detail.

For our system, System Specialists
% in Sound recommended SonicLink
{ Violet interconnects (£85.00) and
J& SonicLink AST200 speaker cable

\ (£59.50/5m pair).

{ RUARK Prologue One, £899

| Arecently introduced two-way floorstander with twin mid/bass
drivers and offset dome tweeter configuration. Sensitivity is

| rated at 89dB and impedance around eight Ohms.

November 1999




LI585

Joe Hageman - Home Theater magazine, June 1999

“In my opinion, there is no need to even audition
these speakers. Just buy them! Trust me, you won’t
be disappointed.

Aesthetically, it’s hard to get any better than these
speakers. Available in black oak, rose mahogany or
cherry, the whole Silver Series line features
craftsmanship second to none.

I would encourage everyone to take the grilles off
these beauties - nothing will make your friends drool
with envy more than those gorgeous silver drivers
staring back at them.

Everything | listened to through the Silver Series

speakers sounded just about as good as I’ve ever m
heard it sound. Why are you still reading this? SN

Go buy these speakers!” s close as it gets

Joe Hagemen, Home Theater Magazine, June 1999

Monitor Audio Ltd.

34 Clifton Road, Cambridge CB1 4ZN
Tel: 01223 242898 Fax: 01223 214532
http://www.monitoraudio.com




Chris Richardson
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[HOME CINEMA - WITH OUR REPUTATION? K3 T LNl

DAVID VIVIAN

Home cinema versus hi-fi, the line has been clearly drawn.
And guess who's crossing it?

purist. The quest is for focus and

simplicity, not catch-all competence.
Which is why, I suppose, serious hi-fi and
home cinema tend to remain as separate
disciplines. Any AV amp or receiver worth
its salt can play straight stereo. It’s just
that the ability to do so represents a small
and comparatively insignificant part of
the design brief. Given the fairly modest
circa-£2k price of even the most function-
festooned AV behemoths, the assumption
is they can’t be much good at it.

A fair bet, I'd say. I remember talking
to a couple of movie sound engineers at
Shepperton Studios a few years ago. Two
things struck me. One was that while a
good domestic stereo system needs only a
source, an amp and a couple of speakers, a
good cinema system, even back in 1993,
comprised at least three six-feet tall full
range speakers (left, centre, right) with
active electronic crossovers and active
electronic time alignment of the horns and
bass cabinets, two sub-bass speakers fed
from electronic crossovers and as many as
eight subsidiary speakers for full surround
sound capability. All driven by monster
fan-cooled amplifiers.

No contest. Not even the best off-the-shelf
home cinema set-up has a realistic shout at
emulating the sheer sonic grunt delivered
by a state-of-the-art cinema rig. But in
giving it its best shot, it packs in a lot of
hardware erroneous to the reproduction of
hi-fi standard stereo.

The technical requirements of surround
sound could hardly be less compatible with
those of making music. True, most
mainstream music CDs present a ‘reality’

c ompromise is anathema to the hi-fi

O Time to organise that coming-out party: you can be
an audiophile but enjoy surround-sound TV as well...

T7-50 preamplifier-processor

Powsn SO STHMO 0O 6C
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| MYRYAD

concocted by a team of engineers, a bank of
effects processors and a mixing desk. But
that’s child’s play compared with the post
production routines involved in bolting
together a major feature film soundtrack.
Hi-fi needs only two channels, but feature
films require side-to-side, front-to-back
arrays: left, centre, right and ambient.
There are planning meetings to discuss how
to piece the sonic jigsaw together.

‘Any AV amp or receiver
worth its salt can play
straight stereo. But given
the fairly modest price of
even the most function-
festooned AV behemoths,
the assumption is they
can’t be much good at it.”

The multi-channel processes - Dolby,
MPEG, DTS, whatever... the bits that appear
to make the sound live and move in three
dimensions - are added at the final stage of
post production in a cinema-sized mixing
theatre. And it’s a completely arbitrary
business. Sound engineers have already
deconstructed specific effects and sussed
how they will work when processed; what’s
going to the left and the right; what’s
wanted for the surround channels; whether
there’s going to be panning and so on.

Of course, there’s overlap between what
the record producer and film soundtrack
maker do - but not much. One’s job
involves crafting a soundscape sometimes
as unreal as the images on the screen, the
other’s making an individual or group of
musicians sound as real as possible. And if
such fundamental differences exist at this
stage, it’s hard to see, within the bounds of

are @ Tunx o ™ ver w A
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T-70 five chonnel power amplifier

——
MYRYAD

affordability, how they can be coerced into
cohabiting at the user end of things.

Soyou’d think the best a product like
Myryad’s T-50[T-70 preamp processor/
five-channel power amp combo could hope
for is a soft landing somewhere between
two stools. For a level of competence in both
trades, but mastery of neither. Nothing
wrong with that. Despite the conflicting
interests outlined above, the market for a
do-it-all hi-fi/home cinema compromise not
only exists but is bound to grow.

But “compromise” isn’t a word that
appears in the accompanying publicity. To
quote: “The T-50 gives as much priority to
the delivery of outstanding stereo as it does
to the accurate reproduction of
multi-channel sound.” This is the deal:
‘audiophile quality’ preamp with on-board
Dolby Pro Logic processing, a choice of
three rear speaker reverb delay times, three
centre channel modes (normal, wide and
phantom) and three subwoofer filter points
and enough inputs to accommodate 5.1
discrete digital sound from an external
decoder - say a DVD player so equipped.

Thumbing the ‘Stereo-Direct’ button
provides the shortest signal path from
input to output and automatically bridges
the 5-channel T-70 power amp to deliver
maximum stereo power (a lusty 100 Watts a
side). There’s even a pseudo-surround
function which uses the Pro Logic decoding
circuitry to “add ambience and three-
dimensionality” to stereo sources.

Myryad’s managing director, Chris Short,
says: “We wanted to offer the user the
choice of high performance multi-channel
audio while preserving a clean path back to
stereo. We’ve taken a purist approach,
providing useful features but prioritising
performance at all stages in the design.”

Nice theory. But is it any good? I've been
using the Myryad combo in its intended
music-cinema dual role guise for a few
months now as a system for my office. A
Samsung DVD-909 (Dolby Digital/DTS
decoder included) spins the discs, while AV1
NuNeutrons (stereo) have been joined by a
Castle Keep centre speaker and a pair of
dinky JBLs on sticks bringing up the rear.

And you know what? It works brilliantly.
As a cinema system it’s gutsy
and agile, yet brings plenty of
finesse and refinement to the
| party. As a music-playing
| system, it has an alluring iron
| fist/velvet glove personality
that tackles all styles with
effortless aplomb. If corners
- have been cut, it’s difficult to
see where.

: The intelligence that has

gone into this design is

. impressive. That someone

bothered to sit down and think

. about audiophile needs in a
multi-channel world was
remarkable enough. That the
result costs just £950 all in is
something to celebrate.
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Our headphones are used |
in some of the world's most
demanding,professions

I%glkne the' superb
they'll

Prices range from £10 to £10,000. Ask your hi-fi retailer for the Sennheiser that’s right for you.
That’s it — “Sen-hi-zer”!

bringing music to your ears
For more information call us on 01494 551571

Fax: 01494 551549 E-mail: info@sennheiser.co.uk Website: www.sennheiser.co.uk
Sennheiser UK Ltd, FREEPOST, High Wycombe, Bucks HP12 3BR




KEF Cresta 2

KEF CRESTA 2 R 107V i) o H 14 135]

About four years ago, KEF - Paul Messenger has a go on the new Cresta run.
launched the Coda 7 a

speaker which took the
budget speaker market by the
scruff of the neck and soared
to the top of the bestseller list,
ultimately spawning Coda 8
and 9 rangemates to boot. But
as history has shown, success
in the fickle, fashion-oriented
budget bookshelf speaker
rarely lasts more than a couple
of years. KEF's Codas had a
better innings than most, but
Tannoy’s Mercurys came along
and took over the top spots.

Much of the Codas’ success
was due to their curvaceous
moulded front panel, which
looked good as well as offering
some acoustic advantages.
However, it was also a bit
flimsy, especially in the way it
was joined onto the rest of the
box. Part of Tannoy’s sales pitch
for the Mercurys emphasised
the strength and solidity of
using wood-based panels
throughout the enclosure, so
it’s not that surprising to find
that KEF’s new Cresta 2 hasa
box which uses vinyl-covered
particle board for all six faces.

The new model isn’t a direct
replacement for Coda 7. It costs
£20 more, and has an enclosure
that’s taller, deeper and
narrower than the little Coda,
giving an internal volume of
about 12 litres. I'm sure it’s no
coincidence that the Cresta 2’s
dimensions are so similar to
two highly successful models -
Tannoy’s Mercury 2 and
Acoustic Energy’s Aegis One.

Like the Coda 7, this Cresta 2
is built in Belgium, so the little
Union Flag decal stuck on the
back presumably celebrates our
imminent annexation of the
Low Countries. The Cresta’s box
and build seem more solid than
its predecessor, with even an
internal brace which combines
with the rear port to stiffen the
sides and back.

But the overall formula is
familiarenough in most
respects, the main driver using
a 100mm flared paper cone in a
plastic frame, and the tweeter a
25mm soft fabric dome. Bi-wire
terminals are fitted to the rear,
and feed a crossover that’s
more complex than most.

Cosmetics are neat and tidy,
thanks to slight chamfering
around the front and back box

edges, and the fact that both
drivers are flush mounted into
the ‘leatherette’ front panel.

| The latter, however, leaves very

little chipboard depth for the
woodscrews securing the
drivers to bite into. As a result,
trying to tighten the screws
properly will merely serve to

| loosen their ultimate grip.

“The Cresta 2 does
have its good
points, with a

notably even and
neutral balance
across most of
the band.”

KEF claims an eight Ohm
impedance, which stretches the
truth beyond breaking point, as
the load nears four Ohms at the
50Hz port resonance, and drops
below 4 Ohms 200-400Hz, a
vital part of the midband
which demands high levels.
The Cresta offers usefully high
sensitivity of about 91dB as
compensation, butit’s not an
easy load for a (presumably)
budget amp to drive.

The in-room frequency
balance is impressively flat and
neutral, if lacking smoothness
through the broad midband.
However, the relative treble
level is definitely a little
stronger than its immediate
rivals, which again might not
suit budget systems too well.
The bass alignment also proved
decidedly suspect in our

‘ listening room - some wall
reinforcement is needed to
help fill in the lean 70-140Hz
octave, but this only
exaggerates an already
too-strong port output at 50Hz.

SOUND QUALITY

It was tough on the Cresta to
come up for review in the same
month [ was covering half a
dozen models in the £1,000-
£2,000 price band. Bringing
this cheapie into the equation
only served to highlight the
gulf that separates the budget
sector from the serious end of
the hi-fi market today.

Still, the Cresta does have its
good points, with a notably
even and neutral balance
across most of the band, and
attractively ‘open’ voicing that
helps maintain good
intelligibility even at very low
listening levels. The speaker

| does pretty well as long as the
source remains relatively
simple and undemanding, but
the more complex the music
becomes and the louder you
play the system, the less well

| the Crestas seem to cope.

The full orchestral
magnificence of Tchaikovsky’s
Violin Concerto live from the
Albert Hall during the Proms

was a singular disappointment,

| lacking scale, dynamic tension
and obscuring subtle tonal
texture, while applause was
desperately unconvincing.
Much the same could be said
of the harder-edged electronic
sounds of the Chemical

Brothers, again because the
music is complex and densely
textured. I played a wide range
of old and new favourites, and
invariably found the Cresta
impressively neutral but also

| fundamentally limp and feeble

in its dynamic delivery, and
further hampered by a thumpy
and ill-defined bottom end.

In fairness, weak dynamics
are typical enough of this breed
of loudspeaker, and the KEF is
not significantly worse in this
respect than its immediate
competitors. More serious is its
over-enthusiastic port output,
and the high probability that
this will be further exaggerated
by the main floor-to-ceiling
mode in many typical lounges.
KEF’s £200 Q15 (Recommended
in HFC 187), which has a similar

| size ported enclosure and
| slightly larger (Uni-Q) main

driver, manages to avoid this
‘thumpy’ bottom end, and is
the better for it, delivering an
altogether more coherent and
communicative sound than its
newer, lower-priced sibling.

CONCLUSIONS

The Cresta 2 looks a good
prospect with neat cosmetics
and decent perceived value for
money, but is let down by
suspect driver fixing and poor

| bass alignment. It’ll sound

SOUND DADATATATA]

impressively loud in a
showroom comparison, but the
current-hungryimpedance and
relatively bright balance seem
ill suited to budget system use.
In the final analysis, the far
superior musical coherence of
KEF’s Q15 comprehensively
undermines the Cresta’s
heat-seeking potential.

BUILD DeDATATATA]
VALUE IR

=) Neat cosmetics and good perceived
value let down by suspect driver fixing
and bass alignment. The current-hungry
impedance and relatively bright balance
seem ill-suited to budget system use,
while it's also undermined by the far
superior musical coherence of KEF's
similar-sized Q15 model.

H FIVE YEAR GUARANTEE

KEF & (01622) 672261

HI-FI CHOICE 17

¢ VLSHYD A9

A0 DIOLLI MMM :3}SGIM INQ USIA




ultimate statement

Full 4 way system - 5th generation Uni-Q® technology - 15" dual
suspension LF driver - individually selected crossover components
3 dedicated separate enclosures - 25mm braced MDF construction

bespoke gold plated hardware - fine veneer and lacquer finish

Designed on computer - fine tuned by ear - hand built by music lovers

REFERENCE SERIES MODEL 109

THE MAIDSTONE
B

KENT ENGINEERING & FOUNDRY
1961

For details on KEF Reference Series please contact KEF AUDIO (UK) LIMITED, DEPT WHF33, FREEPOST MA 1332, ECCLESTON ROAD, TOVIL, MAIDSTONE, KENT MEI5 6BR. FREEPHONE 0800 7315620
KEF and Uni-Q are registered trademarks. Uni-Q is protected under GB Patent 2 236929. U.S. Pat. No. 5,548,657 Worldwide patents pending. www.kef.com




TEAC A-E2000

TAC

TEAC looks set to make

waves in the budget
market with its latest
integrated amp. Paul

Miller takes a look.
aving already made its
H mark at both ends of
the spectrum with high
quality midi-systems and
high-end CD players, TEAC has
turned its innovative eye to
the highly competitive budget
amplifier market. Not that the
A-E2000 looks particularly
unusual, with its relatively
insubstantial fascia sporting
volume, balance, tone (with
bypass) and input selection for
six line sources. But at £180,
the A-E2000 was never going to
be a battleship. Indeed, this
Heat Seeker's ‘'secret’ payload
is only hinted at by a small,
gold-coloured logo - Unifactor.

So what is Unifactor and why
does it make the A-E2000 so
special? TEAC provides an
18-page discourse on the
subject which is rather less
than illuminating. Frankly, if
the manufacturer really
wanted us to appreciate the
engineering effort behind its
A-E2000, then a few concise
paragraphs would have done
the trick. Here then, is my
interpretation of Unifactor, a
very cost-effective but not
unsophisticated switch-mode
power supply.

