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We listen to the revolutionary
Technics DUD-Audio player




For the past 18
years the
Wharfedale
Diamond has *
been the UK's |
most popular
loudspeaker. In
\ contrast to almost
every other speaker
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 coils;
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 ,

Value for money

* % % % %

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

Diamond 7.1* £99.95
Diamond 7.2* £129.95
Diamond Anniversary £149.95 :
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EDITOR’S NOTEBOOK

Jason Kennedy discovers that high fidelity sells and
wide bandwidth digital audio will change our lives. -

f the cover has done its job you’ll have

noticed that we are taking DVD to

musical task once again this month.
The quest is to find one of these so-called
digital versatile disc players that can play
music with the same degree of fidelity as a
budget CD player. See Alvin’s conclusions
on p39 for the final analysis on how the
least expensive CD players fared against
the least expensive major brand DVD play-
ers at two or three times the price. I'm not
giving anything away, but matters have
moved on since our last format clash.

Richard Black has been listening to a
small but diverse stack of valve amps. He’s a
hard man to please, and when it comes to a
technology that’s close to his heart the
accolades are even harder to come by. The
Canary CA 608, for instance, is an amp that
I've thoroughly enjoyed on more than one
occasion and Richard managed to find its
good side, but to say he was impressed by its
apparently good value for money would be
stretching things. If you want the hard line,
you’ve come to the right place.

Another Richard, Stevenson, does his first
HFC review this month: a huge speaker
stand round-up. Richard used to work for
trade title ERT and is clearly a hi-fi maniac -
he’s got considerably more kit at home
than any of us on the staff, and he paid for
it all!' T hope you enjoy his work and wit.

HI-FI IN THE REAL WORLD
The day after the last issue went to press I
spent far too long scouting for good CD and
LP prices on the Web only to find that when
postage was taken into account a local inde-
pendent shop looked really competitive
(Selectadisc — a fine music store, but only in
Soho and Nottingham to my knowledge).

Having selected titles on the basis of
reviews, line-ups and some radio play
(everything but sound quality, in fact) I was
surprised to find that each one featured an
element of audiophile practice in its cre-
ation. Pere Ubu’s Apocalypse Now is a live
recording from an early '90s concert that’s
captured on a mere two digital tracks; Yo La
Tengo’s And Then Nothing Turned Itself Inside
Outis a regular studio recording, but the
double LP version is pressed on 150g vinyl,
while Pullman’s acoustic guitar homage to
Kottke and Fahey, Turnstyles & Junkpiles, is
another two-track recording, but this time
direct to tape (also on vinyl). Despite the
fact that the NME described the latter as “lo-
fi”, all three owe something to high-fidelity
principles. What this translates to as [ see it,
is that despite the onslaught of compressed
media, there is still a commercial place for
decent software, even vinyl, so we need not
fear a lo-fi future.

In fact, if the signs from the competing
high-res digital formats are anything to go

by, the end of the year could be a hi-fi home-
coming. Sony announced its least expensive
SACD player yet at £550 and Toshiba had
two DVD-A machines at a recent trade show,
one at the same price as the Sony and the
other at £1,300. The latter is expected to
arrive in September, the former sometime
sooner - see News & Views for more.

Meanwhile, in the past couple of weeks
I’ve been trying out a DVD-A player at home.
The Technics DVD-A10 is the first sample of
the breed that I've been able to listen to at
leisure, and it was a thrilling experience
despite the shortage of software. But it
reminded me how good DAD software can
be; this 24-bit/96kHz variant on the DVD-V
theme waslaunchedin January *98 but has
received little coverage since, despite a
growing catalogue of titles (see
http://[www.classicrecs.com for more).

The Technics has the sort of refined, lux-
urious balance that will be familiar to users
of expensive Japanese gear, but it lacks a
degree of attack by domestic standards.
Nonetheless, with the better material it
transcended the limits one expects of hi-fi
and showed that we have a format to get
excited about. It looks like DVD-A will be
offering some serious
competition for SACD
come the Autumn.

Speakers have taken the
honours this month - and
models from either end of the
price scale at that. In the
budget corner, Tannoy’s new
MX1 (p14) looks to be a
strong successor to its
popular M1 stand
mount, and has fairer
looks to boot. TAG
McLaren’s F1 beast is

a somewhat more
ambitious design
whose bite is less

scary than its bark,

Paul Messenger
explains all on p54.




HEAT SEEKERS
This month’s first look at some of
the hottest new kit on the market.

CHORD SPM-4000
Paul Miller gets to grips with a
hefty power amp costing £8,500.

VALVE AMPLIFIERS

Richard Black warms up with five

lovingly crafted valve amplifiers.
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SPEAKER STANDS
Richard Stevenson looks at
12 new stands including

two for floorstanders.
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CD VS DVD MEGA TEST
A dozen players battle it out for 1/c

right to play your music (s

@ ( ]
EDITOR’S NOTEBOOK
Jason Kennedy reports this
month’s happenings and
Editor’s Choices.
PAUL MESSENGER

Paul ponders the appeal of a
new breed of the popular

‘style’ system concept.

1 '7 DAVID VIVIAN

David takes a wander
around cable land and

discovers some hard science.

PAUL MILLER'S
OASIS OF SANITY

Paul explains what those
pretty pictures alongside his
lab reports are all about.
JIMMY HUGHES
The Godfather of Gadgets
spikes up his life with

Soundcare’s spiked feet.
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NEWS & VIEWS

Tim Bowern, Lee Dunkley & Jason Kennedy milk the news cow just to bring you the cream.

SNELL has introduced a floorstanding
loudspeaker. The XA 60 (above) fol-
lows in the wake of the XA 70 and XA
90 models, and is designed to appeal
to both hi-fi and home cinema enthu-
siasts. Its maker claims a tuneable
bass response and tweeter level
adjustment enabling ‘fine tuning’ to
your particular room acoustic. The XA
60 costs £2,500.
= (01233) 813111

FUTURE PUBLISHING LTD, home to
Hi-Fi Choice, has announced the
launch of MP3 magazine. The new
title will explain all you need to know
about the format, from software and
hardware reviews to the music indus-
try revolution. The first issue will be on
sale at your local newsagents from 19
April priced at £4.99.

@ (01225) 442244

AIWA has revealed plans to introduce
the company’s first MP3 player. The
MM-VX100 is the latest model to join
the MP3 race but will only be sold
through the manufacturer's own Web
shop at www.aiwa.co.uk. It is set to
cost £129.99 including delivery.
<= (0870) 168 9000

ZENTEK MUSIC LTD has unveiled
plans to distribute USA-based loud-
speaker manufacturer Wisdom
Audio's products throughout the UK.
The American firm’s line-up features
the Adrenaline 50 and 75 models, two
high-end speakers costing £13,500
and £22,500 respectively.
= (01892) 539595

GOLDRING has
announced a y
new outdoor ]
loudspeaker 3
model. The \

Sonance Mariner

100 is the smallest

model in the three-

strong line-up and claims to offer real
hi-fi sound performance and is resis-
tant to whatever weather Mother
Nature chucks at it. It's available in the
shops now priced at £265 per pair.
= (01284) 701101

DOLBY s introducing its surround
sound headphone technology to
Quantas Airlines. Passengers travelling
on Boeing 747-400 aircraft will be able
to experience in-flight movies in full
surround sound using standard stereo

6 HI-FI CHOICE

Sony’s mid-priced SACD

Sony has unveiled plans to launch a mid-priced
SACD player. The SCD-XB940 will be the third

model in the company’s SACD line-up and low-
ers the format's entry price to an anticipated £550 at its
planned June debut. The new model will feature as part
of Sony's Quality Standard (QS) range, a front-loader
with uncompromised technical performance. It is
intended bring the benefits of the format to a wider
audience. Accompanying the player at its launch will be
two matchingintegrated amplifier models: TA-FB940R
and TA-FB740R, offering a claimed broadband fre-
quency response from 5Hz to 300kHz for the high
definition format.

In further announcements, Sony has unveiled plans
to launch several other products this year. First up is the
LISSA range of hi-fi components utilising i-LINK technol-
ogy. The range of separates is set to include a receiver,
CcD and MiniDisc player all connected via a bi- dlrectlonal

nght on Q

;’ KEF has given its successful Q Series of

speakers a complete overhaul. The new Q.2
Series is now in full production and features

a number of improvements, both sonic and aesthetic. |
Each speaker in the range uses KEF's patented Uni- |

| Q drive unit — the tweeter is sited in the centre of the

| mid/bass cone, the aim being to improve imaging
and create a uniform soundstage. The new speakers

| also feature an improved tweeter with a larger mag-

| net and stiffer polypropylene mid/bass cones.

The line-up starts with the standmounting Q15.2 at |

| £200. The Q35.2 floorstander costs £350, with the

| 2.5-way Q55.2 weighing in at £500. Top-of-the-range

| is the three-way Q65.2 at £700, while those building
a multi-channel system can make use of the Q85s

| surround speaker (£180) and Q95c centre (£200).

This is the latest of several recent additions to KEF's

line-up. The Concerto range has been joined by the
Concerto Two, a three-way floorstander at £800,

| while the Cresta range now has its own floorstander —
the £250 Cresta 3 — and a £100 centre speaker.
KEF @ (01622) 672261

digital cable carrying both audio and system control data
between components.

The successful Pascal range of satellite speaker sys-
tems is to have a new flagship model. The 8ED is
claimed to combine the most successful features of the
existing range with an improved specification to match
the new high-density audio formats, combining
performance with style.

All products are planned for launch this summer;
keep an eye on Hi-Fi Choice for further details.

Sony @& (0990) 111999

Multi-Vitamins

r—" Ruark claims its new Vita 100 loudspeaker sys-
! tem doesn't sacrifice sound for style, despite its

: elegant looks and compact dimensions. It's a
subwoofer and satellite speaker combination designed for
both stereo and multi-channel use.

The system centres around the Vita 100 Monitor, a
two-way, 20cm tall speaker incorporating a 9cm
Aerogel-coned mid/bass driver and a 25mm titanium
dome tweeter. The Vita 100 Centre carries out centre
channel duties in a multi-channel set-up, featuring two
9cm drive units placed either side of the tweeter, while
the Vita 100 Sub-woofer is an active design with a built-
in 100-Watt amp and a 25cm paper-coned drive unit.

All speakers are available in a slate grey and silver finish,
or you can opt for the Monitor and Centre in ‘steamed
beech'’ Ruark has decided on professional XLR connec-
tions rather than conventional binding posts — the con-
nectors are supplied, plus a 5m interconnect for the sub.

The two-channel system costs £900 and includes two
Monitors and a Subwoofer, while the 5.1 multi-channel
set-up adds two more
Monitors and the
Centre for £1,500. Both
packages include wall-
brackets and stands are
available as an option.
Ruark &
(01703)
601414

Ruark Vita 100.



DVD-Audio for a song!

r—” Toshiba plans to enter the DVD-Audio fray this
September with two DVD-Audio/Video combi-

nation players — and one of them is expected
to sell for just £550!

The SD500E is a twin tray model which appears to be
based on an existing DVD-V chassis, adding DVD-A
decoding to Dolby Digital and dts. It has what Toshiba
calls a Class A specification, which differentiates it from
the Class AA SD9OOOE, although exactly how is not clear.
However, it will be able to play both two-channel and
multi-channel DVD-A discs and output audio data at the
maximum 192kHz sampling rate.