Unifactor is all about
supplying power to the amp in
the most efficient manner
possible. First, it takes the
240V/50Hz AC mains and
rectifies this to 339V(pk-pk)/
100Hz. An active network
(called Power Factor Correction)
takes into account the power

A-E2000 Integrated Stereo Am

required and position on the

rectified waveform, moment by |

moment, to provide sufficient
gain (or ‘boost’) to achieve a
continuous 400V DC supply.
This feeds its central
switch-mode power supply
which chops up the DC signal
at 50kHz to create a high
voltage AC waveform.

The voltage is reduced via a
step-down transformer and

| then filtered of high-frequency

switching noise to reveal the
appropriate +/-39V DC supply
rails used by the A-E2000’s
MOSFET power amp stage.
Although the entire,
screened switch-mode supply is

“The A-E2000
sounds unusually
sophisticated for

a sub-£500
amplifier, let alone
a model costing
just £180.”

both ingenious and unique in a
product at this price, at least
the step-down transformer is

| kept very small (read cheap)

because its action is much
more efficient at these higher
frequencies (that is, SOkHz as
opposed to 50Hz). Moreover,
the Unifactor supply pulls
current continuously over
99-0dd per cent of the mains
cycle, unlike conventional
linear supplies which draw in
surges that coincide with the
peak of the mains 50Hz cycle.
There are other tricks, too.
Both its left and right channels
are amplified out of phase to
split the peak demand of all
common L and R signals.
Ordinarily, a bass transient, for
example, appearing on both
channels simultaneously
would draw maximum current

from the amp’s power supply at
the same time. TEAC’s ruse

‘ ‘spreads’ this load while

simultaneously helping to
cancel earth currents.

On the back of the amplifier
the ‘black’ terminal of the left
channel is actually ‘red’, or hot,
so you should never - I repeat,
never — connect the A-E2000’s
speaker outlets into the
high-level inputs of an active

| subwoofer, for example. If

you’re in any doubt, your
dealer should have received the
right training from TEAC.

Auditioned without my
usual REL Stentor subwoofer,
the A-E2000 still gave a very
gutsy account of itself. But
don’tconfuse gutsy with crude
- the A-E2000 sounds unusually
sophisticated for a sub-£500
amplifier, let alone a model
costing just £180. There’s a
clean, dark quality to musical
silences, while individual
performers are depicted in
sharp relief. Most CDs
positively shine with this amp,
which boasts a gloriously open
and communicative midband.

Cassandra Wilson’s latest
Blue Note recording, Travelling
Miles, sounded rock-solid, the
percussion lighting what seems
to be a very pure and natural
acoustic while her voice lifts
the performance still further.
Few budget amplifiers will
match the stereo imaging of
this little wonder through the
midband, although many will
prove more tolerant of difficult
speakers and, arguably, realise
a more consistent performance
in different systems.

This is where TEAC’s limited
specification starts to fall
down. It rates the A-E2000 at 50
Watts/8 Ohms, while figures of
30 Watts, 40 Watts and 50
Watts at 20Hz, 1kHz and 20kHz
are more appropriate. Into

O A-E2000: brimming with potential.

lower, 4 Ohm loads, the
A-E2000 sags to just 53 Watts —
well short of the rated 70W/4
Ohms. Athigher frequencies,
distortion increases to 0.1 per
cent while the response is
rolled off, dropping gradually
to-1.3dB at 20kHz. This, and the
relatively high 0.2 Ohm output
impedance, may help explain
the ‘dark’ sounding treble, free
of any ‘tizziness’ or brightness
but also lacking that last
breath of top-end air.

Many of the advantages of
using a switch-mode supply,
including high power output
and low distortion, are yet to be
realised in the A-E2000. After
all, there are already plenty of
40 Watt amps at £180 using
conventional, linear power
supplies. Evidently, there are a
few design and production
wrinkles yet to be ironed out
before the A-E2000 not only
meets its basic spec but also
achieves the great potential
glimpsed from this early
sample. When the issues raised
in my report are dealt with,
and we receive an A-E2000
complete with serial number,
Hi-Fi Choice will be the first with
the concluding chapter of
TEAC’s novel Unifactor amp.

l]][j- £179.95 )

[2) This Heat Seeker has the potential to
wreak some significant damage in the
budget sector although, for now, its
motors have caused it to wander a little
off-course.

H TWO YEAR GUARANTEE
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Hi-Fi Choice’s very own ‘points of view’ page, where you, the reader, can express your opinions!

IMPOSSIBLE STANDARDS

LETTER OF

HE MON H

Having read the recent Super Test on equipment supports (issue 193), I am consumed with curiosity as to
what type of interior decoration you believe your readership engage in. Do all hi-fi enthusiasts choose to
reside in warehouse flats with minimalist furniture, space age lighting and chrome plated fixtures?

I think not, somehow.

Looking once more to your article, I would like to offer my own analysis of the support offerings

available: we have the nasty black ones; the cheap looking ones
(which look as though they have come from a furniture
store with a three letter acronym for a name); and the
space age metallic ones. Now don’t get me wrong. I think
that the space age category look fantastic, I really do. But

not in my lounge.

I think it would also be useful to acknowledge some
important truths, namely, most of your readership are
male. Most of this male readership live with a female and
most females have the final sayregarding interior design.
I myself am engaged in a long-running battle to keep the
black ash floorstanding speakers resident in our lounge.
They sound great, but I agree with my partner when she
describes them as black monolithic bachelor pad
monstrosities. And at the end of the day, despite my
enthusiasm for sound quality - sex is better than hi-fi!

The Editor replies... I'm sorry to hear that none of the equipment
supports appeal to your tastes and agree that form does bow to
function rather a lot. But just as with loudspeaker models, you
will find that many of the equipment supports do indeed come in
a number of attractive finishes. Some of these may even appeal to

both you and your partner’s tastes.

CLASSIC CONCERN

I'am a BBC Radio 3 listener.
Occasionally I listen to Classic FM
when Radio 3 programming is not
to my taste. However, I am
concerned with the broadcast
quality of Classic FM and find the
quality of Radio 3 so very much
better. Specifically, I find that

the microphone techniques used
give a chesty sound to some
presenters voices and a number of
CDs have a pronounced rumble
on them.

Having just read the Tuners
Super Test by Richard Black in the
September issue, I wondered
whether you might be able to
answer my concerns about the
broadcast quality of Classic FM.

Paul Townsend, via e-mail

I do find it so very painful to listen
to at times - and I'm not talking
about the programming.

Mr Lautenberg, Pinner, Middlesex

Richard Black replies... Your concerns
are almost certainly explained by the
station’s use of compression. This
boosts quieter passages in the music
so that the overall output level is fairly
constant. All the commercial stations,
and BBC Radios 1 and 2, use
compression in this way to make them
the ‘loudest on the dial’ so that people
notice them over others and to make
music more audible in the car. BBC
Radios 3 and 4 use compression to a
relatively small extent.

Classic FM’s microphone techniques
probably don’t themselves give a

O Not one for the ladies, apparently.

chesty sound. Compression may make
it sound that way by boosting the
lower-frequency bits of the speech
which are normally quieter. Likewise,
quieter moments are boosted so not
only the music but also background
noise is louder. Other noticeable side-
effects include ‘spittiness’, ‘breathing’
and ‘ducking’. In my opinion, the
resulting sound on Classic FM and
most other stations is lamentable.

Despite its other problems, DAB is
broadcast without compression — try
to hear a demo of it some time and
you'll soon see the difference.

FOR THE LOVE OF MUSIC
Bravo! Hurrah! Well done to David
Vivian for his September column.
He has finally hit the nail on the

<4TUNE/PRESET»

head about something my
audiophile friends and I have
been saying for years.

A few months back, Hi-Fi (for
the love of music) World looked at
a reader’s system. It was typical
Hi-Fi World fare: single-ended
triodes, Voigt speakers and a
completely vinyl music collection.
However, near the end of the

piece, the reader was asked about
his musical tastes. He replied:
“Anything, as long as it’s vinyl.”
I’'m probably too dogmatic, and

think the phrase “anything, as
long as it’s vinyl” means that the
reader has no musical tastes. I'd
rather hear Beethoven or UB40 on
a ghetto blaster than almost any
audiophilerecording on a
$100,000 system.

For anyone who reads American
hi-fi magazines - this kind of
thinking is precisely why I read
British hi-fi magazines.

S. James Moore, USA

DIGITAL CONNECTIONS

As an IT consultant and a hi-fi
enthusiast, I am prepared to bow
to others’ knowledge on the
subject of most things hi-fi
related. In particular, I read the
comments about various
analogue interconnects with
great interest. Although I feel the
various comments made about
them in your magazine are pretty
subjective, I am nevertheless
prepared to accept that analogue
interconnects can influence the
sound and may be described as
‘dry’, ‘gratifying’, ‘lumpy’,
‘coloured’ and so on.

However, it’s simply beyond my
level of tolerance to accept that
these same descriptions can be
validly used to describe digital
interconnects. There’s simply no
way that, within the known laws
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ETTERS

of physics, a digital interconnect
<] can affect a sounds ‘fizz’,
‘integration’ or ‘liveliness’ (your
words, not mine). True, they
could, if they were bad enough,
damage the digital coding such
that a DAC further down the line
may have to resort to more error
correction and this could affect
the overall resolution, but this
effect can hardly be attributed to
the interconnect as ‘fatiguing’.
Surely, this is subjectiveness
gone mad. If we can’trely on a
stream of digital bits to get from
one end of a cable to another
withoutit being made
‘lacklustre’, then I hold out very
little hope for the 21st century.
Martin Connolly, via e-mail

Richard Black replies... On the face of
it, you're right. The problem is that the
same wire that transmits the data
also has to transmit the timing of the
data. An electronic ‘flywheel’ (usually
a cunning device called a Phase-
Locked Loop) in the DAC should
average out any errors in the timing
of the data in the cable (‘jitter’) well
enough to make the cable ‘disappear’.
But in fact many authorities
(including our own Paul Miller) have
shown through their careful
measurements that it doesn’t always
work that way. The better the DAC’s
performance in regard to jitter
rejection, the less the cable matters.

Unlike the degradation caused by
analogue cables, those due to digital
cables can actually be reduced later in
the chain by a suitably jitter-resistant
DAC, and if you’re simply copying to a
CD-R, for instance, the cable is a good
deal less important.

ALL THINGS KRELLIAN
I've just finished reading the
review of the Krell KAV 500i amp.
First, I applaud the decision to
include high-end equipment
among your reviews. Including
aspirational high-end kit as a
reference makes

everything
else more

meaningful - like adding another
octave of musical information to
the magazine. However, I think
some adaptations need to be
made before this can be managed
most effectively.

The reviewer may be right in
finding the Krell rather mediocre.
I was nonetheless surprised by his
views, since the 300i seems to me
an exceptional product for the
price, and I'd expect this
newcomer to continue the trend.
Of course, I haven’t heard it.

I wonder, though, if the
reviewer’s being fair to equipment

“I often marvel at
the lightning skills
of experienced
reviewers. However,
with the idols of our
hobby maybe more
devotion is
demanded.”

of this calibre. To try it with only
one pair of speakers, however
exalted, doesn’t seem enough
exposure to justify the review.

As a devourer of audiophile
magazines and a haunter of
dealers’ demo rooms I often get
asked to recommend equipment.
Avyear ago a friend purchased
some Martin Logan SL3s on my
advice and wanted a suitable amp
to go with them. I'd auditioned
the 300i a while back and was
hugely impressed.

Helistened and bought the
Krell. Hearing it at his home, I was
anxious, and wondered if I'd given
the right (expensive) advice.
Fortunately, the 300i steadily
improved, but it was not until
after at least two months’ use that
it proved itself to be all I'd

QO Krell's KAV500i doesn’t look cuddly.

promised, and more besides. Its
special strengthin thisset-upis
utterly convincing timbre and
tone - noticeable on stringsand
operatic voices above all. Indeed,
its abilities here include an
almost valve-like naturalness and
believability - not qualities

that are normally touted as
distinctively Krellian.

The reviewer reacts against a
certain “cuddly” quality to the
500i - which might be related to
my comments above. I do,
however, feel that relatively rapid
judgements based on arestricted
partnering range aren’t doing
justice to quality equipment or to
interested readers. Maybe the
special strengths of the 500i have
been missed?

Since it takes me months and
sometimes years of tweaking to
get equipmentsounding nearly
right, I often marvel at the

‘ lightning skills of experienced
reviewers. However, with the idols

of our hobby maybe more
devotion is demanded.

David Bunyan, Grahamstown, S. Africa

The Editor replies... I realised my
review wouldn’t meet with universal
enthusiasm, especially from those
already converted to the faith.
However, the amp is specified as

producing 250 Watts per channel and

thus should be well up to the task of
driving most loudspeakers. I used the

Nautilus 802s because they were by far

the most revealing speakers available
and their price suggests that the

partnership could be appropriate. But

the similarity in balance of amp and

speakers was at the root of some of my

misgivings, and a more forward
speaker with less bass extension
would probably be a better match.

Interestingly, when I reviewed the
KAV300i it seemed to be a more
appealing amp than its elder brother
turned out to be. So maybe we do
agree after all.

O Is the Web ready for Miller's graphs?

HINTS AND TIPS

As a long-time reader, I enjoy the
magazine and believe the mix of
reviews covers an appropriate
price range, although there can be
a tendency towards the esoteric.

I'would be interested in some
coverage of new products from
manufacturers such as Rega
Research, which seems to make
well-regarded audio equipment at
very reasonable prices. I'm the
owner of an ‘Aktiv’ Linn system,
and enjoy analogue (LP12) as well
as digital, so long as it’s music. I
have seen some advertisements
for new source items but no
reviews anywhere — unless I've
missed them?

I enjoy the occasional series on
readers own systems and find it
extremely readable. Let’s have
some more if possible. Also,
Instant Systems could be
improved with a little more
background on the dealer. It
seemsmany readers would be
interested to know how they
operate and deal with the public
before making a purchase. Keep
up the good work.

Mark Eley, Northumberland

The Editor replies... We are big fans of
Rega here at Choice, but the brand’s
mixed fortunes in some group tests
has made it a little shy of proffering
its latest progeny for our attentions,
but we will continue to ask.

As for Instant Systems, this element
of the magazine has virtually run its
course — we’ll be devoting the space to
more new products in coming months.

BARRING MAD
Congratulations on your Web site
—it’s the best around for general
information and reflects the high
standards set by your fine
magazine very well indeed.

I would like to suggest that you
include the bar graphs into your
on-line reviews as well, at least as
an option, so as not to increase
the download times? I make the

suggestion because I believe

your bar graphs are a very
important pointinyour favour
over other hi-fi magazines. So
why not on-line as well?

Please keep up the good work. I
and many like myself rely on your
reviews for our systems.

Dejan V. Veselinovic, via e-mail
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One of Life’s affordable quurles -

ﬁ Choice

(December ’96)
Cable Talk Studio 2
sound e dek ok

THE VERDICT

A Tonally, dynamically and
rhythmically a truly
first-class cable

V¥ Very little to criticise.

Price: £65 (1m pair)

Home 3
Entertainment -~ .

Coossoal @
(August '98) :
Cable Talk Studio 2
Verdict *****
A . .. handles music &
video sound with equal
aplomb ...

V¥ ... the cableis
excellent & can be used
almost anywhere.

Interconnects & Speakers Cables

For further information plefse Wnte, telephone or fax #€
Cable Talk, Unit J, Albany Pak, Camberley, Surre GU152PL
Tel (UK only): FREEPHONE 0808 100 6868 or Tej : (+44) (0)1276 686717 F (1 (+44) (0
Quoting HFC 11/99 ¥ | i
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ON TEST!

Is it really worth considering investing in a good old-fashioned CD player when the next
generation of disc-spinners is just around the corner? Alvin Gold and Paul Miller think so.

Arcam Alpha 7SE £350.00 p29
Audio Note CD2 £999.00 p43
Denon DCD-1650 £700.00 p35
harman/kardon HD760 £499.99 p31
Myryad T-20 £600.00 p37
NAD Silverline $500 £1,100.00 pa5
Rotel RCD-991 £750.00 p38
Sony CDP-XB930E £299.00 p33

Talk Electronics Thunder 3  £999.00 p47
TEAC VRDS-25X £1,000.00 p49
Tube Technology Fusion  £1,100.00 p51
YBA Spécial £695.00 pal

GLOSSARY
DIGITAL TO ANALOGUE
CONVERTERS (DACs): The slice of
silicon that converts the digital music
data off disc into an analogue (music-
like) waveform. They come in various
forms: multibit, Delta-Sigma, the one
bit or Bitstream type and variants.
Including the Ring DAC created by dCS
and found in the Arcam Alpha 9 last
tested in issue 188.
FILTERS: Intrinsic to digital audio is
the extensive use of filters, both ana-
logue and digital. These are often very
sophisticated in design, and in sum
total probably have more to do with
the ‘personality’ of a CD player’s
sound than most other factors.
OUTPUT IMPEDANCE: A measure of
resistance to alternating current, repre-
senting a music signal in this case. A
low output impedance (say, below 100
Ohms) helps ensure compatibility with
most amplifiers. A high impedance,
especially in conjunction with an
amplifier with a low input impedance
(some are as low as eight kOhms,
though the standard is 47-100 kOhms)
can result in audible loss of treble.
JITTER: litter represents the
uncertainty in the timing of digital
signals. High values have such effects
on sound quality as harshness and
loss of resolution. State of the art is a
bit below 150psec, but figures over
1000psec are not uncommon.

he last time we looked at a
T group of CD players,

reference was made to the
imminent launch of new optical
music storage media — namely,
SACD and DVD-A. By the time you
read this, a stereo SACD player
(not multi-channel) should be on
sale, albeit at a high price (the first
player costs about £2,500), and
supported by a bare handful of
recorded titles. So although DVD-A
won't happen until next spring, a
new era really has begun. The
question is: how will this affect
anyone contemplating buying a
new CD player? Will he be buying
a pig in a poke? Is CD obsolete?

In one way, compact disc was
obsolete almost as soon as it hit
the shelves, and the last fifteen
years or so has seen designers
busy papering over the cracks in
what even at its launch was
obviously a seriously flawed
system. But that time has been
well spent, and the best of today's
CD players, and the discs, really
are a great improvement on what
came before. And the new high
resolution media, which really can
sound a lot better despite some
ill-informed comments to the
contrary in some magazines, show
every sign of being rushed to
market as part of a proxy battle
between some major electronics
multinationals (mainly
Sony/Philips versus the rest).

The rush will be reflected by
high player prices, immature
performance standards, limited
features (multi-channel SACD may
be as much as a year away) and
severely restricted software
catalogues for years to come.
Taking everything into account,
and assuming a normal product
lifetime, this is still a good time to
buy CD — especially if you have a
large collection of discs which you
want to be able to reproduce to
the highest possible standards.

harman/kardon  ®1i

From top to bottom: Arcam Alpha 7SE p29, Audio Note CD2 p43,
Denon DCD-1650 p35, harman/kardon HD760 p31, Myryad T-20 p37.

If that's your ambition, this

month's group may be of interest.

We have models from £300 to
£1,100, with the majority pitched
over £600. Some of them are
cracking examples of their type,
and almost unrecognisably better
than the mainstream, even when
used in high-end systems such as
that chosen for the main testing.

Use the tests that follow as a
guide. Check out the best of the
rest at the end of the review and
in the product listings at the back
of the magazine (all of which
were assessed using the same
criteria), and then audition your
shortlist at your local dealer. You
may be surprised how audible the
differences are.

November 1999
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GROUP A
GROUP B
GROUP C

£299-£500
£501-£750

£751-£1,100

; HINTS & TIPS

| Extracting the best from
o your CD player is, to a
large extent, a matter of common
sense. CD players don't like being run
from cold, so don't expect the best
sound for the first half hour or so,
unless yours is one of the growing
number with a standby feature. Ideally,
try to avoid stacking the player on top
of other hi-fi components, especially if
it's a copious heat generator such as
an amplifier. But if needs must, then
try to arrange some space and
mechanical isolation between the
‘layers’, as it were. We've found that
Sorbothane rubber isolating feet can
give surprisingly good results.

GROUP A

- £299-£500

The first group in the test consists of
three models, of which the Arcam
Alpha 7SE is second only to the
Sony in the low-price stakes.

The fact that the Arcam was more
than able to hold its own in such
mixed company is a real tribute to
the improvements that the company
has made to the UK’s best selling
CD player, which are substantial
and well worth the £20 price hike
over its previous incarnation, the
Alpha 7.

The other two models are strong
representatives of middle territory
CD players, the Sony having been
re-engineered specifically for the
UK market.

Aram Alpha7SE £350.00
harman/kardon HD760  £499.99
Sony CDP-XB930E £299.00

LEFT top to bottom: NAD Silverline $500 p45, Rotel RCD-991 p38,
Sony CDP-XB930E p33, Talk Electronics Thunder 3 pa7.

GROUP B
£501-£750
This group covers a fairly narrow
spread of prices - but, in common
with Group C, there is real design
diversity here. Myryad's T-20 is a
simplified, lower cost variant of the
M-100, or if you prefer, a more
sophisticated variation on the T-10
theme. The Spécial is YBA's
entry-level model, and turned out to
be not quite what was expected
from this famous French marque.
The Denon and Rotel models are
both battleship class bruisers, with
the Rotel the more interesting of the
two on technology grounds with its
adjustable dither feature and

HDCD compatibility.

Denon DCD-1650 £700.00
Myryad T-20 £600.00
Rotel RCD-991 £750.00
YBA Spécial £695.00

BELOW top to bottom: TEAC VRDS-25X p49, Tube Technology Fusion p51, YBA Spécial p4l.

GROUP C
£751-£1,100

The five players in this group again
represent real diversity. The NAD
Silverline is a fairly radical diversion
from NAD's standard recipe, while
the Audio Note model is a purist
design with a valve output stage.
Tube Technology’s Fusion also has
valves in its output stage, but is
chiefly notable for its novel D/A
converter. The final two models are
developments of existing players.
TEAC continue to develop its VRDS
transport within the VRDS-25x, and
the Thunder 3 is a rather more
sophisticated variant on the Talk

Electronic Thunder 2.

Audio Note CD2 £999.00
NAD Silverline $500 £1,100.00
Talk Electronics Thunder 3 £1,000.00
TEAC VRDS-25X £1,000.00
Tube Technology Fusion £1,100.00

HOW THE TESTS WERE DONE

ur eleven CD players were subject

to the usual battery of tests,
including a close physical examination,
unsighted panel-based listening tests,
hands-on listening, mainly using a more
representatively priced range of
speakers and amps, and a
computerised measurement test
programme (by Paul Miller). Each
player was run in and warmed up prior
to being auditioned.

Panel testing, over two days, included
alarge number of repeats, with no
panel member knowing the identity of
the player on test, and with levels

carefully normalised between test runs.

The system used on this occasion
included a Musical Fidelity X-P100/
Nu-Vista 300 pre/power amplifier and
B&W Nautilus 802 speakers for both the
unsighted and hands-on tests. Speaker
cables and interconnects were from
Nordost.

Hands-on listening was broadened to
include an Arcam Alpha 10, and a YBA
Intégréa: DT amplifier, and speakers
included were from Tannoy (the R1),
Celestion (the A1) and others. The CD
player used for reference purposes was
the Linn Sondek CD12.

THE LISTENING PANEL
Our usual sincere thanks go to those
who contributed their listening skills
and time, that is our listening panel,
industry luminaries one and all. This
month’s batch included the following:
Abbas Hussein (Orelle), David Inman
(Castle Acoustics), John Bamford
(Pioneer), Keith Haddock (REL), Mark
Hockey (Kenwood) and Russell
Kaufmann (Morel & Densen). Cheesy
lunchtime consumables were supplied
by Pizza Express, but we had to pay!
TEST MUSIC

Extracts from the following four CDs

were used for the blind panel tests:
Intermezzo from the Kodaly Hdrry
Janos Suite - lvan Fischer/Budapest
Festival Orchestra - Philips 462 824 2PH
Astor Piazzolla - Regreso Al Amor from
Astor Piazzolla Key Works 1984-1989 -
Music Club MCCD 165

Claire Martin - Riverman from Take My
Heart - Linn Records AKD 093 (HDCD
encoded)

Allegretto from Beethoven's Piano
Sonata No 17 in D Minor Opus 31

No 2 ‘The Tempest’ by Emil Gilels

- DGG 419 161-2

Plus various others for hands-on testing.
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Give your music a

New Dimension.

‘Sell your soul to buy this, or suffer in eternity.
The best Hi-fi we've heard this year’.
T3 June 1999

‘I have to applaud NAD for doing such a nice job with SilverLine’
Hi-fi Choice April 1999

‘Gorgeous build quality and a lush, smooth but close-detailed sound’.
What Hi-fi? May 1999

New Acoustic Dimension
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A new NAD for a new millennium
A stunning new range of true audiophile components
which set new standards - even for NAD.

The SilverLine remains faithful to the traditional NAD philosophy
of high performance and sound quality combined with excellent
value for money and ease of use.

Contact us at the address below for more information.

AudioClub
Dept WHF, 15 Faraday Road
Aylesbury HP19 3RY
Tel 0700 00 AUDIO
0700 00 28346
web: www.nad.co.uk
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ARCAM Alpha 7

new entry-level CD player
from Arcam isn't an
everyday event, and the

unfortunate reality is that so alike
are its models to look at, you
might not notice when it happens.
That would be a shame, because
the Alpha 7, latterly the Alpha 7
Improved, has topped the sales
charts (according to highly
authoritative GfK market data) for
the past three years.

The 7SE is the replacement,
and with it comes a new price:
£350 (£20 more than its
predecessor). It features a new
motherboard, a new and more
modern D/A converter — the 24-
bit (word length, not resolution)
Burr-Brown device — and a new,
better remote control. The
transport mechanism is from
Sony, as before. Reduced levels of
jitter are among the design aims.

The 7SE bears the familiar curvy
mid-grey facia with a bright green,
dimmable display and a full set of
CD navigation keys. The newly
hatched remote is a snappy little
number with additional space,
repeat, programming and display
dim/off key — the latter is also on
the front panel.

espite appearances, Arcam’s 7SE does
D represent a worthwhile technological
advance on its lookalike predecessor, the
Alpha 7 (see HFC 163). The latter used a
Burr-Brown hybrid
PCM1710 conver-
ter while the
7SEhasa supe-
rior PCM1716.
This assists in
reducing distor-
tion, improving low-level linearity and,
perhaps mostimportant of all, dramatically
curtailing its output of spurious, ultrasonic
noise. Distortion is pretty close to 0.001 per
cent through the midrange at its peak 2.4V
output, and increases fractionally to 0.0028
per cent at -30dBFs - an excellent result.
This DAC will accept input wordlengths up

“This is perhaps
not the most
seductive player
around, but it does
have strong clarity,
diction and
communication
abilities.”

Connection possibilities have
been expanded from analogue
and electrical digital to include an
optical digital output on a standard
Toslink socket which will be useful
for MiniDisc users, but electrical
S/PDIF remains the optimum
choice on performance grounds.

In common with its precursor,
the 7SE can be upgraded to any
of the more costly models in the
range, through to the flagship
Alpha 9. Maybe there’s a reason
to keep the styling consistent from
model to model after all.

SOUND QUALITY

The Alpha 7SE demonstrated an
easy superiority over the Alpha 7
and turned in a very good set of
results from the listening panel.

to 24 bits but, as I'm fond of repeating, this
does not mean the player can or will offer
a 24-bit (140-odd dB) dynamic range. In
practice, the 7SE offers a 103.4dB S/Nratio
and a practical dynamic range that's mid-
way between that
achieved by
& theharman/

kardon and
Sony models.
All three players, incidentally, use
contrasting DAC technologies. Otherwise,
the much-improved 7SE uses a tickled-up
version of the 7’s analogue stage, giving a
slight (-0.6dB) treble cut, a moderate 150
Ohm output impedance, excellent channel
balance and separation. Jitter is also
mercifully low at 165psec, concluding a
clean datasheet for the Alpha 7SE.  PMi

They were, of course, unaware
they were listening to the least
costly player in a group where
price, on the whole, correlated
fairly closely with sound quality.

This is perhaps not the most
seductive player around, but it
does have strong clarity, diction
and communication abilities.
Typical comments included:
"smooth, clear, light, musical”;
"breathy quality to violin”; “good
ambience and vocal projection”;
and "good sense of space”.

The 7SE impressed with its light
touch, clarity and open midband
and treble. But the bass tended to
lack impact, which contributed to a
loss of soundstage depth and
sonority. As one listener put it: “It's
all a bit flat and breathy,” noting "a
slightly restricted depth of image”.

Remaining criticisms were
sporadic and mainly concerned a
feeling that instruments were not
always fully separated, comments
about colorations — a "grubby
violin”, for example — and a
suggestion of blandness.

CONCLUSION
The criticism should be weighed
against the price, which leaves no

THE LAB REPORT HOW IT COMPARES

Ithough the 7SE's rejection of

digital ‘images’ and ultrasonic
noise is very good by modern
standards, the harman/kardon and
Sony players are still better and
this weighs the bargraph out of
Arcam'’s favour.

1) sopasson o i ces 45
(3 e
O
O D
O D

SPECIFICATIONS

PARAMETER MANUFACTR'S SPEC. ACTUAL SPEC.
m Distortion @ 1kHz/0dBFs <0.01% 0.0013%

B Maximum output level 2.3V 2.4V

| A-wtd S/N ratio 100dB 103.4dB

It TRACK B

CHECK  PROG

doubt that this is an excellent
value CD player — and moreover,
one that can be easily and
economically upgraded, making
Best Buy status obligatory.