The second combination player is the SD9OOE, con-
siderably more pricey at £1,300 and billed as Toshiba's
ultimate DVD-Audio/Video player. It's housed in an all
new box, has THX certification and apparently includes a
‘Mega Resolution Parallel DAC' to achieve a dynamic
range above 120dB and total harmonic distortion of less
than 0.0007%. How much better its performance will
be compared with its range mate remains to be seen.

Toshiba has also unveiled two DVD-V players. The
SD100E comes in at £300, claiming exceptional picture
quality thanks to a new filtering process, and improved
audio ability with a dynamic range greater than 105dB

Headbangable Olufsens

Bang & Olufsen is celebrating its 75th year with
I the launch of its most ambitious speaker to
date. The Beolab 1 continues the brand's line
of tall, slimline enclosures with a 1.84m aluminium
enclosure housing four drive units and
partnering amplification. Priced at
£4,000 a pair, the Beolab 1s
have their sights set beyond
partnering B&O systems and
intend to compete in the
. crowded loudspeaker market-
place on sound as well as looks.

Qualifications for this role
include the use of ICE amplifica-
tion, B&O's proprietory class D
digital amplifier, which provides
300 Watts to drive the twin
150mm bass drivers. Because
of its compactness and effi-
ciency, ICE amplification allows
B&O to fit a 300W amplifier into
the base section of the Beolab
1. The 75mm dome midrange
driver and 25mm tweeter are
driven by more conventional
75W class A/B amps.

Other innovations include
automatic level reduction if the
bass units are driven into clip-
ping and temperature sensors
to stop the drivers overheating.
Traditional B&O enthusiasts will
appreciate the switchable EQ, to
cope with different room place-
ments, and the range of five
anodised finishes.

Bang & Olufsen
@ (0178) 969 2288

B&O0 Beolab 1.

Toshiba SD90OE.

and total harmonic distortion of less than 0.002%. The

result, says Toshiba, is superior performance with CDs as

well as Dolby Digital/dts DVD-V discs. Then there's the
SD200E at £400, which adds built-in Dolby Digital
decoding and is said to deliver an even greater dynamic
range, with an audio performance equivalent to
Toshiba’s current flagship model, the £800 SD9000.

In terms of disc compatibility, the SD 100E will play
CD and DVD-Video discs, while the SD200E adds CD-R
discs to that list. The SD500E and SD90OE play all three
aforementioned formats, plus the forthcoming DVD-A
discs. The SD100E and SD200E should be in the shops
by the time you read this, with the SD500E and
SD9O0OE following this autumn. Got it? Good.

Toshiba @ (01276) 62222

JVC launches digital VHS

r_" JVC claims the future of video recording is in
I its hands and insists it is tape-based. The

* HM-DR10000 D-VHS VCR is launched this
month, incorporating an MPEG-2 encoder/decoder
to allow digital off-air recordings.

The news may come as a surprise following
Pioneer's announcement that recordable DVD will hit
the UK by the end of the year, leading many to
assume that the days of tape are numbered. But JVC
is confident the new digital tape-based format will
succeed, claiming better performance than DVD
because of a faster data transfer rate. D-VHS tapes
are also claimed to have ten times the capacity of
DVDs, and the format has compatibility on its side —
the HM-DR 10000 can record and playback existing
VHS and S-VHS tapes, as well as D-VHS. But will con-
sumers used to the exceptional convenience offered
by disc-based formats be willing to invest in yet more
tape? Only time will tell.

Of course, this is bigger news for home cinema
magazines than it is for a hifi title like HFC. But D-
VHS could actually prove useful as a hi-fi recording
device as an adjunct to its audio/visual duties — offer-
ing eight hours of digital recording at normal speed
and 21 hours in long-play mode, it could be the per-
fect way to make those lengthy Wagner compilations.
If you're interested, it'll set you back £1,300.

JVC =& (020) 8208 7654

=

~———" JVC HM-DR 10000.

headphones thanks to the Dolby
technology.
@ (01793) 842100

TEAC has a new component joining its
low-cost Reference 100 range. The lat-
est addition to the line-up is the MD-
H100 MiniDisc recorder (above)
designed to fit with existing Reference
100 components. The MDH100 costs
£249.95.
= (01923) 819630

SONY MUSIC VIDEO is stepping up
its DVD music releases with the launch
of several new titles appearing in
stores during the spring. Artists
include: Pink Floyd, Mariah Carey, Will
Smith, Manic Street Preachers and Jeff
Buckley, among others.

TOM EVANS AUDIO DESIGN has
brought out two Groovelettes or Micro
Groove phono stages. Priced at £399
and £699, these units are like a cross
between Tom’s Iso design and the
£1,500 Groove. The base model is an
updated version of the HR Iso; the
dearer unit adds the Lithos power sup-
ply regulation to the package and is
effectively half of the full Groove.

@ (01443) 833570

ELAC has unveiled the
‘top-of-the-range’ CL 5
3301 Jet speaker (right). “§
Part of the company's
aluminium monitor
series, the model has a
6.5mm thick aluminium
cabinet with an 18cm
mid/bass driver and gt
Jet’ ribbon tweeter. At
£2,500, including
stands, it's available in black or silver.
=(01494) 551571

TDK has a new range of blank CD-R
discs. The 650MB discs incorporate
Cardflex for indexing and archiving
your favourite Net downloads, project
files and music files. The five multi-
design inlay cards fit neatly into stan-
dard jewel cases for your personalised
library. Cost is £1.49 per disc.
@(01737) 773773

LIVING CONTROL has added a timer
to its MRS multi-room hi-fi system.
The Event can switch on a selected CD
or radio station at a designated time,
and can be set to control lights and
the like. Prices for the MRS start at
£4,500, with The Event an extra £800.
= (01424) 720616

ERRATA
On further investigation, our assertion in
the March issue that the Naim NAP180

power amplifier suffers from

= crossover distortion would
appear to be incorrect. Our
apologies to Naim Audio for
the mistake.

Also, in the February
issue our review of Elac’s
CL102 Mkl loudspeaker
stated the model came with
a one year guarantee. In fact

it carries a ten year guarantee.

TP HI-FI CHOICE 7 |




ultimate statement

Full 4 way system - Sth generation Uni-Q@ technology « 15" dual REFERENCE SERIES MODEL 109 !

suspension LF driver - individually selected crossover components

THE MAIDSTONE

3 dedicated separate enclosures - 25mm braced MDF construction

bespoke gold plated hardware - fine veneer and lacquer finish

. . . KENT ENGINEERING & u Y
Designed on computer - fine tuned by ear - hand built by music lovers e rounp

For details on KEF Reference Series please contact KEF AUDIO (UK) LIMITED, DEPT WHF33, FREEPOST MA1332, 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




Pieces of Silver

Monitor Audio has added a ‘bookshelf' speaker
i to its Silver range. The Silver 4i is claimed to
offer all the attributes
of a high-end standmounter
but at a fraction of the cost,
incorporating a 16.5cm metal-
coned C-CAM main driver for
“an exciting dynamic punch”.
It's magnetically shielded to
allow placement close to a TV
and is available in black oak,
cherry, rosewood and natural
oak. Price is £349 per pair.
Monitor Audio &
(01223) 242898

Multl-channel monster

Yamaha has unleashed its new flagship multi-
channel amp: the DSP-AX1. Successor to the
highly-acclaimed DSP-A1, this latest behemoth
costs £2,000 in black or £2,100 in gold.

At the heart of its design is Yamaha's Digital ToP-ART,
which stands for Total Purity Audio Reproduction
Technology. The aim is to maximise digital quality while
minimising analogue circuitry.

Yamaha claims each internal component has been
chosen to maximise performance. The digital circuitry
includes Burr-Brown 24-bit DACs for all ten channels,
while the power amp section incorporates “superior”
power transistors. Meanwhile, the Digital Signal
Processing circuitry uses the first 44-bit DSP LSIs (chips)
available in a consumer product, supplying 54 sound
field programmes with 14 fine-tuning parameters each.

If this amp is a good as Yamaha suggests, it could
prove an ideal partner
for high quality DVD-
Audio/Video players.
Expect a review. .
Yamaha 2
(01923) 233166

Yamaha DSP-AX1.

Kenwood’s budget Brit

r"‘" Kenwood has unveiled the KAF3030R, a bud-
get stereo amp priced at £250. Designed with

“ British ears in mind, it features a 'high resolu-
tion” input designed for new disc formats, and is claimed
to deliver a frequency range of nearly 100kHz.

Available in black or silver, the amp’s facilities include
by-passable tone controls and a phono input. Two sets
of cable terminals are supplied to facilitate bi-wiring or
allow two pairs of speakers to be driven.

This product represents something of a return to old
hunting grounds for Kenwood, once well known for pro-
ducing good quality budget amps. Hi-fi separates have
been on the back burner for some time — lets hope this
is the start of a renaissance! In the meantime, HFC will
review the KAF-3030R as soon as it hits the office.
Kenwood @ (01923) 816444

Kenwood KAF3030R.

\ﬁ‘ ' PAUL MESSENGER

‘Style' being as good a word as any for describing products which differ dramati-

cally in appearance from one another, yet are also a long way from the micro/
mini/midi stereotype — or traditional hi-fi separates. B&O and Bose set that early
agenda, with cute, compact ‘designer’ packages that cost much more than a typical
budget hi-fi system. They didn't sound any better, but were good enough to satisfy
the majority, and cute enough to persuade the better off to pay the price premium.

By the end of 1995, when | did a group test for HFC, a number of other brands
including Sony, Pioneer and Marantz had joined the hunt for Style customers. The
Arch, from Marantz, was the most ambitious, and also arguably the first Style system
from a specialist hi-fi brand. Marantz has been persistent with its ‘hi-fi quality’ Style
systems, introducing other models like Slim and Layla along the way. Sales have
been healthy enough in some European countries, but rather disappointing in the
Britain, a situation which probably has rather more to do with distribution channels
involved than the products themselves.

Our specialist hi-fi shops and customers seem to be
too conservative to take these systems seri-
ously, and the customer looking for added
style and convenience is more likely
to find the upmarket Denon and
Teac mini systems on the shelves
among the separates.

Outside the odd department store,
we simply don't have lifestyle-oriented
stores which handle electronics products.
Compare the approach of our major electronics
chains with the much more laid-back ‘coffee bar’ experi-
ence of visiting a branch of major Franco-Spanish chain Fnac,
which cleverly soft-sells hardware and software together. Which
explains why B&O has been setting up its ‘solus’ (one make) shops —
carefully designed and fitted outlets that look much more like the sort of
places from which upmarket fitted kitchens are sold than the typical hi-fi shop.

Although the British retail environment might still pose some problems, a number
of brands have recently introduced packages which could give the concept of ‘Style
hi-fi" a real boost (see next month's group test). Linn caught everyone by surprise
with the Classik back in 1998. Style isn't perhaps the first word that comes to mind
when seeing its understated midi-width box, but it's available in five colours, and the
combination of good quality CD player, AM/FM tuner and 75Wpc amplifier, com-
plete with clock/timer at about £1,000, has gone down very well.

Myryad's Cameo system, first seen at the Bristol show, is also quite conservative,
essentially packaging a separates system in pretty super-slim-'n"-silver casework.

Bus links make Cameo “as easy and convenient to operate as a Japanese mini sys-
tem”, according to managing director Chris Short. Unlike the Marantz Slim system,
Cameo components are also available separately. Much more ambitious (and
expensive at £2,990), the single-box Aphrodite from TAG McLaren is just coming
onto the market. Combining a top-loading CD player with RDS FM tuner and stereo
amp, the curvaceous styling and a silver-and-purple finish has attracted lots of trade
interest and won plenty of compliments.