This player might not suit all
set-ups well is right. Thin, bright
systems in particular will be
rubbed up the wrong way, but the
Arcam Alpha 7SE's inherent
resolving ability and control
wins through. And in this group
context it has proved even better
than we suspected in our
standalone test (see Heat
Seekers, issue 194). A

 veRbir ]

SOUND OO0O00

(3]

BUILD Q0000

VALUE L0000

[2) This is an excellent updating job on an
old and respected favourite that should
keep it aloft for a while, although it may
prove to be strong medicine in some
low-cost systems.

B TWO YEAR GUARANTEE

B A&R Cambridge Ltd, Pembroke Avenue,
Waterbeach, Cambridge CBS 9PB
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SHARP PERSONAL MINIDISC
LETS YOU LISTEN LONGER

We’ve taken the idea of music on the move, and moved it on dramatically. In fact,
we've outrun every other personal minidisc recorder with the new Sharp MD-MT821H.

It keeps on running long after the rest have given up, with an incredible 11.5 hours
playback/8 hours recording time on a single charge of its own rechargeable battery. Add the
supplied detachable alkaline battery case, and these times go on even further.

Also impressively long is the list of advanced features. Including 40 second
anti-shock memory, sampling rate converter (32/44/48kHz) and full editing functions -
erase, rearrange, divide or combine tracks.

And it definitely isn’t short on style, with its ultra slim design in champagne gold
or blue, and back-lit LCD remote control.

Sharp MiniDisc. What you long for.

For more information, including your nearest stockist, ring Freefone 0800-262958. You can

also visit our website at www.Sharp-world.com

WIDE SCREEN TV LCD VIDEO PROJECTOR DvD VCR VIEWCAM INTERNET VIEWCAM MINIDISC SYSTEM

*Source: GFK Lektrak 52 w/e Dec '98
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he first thing
you'll notice is
the plain

black fascia,
punctuated by a
loading drawer
and good quality
display alongside
with single line,
calendar-style track
readout. Along the
bottom are the
main navigation and
other controls, using a mixture of
rounded dimple buttons, which
are quite large, and slightly
awkward-to-use, vertically-oriented
rockers. These access time and
display options, programme and
programme check, repeat,
random and, finally, edit and tape
size functions which show that
more than just lip service has
been paid to tape editing.

The HD760 is also home to a
once common feature that is fast
disappearing — a headphone
socket with an associated level
control, which means it has a life
away from the host hi-fi system.
The player can be interconnected
with a h/k-branded amplifier and
other components and driven by a
single system controller, and it will
also talk to external digital
components through its electrical
and its optical outputs. An auto-
play switch allows the unit to start
in play mode at power-up.

The HD760 is noteworthy for its
HDCD compatibility, courtesy of a
Pacific Microsonics PMD-100
digital filter, which has become a
favourite in players ranging from
less than the cost of the HD760 to
others costing the best part of

‘m bound to say the HD760 ranks as the

most impressive h/k player to have
passed through my lab in the last decade.
As with many of its costlier playersinrecent
years, the HD760 uses a variation of its RLS
(Realtime Linear Smoothing) conversion
technology. This
involves a pair
of Burr-Brown
PCM1702 DACs
per channel,
each offset by
one oversample so that the output of one
is guided by the direction and rate-of-
change of the other. It's a form of interpo-
lation thatlimits the need for sophisticated
analogue filtering at the player’'s output,
simplifying the analogue path at the
expense of complicating the digital...

harman/kardon

harman/kardon HD760

KD 760

“The HD760 is
home to a once
common feature
that is fast
disappearing — a
headphone socket
with associated
level control.”

£20,000. The digital hardware
includes dual 20-bit Burr-Brown
PCM1702K D/A converters (a
version of which is used, with the

| same digital filter, in the
£12,000 Linn Sondek CD12),
apparently in a noise-cancelling
dual differential configuration, with
8x oversampling provided by the
PMD-100.

The analogue stage is fully
discrete (no opamps) and is
designed for low feedback and a
wide operating bandwidth to
minimise group delay — traditional
harman/kardon priorities.

SOUND QUALITY

Previous harman/kardon players
have usually set fair standards
without being in any imminent

| The technique works well enough, but
the smallest mismatch in the linearity of
either DAC would be manifestin magnified
errors at HF. That is until the HD760, which
combines the benefits of a wide 111dB S/N
| ratio and a low 0.0055 per cent distortion
R right across the
audioband
at -30dBFs
without the
drawback of
errors in lin-
| earity and response at HF. This.and the
freedom from ultrasonic ‘rubbish’ ties in
with the player’s clean upper treble. No
doubt the supremely low 170psec jitter -
| another profound improvement by h/k -
also aids in this technology’s subjective
rehabilitation! PMi

danger of establishing new
industry goalposts, and the rather
disappointing outcome here is
that the HD760 fails to better this
showing, despite the sophisticated
internal architecture.

One of the consensus findings,
which is not entirely out of
character with previous h/k CD
players, is that the HD760 sounds
rather hard, although the fact that
this is matched to a dry, thin
overall balance suggests that the
problem may be tonal.

There is some evidence to
support this view from the rather
better showing in the hands-on
testing in other systems, especially
when used with speakers with a
smooth tonal quality. Models from
Tannoy and ATC (at different ends
of the price spectrum) were used
with good results, but even here
the HD760 lacks the spirited
refinement and purity of, to give
an example, the similarly priced
Sony CDP-XB930E.

The panel's comments were a
little more varied and occasionally
more contradictory than for some
of the other players, but the
following give the flavour. “The
presentation is lightweight with a

ndoubtedly harman/kardon’s best

CD player for a very, very long
time and one that finally realises the
full benefit of RLS (which was
originally launched in 1992).

1) supession of . s 35+
oL ETEEERED
O
O D
O AED

hard, shrill sounding mid/lower
treble”; "focused, balanced
[orchestral]... smooth and detailed,
good textures”; "excellent piano
tone, despite the edge of the
recording”; “impressed by the lack
of HF nasties... nice diction in the
voice” and “piano: right hand very

nice, left hand missing!”

CONCLUSION

Well endowed it may be, but ulti-
mately this is a slightly unbalanced
player that fails to completely live
up to expectations. The HD760
turns out to be system fussy, and
for that reason may be worth
trying in yours. Otherwise, roll on
the Mark 2. AG

SOUND Tl TA)
BUILD OO000
VALUE QOO0

PRICE

£499.99

(2 A dassic example of a whole that is
less than the sum of its parts.

B TWO YEAR GUARANTEE

X Gamepath Ltd, 28 Heathfield, Stacey
Bushes, Milton Keynes MK12 6HR

@ (01908) 317707

THE LAB REPORT HOW IT COMPARES

ABOVE
AVERAGE

SPECIFICATIONS

PARAMETER MANUFACTR’S SPEC. ACTUAL SPEC.
m Distortion @ 1kHz/0dBFs 0.002% : 0.0025%
m Maximum output level 2.1V 21V
mA-wtdS/Nrato 1108 110.8dB
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Digital was founded a decade ago with o mission
back the musical emotion many listeners found
in Lompact Disc player reproduction. Since the
s grown a family of outstanding digital products.
ablanca proved fo be the most exciting home
ment product ever—showing the future of
audio/video. Modulor design means
can be anything you want: an audiophile
mp, a high performance digital preamp, a
processor, a high fidelity video switcher or
processor. Buy just a basic system and
orks’. You won'} have fo worry about
-date home cinema kit, Casablanca lets
growing with your needs and new
Theta you know build quality is

Home :
Entertainment magazine wos sufficient
to award the Editor’s Choice and say
from a DVD player” (Home Enfert
Voyager is a Universal DVD/CD/LD |
some more when they become ovailobl
lesson in what separates a true big

(Jonathan Vatin Fi-Delity January 1999).

it performance we have yet seen
1999)

jill play any digital disc out there and
wos described as: “a definitive

from the mainstream”

ew price range. Pearl features the

d multiple high quality power supplies that

ve Theta transports perform so well A\
high-end CD transport which drows on fechnology 78\
eviewer “t utretches the compact disc
Absolute Sounds

R oy it 58 Duthom Rood London W20 0DE
vel Of llél[dy would credit” (Alvm Go|d, Tel 020 89713909

0700 ABSOLUTE
fax 020 88797962
Email info@absolutesounds.com
hittp:/ /www.absolutesounds.com

ed (D player and is available in both
s. Mlan Sircom was “entranced with
 time I played a disc, I had to play

balanced
the sheer sophistication
another” (Hi-Fi Choice March
We still feel the Theta
providing a true state-of-the arf
High-value high-end prodi

essing: Dolby Prologic™
ent Acoustic. Casablanca

nine sound channels

5. It can be chosen

med through cither

Hla make o magical combination,
/DAC combination af under £5500.
the Chroma D/A converter available
HDCD offering unbelievable Dok
under £1000 and TLC ‘Timebase
" is a staggering anti-jitter
£199. This tiny box reclocks the
(D player or transport for a
0 o D/A converter. “Tbe TLC
¥ n, to a reduction

(asablanca

Hiles

will treat you, /‘411]:1/'1)/644 q/' the ¢

in glare and harshness” (Ken Kesslel
Atracted? Contact Absolute Soun

full details of dealers where you can hear Tt

THELA
Miles
compact dac plarer
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SONY CDP-XB930E

model name that

is close to being
unmanageable, the
CDP-XB930E has a
number of attributes
designed to limit
microphony, including
a rigid, reinforced and damped
chassis, a slanted circuit board and ‘
the now familiar fixed pick-up ‘
mechanism with manual disc
stabiliser puck.

On the electrical side, the
Synchronous Time Accuracy
Control Pulse complementary
mode D/A converter (S-TACT) isa |
novel clock topology designed to
remove various forms of noise
from the time (jitter) domain. The
UK contribution to this list includes |
revisions to the damping, a new
puck, a copper plate below the
transformer, additional power
supply filtering, some copper
screws replacing steel ones, and
the removal of the headphone
socket and associated circuitry.

The very deep drawer with its
viewing window makes the player
look like a cassette deck. It has a
typically well stuffed fascia, with a
5-position, switchable coefficient
digital filter switch (familiar from
previous models), two rows of tiny
buttons controlling the various
special play modes and some
tape dubbing features. A bank of
larger controls includes that
marvellous innovation, a rotary

he CDP-XB930E is the e AR
Tlatest in the line of : L3 A
players :
modified for the
UK market. In
addition to a

“The similarity
between this player
and Sonys past is
fairly obvious, and
the new model
continues with the
same lean, keen
presentation.”

modes. The big stick-type remote
control is an object lesson of its
kind, and includes a display on/off
feature. This is a CD Text player,
and both optical and electrical
digital outputs are provided,
alongside system link sockets.

SOUND QUALITY

As with previous models, the

various filter options were used
with a range of material, this time
prior to the panel listening tests
which were carried out with the
standard setting — the nearest to a
brick wall filter. Filter 1 was
sometimes preferred in individual
tests for its smoothness and 3D
qualities, but these qualities were
worn like an overcoat rather than

HIFIGHOIGE - - -
BEST Byy -
themselves — in the final analysis,
the basic filter was simply more
consistent. The remaining two
filters were clearly not in the
same class.

systems, making some familiar
titles sound a bit too fierce. On the
whole, though, this is a marginal
problem, and the Sony's open
mid, explicit imagery and dynamic

The similarity between this
player and Sonys past is fairly
obvious, and the new model
continues with the same lean,
keen presentation and open

appears better than average,
making all tracks enjoyable to
listen to,” wrote one panellist,
concluding that the player has a
"fine balance”. A second drew

| attention to the Sony's fine spatial

qualities and "vivid [orchestral]
presentation”. He also heaped

special praise on the piano track,

which he described as “tuneful

and articulate”, and this track drew |
similar comments almost all round

on two separate presentations.

The only dissenting voice called

into question the Sony's mid an
upper midband balance, which

can sound a little too forward, and

lead to a slightly exaggerated

quality where the detail can take

precedence over the substance
the music. This can make the

midband. “The timing on this one

integrity make it among the
strongest performers in the test.

CONCLUSION

The recent strength of the brand
has been reflected in a run of well
priced, well engineered models
with consistently excellent sound
quality. The CDP-XB930E
continues this tradition with a
strong, spirited performance with
vivid tonality and dynamics —
Best Buy. AG

SOUND

BUILD [RIATATATA)
VALUE LOLLL

[2) Fine, flexible player, which also has
an excellent feature set - induding CD
Text - and good build quality to match.
B ONE YEAR GUARANTEE

X Sony UK Ltd,, The Heights, Brooklands,
Weybridge, Surrey KT13 0XW

= (0990) 111999

d

of

track selector, for the standard play | springing from the recordings

Sony strong medicine with some |

THE LAB REPORT HOW IT COMPARES

T he basic digital technology for this ‘UK The greatest bone of contention lies with
AVERAGE

Another Sony and another set of
results that most of the competing
manufacturers can only dream about.

special’ is derived from earlier players | Sony’s measurement of S/N. Its integral
like the CDP-XB720E (see HFC 184) with | Pulse DAC is specifically designed to switch

special attention paid to peripheral power
supply and analogue circuits. The upshot
is a player that, techni-
cally at least, is no
less spectacular than e
its forebears.
Thanks to the CXD-
8735N, which combines oversam-
pling, noise-shaping and bitstream D/A ‘
conversion, the CDP-XB930E continues to
offer very low distortion (0.003 per cent re.
1kHz/-30dBFs), excellent low-level linear-
ity (+0.0/-0.4dB over a 100dB range) and
very low 165psec jitter. Its response is ruler
flatbut the outputimpedance slightly high, |
by absolute standards, at 580 Ohms. ‘

off when the digital zero data used during
S/N tests is detected, yielding a highly
___improbable figure of 125dB.
= Its usually possible to
A defeat this digital trick-
=0 ery by offsetting the
digital zero test by 1 or 2
LSBs, but Sony has now applied its
own countermeasures to this loophole. And
all so that its players will measure better
than the competition. The fib is proved by
the equally improbable +22.5dB noise
modulation suffered by the CDP-XB930E,
when a figure of +4 to +6dB is much more
likely. This puts the ‘real’ A-wtd S/N ratio

| somewhere in the region of 106dB. PMi

Until Sony releases its key digital ICs on
an OEM basis, that situation is unlikely
to change.

OIEEEIIIED
OL D
OLEIIEITED
O D
O D

SPECIFICATIONS

BELOW
AVERAGE

PARAMETER  MANUFACTR'S SPEC.  ACTUAL SPEC.
m Distortion @ 1kHz/0dBFs 0.0025% 10.0014%

= Maximum output level 2.0V 24V

m A-wtd S/N ratio 113dB 106dB

November 1999 WIS Ke: (s

H0€64dX-ddD XNOS

g
E
=
z
m
:
=
=3
=3
8
8
=




/Oewcrnaééy , TEA.C
I Prefer Smaller Knobs e

who prefer to play
with smaller Kknobs.
Like those on the new
TEAC Reference 100
Micro System, a small
system that performs
just like a big one. It
only takes up the space
of a pair of shoes. Yet
it reproduces the full
musical spectrum that
will put a lot of bigger
systems to shame.

So don’'t worry about
the small size, it’s the
quality that counts.