Going further down the Style road than anyone to date, and certainly laying down
a challenge to B&O and Bose, Nakamichi is re-launching itself with an ambitious col-
lection of four bijou SoundSpace systems priced from £500 to about £5,000. And
there are more on the way! Powered satellite/subwoofer speaker systems help
keep the sources very compact, while most use three or five-disc changer mecha-
nisms for added convenience. Three are straight stereo CD-based, while the fourth
has full AV surround sound capabilities with DVD changer alongside five channels of
sound at the core, and with optional slim LCD displays for showing the pictures. It's
too early yet to say whether these systems will retain the sort of hi-fi credibility the
Nakamichi name invokes. Sub/sat speaker systems might be the lifeblood of bijou
Style products, but they've yet to win the affection of British audiophiles.

Those who value design and operating convenience as well as sound quality now
have an increasing choice. But don't overlook the fact that specialist hi-fi companies
have been creating style-oriented products for years. Today you can even have a
silver mini system with valves inside, courtesy Audio Note. Long live pluralism!

I t was about ten years ago that the first ‘Style’ audio systems started appearing,

¢ TAG McLaren Aphrodite.
i ’




PREVIOUSLY

UNHEARD

Phil Strongman digs out rare and classic
tracks appearing on CD or virgin vinyl for the
first time. Turn on, tune in, bliss out....

MATT DEIGHTON You Are The Dealer
Although obvious influences like Nick Drake,
John Martyn and Curtis Mayfield spring to
mind, ex-Mother Earth lad Matt Deighton
also has something unique about him and
this, his follow-up to the highly-acclaimed
Villager LP, is a winning selection.
Hammond king Brian Auger is among the
backing musos, but it's the haunting vocals
and well-recorded acoustic pieces that linger
longest in the brain with their fingers-on-
strings authenticity. It's taken Deighton some
four years to get this mastered, but it's been
worth the wait. A modern classic that just
has to be the HFC Album of The Month.
Barley Wheel CD/Vinyl LP

Music QOO Sonic HOOOD

THE BYRDS (untitled)/(unissued)

In 1970 the partly live (untitled) deservedly
restored the jingly-jangly Byrds to favour
with it's dynamic Lover of The Bayou, a 16-
minute Eight Miles High and the tastefully
tuneful Chestnut Mare. The (unissued)
disc is 50 minutes of previously unheard
pieces, including takes of Ballad of Easy
Rider and This Wheel's On Fire as well as a
haunting Yesterday's Train. Produced for
CD by Bob Irwin.

Columbia double CD

Music QOO Sonic YOO

LOU REED Lou Reed ‘
Mr Reed's eponymous debut missed out in |
early '72, partly because it got squeezed ’
between the Warhol years and the plat- I
inum, Bowie-produced Transformer albbum. |
For a set that featured Steve Howe, Rick '
Wakeman and Clem Cattini, it's often sur-
prisingly raw-edged, despite piano-laced
pieces like Berlin (which later blossomed
into an entire album). Hardcore Reed fans
will, however, warm to its lazy chill.
Camden CD ’

Music QOO Sonic QOO

VIRAGI Moving The Air

Leftfield dance with more than a touch of
bleepy ambient from the Mediterranean
guitar virtuoso. Quality chill-out noises with
an edge, bought to you in recycled sleeves
by just-music, an all instrumental label from
the folk who bought you Morcheeba and
The Egg.

justmusic.co.uk CD

Music QOO Sonic HOOOD

VARIOUS Cool Swing

Twentyone gems from the golden age of
swing — the jewel in the crown being the
original, extended version of Bunny
Berigan's | Can't Get Started, as used on
the Chinatown soundtrack. Part of a series
that includes Young Sinatra Swings.

ABM CD

Music QOO Sonic YOO

SPLODGENESSABOUNDS I Don’t Know
Max Splodge and his merry band of new
wave jokers racked up half a dozen Eighties
hits, each more ridiculous than the last.
Although his voice now makes the late,
great lan Dury sound like a choirboy, Max is
still the Frank Zappa of British punk, making
this a highly entertaining little disc.

Ahoy CD

Music QOO Sonic QOODD
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Morgan Audio
| Systems @

Bass explosion!

Bass specialist REL has revamped much of its
line-up in a bid to maintain its place at the fore-
front of active sub-woofer design.

First up is the REL Q201E, replacement for the popu-
lar Q200E. Its aim is to provide high quality bass from an
attractive and compact enclosure, and the new version
features a specially designed grille and larger feet to
raise the driver further from the floor. It costs £700, or
£800 in one of four optional veneers.

It's joined by the £1,500 Stadium I, latest version of
the long-running and highly regarded Stadium design.
Here the changes are more substantial, featuring a
redesigned cabinet made from 30mm MDF, a new
30cm Volt driver and a different amplifier — a 200 Watt,
fully-discrete MOSFET design. It comes with a full com-
plement of connection options and REL's Active Bass
Control cross-over circuitry, calibrated in 24 musically
correct semi-tone increments for the most accurate
system integration.

REL's designs are well known for providing a highly
musical solution for those who crave deep bass. Watch
out for a review of the equally-new £800 Storm Il in our
next issue.

REL = (01656) 768777

REL Stadium lil.

=

Morgan Audio Systems, previously better known
by its Deva Audio brand name, has released
: details of its cute mini-width range.

T At the front-end is the Deva CD Player, a
. ' £700 machine sporting a 16-bit DAC, discrete
analogue filter stages and individual power sup-

plies for its digital and analogue circuits. It's
joined by the Deva Tuner, a three-band ana-
logue model with 33 station presets, at £600.

On the amp side of things there's the £650 Deva
Integrated Amplifier, a line-level design complete with
discrete bi-polar output devices, a custom-built toroidal
transformer and a “unique” regulated single rail power
supply. To this one may add
the £999 Deva n—
Power Amplifier,
so bi-amping the
system.

All models are
available now.

(0151) 255 0946

Morgan'’s Devas.
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THE BEAUTIFULLY DESIGNED PORTABLE MINIDISC THAT COULD ONLY COME FROM SHARP.

SO SMALL, SO SLIM, SO LIGHTWEIGHT. S0 EASY TO ENJOY MUSIC WHEREVER THE MOOD
TAKES YOU. WITH LONGER PLAYBACK AND RECORDING TIMES THAN ANY SIMILAR MODEL. PLuUs A
LONG LIST OF ADVANCED FEATURES. INCLUDING 40 SECOND ANTI-SHOCK MEMORY, SAMPLING

RATE CONVERTER, FULL EDIT FUNCTIONS AND BACK-LIT LCD REMOTE CONTROL.

&

THE NEW SHARP MD-MT831H. WHERE LEADING EDGE DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY

MEETS THE CUTTING EDGE OF STYLE.

SHARP

FOR INFORMATION AND NEAREST STOCKIST, FREEPHONE 0O0B00 262 958. WWW.SHARP.CO.UK

SHARP ELECTRONICS (UK) LTD, SHARP HOuUuSE, THORP RD, NEWTON HEATH, MANCHESTER M40 5BE.



NEW TECHNOLOGY: TECHNICS DVD-A10

The Dawn Of

DVD-Audio

Guess what? We've got our hands on the first player from chief DVD-A protagonist Technics. Tim

Bowern sets the scene, while Jason Kennedy gives his early thoughts on the DVD-A10’s performance.

ince DVD-A was announced, everyone work-
ing in hi-fi has been straining to get hands-on
experience with the first wave of players. The
prospect of a DVD-based format created
purely for music could prove the biggest news
for music fans since the launch of CD. In fact,
along with SACD, this is the first format in
aeons to make plausible claims about taking
our listening pleasure to uncharted realms, so when our badgering
finally resulted in a player winging its way to Choice Towers, our
excitement knew no bounds. The man from Technics... he say yes!

The DVD-A10 is one of two machines due this year from Matsushita
Corporation of Japan. The company’s UK arm is talking optimistically
of a July launch, but the autumn seems more realistic. A price of £899
is expected for the DVD-A10, and it will be joined by the DVD-A7, a less
costly, lower specified player from Technics’ sister brand, Panasonic.

The other company heavily involved in DVD-A’s initial assault is
Pioneer - two players are expected in Europe at about the same time,
although at a slightly higher price. At the last time of asking, the DV-
939A had a projected price of £1,400, with the DV-AX10 pitched at
about £3,500. Denon is also expected to launch this year.

This Technics player is a pre-production model, so a full test would
not be appropriate. Another problem is the paucity of DVD-A software.

compressed multi-channel audio and the rest for features like subti-
tling. It has proved a huge success, with a more rapid take-up than any
format in history. Yet DVD-V is only part of the story. A version was
needed that put audio first. In 1995, Working Group 4 (WG4) was set
up to develop a DVD-A standard. A large portion of the disc would be
used by the ‘Audio Zone’, meaning most of the disc’s capacity would
be dedicated to high-resolution stereo and multi-channel sound. A
smaller ‘Video Zone’ would also exist, allowing the inclusion of clips
and stills, interviews, videos of specified tracks and extras like lyrics.
As late as last summer, the industry was hopeful of an autumn 1999
launch for hardware and software. But the date slipped, then late last
year a hacker cracked DVD-V’s Content Scrambling System (CSS), pub-
lishing the results on the Internet. DVD-A used a CSS variant, so labels
refused to publish any software until a better system was developed.
Matsushita delayed its hardware launch indefinitely and, although

“There are people talking about a music
industry renaissance, but will DVD-A really
heighten our listening experience?”

However, the Ed’s got his hands on some DVD-A demo discs, and gives
his firstimpressions of its performance with CD, DVD-V and DVD-A
opposite. A full review will follow closer to the player’s launch date.

Pioneer went ahead with a Christmas launch in Japan due to frenzied
consumer expectation, it delayed its launch elsewhere.
A new protection system called CPPM has been proposed by WG4,

DVD-Audio: The story so far
First there was DVD, a versatile medium designed to store digital data.
The discs were to be the size of CDs but incorporate a finer pit-size and
multi-layer construction to provide far greater capacity. The potential
uses were huge, not least for the PC and home entertainment indus-
tries, and working groups were formed to hammer out specifications.
Most people are aware of DVD-Video, made mainly for movie replay.
Much of the disc is used for video, with a smaller portion allocated to

Inside the DVD-A10

You'll have to wait for a full review to get a complete run-down of this player's
internal workings, but here’s a taster:

Technics is particularly proud of the player’s chassis, which it calls THCB, or
Technics Hybrid Construction Base. This is a honeycomb of damping material
which is designed to isolate sensitive circuitry from vibrations. Other components
are culled from the company’s audiophile amp technology: part-bamboo TAKE I
capacitors in the audio output stage and Virtual Battery Operation to minimise
the effect of power supply noise. It also incorporates a new multi-bit ‘Super
MASH’ DAC, developed to make the most of DVD-A signals up to 192kHz and
enable a potentially huge 24-bit dynamic range (144dB).

You won't just hear the benefits of this technology with DVD-A discs - Technics
has made an effort to improve CD replay too. The player includes a proprietary
feature called Digital Re-Master Processing, which employs double over-sampling
and 24-bit conversion to expand the playback frequency range up to a claimed
40kHz, double CD’s limit of 20kHz.

It uses digital signal processing to create a high frequency signal above 20kHz
comprising a “virtually natural harmonic structure”. This is then added to the
data recorded on the disc, extending frequency response into the ultra-high
region for a claimed fresher treble and sharper ambience.

and ratification by the Big Five record companies is expected as we go
to press. Hopefully, full software production will have been given the
green light by the time you read this. However, many argue the delay
has been useful, giving the time to allow for a concerted hardware/
software launch in 2000. Meantime, musical content production has
continued, ready for the protection to be added before release.

What can we expect from a DVD-Audio dise?

Audiophiles will find the prospect of super-high definition stereo
tempting enough, but that alone won’t persuade large numbers of
people to invest in technology and re-buy their music collections. Not
surprisingly, the record companies are keen on the other ‘new’ things
DVD-A can offer - discrete multi-channel audio, selected videos, on-
screen liner notes and biographies - which make it easier to sell.

For us it’s the promise of better sound that counts. Like CD and
DVD-V, DVD-A uses PCM (pulse code modulation) for its data. However,
the big differences come down quantisation (bit-depth or word-length)
and sampling rate (measured in kHz). The higher these figures the bet-
ter the quality. DVD-A offers the potential for up to 24-bit/192kHz qual-
ity in stereo, or up to 24-bit/96kHz in multi-channel, with six channels
available. This compares with CD’s 16-bit/44.1kHz in stereo.

One way of increasing disc capacity is to use DVD’s dual-layer con-
struction. A disc using a single layer has a capacity of 4.7Gb, around
seven times that of CD, but if both layers are used the capacity jumps
to 8.5Gb. In time, double-sided/dual-layer DVD-A discs should appear,
increasing capacity further. But even with this storage potential, such
high resolution stereo and multi-channel digital sound wouldn’t be
feasible without some form of compression to help get it on and off
the disc. ‘Lossy’ compression technologies like Dolby Digital and dts
are not of sufficiently high quality - they work by throwing away parts
of the data that are deemed unnecessary, so the full character of an
instrument and the ambience of a recording ends up being lost.
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That’s where Meridian Lossless Packing (MLP) comes in. This tech-
nology, developed by the English hi-ficompany, can be used by music
producers to pack data without any the loss of audio quality, the result
being decoded by software built into the player. Whether MLP is
required depends on the elements the producer intends to include on
adisc, storage capacity and the rate at which data can be streamed off.
If the highest resolution standards are to be used, MLP is a necessity.
Then there’s the question of potential playing time, which varies
according to quantisation and sampling rate, layer usage and compres-
sion or packing technology. For example, a single-layer disc carrying
music in 24-bit/192kHz stereo using MLP has a potential playing time
of 125 minutes. A disc containing 24-bit/96kHz 5.1 channel audio plus
a two-channel PCM mix could last 74 minutes.

Discs will be more expensive than CDs, with plenty of back cata-
logue revamping in addition to new recordings. It seems to be the
multi-channel aspects of DVD-A that have got the labels most excited.
There are people talking about a music industry renaissance, but will
it really heighten our listening experience?

The compatibility question

It seems unlikely that DVD-A-only players will ever exist. The machines
that are on the way, like the Technics DVD-A10, are ‘universal’ or ‘com-
bination’ players, compatible with both DVD-A and DVD-V discs, as
well as CDs. To play both the ‘Audio Zone’ and ‘Video Zone’ on a DVD-A
disc you’ll need one of these players. However, for compatibility rea-
sons the ‘Video Zone’ can also be played back on a standard DVD-V
player (see p20), and on computer DVD-ROM drives.

The issue is further complicated by the existence of SACD, the rival
CD-beating format from Sony and Philips. Technically it is very differ-
ent, employing a technology called Direct Stream Digital (DSD) in
place of PCM. HFC has already reviewed two Sony SACD players (see HFC
193 for a full technical report).

Another issue that needs clearing up is that of digital outputs. The
first players are equipped with standard S/PDIF outputs, like those
found on CD players. That means you can only output 24-bit/192kHz
stereo or 24-bit/96kHz multi-channel signals in analogue form. This is
for two reasons: the limitations of the connector - you simply can’t
squeeze the data out of an S/PDIF output — and issues of piracy. The use
of a new IEEE 1394 ‘Firewire’ connector has been proposed for future
players, and if accepted this would eradicate both problems, enabling
the output of all necessary data plus information relating to effective
copyright protection. So, what’s the betting that we’ll have recordable
DVD-A within two years?

The sound of DVD-A

iven the dearth of DVD-A software it was not easy to assess this unit at its

fullest potential - with 192kHz oversampled, 24-bit material. But | managed
to track down one demonstration disc courtesy of another DVD-A heavyweight,
Pioneer. Possibly as a result of the recording style and content | didn't get as
impressive results with this as | could with DVD-V compatible DAD discs from
various sources (such as Classic Records and Chesky). The reason could well
have been that my amplification and loudspeakers didn't have the bandwidth to
fully resolve the improvement that the extra 48kHz of extension could offer. But
the reason why higher sampling rates make higher perceived fidelity has as
much to do with the gentle roll-off of high frequencies as it does with absolute
extension. Which would explain why the 192kHz material sounded softer and
more relaxed than the 96kHz, albeit with totally different recordings.

| was able to compare exact recordings on CD and DAD (24/96) formats,
though, and they made a very strong case for the higher sampling and bit rates
offered by DVD. Acoustic recordings sounded considerably more natural with
greater harmonic richness and even better rhythmic drive. With material that is
quite hard work on CD - the percussive tubes and bells of Pulse by the New
Music Consort, for example - the DAD version had a musical coherence and
naturalness I've not previously encountered, even with decent DVD-V players.
24/96 discs could also be played at considerably higher level than CDs - this is
partly due to the high recording quality of the available discs, but is not in the
least bit hindered by the DVD-A10’s clean, smooth character. As a result, some of
the tracks on a Technics/Chesky sampler could almost be reproduced at lifelike
levels, albeit with a bit of complaint from the speakers at the dynamic peaks!

As a CD player, the DVD-AI10 is an extremely smooth operator - so much so
that when compared with an admittedly dearer dedicated CD player (the
Acoustic Precision Eikos) it seemed to lack transparency and energy. In fact, the
difference between the two was greater than the difference between 16/44.1 CDs
and 24/96 DADs via the Technics, such was the extra vigour and low-level detail
introduced by the CD player.

DVD-A's higher rates offer a smoother, cleaner sound, but with non-acoustic
material the advantages may not be appreciated. Music lovers don't necessarily
buy the cleanest sounding kit because the music they play sounds more vital
with some extra ‘edge’. The Eikos is among the cleanest sounding CD players I've
heard, and some find it too laid back, but next to the DVD-A10 it sounds incisive.

The proof of the new format’s advantages can be heard when playing well
recorded material at high levels - levels that you wouldn't be want to endure
with most CD-based systems. The introduction of wider bandwidth amps and
speakers will also help the new medium, but software will be its master. If record
companies back it, we'll be able to listen to classic and contemporary material as
the engineer heard - it if not more so.
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O'HEOCHAD -

Jason Kennedy experiences a brand
whose name he dare not speak.

'hEocha, a memorable — if unpronounceable — name which

leapt onto the scene earlier this year with a highly distinctive
looking loudspeaker. If you haven't seen O'hEocha’s chess
pawn/Cluedo piece-shaped D2 speakers, you've not been reading
magazines this year. The more conventional D 1-f featured here is the
company’s current range-topper and weighs in at 25kg a channel,
with a price tag of £1,760 per pair.

Built from a huge aluminium extrusion in a boat-tail section, the
D1-f measures 107cm tall on its alarming 50mm conical spikes. The
speaker itself sits on a 12mm metal baseplate and measures 15cm
across its solid ash facia by 27cm back to front and, largely because
of its shiny finish, looks extremely slim.

The driver array looks innocuous enough: a pair of 100mm
polyprop cones supporting a big 28mm soft dome tweeter. As each
driver is attached to the rear of the facia there's a considerable inset,
and thus a modicum of horn loading. The presence of six terminals
indicates that three way operation in being used, but doesn't give
away the fact that the column is divided into bass and mid/top sec-
tions internally. The review sample was not supplied with any form
of bridging connections for the terminals, but | imagine this will be
remedied when the D1-f gets to market.

SOUND QUALITY
This slender O'hEocha put in an impressive performance for such an
attractive newcomer. Once positioning had been optimised | man-
aged to get some powerful if not obviously deep bass out of them,
along with a better sense of timing than average. While not up with
the bestwhen it came to more dense material, there were few tracks
that it didn't make good job out of.

Imaging was clearly assisted by the slim profile and curved sides
and the cabinet didn't balk at low or mid frequencies. If anything it
was the drive units that showed the first signs of distress when things
got nasty. But this effect seemed to die away as listening progressed
and | suspect it may have been a factor of warming up, or lack thereof.

The D1-fis clearly a very capable speaker
thatlooks good and is priced competitively.
We'd encourage you to compare it with
your favourites straight away.
DRTATATA)

O'hEocha & (01564) 782502
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PIONEER PDR-\W739 £59

Lee Dunkley checks out a pioneering
CD-Recorder with a difference.

ot on the heels of the acclaimed Pioneer PDR-509 CD recorder

(HFC 199) comes the PDR-W739. A one-box CD ‘burner’ and
three-disc CD multiplayer, the PDR-W739 comes with a shedload of
flexible editing facilities more typically associated with MiniDisc
recorders. Costing £399, thistwin-deckmachine is based on the same
core CD-R engine as the '509 with a Delta Sigma DAC and Pioneer's
own Legato Link digital conversion filter.

The PDR-W739 is the most versatile model in the company’s CD-
R line-up, with particular attention paid to the host of user-friendly
editing features. Insert a pre-recorded disc and the three-disc multi-
play loading mechanism sounds a little clunky. But hit the play but-
ton and the Pioneer's sonic ability is reassuring and pleasing. Load
up a blank CD-R disc and activate the ‘copy mode’ sequence and the
front panel display guides you very intuitively through the set-up for
making perfect digital copies.

A convenience feature found on many an analogue twin-deck cas-
sette recorder is fast dubbing. This useful feature has now made the
crossover to the digital domain and double-speed recording appears
as the default on the automated copying routine. This can, of course,
be set to normal speed recording should you wish to listen to a disc
as it is recorded. Programming the three-disc multiplayer allows you
to select specific tracks from each CD, which is handy for making your
own compilations. Surprisingly, though, it does not allow you to
replace one disc while recording from another.

SOUND QUALITY

Copy for copy the PDR-W739 is an adept performer with all manner
of musical styles, and makes transparent and detailed digital copies
of your favourite discs. In a direct comparison with Pioneer's flagship
PDR-509 model, the PDR-W739 gives only the slightest indication
of a lack of refinement, with slight treble harshness that can become
fatiguing on some recordings. Standard and double-speed record-
ings displayed no obvious flaws, making it virtually impossible to dis-
tinguish between them.

As a CD player, the PDR-W739 gives an acceptable performance
with anything from classical music to jazz and right through to blunted
dance beats. It's possibly not the most involving of CD players at the
price and has a tendency to give a rather two-dimensional presen-
tation, but ifit's an all-singing, all-dancing CD-Recorder and multiplayer
combo you're after, our advice is to look to those that know. It looks
unbeatable at the price.

(RIATRIA] Pioneer & (01753) 789789



ROTEL RA-972

Lee Dunkley thinks Rotel’s latest amp is
a bit of a wolf in sheep’s clothing.