Visit your TEAC Stockist for

ad strati - call T IR 7
T — | THe ReFerReNCce 100
for more information ?::\ , ; 3 M i Cro S y St em

®  WARNING: THIS MICRO SYSTEM DELIVERS PERFORMANCE OF A HIGHER LEVEL THAN
OTHER SYSTEMS OF A SIMILAR SIZE. BEWARE OF IMITATIONS.
Chief Musical Officers’ Warning




ne down from the
DCD-S10ll and, like

combination, this is
one of Denon's sexy-
looking champagne
gold range. A full-sized
player that weighs
almost 12kg, the
DCD- 1650AR borrows
the DP-S1's impressive
centrally mounted mechanism
and matches it to a D/A converter
stage that uses four 20-bit
differential mode DACs in a
configuration designed to
eliminate zero-cross distortion,
and Denon’s Alpha waveform-
smoothing algorithm. Extensive
measures have been taken to
reduce acoustic feedback and |
control resonances.

Denon has ensured no one will
feel short-changed by this player,
which boasts a full range of tape
dubbing features, including a peak
(level) search function, various
auto-editing features and the
ability to deliver smooth fades.
Headphones can be connected —

a volume control is available for

this purpose and to vary the |
output of one of the two analogue
outputs. This means that, at a

pinch, the Denon could be used
with just a power amp and a pair

of loudspeakers. The handset has |
large, well spaced keys.

SOUND QUALITY

After three separate presentations
to the panel, the majority view was
that this was a rather uneven w

ike h/k, Denon is using a pair of Burr-

Brown'’s 20-bit PCM1702 DACs per
channel though, unlike h/k, this looks to be
a differential implementation rather than
the latter’s proprietary RLS scheme. Still, a
reduction in noise
and even-order
distortions of up
to 6dB is possible,
in theory. In prac-
tice, midband, mid-
level distortion is
rather higher - although not high ~ than
most modern players at typically 0.013per
cent. Its performance at treble frequencies
is superb, however, with figures as low as
0.0055 per cent (re. 20kHz at -30dB). The
lack of requantisation noise at ultrasonic
frequencies also enhances compatibility

the latter,
based on the
DP-S1/DAS1 o
transport/DAC IDER (0) )

player which on the whole
sounded fine when driving music
hard, but was otherwise short on
subtlety and instrumental
separation, and rather rough
sounding into the bargain.

It even seemed a little noisy at
lower levels, although this could
have been a side-effect of the
general low-level messiness. "A
good spread of sound,” was one
opinion following the Kodaly test
track, "but it's a bit fizzy overall,
and not graceful on the ear”
"Piazzolla’s tone doesn't focus
properly — the instruments aren't
well separated. It's all rather
smeary, and imaging is messy.’
Another panellist wrote in similar
terms, suggesting the Denon
“lacked image integrity” and that it
was “phasey and unclear”. He
then went on to make clear his
lack of sympathy with the sound,
noting that it was “lacking in focus”
and seemed “slightly incoherent”.

If all this sounds rather severe,
it's because the Denon was tested
alongside some particularly strong
competition. In fact, not all the
comments were so negative:

THE LAB REPORT HOW IT COMPARES

with different amps, while its output
impedance remains moderate at 150 Ohms.

The huge 118dB A-wtd S/N ratio also
suggests a wide dynamicrange, but when
the equally high +19dB noise modulation
is taken into account,
_ the result is on
© a par with most
~ Dbitstream-based
players.

Poorer distor-
tion at lower signal levels (sub-60dBFs)
and slightly poorer low-level linearity
(errors of -5dB were measured over a
100dB range) are typical. Jitter is very low
indeed at 200psecs while the relatively sur-
prising +155psec clock error also demon-
strates that clock accuracy and jitter need
not be adversely linked. PMi

[ CD PLAYERS £501-£750 m

ounce of control and discipline,
and sounding a little hard nosed
into the bargain.

“The view was that
this was a rather
uneven player
which on the whole |
sounded fine when
driving music hard,
but was otherwise
short on subtlety.”

CONCLUSION

This impressive player has plenty
of high-class engineering, and its
feature count is extensive.
Musically, however, it just fails to
hit the G-spot because of a lack of
clear musical articulation and
finesse, especially from quieter
"Detail is excellent — there's some | passages, although there's plenty
real momentum and gusto here of authority and “slam”. AG

(and) incredible detail and ‘ m
energy,” was another comment on |
the Piazzolla test track. SOUND [ Yok 1 Tk LX)
In his sum-up comments, the
) BUILD 00000

same panellist remarked: “This
VALUE [ADATATATA)

player appears to be in a different
class compared with what has
come before. For my money, this PRICE
is top notch! B A year or so ago, this player would
probably have looked much more
convincing, but by the best standards it

But this was not the consensus |
view, which was of a player that |

now sounds crucially lacking in some of
| | the more subtle strengths of its rivals.

could work well, but was just a |
little untidy around the edges. This
broadly coincides with the results ek R i e e
Tt .o e E. Haydep Laboratories Ltd, Hayden House,

! Chiltern Hill. Chalfont St Peter. Bucks SL9 9UG.
= (01753) 888447

Denon consistently trailed a little
behind the leaders, lacking the last |

ased on proven 20-bit technology

but the huge noise modulation may
contribute to some subjective untidi-
ness. Low jitter, a wide S/N ratio and
very low high frequency distortion are
its principal strengths.

L1 sivacssono v wce | 1043
OIE I
O D
O D
(5 e

SPECIFICATIONS
PARAMETER MANUFACTR'’S SPEC. ACTUAL SPEC.
m Distortion @ 1kHz/0dBFs 00018%  0.0011%
m Maximum output level 20V SV
m A-wtd S/N ratio 118dB 117.9dB

November 1999
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Perfect
Partners

Now, on their 25th anniversary ATC have set up the

perfect partnership at a never to-he repeated price.

15,
o 4 e
2,
— %,
\

SCM10s (in a choice of rosewood, yew or walnut),
powered by the SIA2-150 Stereo Integrated
Amplifier for ONLY £2,550.00 including VAT

(current recommended selling price £3.223.95).

This special offer applies while stocks last and is
strictly first come, first served. Sounds tempting?

“The SCM10 deserves to be regarded hoth as a compact professional
monitor and a music-lover's home speaker. It avoids distortion at all
levels, maintains its smooth unpeaky response over the whole working
spectrum and has an unusually wide polar pattern. In short, it really
comes close to that ideal of neutral transparency which is high
fidelity's reason for existence.” - John Borwick of Gramophone

Available from the following premier studios:

Lakeland Home Music, Penrith.
Radlet Audio, Hertfordshire.
Signals, Ipswich.

Robert Taussig. London.
Grandix, New Maiden.
Manders Hi Fi, Grimsby.
English Audio, Hereford.
Studio 99, London.

The Cornflake Shop, London.
Nicholas Hi Fi. London.

Audio Reflections, Wakefield.
Walrus Systems, London.
Decibel Distribution, Glasgow.
Audio Images, Sheffield.

Tel: 017684 86235
Tel: 01727 855577
Tel: 01473 622866
Tel: 0171 286 1728
Tel: 0181 336 0012
Tel: 01472 351391
Tel: 01432 355081
Tel: 0171 624 8855
Tel: 0171 631 0472
Tel: 0181:852 5780
Tel: 0113 252 8850
Tel: 0171724 7224
Tel: 0141 334 3660
Tel: 0114 273 7893

Fax: 017684 86066
Fax: 01727 858727
Fax: 01473 622866
Fax: 0171 266 2365
Fax: 0181 336 2703
Fax: 01472 351591
Fax: 01432 354302
Fax: 0171 624 5315
Fax: 0171 436 7165
Fax: 0181852 0453
Fax: 0113 252 8850
Fax: 01 71 724 4347
Fax: 0141 334 3660
Fax: 0114275 5371

100%

value

A supremely elegant, neat and

complete, CD music system combining
power, performance and style.

a classik by Linn

~

LINN

the only sound®

Linn is available from the very best hi-fi retailers and
Linn at Harrods. For further information simply see our
website on www.linn.co.uk or call 0500 888909
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MYRYAD 1-20

20 compoact disc

playenr

obody could accuse
N Myryad of inconsistency.

Its hi-fi components
uniformly have neat, rather matter
of fact styling, and are always well
finished and well presented,
although at worst they might be
accused of a lack of the intangible
‘wow’ factors that some brands
seem able to turn on at will. But
behind the aluminium fascia
extrusion, the T-20 casework is a
litle rattly, and the Sony loader
uncharacteristically noisy.

The T-20, which is pitched at
mid-market territory, is a more
affordable development of the
M100, and an enhanced version
of the T-10 (reviewed in HFC
184). Front panel controls include
track skip and scan, plus open,
play/pause, stop and a display key
which pulls up an alternative time
readout. The remote control plugs
the gaps, with a numeric keypad,
programming keys, repeat, shuffle,
and a second set of the standard
navigation keys. An electrical
S/PDIF output is fitted.

Under the bonnet is a 20-bit
Crystal Delta Sigma converter with
a 128x oversampling linear phase
digital filter and a 4-pole FET

analogue filter. Compared with the
T-10, the T-20 offers a number of
enhancements, such as an
additional regulated power supply,
bringing the total to eight, a servo-
controlled DC coupled output
stage, a high-speed FET op-amp in
the analogue low pass filter,
derived from the M 100, and
improved power supply
decoupling components. Output
impedance is specified as 220
Ohms, which is low enough to
make system matching fairly
simple, although the output
voltage level is a little higher than
usual, which should be taken into
account in any shop demo. The
player is available in brushed silver
or anodised black.

SOUND QUALITY

The earlier comments in relation
to the physical presentation of the
T-20 are equally relevant to the
way it sounds, and in this player
the panel found a model that
could be best described as
unexceptionable. The player is just
on the bright side of neutral. It
sounds, as one panellist noted:
“Clean, no fizz or distortion... [with]
good stereo imagery, especially

THE LAB REPORT

hen we reviewed the T-10 CD player
back in HFC 184, | mentioned the
provision on Myryad’s main PCB for extra
components. This
provision is
fully utilised Er
by the extra @
power supply ==
regulation, the dual
analogue op-amps, extra DAC decoupling
and a direct-coupled output stage (with DC
servo) that marks out the T-20 over the
T-10. Otherwise, the players share the same
building blocks, including a reliable Sony
transport mechanism and a miniature,
surface-mount version of Crystal's older
“20-bit’ CS4327 bitstream DAC.
Once again, the player enjoys a very
low 162psec jitter, which is on a par with

players like h/k’s multi-bit HD760, despite
its use of very different technology. This is
largely down to atextbookimplementation
of the CS4327 which, in
turn, also defines
the player’'s good
low-level linearity
(errors of just +0.0/
-0.6dB over a 100dB range) and its 99.7dB
A-wtd S/N ratio. This is a little short of that
obtained with the latest CS4390 Crystal
DAC, but sufficient for 16-bit CD.

The key advantage wrought by Myryad's
revised output stage and DAC decoupling
is in the significant cut in treble distortion
from 0.02-0.06 per cent (0dBFs to -30dBFs
@ 20kHz) to just 0.01-0.018 per cent over
the same range from the T-20. Some small
cause for celebration, then. PMi

“In this player the
panel found a model
that could be best
described as
unexceptionable.
The player is just
on the bright side
of neutral.”

the positioning of the individual
instruments and the space
between and around them”

This listener also found voices a
little coloured, and the left-hand
piano-playing a little shallow and
lightweight. This view was widely
held, one listener describing the
T-20 as "pretty good, but a bit
lightweight’, while another felt it
was “screechy”. "Where's the
lower mid?” he asked.

On the whole, though, the
following comments were more
representative, and closer to the
outcome of the hands-on testing:
"Very good detail and resolution”;
“Piazzolla doesn't have his back to
us on this playthrough. The whole
effect is crisp, clear and detailed”;
“well spread, clean and clear... if a

HOW IT COMPARES

technical refinement on theT-10

player that, sadly, seems to have
little impact on the player’s lack of
musical ‘colour’.

DL D
O D
ORI ED
O D

SPECIFICATIONS
PARAMETER MANUFACTR'S SPEC. ACTUAL SPEC.
M Distortion @ 1kHz/0dBFs 0.003% 0.0014%
B Maximum output level 2.5V 2.6V
m A-wtd S/N ratio 100dB 99.7dB

little shallow in the low frequency
region”, while another listener
commented on the T-20's “strong
detail”, although he also felt that
the player sounded "a little grainy”.
The hands-on listening painted a
picture of a player which was a
little lean and dry, and which did
tend to sound a little grainy.

CONCLUSION

This clean, rather matter-of-fact
sounding player is a respectable
performer, and certainly musical,
but it's outclassed by some very
strong competition at the same
price level — not least some of the
other models in this issue. AG

SOUND

VALUE
PRICE

) Worthy rather than exciting, the T-20
is voiced on the lean, dry side of neutral.
B THREE YEAR GUARANTEE

B Myryad Systems Ltd, 2 Pipers Wood,
Waterberry Drive, Waterlooville, Hants PO7 75U
= (01705) 265508

BUILD

(abtece )

> O
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ROTEL RCD-991

otel's flagship is this
imposing new-
comer,

which went
under Paul
Miller's micro-
scope in HFC 193,
where its unusual
switchable dither
option attracted
interest. It's a
sophisticated and well
specified player built
around the Burr-Bro\
20-bit PCM-63P D/A converter,
with the Pacific Microsonics PMD-
100 8x digital filter giving HDCD
compatibility. The Rotel has a
feature that is almost unique:
switchable dither levels and types,
which is an internal facility in the
PMD-100 that Rotel has tapped
into. To our knowledge, the
feature is only paralleled in the
£12,000 Linn Sondek CD12,
which uses the same digital filter.
The RCD-991 is solid and
businesslike and, although not
pretty, it's in no sense unfriendly
enough to alienate granny. The
front panel is typical Rotel, but
taller, barer, and with a handful of
basic controls (open, play, pause,
stop, and skip) the remote control
adding the usual extras — a
numeric track access keypad,
repeat, scan, random and
programming, but not display dim.
The fluorescent display is
complete with a calendar style
readout and a separate numeric
display which indicates the various
dither modes, numbered up to
seven. Connections from the
RCD-991 can be made in single-
ended (phono) and balanced

or the full technical details on Rotel's

RCD-991 CD player, including a descrip-
tion of the user-configurable dither
options, refer to HFC193. Briefly, Rotel is
employing a mix of Pacific Microsonics’
PMD-100 digital filter with Burr-Brown's
20-bit PCM-63 DAC.
The former con-
fers compatibil-
ity with HDCD
software but also
gives access to a
variable dither facility that enables subtle
changes in both distortion and noise. This
is hardware, not software-dependent, and
the optimum setting for the PCM63 DACs
is No. 4. The +6dB gain-ranging required
by HDCD is accommodated in Rotel’s ana-
logue stage rather than in the digital

(XLR) form, and from electrical
and optical digital outputs.