The RA-972 is the newest integrated amplifier in the Rotel range
and heads the company's four-strong line-up. Priced at £450 on
the nose, it cost almost twice as much as the company’s RA-971 Mkl
model (Best Buy in HFC 196).

So, what of the additional £200, you may ask? Both amplifiers offer
a claimed 60 Watts per channel output, and the ‘972 comes sup-
plied with a remote control for convenient armchair adjustments of
source selection and listening level. The reason for the inflated price
tag, Rotel claims, lies in its totally new design and custom-made com-
ponents using the latest developments with ‘T Network' capacitors
and a high quality toroidal transformer, which combine its said to make
a superior sounding integrated.

Build quality is to the usual high standards and is instantly recog-
nisable by its trademark front panel layout and finish. The familiar facia
sports a centrally mounted volume control, with bypassable tone con-
trols. There is no balance control provided. Source selection is via two
rotary controls labelled ‘recording’ and ‘listening, enabling you to
listen to one source while recording another.

At the back, the RA-972 has four line-level inputs plus two tape
loops and a preamplifier output for hooking up to additional amps.
Two sets of speaker terminals accepting 4mm plugs are provided and
are selectable from the front panel.

SOUND QUALITY

From the very first click of the relay switches, it was clear this was a
superior integrated. Its slender facia and understated looks disguise
the amp’s sonic thoroughbred abilities. Rated at 60 Watts power out-
put, the RA-972 handles up-tempo tunes with enough authority and
drive to keep even the most hardcore dance aficionado at home.

Crank up the volume and the Rotel really delivers with a solid bass,
transparent midband and detailed, unfatiguing treble. Imaging is
equally as impressive, conjuring a wide and tactile soundstage. Even
at low listening levels the amp manages to communicate effectively,
with a well-balanced detailed manner for those quieter, less intrusive,
moments. Only on more acoustic pieces does the Rotel give any hint
of a lack of neutrality, making piano and string pieces sound slightly
warm and coloured.

The Rotel RA-972 has a luxurious appeal with smile inducing sonic
abilities. It may lack sensitivity with delicate classics but careful match-
ing of source components may provide a leaner overall balance here.
Definitely worthy of consideration.

DATATATA) Rotel & (01908) 317707
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TANNOY mX]

Tim Bowern gets his ears around
Tannoy’s new entry-level speaker.

annoy's Mercury range has dominated the budget speaker charts

for the past three years, so a major revamp is big news. Last month
we tested the range-topping mX3 floorstander and found it to be a
very capable performer — at least as good as its acclaimed M3 pre-
decessor. And now we've got our hands on the baby mX1...

Many felt the little M1 was the strongest of the original three-strong
line-up. It was an attractive, smart, versatile box at an impressively low
price, equipped with a cohesive and carefully balanced sound. Now
its successor has earned its ‘X’ with changes both sonic and aesthetic.

The most fundamental change is a production move from Hungary
to the Far East, allowingfurther cuts to manufacturing costs and, accord-
ing to Tannoy, facilitating a better quality of manufacture. The new
speaker certainly looks even more impressive for the money — its 10cm
mid/bass cone is now strikingly white and both drive units fit flush to
the front panel. The cabinet has a wood-effect finish, looking partic-
ularly fetchingin the ‘light maple’ of our review sample, and the whole
thing is topped off with a distinctive silver grille. Nice.

And so to those sonic changes. The 30cm tall cabinet has been
substantially revamped, with the front baffle screwed and glued, addi-
tional internal bracing and marginally improved damping, the result
of which should be reduction of box resonance. The frames of both
main driver and fabric tweeter have been cut away to allow closer
mounting for better integration, and sensitivity in the midband region
has been increased. The mid/bass cone itself is made from paper
pulp and treated with a ceramic film to improve stiffness.

SOUND QUALITY

The mX1's balance errs on the side of caution, and those after a more
overtly ‘exciting’ listening experience should perhaps look elsewhere.
But its smooth, slightly laid-back presentation is also among its great-
est assets, carefully pitched to appeal to the majority of tastes and
work effectively with all manner of budget electronics. This is a
highly intelligent, low-cost, small-room design.

However, it loses a little weight in the bass and adds some
pace and punch through the midrange, the overall effect
appearing more agile and informative. There is perhaps some
loss of apparent scale, but the gain in terms of overall poise
outweighs this by some margin. There's more insight with clas-
sicalmusic, while pop/dancefare is deliveredwith greaterpace.

Treble is still a touch blunted, and one or two similarly priced

rivals deliver more sonic bite — Acoustic Energy’s Aegis One, for
example. But for all-round guile at a remarkably low price, the
mX1 is definitely five-star material.

L ok Dk Lk k) Tannoy @ (01753) 680868
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The Response range from ProAc.

Proof that you can please most of the audiophiles most of the time.

Since the Response range was launched ten years ago, we've sold around 10,000 pairs
worldwide. In the rarefied world of high-end audio, that’s a lot of loudspeakers.

Conceived on the basis of sound quality alone, with cost as an afterthought, Response
models have always incorporated the finest contemporary hardware elements available.

This cutting edge technology, allied to inspired design innovation, has resulted in a series
of models which have consistently produced smooth natural sound with pinpoint imagery
in an expansive soundstage.

The wide network of ProAc dealers will be pleased to put our current range of world-

beaters through their paces for you. Call us for your nearest dealer and arrange a ‘.
i ®
demonstration soon. '. PrOAc

perfectly natural

Highpoint House, Riding Road, Buckingham Road Industrial Estate, Brackley, Northamptonshire NN13 7BE
Tel: 01280 700147 Fax: 01280 700148 Website: www.proac-loudspeakers.com
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DAVID VIVIAN

David finally crosses the line between hi-fi enthusiast
and total and utter loon. Then comes back again.

een thinking about cables again.
B After my last wizz around wire won-

derland, you've probably deduced
that I'm as daft as a banana plug. That I get
all fetishistic about pearlescent dielectrics
and gold-plated, split pin phono plugs.
That I'm confusing simple electromag-
netic connections with exotic recreational
drugs. That my already tenuous grasp of
the plot has finally slipped to the point
where I'm hanging on by my fingernails.

All true. But it’s more fun that way. At

face value, there’s something about the
way cables can change the sound of a sys-
tem that encourages fanciful reasoning. A
tasty looking cable sparks off noodle-
brained notions that have little or nothing

First, more expensive isn’t necessarily
better. What matters is good design, quality
materials and attention to detail, and
expense isn’t the arbiter of such things. The
speaker cable’s job is to convey the signal
between amp and speaker. How well it does
so depends on its design and construction.
The idea is to transfer the signal energy
between the amp and speaker without loss.

Traditionally this has been best achieved
with a low resistance cable to ensure the
flattest possible frequency response with a
wide variety of speakers. More recently
there’s been a trend towards solid-core
(rather than stranded) cables. These claim
to have less ‘skin effect’, which is promoted
as a Good Thing. Skin effect is normally

“You've probably deduced that I'm confusing cables with
exotic recreational drugs. That my already tenuous grasp
of the plot has slipped so far I'm hanging on by my nails.”

to do with science. Is powdered rhino horn
really an afrodisiac? Same thing.

In the end, though, science is the one
thing you can’t ignore. I do feel a bit guilty
about romanticising the whole cable caboo-
dle to the point where you might believe
otherwise. So here’s a more rational
account of why some cables work better
than others. Even if you’'re tempted to
splash out, it’s useful to know what speaker
and interconnect cables should do when
they’re working as their creator intended.

associated with (very) high-frequency trans-
mission where the signal density increases
towards the outer surface of the conductor
compared with its core. The area through
which the signal flows is reduced and the
quality of transmission can be compro-
mised by oxidisation (another form of skin
effect in a way). Which is a Bad Thing.

But some engineers
question its sig-
nificance in /
audio -

O ;,

po
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| applications. Certainly its influence is

minute compared with other parameters
that go to make up a good cable. In the case
of interconnects, maximum signal integrity
and immunity from induced noise are the
keys to preserving peak performance.

Signal and data integrity can be opti-
mised by using a low loss dielectric (low
density insulation material that inhibits
signal leakage between conductors) and
high purity 99.999% oxygen-free copper
(OFC) conductors. This gives significant
audible improvements over standard grade
TPC (Tough Pitch) copper. Silver Plated
99.999% OFC conductors provide even
greater conductivity, delivering better
resolution and delicacy in a top system.

Well designed, a cable’s jacket can absorb
mechanically induced vibration and,
beneath that, multiple screening of the
conductors prevents RF and electromag-
netic interference. Multiple screening is
particularly important at higher frequen-
cies where single screening techniques have
been found by some cable manufacturers to
be inadequate. Plugs are crucial, too. Phono
plugs with gold-plated pins and connectors
minimise contact resistance and long term
oxidisation.

The technical ideal, of course, is that
cables are sonically invisible. Fit them and
forget them. Most claim nothing less; few
deliver the promise. As I've said before,
though, it would be less fun if all cables
sounded the same. The fascinating thing is
that they all seem to do something differ-
ent to the sonic shading of a system. It can
be subtle or dramatic. More bass, crisper
midband, smoother treble. Leaner bass, less
exposed midband, brighter treble. More
warmth, less grain, greater definition,
eased congestion. There are points where
the marketing of cables and skin care prod-

cts appear to overlap in pursuit of seem-
1ngly identical goals: to modify, massage,
manipulate, moisturise, exfoliate, tauten
and rejuvenate.

And that’s why cables are interesting.
Honest.
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LETTERS

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

LETTER OF THE

MONTH

OLD SWINGER

I have an issue with the ‘best buy’

and ‘recommended’ swing tags

awarded by the hi-fi press. I appreciate

HIFl CHOICE
BEST BUY

their usefulness in ranking the respective merits of components,
but feel this should have some kind of expiry date. Advances in tech-
nology proceed at differing paces, but it is arguable whether a mid-
priced speaker of three or four years vintage can truly stack up as a
serious competitor to an equivalent priced speaker of today.
Another problem is that swing tags have marked a cornerstone in
manufacturer’s marketing campaigns. I suspect some very success-
ful products of yesteryear continue to milk the mileage of their
award beyond their useful life to consumers, and particularly new

1=

fie

WORLDS APART

After reading Hi-Fi World’s review
on the Monrio Asty CD player, I
visited my friendly local dealer
who agreed to loan me an Asty for
a week. On listening to the player
at home, I had difficulty getting
into the music no matter what
type of material I played on it. I lis-
ten to mostly jazz music, where
timing is an extremely important
part of the whole, and was disap-
pointed by the Asty’s portrayal.

I have been reading Hi-Fi Choice
since its very first issue and am
rarely disappointed. On reading
your own review of the Asty player
Messrs. Miller and Gold clearly
explained what I was, or wasn’t,
hearing. I thank them for their
technical expertise, thoroughness
and blind listening with ears.
Quality always wins.

Allen Bell, Redditch

BLINDING REVIEWS

After reading a number of equip-
ment reviews in Hi-Fi Choice, I have
a question. When reviewing com-
ponents are the listening panel

FOR
DIGITAL AUDIO
CD RECORDERS

T

buyers who haven’t yet learnt to trust the judgement of their ears.
The Stereophile buyer’s guide used to have a category relating to prod-
ucts that had not been listened to for some time and, while the com-
ponent would still have merits, its continued classification was
inappropriate. Could Hi-Fi Choice adopt a similar stance in the UK?

Archie Sadza, Harare, Zimbabwe

The Editor replies...You have a point there Archie, products that were world
beaters when launched can seem less of a bargain a couple of years later as
the competition catches up. In the past product lifetimes were shorter and
this was less of an issue, but now kit can hang around for years before being
superseded. The only way to tackle this is with re-testing which we are start-
ing to do more of and are taking into consideration with future groups.

aware of what make or model
they are hearing, or are these tests
conducted ‘blind’?

K M Johansson, Sweden

The Editor replies... Hi-Fi Choice
reviews combine ‘blind’ (unsighted)
panel listening and extensive hands-
on listening by the reviewer. In a loud-
speaker Mega Test, for example, each
model is placed behind an acoustically
transparent curtain masking its iden-
tity, size and positioning from the
panel. Each test covers a broad range
of musical styles and is strictly con-
trolled with a number of periodic
repeat presentations for consistency.

COMPLETE MADNESS

Why did the Audio Refinement
Complete amp get only two stars?
It is possibly the best piece of
solid-state equipment to come out
in years. I'm not wishing to come
across as a nutter, butIam a very
proud owner of the Audio
Refinement Complete integrated.
I have owned equipment ranging
from Arcam, Quicksilver, BAT to
the Bel Canto integrated that was
raved about. The truth is, I have
never been happier than with my
Rega Planet CD player, Alpha-Core
interconnects and Audio
Refinement Complete integrated

K’s audio CD-R range

amp hooked up to a pair of System
Audio 1130 speakers and JPW
SW120 subwoofer with Nordost
Flatline gold and Super Flatline
gold bi-wired cable.

Pete Hogan, via e-mail

The Editor replies... I'm glad to hear
you enjoy the Audio Refinement amp,
and I don’t suppose you're alone in
doing so. Tim Bowern was not so
impressed but tastes vary, which is
why our formal tests include ‘blind’
listening panels.

WEREN'T NOTHIN’, MAAM
I would like to thank you for your
assistance regarding the warranty
period on the Yamaha DVD S7951
purchased from my local Comet
store, (see Letters, HFC 201).

Comet has told me it is pre-
pared to refund the full amount
for the extended warranty and is
reviewing its warranty policy to
take account of products with two
year guarantee periods. I am very
grateful for your interest.

Mrs JM Cornish, Romford

MAINS STREAM

I read with interest your reviews
of hi-fi components, but feel one
product group is being ignored:
the specialist power cables, exten-

sion sockets and mains condition-
ers made by Russ Andrews, Chord,
AudioQuest and Kimber, among
others. Their cost can seriously
challenge the pockets of all but
the well heeled, but just how good
are they? Are they effective with
all equipment, including mini or
budget systems, or is the greatest
effect only with mid to high-end
equipment? Which offer the best
route to ‘improved’ sound and
which would you recommend to
audition first? Any chance of look-
ing at some of these items in the
near future?

M. Henderson, Rickmansworth

The Editor replies...
We will be taking a
look at some of
Russ’ new mains
calming products in an
upcoming issue. As for a
mains cable group, well
it’s a possibility.

WRITE TO US

Let it all flow and send us your points

of view on all that is hi-fi. The author of the
best letter or e-mail wins a prize for their
efforts. Get writing to: The Letters Page,
Hi-Fi Choice, Future Publishing, 99 Baker
Street, London W1M 1FB, or send your
e-malil to: lee.dunkley@futurenet.co.uk

Letters page sponsored by

&TDK,

at the heart of it
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MEGATEST CD PLAYERS & DVD PLAYERS UP TO £500

CD Players &
DVD Players

Wondering whether to go for a new budget CD player or dive into this newfangled DVD thing?

and

Let

tis arguable that if DVD players
were not capable of also play-

test the waters for you.

been a recovery as the realisation has grown
that DVD players do not generally make

ing compact discs, the medium

might never have taken off as

impressively as it has. Ever since
DVD-Video burst on the scene about
three years ago, the market has been in a
state of turmoil.

Because it is a primarily a video tool, DVD
has been driven by film industry politics :'-" -
which has forced us to live with regional cod- e
ing for movie-based material. This has led to =
an almost schizophrenicsplitin the market,
with the high street retailers selling Region 2
(UK) players, while the videophile interested in a
broader range of software buys Code 1 (US) or
multi-region players from other sources - often, as it happens, the
very same dealers who sell quality component hi-fi.

The promise of a dedicated version of DVD optimised for high qual-
ity multi-channel audio has held back moves to exploit the audio capa-
bilities of DVD-Video. Although a small number of high resolution,
two-channel recordings are available from Classic Recordings and oth-
ers. Meanwhile, DVD-Audio has been delayed further, probably until
the end of the year, which has given CD an unexpected reprieve.

Perhaps the most important question facing compact disc users
interested in a new player is whether to buy a dedicated CD player, or
to rely on the flexibility of a DVD-spinner to play compact discs. Taking
the DVD route sounds like a good idea on paper, but
itdidn’t take long for people to discover that the
technology needed to cope with DVD is, to an extent,
in conflict with the requirements of compact disc. To
cut to the chase, DVD players just didn’t cut the mus-
tard musically. At the very least, DVD players suffer
from a much more noisy internal electrical environ-
ment, and the extra complexity makes them rela-
tively expensive, which at one time meant that the
DVD equivalent of a £150 CD player cost about £500.

That kind of money for a player that invariably
still doesn’t sound as good as a budget CD player
reallyisn’t much of a bargain, and it’s interesting
that this fact seems to have been recognised in the
market. In the first year or so of DVD, CD player sales
were very depressed, but over the past year there has

CD PLAYERS

Marantz CD5000
NAD C520

Sony CDP-XE330
Technics SL-PG390
DVD PLAYERS
JVC XV515GD DVD
NAD T-550 DVD
Pioneer DV-525
Sharp DV-760
Sony DVP-S325
Toshiba CD-3109

Cambridge Audio D500
Harman/Kardon HD720

very good CD players.
But the situation is constantly changing.
DVD players are increasingly using more
highly integrated chipsets, which provides
scope for cleaning up technical performance.
Perhaps for the same reason, and also thanks
to the economies of scale, prices have been
dropping. That £500 entry-level price for a
DVD player is now closer to £300 for a model
from a prime manufacturer, bringing the two
types of player much closer in terms of price.

In this test, we’ve taken six budget DVD play-

ers, with prices ranging from £300 to £500, and
compared them in the role of compact disc
replay with six compact disc players which cost
between £90 and £230.

Some care will be needed to compare like
with like, especially in the case of the DVD play-
ers. There are considerable differences in their
specifications (which are covered in detail in
the reviews), the main one being that some
include Dolby Digital decoders and provide a
six-channel output suitable for use with any
non-digital surround amplifier or TV with a
six-channel input, while others don’t. Videophiles
will certainly opt for machines with-
out digital processors. They make for
greater consistency, for several reasons - one
very practical one being that dts decoding will also
be a requirement, and this can normally only be

£200.00
£230.00

£150.00 | provided externally, and amplifiers/processors that
£170.00 | have dts also have Dolby Digital.
£100.00 Although the cheapest DVD players in our test cost
£90.00 | £300, readers may be aware there are models around
that cost even less. These have been excluded from
£300.00 | oy tests for the same reason that unbranded CD
::::'gg players aren’t included. For the most part, they come

in batches from Far Eastern factories, and once a
batch has sold through, that’s it. You take your
chances, but it’s a safe bet that sound quality is
unlikely to have been high on the design agenda.

£500.00
£330.00
£380.00

How the tests were done

he test programme included unsighted panel tests

and sighted listening by the author. Panel testing,
spread over two days, included a large number of
repeats, with no panel member knowing the identity of
the player on test, and with levels normalised between
test runs. The system used included Krell and Arcam
amplification, and Focal JM Labs Mezzo Utopia speak-
ers and others for the unsighted and hands-on tests.

Our listening panel included David Inman (Castle (Columbia CK67703)

20 [HIEFI CHOICE JYEYPION]

Acoustics), Steve Harris (TAG McLaren, ALR), Alan
O'Rourke (Ruark), Julian Maddock (Quad), Keith
Haddock (REL, Myryad) and Mike Martindale (Arcam).

All published measurements were taken on the QC
Suite v3.1 high-speed functional testing station.

What music did we use?
ALICE IN CHAINS: No Excuses from Unplugged

BRAHMS: Variations on a Theme of Paganini: Theme
& Variation 1/Evgeny Kissin - piano (RCA Victor 09026
68910-2)

THE CORRS: Runaway from Unplugged (Atlantic 7567
80986-2)

MAHLER: Symphony No 6, opening of second move-
ment/City of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra, Simon
Rattle - conductor (EMI CDS754047-2)

Other titles were used in the hands-on tests.



DAVID VIVIAN

David finally crosses the line between hi-fi enthusiast
and total and utter loon. Then comes back again.

een thinking about cables again.

After my last wizz around wire won-

derland, you've probably deduced
that I'm as daft as a banana plug. That I get
all fetishistic about pearlescent dielectrics
and gold-plated, split pin phono plugs.
That I'm confusing simple electromag-
netic connections with exotic recreational
drugs. That my already tenuous grasp of
the plot has finally slipped to the point
where I'm hanging on by my fingernails.

All true. But it’s more fun that way. At

face value, there’s something about the
way cables can change the sound of a sys-
tem that encourages fanciful reasoning. A
tasty looking cable sparks off noodle-
brained notions that have little or nothing

First, more expensive isn’t necessarily
better. What matters is good design, quality
materials and attention to detail, and
expense isn’t the arbiter of such things. The
speaker cable’s job is to convey the signal
between amp and speaker. How well it does
so depends on its design and construction.
The idea is to transfer the signal energy
between the amp and speaker without loss.

Traditionally this has been best achieved
with a low resistance cable to ensure the
flattest possible frequency response with a
wide variety of speakers. More recently
there’s been a trend towards solid-core
(rather than stranded) cables. These claim
to have less ‘skin effect’, which is promoted
as a Good Thing. Skin effect is normally

“You've probably deduced that I'm confusing cables with
exotic recreational drugs. That my already tenuous grasp
of the plot has slipped so far I'm hanging on by my nails.”

to do with science. Is powdered rhino horn
really an afrodisiac? Same thing.

In the end, though, science is the one
thing you can’t ignore. I do feel a bit guilty
about romanticising the whole cable caboo-
dle to the point where you might believe
otherwise. So here’s a more rational
account of why some cables work better
than others. Even if you’re tempted to
splash out, it’s useful to know what speaker
and interconnect cables should do when
they’re working as their creator intended.

associated with (very) high-frequency trans-
mission where the signal density increases
towards the outer surface of the conductor
compared with its core. The area through
which the signal flows is reduced and the
quality of transmission can be compro-
mised by oxidisation (another form of skin
effect in a way). Which is a Bad Thing.

But some engineers -

. . . L
question its sig- N
nificance in % ‘\W/;//J .

audio
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applications. Certainly its influence is
minute compared with other parameters
that go to make up a good cable. In the case
of interconnects, maximum signal integrity
and immunity from induced noise are the
keys to preserving peak performance.

Signal and data integrity can be opti-
mised by using a low loss dielectric (low
density insulation material that inhibits
signal leakage between conductors) and
high purity 99.999% oxygen-free copper
(OFC) conductors. This gives significant
audible improvements over standard grade
TPC (Tough Pitch) copper. Silver Plated
99.999% OFC conductors provide even
greater conductivity, delivering better
resolution and delicacy in a top system.