SOUND QUALITY

| spent a considerable time
auditioning the various dither
modes, and came to the same
conclusion as Paul Miller in the
previously mentioned review. The
high numbers tended to sound a
little wooden, with a suggestion of
a "singing” (resonance) quality not
related to the music.

The low numbers performed
better, with Dither setting 2 fairly
close to 4, and Dither 3 being in
the same ballpark, but softer.
Dither 4 sounded coherent and
solid, and also smooth and
integrated with better defined
transients than the other settings.
These differences could not be
tied down absolutely, but were
reasonably consistent, and best
appreciated with percussive
material — | used a piano
recording for much of the time.

The issue of adjustable dither
levels has little relevance in
day-to-day use: once you've
determined which one suits you
best, you're unlikely to find much

THE LAB REPORT

domain, thus optimising its dynamic range.
In this mode, the RCD-991 offers an ideal
mix of low distortion (just 0.0025 per cent
at -30dBFs and 0.0016 per cent at its 2V
peak output), good low-level linearity
(+0.0dB/-0.9dB over a 100dB range) and a
: wide 116dB S/N
ratio. The sym-
| metrical board
layout helps to
keep channel
separation better than
115dB at all frequencies while the use of a
refined, multi-bit technology ensures the
sort of ultrasonic noise associated with bit-
stream players is vanishingly low here. The
Rotel’s excellent performance in this regard
bodes well for its compatibility in a wide
range of systems. PMi

“One you’ve
determined which
dither setting suits
you best, you’re
unlikely to find
much mileage in
switching them
around.”

mileage in switching them around,
partly because the differences can
be quite subtle, but mainly
because when you've found the
right setting, it seems to be the
right choice for all types of music.
In any case, this is a good to
excellent player, although |
wouldn't rate it in the high-end
class — and neither did the panel.
"It plays with enthusiasm, if not
the last word in resolution,” wrote
one, while another wrote of its
"good dynamics and image... [and]
spaciousness with good tonal
accuracy and resolution”. “It's all
very solid and musical,” he wrote.
A third panellist concluded that it
was a “classy player, sophisticated,
well balanced... melodious and

HOW IT COMPARES

A:ery solid performer with,
rguably, the best all-round
technical performance of the 20-bit
players in our survey. Dither setting
No. 4 is mandatory, however!
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SPECIFICATIONS
PARAMETER MANUFACTR'S SPEC. ACTUAL SPEC.
M Distortion @ 1kHz/0dBFs 0.0025% 0.0016%
B Maximum output level 2.0V 2.0V
m A-wtd S/N ratio md 163d8

tuneful”. Just occasionally there
were complaints that it sounded
loud and fatiguing, and of a slight
loss of presence, but certainly not
output, in the deep bass.

CONCLUSION

Here's a player that offers near-
battleship build, is extremely well
endowed and has been voiced
superbly. It offers the kind of
performance that wouldn't
disgrace some well liked players at
twice the price, and easily earns a
Best Buy flag. Some brief tests at
the end of the test period showed
real improvements in stature in
balanced mode. A

[ ___VERDICT |

=) This player offers near high-end
performance at a mid-market price.
B TWO YEAR GUARANTEE

B Gamepath Ltd, 28 Heathfields, Stacey
Bushes, Milton Keynes, Bucks MK12 6HR
= (01908) 317707
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eir respective owners.

All trademarks are the property of

How can a CD writer save the world?

Their parents used to keep their inspiration in shoe boxes: letters, poems, photographs, sketches, ideas and
memories captured on video or tape. In today’s multimedia world of home studios, email and the web, more
and more of our lives are digital, so they don’t have to gather dust under the bed. Sony CRX Series CD-ReWritable

kits come complete with audio, photo, video and backup software so you can save your ideas, your memories,

your sounds and visions neatly in the CD rack.

Isnt it time you save your world with the CRX Series from Sony ? www.sony-cp.com/cd-rw Storage Solutions by Sony



an affordable price.
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IR/ name of the game here and if the
is there... you can be sure this cable
Ul through... detailed treble coupled
iohty and tight bass, always ensures a
imic and exciting performance... Genesis
forms so well it’s certainly worth the money.” QED Audio Products Ltd, Ridgeway House,
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YBA Spécial

BA is the progeny of
Yves-Bernard André,
one time

designer of =
turntables for
Goldmund and

a pickup arm for
Pierre Lurné,

along with various
other electronics
projects. He later
founded the com-
pany that bears his
initials, with the intention of
applying high end engineering to
compact low and medium power
amplifiers. The Spécial is the entry
level CD player, but it looks the
part, being dressed to match the
amplifiers, and with characteristic
attention to detail, such as the use
of three feet instead of four to
channel unwanted acoustic
energy to ground.

This contender is an extremely
simple looking unit, apparently
well constructed externally — but
hardly well-endowed internally.
The jarring feature is its low
weight, which leaves little in hand
for such essentials as decent size
transformers and power supplies.

The fascia is simple, functional
and attractive, with skip, play,
pause, stop and forward cue
buttons and an LCD display whose
backlighting is rather unevenly lit,
and whose brightness level is
forever dipping and recovering as
the other functions are engaged —
opening the drawer, for example,
or entering play mode.

A chunky but four-square
handset adds a numeric keypad,
the usual navigation keys, cue (in
both directions this time), and

various programme, repeat and

| special play modes. Rear panel

‘ connections are limited to a single
pair of quality analogue outputs.

| There's no digital output, which
could be limiting.

Upgradeability is available via a

£420 option which adds an

| internal blue diode, which bathes
the disc in blue light, claimed to

‘ improve reading performance.
Apart from being a high price to
pay for a diode (even a blue one),
this may not be the best use of
resources given the basic perfor-
mance of the player.

| SOUND QUALITY
It would be unfair to suggest that
the YBA received an unanimous
thumbs-down from the panel,
which reflects the fact that its
failings did not necessarily make it

| sound unpleasant. That's not to

' say that its shortcomings went
unnoticed, however. They did not.

| Loss of definition was consistently
identified by the panel.

The player “lacks air and clarity”
| said one, while another described
the Piazzolla test track as "easy to
| listen to, but with no detail — and it

' seems slow”. Soundstaging was

THE LAB REPORT

his player is deeply unimpressive.
Much of the associated literature seems
difficultto justify, with talk of “bluelasers”,
anaudio output level of 20V and bandwidth
up to 400kHz. Bespoke casework conceals
a basic, presumably Far-Eastern sourced
player, with nary a
blue LED, let
alone blue laser.
The 2345psec of
jitter is largely
accounted for by data-
induced patterns, which tend to bring a pall
to a player’s sound, and smattering of
low-rate peaks that, typically, impair the
sharpness and stability of stereo images.
The DAC is basic and hard-wired to the
output via a pair of paralleled capacitors
which mayinfluence both distortion (which

exceeds 0.1 per cent at 0dBFs/20kHz) and
itsresponse (which peaks at +1dB at 14kHz
| before dropping away to around 0dB at
5 20kHz). The latter may just as equally be
caused by the oversampling filter (see
Oasis, HFC 188) which offers just 40dB of
stopband attenuation
and prompts
-63dB worth of
IM  distortion
within the audio
band. Odd-order analogue IM distortion
reaches a massive -38dB (over 1 per cent).
Noise is at the 16-bit level but linearity is
poor and output low at 1.7V. Neither is the
power supply adequately regulated - it's
even possible to see the backlit display
being modulated by the transport as it
searches out a track! PMi

“It doesn’t take very
long to discover
that this is a

musically rather |
empty performer,

with little ebb and
flow or sense of

occasion.”

also amorphous, and this, too, was
clearly identified by the panellists:
"Poor stereo focus... vocal
positioning poor” were typical
comments, along with more
general complaints about a “lack ‘
of edge or excitement” and of
"soft dynamics”.

And so it continued. There's
nothing unpleasant about this
player, which at first seems to
have a sense of flow of the kind
that puts the listener at ease, but it
doesn't take very long to discover
that it is a musically rather empty ‘
performer, with little ebb and flow
or sense of occasion, and which
failed to lift itself to reach dynamic
peaks without also sounding
metallic, clattery or shut in,
depending on the spectrum of the ‘

HOW IT COMPARES

lothes might maketh the man, but

the slick livery of this machine
can’t conceal the true nature of the
underlying player. In this instance, the
barchart says it all.

)
OLEITA KD

music. Finally, the YBA sound
simply lacks clarity: fine detail is
swamped in the presence of loud
foreground events.

CONCLUSION

It's difficult to understand what is
going on here. The Spécial bears a
famous name. It comes from the
stable responsible for the superb
Intégré amplifier, one of the best
of its type. The player is also
beautifully finished to match in a
style that matches the amp; only
its unusually low weight provides
any clue that all may not be as it
seems. Here, for once, the
emperor truly has no clothes. AG

SOUND
BUILD

VALUE QOO0
PRICE

[2) The pricing can't be justified by this
crude and inadequate performance, which
is reminiscent of the bad old days of CD.
B THREE YEAR GUARANTEE

B4 Sound Image UK Ltd, 52 Milton Road, East
Sheen, London SW14 8JR

@ (0181) 255 6868

QLOOO
QOO0

BELOW
AVERAGE

o

SPECIFICATIONS
PARAMETER MANUFACTR’S SPEC. ACTUAL SPEC.
H Distortion @ 1kHz/0dBFs <0.03% 0.028%
B Maximum output level 20Vp-p 17V
B A-wtd S/N ratio Not Given 97.6dB
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Stunningly finished in piano lacquer and beautiful veneers
these Austrian creations are as pleasing to the eye as they are to the ear.
Classic turntables from £360, Composer loudspeakers from £650

Henley Designs Ltd

The Old Coach House,

The Street, Crowmarsh Gifford,
Wallingford, Oxfordshire, OX10 8EH
Tel: 01491 834700, Fax: 01491 834722
e-mail: henley.designs@ virgin.net




AUDIO NOTE AN

he AN-CD2 is
a step
above

and beyond the
CD1 which has
been reviewed in
these pages, but
the style is still
recognisable, and
so is its use of
valves — in this case
a sub-miniature

triode type known as the 6111TWA |

which is used in the output stage.

This particular device, which is
believed not to have been used in
audio equipment before,
generates little heat, and claims an
operating lifetime of more than
100,000 hours, or 11 years
continuous operation. However,
the configuration chosen by Audio
Note results in a high output
impedance (see lab report) which
means it should be used with
amplifier inputs with a suitable
input impedance, ideally around
47kOhms. In other words this is a
tube CD player made for tube
amplifiers, such as AN's own.

This is an 18-bit player using an
Analogue Devices D/A converter
with 8x oversampling and a third
order passive filter. Other points
include unusual aluminium foil
paper in oil coupling capacitors
and metal film resistors.

Physically big, the AN-CD2 is
simply made but well finished,
and has a fairly smooth, if slightly
clunky, drawer mechanism. A big,
no-nonsense fluorescent display
includes a big — although not very
pretty — calendar style display,
while around the back are the
analogue outputs and an electrical

THE LAB

T he bigger brother to Audio Note’s CD1 |

player (HFC 188) may use a superior 8x
oversamplingfilter (the SM5843 from NPC)
but its choice of DAC -~ the 18-bit AD1865
from Analogue Devices ~ remains unusual.
It's the power supply, passive I-to-V, pas-
sive filtering and active 6111 triode-based
analogue output stage that retains the
strongest, subjective =
impact. A lone 2nd-
harmonic distortion
rises from typically
0.013 to 0.18 per cent
near its 2V peak output while, at lower fre-
quencies, the spectrum is coloured by an
extended pattern of supply harmonics.
These extend into the digital domain, ‘mod-
ulating’ the data along with 2nd-order
data-induced patterns to 396psec.

Z S

“For better or
worse, this player
ploughs its own
furrow. Rather than
ramming detail
down your throat,
this one gives an
impression of being
a little constrained.”

digital S/PDIF output. Remote
control is provided by a compact,
handset which is easy to use
one-handed and includes a
numeric keypad, standard and
memory functions, random play,
repeat, intro scan, time and the
usual disc navigation keys.

SOUND QUALITY

For better or for worse, this player
ploughs its own furrow. Rather
than ramming detail down your
throat in the manner of many
players, this one gives an
impression of being a little
rounded and constrained, with
perceptible losses of the
frequency extremes, which at
times led to a rather dry, airless
quality. There was also a lack of

REPORT

Noise is at -93.6dB and low-level lin-
earity shows errors as great as +2dB/-5dB
over a 100dB range. Nevertheless, by feed-
ingthe output directly off the valve’sanode,
its high 3.8kOhm outputimpedance proves
the biggest limitation to the CD2's com-
patibility. A 6.5dB loss at 20Hz was expe-
rienced when driving a 10kOhm preamp
load, for example,
so do expect big
variations in bass
s performance from
amp to amp. Also expect
some modification in treble with different
interconnects. Audio Note’s own amps
typically feature very high 100-500kohm
input loads where the CD2 will measure -
and sound - far more uniformthroughbass,
mid and treble. PMi

S0
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Audio Note

body in the deep bass, which may
have been caused by the high
output impedance.

It received a mixed reception
from the panel, which generally
found it unexceptional on balance,
with particular praise reserved for
its midband quality, and less for its
performance out towards the
frequency extremes.

There were complaints, for
example, that the piano track
sounded like a Malcolm Binns
early piano recording — in other
words, very dry and percussive,
which again is possibly related to
the impedance problem. More
generally, the Audio Note was felt
to be on the laid back, even lazy
side of neutral, which is a known
(although certainly not inevitable)
side-effect of valves.

Other comments were more
positive. The panel pointed to a
reasonable sense of space around
the orchestra, a solid presence,
and real personality, for example
in recorded violin playing.
“Smooth and balanced,”
concluded one, while another
talked of “nice detalil, but it
doesn't have the tonal authenticity
of [the previous player]. It tends
to overcook the detail, which

sounds somewhat detached from
the body of the music”

CONCLUSION

The ambivalent listening panel
comments are at least partly
attributable to the high output
impedance, as later listening with
a range of amplifiers showed
marked system related
performance variations. At its best,
this is a warm, communicative and
ripe sounding player, but at worst
it is cool, dry and unbalanced. It
never really scales the heights of
CD replay as exemplified by the
best of the rest. AG

PRICE £999.00

[2) A valve CD player offers a smooth,
attractive midband, but high output
impedance makes system-matching
problematical.

W ONE YEAR GUARANTEE

< Audio Note UK Ltd, Unit C, Peacock
Industrial Estate, Lyon Close, Hove, East
Sussex BN3 1SG

= (01273) 220511

HOW IT COMPARES

ot exactly representative of the

modern, high performance player,
rather this is a specialist machine
whose valve colour and high output
impedance is destined for similarly
specialised systems.

o SUPPRESSION OF DIGITAL IMAGE
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SPECIFICATIONS

PARAMETER MANUFACTR’S SPEC. ACTUAL SPEC.
M Distortion @ 1kHz/0dBFs Not Given 0.18%

m Maximum output level b1 2,05V

W A-wtd S/N ratio >85dB 93.6dB
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http://www.musical-fidelity.co.uk

MUSICAL FIDELITY

X-A RANGE.
MACHINED, MIL-SPEC ALUMINIUM

FRONT PANEL.

MILLED METAL KNOBS.

RUGGED, NON-RESONANT
METAL CASEWORK.

JUST IMAGINE HOW GOOD

THE ELECTRONICS MUST BE.

MUSICAL FIDELITY

INTEGRATED AMPS, PREAMPS, POWER AMPS, TUNER, AND CD PLAYER. FOR DETAILS OF YOUR NEAREST STOCKIST RING 0181 900 2866.




NAD Siverline S500

Compact Disc Player S500
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HIFI GHoigg
RECOMMENDED

AD has recently changed
hands, and is now
Canadian-owned. A recent

visit showed the company to be in
rude health, with Silverline (which
will be renamed in due course as
Silver Series, for consistency with
other NAD products) apparently
meeting with some success.

The S500 is easily the prettiest
player in this group, the matt silver
finish and the fluting on the side
panels vying for attention with the
general level of fine detail. The
loading tray is on the left, an
attractive deep blue dot matrix
display is in the middle, and
play/pause, stop/open, skip and
scan controls are on the right. The
latter uses dual function buttons
which respond to the length of
time the button is held down.

Around on side two are the
usual phono analogue and
electrical digital S/PDIF outputs,
fully buffered and fed via
transformer, along with a set of
balanced alternatives, namely an
XLR AES/EBU digital output, and
XLR-based analogue outputs. The
player also has a NAD LINK
remote in/out sockets so that it
can be linked with NAD systems
for control purposes.

his is a slim but superbly-engineered
Tplayer based around a Philips CDM12
mechanism, Crystal’s C54390 ‘24-bit’ bit-
stream DAC and a complex analogue filter/
balancedoutput using both discrete devices

uses a derivation of
the 5-pole analogue
filter used by NAD in
countless players before, though

here it helps push high frequency distor-
tion lower than ever before in a Crystal-
based player (0.0035 per cent at 20kHz/
0dBFs). Reduced levels of ultrasonic
requantisation noise ensure the S500 will
enjoy slightly greater compatibility than
similar players like the Talk Thunder 3, for
example. Errors in low-level linearity,

Q18

“The S500 is easily
the prettiest player
in this group, the
matt silver finish
and the fluting on
the side panels
vying for attention
with the general
level of fine detail.”

The S500 is one of the growing
number of players with balanced
as well as unbalanced outputs,
which has probably been included
primarily for the US market. In the
UK it will simply add to the cost,
but NAD Silverline system owners
will be in a position to benefit.

The digital converter is a 24-bit
design from Crystal, coupled to an
unusually elaborate five-pole
analogue filter, and a discrete low
output impedance Class A output
amplifier, which accounts for its
internal complexity compared with
its op-amp equipped rivals.

The S500 converter stage has
been implemented in modular
form, and the maker claims it will
be upgradeable by NAD service
agents, although as yet there is no

meanwhile, are also minimal at just +0.1/-
0.4dB over a full 100dB range.

Talking of which, NAD's specified 112dB
S/N ratio is only obtained by digital mut-
ing (the DAC turning itself off) while 102dB

and high quality Burr- is achieved in practice.
Brown op-amps. It - The ‘24 bits’ in

S c - ¢ this instance
simply refers to

the rounding accuracy of the DAC's
mathematics and not the dynamic range
realised in practice (see Oasis, HFC 187).
Otherwise all is well here. A smattering of
data-induced peaks and a ‘unknown’ pair
at +/-1600Hz contribute to the mere
230psec total jitter while channel separa-
tion remains >105dB across the band, the
response flat to within 0.1dB and the
output at little over-budget at 2.25V. PMi

information on what kind of
upgrades are envisaged or what
they will cost.

SOUND QUALITY

The NAD emerged from our tests
with a clean set of results and a
raft of enthusiastic comments
from the panel, who variously
remarked on the “drive and power
in its presentation compared to
what has gone before... good
authority and dynamics, detail and
imaging... breathy detail, excellent
resolution”, and more in a similar
vein. The player was summed up
by one listener as "very inviting
and musical”. The overall balance
of the player was on the warm,
effusive side, with “good body and
texture” in the piano recording and
an effusive, lively quality with
complex recordings.

Some losses of extreme treble
were occasionally noticed, but this
didn't affect the resolution of fine
detail, which was a noticeable
strength of the design. As one
panel member put it: “Full” and
‘warm’ sometimes means sluggish
and veiled, but not here” My own
tests gave consistent and
consistently likeable results in
several systems, where the

very slick implementation of

Crystal's 24-bit DAC offering very
low distortion, good low-level linearity
and low levels of jitter. Analogue
circuitry looks a little complex, though.

L1 sioassion o wce |3+
oL T D
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PLAY/PAUSE  STOP/OPEN.
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player's natural warmth and grace
was never cloying or musically
damping, though the player lacks
the easy informativeness of one or
two players in the group.

CONCLUSION

Lack of frivolous extras arid
excellent aesthetics make this a
very desirable player, with the cost
fully justified by the quality and
performance of the design. Unlike
many mainstream players, the
NAD's full, easy sound bzlance will
suit systems of varying abilities
well, where some other players
will end up sounding strident or
edgy. An accomplished player,
and Recommended. A

SOUND I ATATA)

BUILD AIATATATA)
VALUE Q0000

[2) The S500 player is well up to Silverfine
standards, with a warm, refined sound
and attractive external design to match.

B ONE YEAR GUARANTEE

[ The Audio Club, 15 Faraday Road,
Aylesbury, Bucks HP19 3RY

= (01296) 482017

o

THE LAB REPORT HOW IT COMPARES

SPECIFICATIONS
PARAMETER MANUFACTR'S SPEC. ACTUAL SPEC.
m Distortion @ 1kHz/0dBFs 0.005% 0.0006%
B Maximum output level 2.2V 2.25V
B A-wtd S/N ratio >112dB 102.3dB

November 1999
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Say goodbye to dusty plastic racks, wobbly towers
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TALK ELECTRONICS Thunder 3

e reviewed the next
model downstream
from the Thunder 3

some time ago. The Thunder 2
looks very similar to this one, and
has similar features — which, in
this case, means not very many.
Differences are mainly limited to
the power supply, which boasts
16 separate low noise regulators
with benefits including reducing
the transmission of jitter through
the power supply, says Talk. The
output stage is a discrete Class A
amplifier, and the D/A converter
stage is built around a Crystal
24-bit (wordlength) part. The
digital filter is supplemented by an
improved version of the Thunder
2's two-pole analogue filter which
uses better quality components.
The player is nicely finished, but
not particularly impressively built.
Itis also quite light in weight. The
main feature of the brushed
metallic front is a wavy dividing
line running across the fascia, and
a matt section below that is set a
few millimetres back. There's a
loading drawer which is sourced
from Sony, a small display area
alongside, and a set of buttons

“Hands-on listening
revealed a player
that was lean, clean
and mean, with a
powerful quality
and transients that
helped piano
recordings grow in
stature.”

following the curvy divider which
accesses the standard functions.
The remote control has colour-
coded keys and a strong range of
features for programming and
other more complex play options,
and a control to change the panel
display lighting. You don't get a
digital output as standard,
although one can be specified or
added at a later date if required.
You will, however, find a pair of
analogue outputs on high quality
connectors, and some extra
connectors which allow the player
to be upgraded using one of the
Talk's Whirlwind power supplies,
which have a starting price of
£349.95. The player can be also

THE LAB REPORT

ard on the heels of the Thunder 2 (see

HFC 191), the Thunder 3 utilises the
same Sony CDM14 transport and Crystal
C€S4390 DAC and, essentially, the same
analogue filter topology. The extra cost is
dissipated on a
chunkier power
supply (bigger
transformer,
caps and regula-
tors) and lower-
noise transistors, for example. Ironically,
the Thunder 3 offers 2dB less S/N than the
104dB Thunder 2, although both are well
within the limits of a 16-bit CD source and
the former clearly sounds better which,
frankly, is all that's important. There's
plenty of evidence to suggest that, with CD
atleast, a practical S/N much beyond 100dB

only opens the subjective ‘window’ to dis-
tortions that might otherwise be hidden...
Otherwise, Talk’s Class A output buffer
produces its characteristic -0.5dB drop at
20kHz with a 2.2V output from a usefully
- low <5 Ohm source.
Different inter-
connect and
preamp loads
won’t prove a
problem. Low-level linearity is extremely
good, even by the standard of Crystal’s
DAC, with errors of just +/-0.2dB over a full
100dB range. Distortion is also very low at
just 0.0025 per cent across the musically
important -30dBFs level (midband) just as
digital images are suppressed by >105dB
by the DAC's on-chip digital filter. This
brand is making strong progress.  PMi

an "above average sense of
weight” in the orchestral test
“without loss of resolution”.
Negative comments were limited
to occasional complaints of a loss
of stereo focus and of a "muddy”
bass quality, although neither
observation was widely supported.

be upgraded to the Thunder 4. By
the time you read this, it should
also be available in a silver finish.

SOUND QUALITY

The improvement in sound quality
over the Thunder 2 was difficult to
miss even given the time that has
elapsed between the two tests.
Hands-on listening revealed a
player that was lean, clean and
mean, with a powerful quality and
transients that helped piano
recordings grow in stature and
believability after listening through
some of the lesser players. It also
had strong timing cues that gave
music a sense of momentum and
flow. Dynamic qualities of this kind
make all the difference.

The panel agreed: “The sound
is 3D, quite bold and times well,”
said one, while another noted:
“This is the best [player] so far, and
the first time [today] that the piano

CONCLUSION
Thunder 2 owners can upgrade to
this model for the difference in
retail price — £300 — and on this
showing they would be well
advised to do so. An excellent
player: Recommended. A

SOUND LOOOV

BUILD LOLLW
VALUE OO

(3}

PRICE £999.00

2 Fine, articulate and detailed sounding

track has made sense.” Player that can be upgraded in various
Another listener wrote sum-up ways, or arrived at from lesser models in
comments that were virtually e e

identical, while a third focused on
the Thunder 3's “good speed,
tonal balance and openness”,
concluding that it was capable of

W THREE YEAR GUARANTEE

X Talk Electronics Ltd, Unit J, Albany Park,
Camberley, Surrey G15 2PL

@ (01276) 684422

HOW IT COMPARES

ow jitter, low distortion and a
decently low output impedance
mark the Thunder 3 as an evolved and

compatible example of the so-called
24-bit breed. And soon to be available
in silver.
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SPECIFICATIONS

PARAMETER ~ MANUFACTR'S SPEC.  ACTUAL SPEC.

| Distortion @ IkHz/odBFs 0. 001% 0. 001% i

W Maximum output level 2.1V TS 2V AT
m A-wtd S/N ratio 102dB 1022dB

November 1999

€ HIANNHL SOINOHLOIATH MTVL

AN°02°IOYILIY MMM :3HSGIM N HSIA




Classic Designs. Timeless Audio.

ROKSAN Caspian is on permanent

demonstration at all four branches of
Musical Images. Experience the very finest
in audio at the UK’s premier Hi-Fi and

Audio Visual dealer.

Musical Images
173 Station Road,
Edgware,
Middlesex HA8 7JX

Edgware Branch
Musical Images
45 High Street,
Hounslow,
Middlesex TW3 1RH

Hounslow Branch

Covent Garden Branch
Musical Images
18 Monmouth Street,
Covent Garden,
London WC2H 9HB . Musical Images
126 High Street,
Beckenham,
Kent BR3 1ED

Beckenham Branch

A
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MUSICAL. IMAGES

BEST INSTALLATION
Open Sundays HOME CINEMA CHOICE
AWARD WINNER 1998

‘An exceptionally refined system that provides a fair
measure of excitement and thrills’

REVIEW OF CASPIAN AMPLIFIER, CD PLAYER & ROKONE
SPEAKER SYSTEM, WHAT HI-FI, JANUARY 1999

‘The Caspian is a terrific amp - a real class act.
It combines a strong technical ability with a rare
addictive feel for music making'

'To be brutally honest the integrated amp is superior
to most bi-amp combos...two Caspians are dynamite.
They could end your amp wanderlust for good’

REVIEW OF CASPIAN AMPLIFIER,
HI-FI CHOICE, NOVEMBER 1998

‘It is gloriously vivid and involving sound;
looks the bizzo too’

REVIEW OF CASPIAN CD PLAYER,
WHAT HI-FI, AUGUST 1998, * # # % *

‘Makes a Rockin Upgrade’

REVIEW OF ROKSAN POWER AMPLIFIER,
WHAT HI-FI, DECEMBER 1998, * * * # %

With twelve demonstration suites, the widest
choice of top products, professional staff that can
advise on every requirement and a dedicated
installation and interior design team, at Musical
Images we offer the complete service.

e-mail: sales@musical-images.co.uk

MUSICAL IMAGES IS AN AUTHORISED MAIN DEALER FOR OVER 100 LEADING MANUFACTURERS




TEAC VRDS-25x

he VRDS-25x is based
closely on the
VRDS-25,

which was reviewed
back in issue 163.
Weighing in at a back-
breaking 16.5kg, it
features a TEAC VRDS
mechanism with its

slim, solid loading drawer.
Internally it employs four
20-bit AD1862N D/A
converters whose internal
architecture is designed to
minimise zero cross distortion,
an 8x oversampling filter, and a
third-order analogue Butterworth
output filter.

The casework has the integrity
of a battleship, and it has a
superbly engineered feel, while
the display is simple and clear. The
analogue output is available in
balanced (XLR) and unbalanced
form, while a display dimmer and
output level controls are fitted.

Improvements incorporated
into the VRDS-25x are limited to
unspecified enhancements to the
output op-amp, and a revised
version of the VRDS mechanism
which features changes to the
chassis — although to what effect
is, again, not specified. In every
other respect, including visually,
the VRDS-25x is virtually identical
to the VRDS-25, but the price has
come down from £1,399 to a
much more palatable £1,000.

SOUND QUALITY

One of the four test recordings
was from a CD-R, which the TEAC
failed to play at all during one of
the panel presentations, and
which in a second session

“The balance is
highly individual,
leaning towards
a big, bold
presentation, with
listenability taking
precedence over
‘warts and all’
reality.”

sounded noisy and unpleasant,
indicating errors severe enough to
cause interpolation. Other CD-Rs
caused no such response, so this
isn't a general problem, but it
should be said that none of the
other players, and indeed some
that were not part of the test, had
any difficulty with this disc.

The TEAC sounded solid and
propulsive, with a refined, well
integrated quality across the
frequency band. The Kodaly
orchestral piece, for example, was
described by one listener as "an
enjoyable, bold performance...
[which was] atmospheric,
enjoyable and seductive, as well

THE LAB REPORT

porting the same 20-bit AD1862 DACs

asthe older VRDS-25 (see HFC 163), this |

TEAC model is like Denon’s DCD-1650 in
many ways. Both enjoy excellent high fre-
quency distortion (0.006 per centre. 20kHz
at 0dBFs) but a hike in odd-order harmon-
ics pushes this to 0
0.018% across
the audioband
at mid (-30dBFs)
levels. Modern,
bitstream-based
players are typi-

cally 10-15dB better than this through the |

midband, but none will match the TEAC or
Denon'’sexcellentsuppression of ultrasonic

noise. At lower levels still, the TEAC bests |

the Denon with its improved linearity and
reduced distortion.