Well designed, a cable’s jacket can absorb
mechanically induced vibration and,
beneath that, multiple screening of the
conductors prevents RF and electromag-
netic interference. Multiple screening is
particularly important at higher frequen-
cies where single screening techniques have
been found by some cable manufacturers to
be inadequate. Plugs are crucial, too. Phono
plugs with gold-plated pins and connectors
minimise contact resistance and long term
oxidisation.

The technical ideal, of course, is that
cables are sonically invisible. Fit them and
forget them. Most claim nothing less; few
deliver the promise. As I've said before,
though, it would be less fun if all cables
sounded the same. The fascinating thing is
that they all seem to do something differ-
ent to the sonic shading of a system. It can
be subtle or dramatic. More bass, crisper
midband, smoother treble. Leaner bass, less
exposed midband, brighter treble. More
warmth, less grain, greater definition,
eased congestion. There are points where
the marketing of cables and skin care prod-

cts appear to overlap in pursuit of seem-
ingly identical goals: to modify, massage,
manipulate, moisturise, exfoliate, tauten
and rejuvenate.

And that’s why cables are interesting.
Honest.
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YOUR VIEWS

LETTERS

Hi-Fi Choice’s very own ‘points of view’ page, where you, the reader, can express your opinions!
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LETTER OF THE

Hi Fl GHOIGE
and ‘recommended’ swing tags BEST BUY
awarded by the hi-fi press. [ appreciate

their usefulness in ranking the respective merits of components,
but feel this should have some kind of expiry date. Advances in tech-
nology proceed at differing paces, but it is arguable whether a mid-
priced speaker of three or four years vintage can truly stack up as a
serious competitor to an equivalent priced speaker of today.
Another problem is that swing tags have marked a cornerstone in
manufacturer’s marketing campaigns. I suspect some very success-
ful products of yesteryear continue to milk the mileage of their
award beyond their useful life to consumers, and particularly new

buyers who haven’t yet learnt to trust the judgement of their ears.
The Stereophile buyer’s guide used to have a category relating to prod-
ucts that had not been listened to for some time and, while the com-
ponent would still have merits, its continued classification was
inappropriate. Could Hi-Fi Choice adopt a similar stance in the UK?
Archie Sadza, Harare, Zimbabwe

OLD SWINGER
I have an issue with the ‘best buy’

The Editor replies...You have a point there Archie, products that were world
beaters when launched can seem less of a bargain a couple of years later as
the competition catches up. In the past product lifetimes were shorter and
this was less of an issue, but now kit can hang around for years before being
superseded. The only way to tackle this is with re-testing which we are start-
ing to do more of and are taking into consideration with future groups.

WORLDS APART

After reading Hi-Fi World’s review
on the Monrio Asty CD player, I
visited my friendly local dealer
who agreed to loan me an Asty for
a week. On listening to the player
at home, I had difficulty getting
into the music no matter what
type of material I played on it.Ilis-
ten to mostly jazz music, where
timing is an extremely important
part of the whole, and was disap-
pointed by the Asty’s portrayal.

I have been reading Hi-Fi Choice
since its very first issue and am
rarely disappointed. On reading
your own review of the Asty player
Messrs. Miller and Gold clearly
explained what I was, or wasn’t,
hearing. I thank them for their
technical expertise, thoroughness
and blind listening with ears.
Quality always wins.

Allen Bell, Redditch

BLINDING REVIEWS

After reading a number of equip-
ment reviews in Hi-Fi Choice, I have
a question. When reviewing com-
ponents are the listening panel

Fi
DIGITAL AUDIO
CD RECORDERS

aware of what make or model
they are hearing, or are these tests
conducted ‘blind’?

K M Johansson, Sweden

The Editor replies... Hi-Fi Choice
reviews combine ‘blind’ (unsighted)
panel listening and extensive hands-
on listening by the reviewer. In a loud-
speaker Mega Test, for example, each
model is placed behind an acoustically
transparent curtain masking its iden-
tity, size and positioning from the
panel. Each test covers a broad range
of musical styles and is strictly con-
trolled with a number of periodic
repeat presentations for consistency.

COMPLETE MADNESS

Why did the Audio Refinement
Complete amp get only two stars?
It is possibly the best piece of
solid-state equipment to come out
in years. I'm not wishing to come
across as a nutter, butIam a very
proud owner of the Audio
RefinementComplete integrated.
I have owned equipment ranging
from Arcam, Quicksilver, BAT to
the Bel Canto integrated that was
raved about. The truth is,  have
never been happier than with my
Rega Planet CD player, Alpha-Core
interconnects and Audio
Refinement Complete integrated

TDK’s audio CD-R range

amp hooked up to a pair of System
Audio 1130 speakers and JPW
SW120 subwoofer with Nordost
Flatline gold and Super Flatline
gold bi-wired cable.

Pete Hogan, via e-mail

The Editor replies... I'm glad to hear
you enjoy the Audio Refinement amp,
and I don’t suppose you're alone in
doing so. Tim Bowern was not so
impressed but tastes vary, which is
why our formal tests include ‘blind’
listening panels.

WEREN'T NOTHIN’, MA'AM
I would like to thank you for your
assistance regarding the warranty
period on the Yamaha DVD S7951
purchased from my local Comet
store, (see Letters, HFC 201).

Comet has told me it is pre-
pared to refund the full amount
for the extended warranty and is
reviewing its warranty policy to
take account of products with two
year guarantee periods. I am very
grateful foryour interest.

Mrs JM Cornish, Romford

MAINS STREAM

Iread with interest your reviews
of hi-fi components, but feel one
product group is being ignored:
the specialist power cables, exten-

sion sockets and mains condition-
ers made by Russ Andrews, Chord,
AudioQuest and Kimber, among
others. Their cost can seriously
challenge the pockets of all but
the well heeled, but just how good
are they? Are they effective with
all equipment, including mini or
budget systems, or is the greatest
effect only with mid to high-end
equipment? Which offer the best
route to ‘improved’ sound and
which would you recommend to
audition first? Any chance of look-
ing at some of these items in the
near future?

M. Henderson, Rickmansworth

The Editor replies...
We will be taking a
look at some of
Russ’ new mains
calming products in an
upcoming issue. As for a
mains cable group, well
it’s a possibility.

WRITE TO US

83

Let it all flow and send us your points
of view on all that is hi-fi. The author of the
best letter or e-mail wins a prize for their

efforts. Get writing to: The Letters Page,
Hi-Fi Choice, Future Publishing, 99 Baker
Street, London W1M 1FB, or send your
e-mail to: lee.dunkley@futurenet.co.uk

Letters page sponsored by

S&TDK,

at the heart of it
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MEGA TEST (D PLAYERS & DVD PLAYERS UP TO £500

CD Players &
DVD Players

Wondering whether to go for a new budget CD player or dive into this newfangled DVD thing?

and

Let

tis arguable that if DVD players

test the waters for you.

been a recovery as therealisation has grown
that DVD players do not generally make

were not capable of also play-

ing compact discs, the medium

might never have taken off as

impressively as it has. Ever since
DVD-Video burst on the scene about
three years ago, the market has beenin a
state of turmoil.

Because it is a primarily a video tool, DVD
has been driven by film industry politics
which has forced us to live with regional cod-
ing for movie-based material. This has led to
an almost schizophrenic split in the market,
with the high street retailers selling Region 2
(UK) players, while the videophile interested in a
broader range of software buys Code 1 (US) or
multi-region players from other sources - often, as it happens, the
very same dealers who sell quality component hi-fi.

The promise of a dedicated version of DVD optimised for high qual-
ity multi-channel audio has held back moves to exploit the audio capa-
bilities of DVD-Video. Although a small number of high resolution,
two-channel recordings are available from Classic Recordings and oth-
ers. Meanwhile, DVD-Audio has been delayed further, probably until
the end of the year, which has given CD an unexpected reprieve.

Perhaps the most important question facing compact disc users
interested in a new player is whether to buy a dedicated CD player, or
to rely on the flexibility of a DVD-spinner to play compactdiscs. Taking
the DVD route sounds like a good idea on paper, but
itdidn’t take long for people to discover that the

technology needed to cope with DVD is, to an extent, | €D PLAYERS

very good CD players.
But the situation is constantly changing.
DVD players are increasingly using more
highly integrated chipsets, which provides
scope for cleaning up technical performance.
Perhaps for the same reason, and also thanks
to the economies of scale, prices have been
dropping. That £500 entry-level price for a
DVD player is now closer to £300 for a model
from a prime manufacturer, bringing the two
types of player much closer in terms of price.
In this test, we’ve taken six budget DVD play-
ers, with prices ranging from £300 to £500, and
compared them in the role of compact disc
replay with six compact disc players which cost
between £90 and £230.

Some care will be needed to compare like
with like, especially in the case of the DVD play-
ers. There are considerable differences in their
specifications (which are covered in detail in
the reviews), the main one being that some
include Dolby Digital decoders and provide a
six-channel output suitable for use with any
non-digital surround amplifier or TV with a
six-channel input, while others don’t. Videophiles

will certainly opt for machines with-
out digital processors. They make for

in conflict with the requirements of compact disc. To
cut to the chase, DVD players just didn’t cut the mus-
tard musically. At the very least, DVD players suffer
from a much more noisy internal electrical environ-
ment, and the extra complexity makes them rela-
tively expensive, which at one time meant that the
DVD equivalent of a £150 CD player cost about £500.
That kind of money for a player that invariably
still doesn’t sound as good as a budget CD player
really isn’t much of a bargain, and it’s interesting
that this fact seems to have been recognised in the
market. In the first year or so of DVD, CD player sales
were very depressed, but over the past year there has

Cambridge Audio D500
Harman/Kardon HD720
Marantz CD5000

NAD (520

Sony CDP-XE330
Technics SL-PG390
DVD PLAYERS

JVC XV515GD DVD
NAD T-550 DVD
Pioneer DV-525

Sharp DV-760

Sony DVP-S325
Toshiba CD-3109

greater consistency, for several reasons - one
£200.00 | very practical one being that dts decoding will also
£230.00 | be arequirement, and this can normally only be
£150.00 | provided externally, and amplifiers/processors that
£170.00 | have dts also have Dolby Digital.
£100.00 Although the cheapest DVD players in our test cost

£90.00 | £300, readers may be aware there are models around

that cost even less. These have been excluded from
£300.00 | (yr tests for the same reason that unbranded CD
£500.90 players aren’t included. For the most part, they come
£399.00 in batches from Far Eastern factories, and once a
£500.00 | batch has sold through, that’s it. You take your
S chances, but it’s a safe bet that sound quality is
£380.00 . . .

unlikely to have been high on the design agenda.

How the tests were done

he test programme included unsighted panel tests

and sighted listening by the author. Panel testing,
spread over two days, included a large number of
repeats, with no panel member knowing the identity of
the player on test, and with levels normalised between
test runs. The system used included Krell and Arcam
amplification, and Focal JM Labs Mezzo Utopia speak-
ers and others for the unsighted and hands-on tests.
Our listening panel included David Inman (Castle

PUNCTE N TS May 2000

Acoustics), Steve Harris (TAG McLaren, ALR), Alan
O’'Rourke (Ruark), Julian Maddock (Quad), Keith

Haddock (REL, Myryad) and Mike Martindale (Arcam).

All published measurements were taken on the QC
Suite v3.1 high-speed functional testing station.