The 110dB S/N ratio isn't huge by multi-
bit standards but then, by way of recom-
pense, neither is the +9.8dB of associated
noise modulation. Jitter, too, is very low at
180psec, just as its use of a superior NPC
SM5843AP oversampling filter ensures all
digital images are

suppressed
by at least
105dB. But
again, TEAC's
application of
advanced digital tech-

nology isn't matched by the final analogue
stage, which suffers the high 1.15kOhm out-
put impedance of its forebear. A figure 10x
lower would be more appropriate for such
a player, if only to reduce its sensitivity to
different interconnect/preamp loads.PMi

LA i
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as being bold and dramatic”. Of
the Piazzolla, another panellist
wrote that he liked "the balance,
the controlled power, and the
feeling of atmosphere and of
depth”, and the Beethoven piano
piece was deemed to have a
sound that as far as could be
judged was "an accurate reflection
of the real event”. This track is not
easy to reproduce well, and can
suffer an inelegant, abrasive
quality. Here it received plaudits all
round, with just one complaint of
a dry acoustic — in fact, a fair
reflection of the recording.

Good as the TEAC is, one
panellist talked of “subtle veiling”
and thought it "lacks resolution”,
and others described a “rich,
almost opulent tonality” and a "big
sound, but [a] lack of detail”. One
went so far as to describe the
player as sounding “muddy”. The
hands-on testing showed the
TEAC to be consistently excellent,
with a large image scale, good

front-to-back image differentiation |

(given appropriate recordings),
and a balance that favoured the
bass, but which sounded slightly

less lively and detailed than the
Denon, NAD and Sony models
from this month's test group.

CONCLUSION

The TEAC was a conspicuous
success — only its inability to show
some less costly players a clean
set of heels and its incompatibility
with the test CD-R counted against
it. The balance is highly individual,
leaning towards a big, bold
presentation, with listenability
ultimately taking precedence over
‘warts-and-all’ reality. AG

[ VERDICT |
VALUE
EII €999.95 >

=) Big, bold and tonally colourful, this is
a classy player, but the CD-R
compatibility problem encountered with
the test sample is a concem.

B ONE YEAR GUARANTEE

< TEAC UK Ltd., The Croxley Centre,
Watford, Herts WD1 8YA

@ (01923) 819630

HOW IT COMPARES

I n terms of its underlying technical
performance, the VRDS-25X is as
close to the older VRDS-25 as makes
no difference, though the new digital
inputs undoubtedly enhance the
player’s flexibility.
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SPECIFICATIONS

PARAMETER MANUFACTR'S SPEC. ACTUAL SPEC.
m Distortion @ 1kHz/0dBFs 0.0015% 0.0014%

®m Maximum output level 2.2V TERaNE N
mAwtdS/Nratio ~ 110dB 110dB
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(1) Latest DSP Technology

World premiere in an
audio product of the 32-bit
60MHz Analog Devices
ADSP-21065L SHARC™
Digital Signal Processor;
decodes, as standard, all
current movie formats with
capacity to cope with

the future.

6 Learning Remote
Control

The powerful back-lit remote
control operates all our home
cinema products. It can
also be user-programmed to
control almost any product
that uses an infra-red
remote, such as our audio
products, so just this one
handset will control your
whole system.

2 ' Powerful 16-Bit
Microcontroller

The 16-bit Siemens C161RI

microcontroller controls the
AV32R and its Set-up
Wizard provides most
comprehensive on-screen
user interface, making set-
up extremely simple,
without printed manuals.

(3 96kHz/24-bit DACs

With its multiple
96kHz/24-bit DA-
converters, the AV32R is
equipped to handle the
finer resolution and more
spacious sound recordings
of DVD Audio.

=
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five-channel amplifier 100x5R

(launch summer ‘99)

(7 Gold-Plated
Multi-Layer PCBs

The gold-plated multi-layer
printed circuit boards
control return currents,
provide controlled
impedances and minimize
couplings, with the ground
planes split between audio
and digital processing.

(8 Mixed Technology
Construction

Surface mount components
for fast digital circuitry and
leaded components for
perfect audio signals, to
optimize performance,
requiring both reflow and
wave soldering production
techniques. Anything less
would be inferior.

her world-first.

i ' Minimal Jitter/

TAGtronic™ Sync Link

The precision twin phase-
locked loop reduces jitter
to an absolute minimum,
while the unique
TAGtronic™ Sync Link
sends a signal to products
designed for this advanced
technology (e.g. the
forthcoming DVD32R) to
synchronize its clock to the
master reference within the
AV32R. DVDs will sound
better than ever before.

) Broadcast-Quality

Video and Premivm Grade

Auvdio Components

No-compromise broadcast-
quality video components
and premium grade audio
components for maximum
clarity and transparency.

Future-Proof

All software is stored

in Flash Memory and is
entirely user upgradable,
with upgrades
downloadable from the
Internet via a PC and
the TAGtronic™
Communications Bus.
This bus also allows the
easy transfer and sharing
of information for multi-
room installations and
powerful communication
between components.

-
ﬂmﬂmd

& TAG McLaren
Surround Sound

An audiophile processing
mode for listening

to stereo and mono
sources in surround
mode. TMS-Surround is
capable of processing
24-bit/96kHz recordings
without artefacts.

www.tagmclarenaudio.com - freephone: 0800 783 8007

TAG Mclaren Audio Ltd., Ermine Business Park, Huntingdon, Cambs PE18 6XY.

“Dolby”, “Pro Logic” and the double-D symbol are trad ks of Dolby Lab ies « "DTS” and “DTS Digital Surround”
are trademarks of Digital Theater Systems, Inc « The “THX” name and logo are ® Lucasfilm Ltd. and trademarked.

All rights reserved. Used under authorization « The “MPEG” logo is a trademark of Royal Philips Electronics «

“SHARC" is a registered frademark of Analog Devices, Inc «

¥MWclaren’
au
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TUBE TECHNOLOGY Fusion

nd now for something
completely
different: a

CD player-cum
standalone
D/A converter
with a new and
radical Pulse
Array converter
topology and a
valve hybrid
output stage
based on miniature
6922 double triodes, whiu
are surface-mounted like the rest
of the circuit. As a D/A converter,
the Fusion will accept data clocked
at up to 96kHz/24 bits — but that's
not the same as 24-bit resolution,
which the Fusion certainly hasn't.
The DAC is built using a Field
Programmable Gate Array which is

“Smooth to the
point of being
soporific, the

Fusion bared its

claws with

SOUND QUALITY

The player failed to read the level
set-up test track, which meant
setting the volume by ear. The
results were uneven. At one
moment it would sound “strident”
and "loud and tiring", with one

CONCLUSION

The manufacturer confirmed that
the unit is indeed preproduction,
which we didn't know when we
started the test, and the results
should therefore be seen as work
in progress. Certainly the player is

percussive material,
but just
occasionally it
would beguile.”

programmed to behave as a DAC.
The chip has its own noise-shaper
and modulator, and 24 DAC
elements, each of which behaves
rather like a single Bitstream
converter. The 24 outputs are

time, the makers told us the case

reference to transient leading
edges sounding "not quite clean”;
the next it practically sent the
panel to sleep with its "muted
quality”. "Vocals lack presence”
and “vocals a little recessed in the
middle of the soundstage” were

not right yet: there are some
startling weaknesses, but also
some equally startling areas of
strength which suggests there is a
really good player inside struggling
to get out. Keep your pennies for
now; we'll keep you informed. AG

summed, which means the FPGA
behaving effectively as though it
had 4608x oversampling,
increasing resolution and reducing
noise and distortion. The digital
filter is Pacific Microsonics PMD-
100, so this is an HDCD player.
The smallest player in the
group, the Fusion is styled to look
smaller still thanks to its angled
back base section. The main
control and display section is on a
small chromed sub-facia which
shows through a rectangular
cutout in the main dark brushed
facia, an effective and original
treatment. But just before press

is due to be redesigned. It will be
larger and more conventionally
styled, and have a better quality
vacuum fluorescent display.

The rear panel is equipped with
quality analogue phono outputs,
optical and BNC digital outputs
and similar inputs for external
sources. The transport is the
213CC from Sony, and the unit
normally lives in standby mode to
keep the valves and DAC stage
warm. It practice it ran very hot,
and build quality is clearly below
par, but it soon became apparent
from an internal examination that
this was in fact a prototype player.

THE LAB REPORT

n common with the Tube Technology
I player auditioned in HFC 194, this model
uses the Pulse Array DAC technology
licensed from Robert Watts. This innova-
tive idea is embedded into two FPGAs.
One comprises a
96kHz digital input
receiver and 4x
oversampling (if
the Fusion is used
as an outboard
DAC) while the other comprises the P9
pulse-array DAC. In its standard guise as a
44.1kHz CD player, the Fusion uses Pacific
Microsonics’ HDCD 8x oversampling filter
with the final FPGA pulse-array DAC. See
next month’s Oasis for more details.

Exciting technology, but its implemen-
tation in this preproduction sample was not

without its problems. For example, its high
1149psecijitter is largely composed of com-
plex but symmetrical clusters of sidebands
of unknown origin, with some 440psec of
this accounted for by data-induced jitter.
The baseline noise floor
is 10-12dB higher
s than expected and
isreflectedin
the sub-16
bit 86dB S/N
ratio. Low-level linearity is excel-
lent. Distortion is probably influenced by
the ECC88 double-triodes used in the ana-
logue output stage, increasing by a factor
of 10x from a low 0.001 per cent midband
to 0.01 per cent at HF. But the low <5 Ohm
output impedance and good stopband
rejection are aids to its compatibility. PMi

fairly typical comments. One panel
member summed up the
dichotomy thus: A little forced, a
little tiring, yet surprisingly (to me)
the voice is lovely and silky.
Bizarre... lovely piano sound, it is
full and round and sounds
authentic,” though this is perhaps
not the most appropriate epithet
for Gilels' tumultuous Beethoven.
Smooth to the point of being
soporific, the Fusion bared its
claws with percussive material, but ‘
just occasionally it would beguile
with beautifully formed sounds,
especially with well recorded solo |
and chamber music.

SOUND

BUILD IATAATA]
VALUE QOO0

) intriguing player with novel DAC
technology is simply not ready yet, but it
is good enough to ensure we will follow
its development closely.

B TWO YEAR GUARANTEE

B Tube Technology, Technology House, 214
Station Road, Addlestone, Surrey KT15 2PH
2 (01932) 821111

KA TATA)

HOW IT COMPARES

he underlying Pulse Array technol-

ogy of this player is sound enough
and the 96kHz-compatible digital
inputs provides some future-proofing,
but the overall implementation still
needs plenty of work.
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SPECIFICATIONS

PARAMETER MANUFACTR’S SPEC. ACTUAL SPEC.
m Distortion @ 1kHz/0dBFs 0.006% 0.0011%
H Maximum output level 2.0V

= A-wtd S/N ratio 98dB
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ARCAM Alpha 7SE £350.00
Best Buy

Starting with the most affordable
model in the test group, Arcam has
scored a notable success with the
latest version of the evergreen Alpha
7, the Alpha 7SE. This model was
awarded Best Buy for its fluency,
clarity and all-round class, because it
is well priced, because it is a clear (if

incremental) step up from its
predecessor and, finally, because it
can be readily upgraded right through
the Arcam hierarchy.

The new model also boasts a new
and nicer remote control and an
optical digital output is a new addition
to the electrical one, a sop to MiniDisc
users. And on the negative side? The
aesthetics are increasingly dated,

although consistency with the past
provides a clear upgrade path for
existing Arcam owners. On a more

SONY CDP-XB930E £499.00
Best Buy

Not many mainstream manufacturers
have the chutzpah to sell CD players at
mainstream prices with manual pucks.
But such are the benefits as perceived
by Sony’s development team that they
have taken the risk, not just with this
model, but with a whole series of
middle and upmarket models. This
player also offers a range of digital
filters, though the most consistent

sounding remains the default, which is
also the most conventional. This is a

extensively breathed-on mainstream
player with some useful features, and
it is a thoroughly excellent musical
performer with a typically clean, clear
and open sound which is full of life.

TALK ELECTRONICS
Thunder 3 £999.00
Recommended

This is an up-market variant of the
Thunder 2 (see HFC 191) which has
had a power supply and low pass filter
transplant. The Thunder 3 can in turn
be upgraded, eventually into the top-
of-the-line Thunder 4 with outboard
Whirlwind power supplies, for the
difference in retail price, which
ultimately makes it a much more
attractive long term proposition than a

conventional purchase, however good.
More to the point, the Thunder 3 is a
great improvement on the Thunder 2
with a strong balance of qualities,
including accurate tonality, excellent
dynamics and an ability to reproduce
transient-led material with conviction
yet without undue emphasis.

ROTEL RCD-991 £750.00

| Best Buy

It is invidious to compare a £750
player with the other Best Buys, both
of which cost less, but it is obvious that
the Rotel is the star of this show. It sets
new standards for CD players at its
price level and, indeed, for Rotel itself.
Switchable dither is an interesting
diversion, but as there appears to be
one ‘right’ setting, the feature appears
to be redundant, except that it

NAD Silverline S500 £1,100.00
Recommended

NAD has a name for good value
products which are sometimes rather
dowdily turned out, but its Silverline
series breaks the mould with a range
of components which have the same
simplicity, but with superior internal
build, less compromised circuits
topologies, and looks to die for. The
S500 is well endowed player built
around the Crystal 24-bit DAC, with a
discrete output filter, 5-pole analogue

substantive tack, the player has a lean
balance, but other complaints were
scattered and muted.

prevents the maker from locking the
player into the ‘wrong’ mode. This
aside, the RCD-991 is an extremely
well balanced and capable player that
would be a credit to virtually any
system, and that is quite capable of
holding its own in exotic company.

filter and the ability to upgrade the
DAC, although no specifics on this are
yet available. At £1,100, the 5500 is
pitched at the serious end of the
market, but it lives up to examination
with a clean, lively and transparent
sound, and a hint of warmth allied to
excellent overall control.

PLAYER

C OMPARISON

TABYULE

ALPHA 7SE DCD-1650 HD760 T 20 ssoo
PRICE £350.00 £499.99 £600.00 n 100.00
SOUND DD 0607.‘"13 DAk Ok 70 DDA Dk ok
BUILD DAk ke Aok QOO 00600 D DI 00000
VALUE LD DAk DDk ) DD DO Lok ke i Sk Dk Dk Dk Dk
SIZE (WXHXD) 43x85x29am 47X11.6x35cm 43.4X13.534am 44x11X34am 43.6x9.4X28.6am 45x6.7x29cm
WEIGHT 3.6kg 725kg 11.9kg  elkg 5.4kg 62kg
RATED DISTORTION @ 1KHz/0DBFS <001% not given 0.0018% 0.002% 0.003% 0.005%
ACTUAL DISTORTI<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>