What musie did we use?
ALICE IN CHAINS: No Excuses from Unplugged
(Columbia CK67703)

BRAHMS: Variations on a Theme of Paganini: Theme
& Variation 1/Evgeny Kissin - piano (RCA Victor 09026
68910-2)

THE CORRS: Runaway from Unplugged (Atlantic 7567
80986-2)

MAHLER: Symphony No 6, opening of second move-
ment/City of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra, Simon
Rattle - conductor (EMI CDS754047-2)

Other titles were used in the hands-on tests.
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1 HINTS & TIPS
il he be_!stfrom

sense. CD players don't like to be run
from cold, so don't expect the best
sound for the first half hour or so,
unless (and sometimes even if) yours
is one of the growing number of
models 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 like an
amplifier; but if needs must, try to
arrange some space and mechanical
isolation between the components.

 can give good results.

GLOSSARY

the

I1ta

ailings off
Ftypes.
finsic to digital a

ensive use of filters,
analogue and digital. Th
very sophisticated in design, and
total they probably have rather n
to do with the ‘personality’ of C

e

OUTPUT IMPEDANCE: A measure
resistance to allemaﬁrig current, a
low output impedance (say, below

compatibility with most amplifiers,
even when using long or unusual

| designs of interconnect cables.

high impedance, especially in

njunction with an amplifier with a
low input impedance (some are as
low as eight kOhms, although the
standard is 47 kOhms) can result in
audible treble losses.
JITTER: Jitter represents the
uncertainty in the timing of digital
signals, which translates into a
muddling and loss of detail and
defocused imagery. State of the art is
below 150psec, but figures over
1,000psec are not uncommon.

May 2000




Small is beautiful!

The stiffer a structure the less it will flex and vibrate. The more massive the less it will vibrate. Therefore to be structurally inert, with
a given weight of metal, a turntable should be a compact as possible. The extreme opposite, ie the same weight of metal spread
over a large enough area, would be aluminium foil. These simple facts of physics should be borne in mind if you aim to hear your
records rather than your turntable!

Details and reviews on request from:
SME LIMITED . STEYNING « SUSSEX -« BN44 3GY + ENGLAND . &=+44 (0)1903 814321 - +44 (0)1903 814269
www.sme.ltd.uk + e-mail — sales@sme-Iltd.demon.co.uk

| CHORD's new
HORD )  Visit Chb(tes Website

Chord Electronics on line
www.chordelectronics.co.uk

It's not hers !
It's ours ...

www.chordelectronics.co.uk
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rom the outside, the D500 is
F a master of understatement,

with some poor looking
switchgear, a plasticky front panel
(in fact it's an alloy extrusion that
just looks like plastic) and a dis-
play that is too feeble-minded to
strip out leading zeros — track 9 is
shown as 09.

Inside there's a 20-bit Crystal
Delta Sigma DAC, which doesn’t
sound very exciting on paper, and
features are limited to skip, search,
random, repeat and programme
play. The remote control includes
a set of numbered keys for track
selection. About the nearest the
D500 comes to striking out on the
wild side is a spring-loaded track
skip rotary on its front panel. It's
not a patch on its Sony counter-
part, though.

However, it turns out there's
more to the D500 than this rather
dismissive summary suggests. It's
as well we don't listen to DACs on
paper, because the 20-bit Crystal
part is based on the same sub-
strate as the '24-bit’ equivalent,
but with no practical dilution of
performance (according to Paul
Miller, see below). Particular care
has been exercised over the DAC's

ather than pursue

the ‘numbers
game’ and optfora so-
called 24-bit DAC, the
D500 is equipped with
the earlier 20-bit version
of Crystal’s bitstream DAC series (the
€S4327) which, typically, is both easier to
implement and ends up sounding smoother
and more engaging. Its technical perfor-
mance is no less impressive.

Sure enough, the high 2.4V output level
may confuse non-matched A/B listening
demos, but the player has pretty much the
lowest distortion - at any frequency and
level - of the bunch. At -10dBFs, this falls
to a minimum of just 0.0005 per cent and
increases to a mere 0.002 per cent at
-30dBFs, where much of the musical action

@ camnbridac audo

HIFI CHOiGE
BEST Buy

CAMBRIDGE AUDIO D500

ROGRAN / REPEAT

“It provided a cleaner, more open window,
and more of a feel of solid, propulsive
timing than the opposition could muster.”

power supply, and regulated sup-
plies drive the digital and
analogue circuits and the clock.

Proprietary jitter reduction
strategies have been instigated,
too. Unusually, Cambridge Audio
even gives jitter levels in the speci-
fications as less than 180psec
weighted, an impressive figure.
The player is equipped with elec-
trical (BNC) and optical digital
S/PDIF outputs.

SOUND QUALITY
My initial impressions of this
player weren't entirely positive. On
the whole it sounded rather
underwhelming and soft around
the edges, but what it lacked in
immediate upfront appeal is made
up for in long term use — although
to their credit, the panellists didn't
take long to latch onto its virtues.
There were early comments
that the D500 was rather "dull and
flat” and “lacked sparkle and life”

takes place. At
higher treble
frequencies,
distortion har-
monics are largely submerged
beneath the wash of ultrasonic noise
emerging from the DAC's noise-shapers
(amounting to 0.009 per cent at 20kHz).
This is adequately suppressed by the
simple, two-pole filter which retains a 16-
bit+ S/N ratio of 98dB. This is not the best
in the test but more than sufficient for CD
software. Jitter, meanwhile, is very low
indeed at 195psec, while good crystal selec-
tion keeps the clock error to just 20ppm.
Crosstalk is better than -100dB through the
midband while the response remains flat
to within +0.0/-0.2dB with both standard
and pre-emphasised discs. PM

arising from separate presenta-
tions, but there was praise also for
its “drive and rhythm” (Alice in
Chains), and for the “great
acoustic, the presence of lots of
detail and the way it builds the
tension in the music” (Mahler).

There is some evidence from
the tests that the D500 takes
rather longer to come on song
than some of the other players,
although it may sound like this
simply because it has more to
give. Either way, its strengths don't
exactly hit you between the eyes,
and there are times with energetic
rock when it sounded a little too
relaxed for its own good —John
the Revelator from Taj Mahal and
others lacked the immediacy and
punch the track normally delivers,
although it was always very easy
to hear what was going on.

The finding was that the D500
was more impressive as a track
finished than it was at the outset.

THE LAB REPOR HOW IT COMPARES

D espite using ‘older’ 20-bit technol-
ogy, the D500 bests more modern
designs with lower distortion, jitter
and excellent low-level linearity.

1) soeoessonoF v wacs 4
OL D
OLEEEIIIE D
O

65%

e LINEARITY

SPECIFIC
PARAMETER MANUFACTR’S SPEC. ACTUAL SPEC.
m Distortion @ 1kHz/0dBFs  <0.01% 0.0008%
= Maximum output level 2.3V 24V
= A-wtd S/N ratio >90dB 98.1dB T

Why? It provided a cleaner, more
open window, and more of a feel
of solid, propulsive timing than the
opposition could muster, and
these are the qualities that make
sustained listening rewarding.

CONCLUSION

After some reflection, this model
achieves the standard necessary
to rate as Best Buy. There are limi-
tations — a little more fire in its
belly might be no bad thing — but
the D500 came closer to stripping
bare what was on disc after disc
than any of its competition. Note
that Cambridge Audio is available
only from Richer Sounds. AG

00000
BUILD Q0000

VALUE 00000
PRICE

[2) 1t may look dull, but this clean, agile
and transparent, if cool sounding player
is an excellent budget choice.

W ONE YEAR GUARANTEE

X Richer Sounds, Gallery Court, Hankey
Place, London SE1 4BB

@ (020) 7940 2222

SOUND
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EETTE STl CD PLAYERS UP TO £500 |

harman/kardon w120

he Harman/Kardon HD720
T is a standard, full-width CD

player. It's relatively large,
making quite a statement with its
black facia and gold-timmed feet,
and while there's as much plastic
here as you'd expect at the price, it
looks a little better put together
than most, and the drawer action
is pleasingly smooth and quiet.

Virtually everything can be done
from the front panel, including
track skip and scan, repeat and
random play, track programming,
even dimming or switching off the
fluorescentdisplay. Headphones
can be connected.

The HD720 comes with a
remote control that adds a little
depth to the roster, notably via an
intro-scan button and a random
access keypad. Around the back of
the player is an autoplay switch
which can be used to force play
mode when power is applied, for
example using a timer, or when
turning the player on normally.

A coaxial electrical digital S/PDIF
output is available, along with
sockets which allow linked opera-
tion with a complete H/K system.

/K's unusual spread

of resources sees a
budget Burr-Brown
PCM1710 hybrid DAC
combined with a - rela-
tively speaking - rather
costly and entirely discrete I-to-V conver-
sion, analogue filtering and output stage.
I'm bound to suggest that a superior DAC
with a couple of decent IC op-amps might
have yielded better results for the same
outlay and yet, even with these ‘ingredi-
ents’, H/K has still missed a trick or two.
litter, for example, is debilitating at some
3,225psec of low-rate and data-induced
patterns - just the thing to flatten and
coarsen the sound of what might otherwise
have been a very acceptable player.

-— ] "

HARMAN/KARDON HD720

“While there’s as much plastic here as

you'd expect at the price, it looks a little
better put together than most.”

SOUND QUALITY

“Brisk and punchy,” was one pan-
ellist's verdict, “but it also sounds a
touch frantic” (Alice in Chains).
Later, he wrote that the player
sounded “rather coarse and unin-
volving, like a cheap machine
that's trying too hard to gain
attention” (Mahler).

Another listener described the
performance (rather than the
music) as “heavy and boring”
(Alice in Chains), “a sibilant noise’
(Corrs). "The tragic beginning is
tragically presented, and is not at
all enjoyable,” he said of the
Mahler, also noting that the heavy
bass content at the start of the
piece was largely absent.

And so it continued, with com-
ments punctuated with words like
“"exuberant’, “ragged”, “coloured”
and, most memorable statement
of all: “This is a hooligan player”
And so it is. There are times when

q

THE LAB REPORT

levels of ultrasonic
noise of any com-

cause the host player to sound
unpredictably harsh or even aggressive

| with unsympathetic amplifiers. Idle pat-

terns (wandering tones) are also some 20-
30dB above the norm at some -100dB

| below full output (2.1V) and reduce the
| overall A-wtd S/N ratio to some 97dB.

Because these tones or whistles are at a
very ‘obvious’ frequency (around 1kHz), it's
not uncommon for listeners to hear them
during very, very quiet musical interludes.
Low-level linearity is below average, but
distortion is moderate and the response flat
with all discs. The HD720's potential,
nonetheless, remains unrealised. PMi

the HD720's rough-and-ready
charms seem just what is required
to bring the music to life, but the
rowdiness and sheer lack of disci-
pline are so much a part of this
machine that in the final analysis,
judged across a wide range of
material, it didn't stand a chance.

Although its vitality clearly
worked with a number of the test
pieces, it was worn rather like a
fixed grin, and was simply inappro-
priate with others. Unsurprisingly it
was at its least effective with very
simple, acoustic music and com-
plex, densely scored material. The
hands-on listening also identified a
characteristic rather metallic mid-
band coloration that acted as a bit
of a turn-off.

CONCLUSION

Perhaps this player just might work
in systems which need a touch of
spice to bring them to life, but

HOW IT COMPARES

Arather untidy result with very high
jitter and unwanted idle tones
compromising its dynamic range.
Some extra care in execution would
have yielded better results.

(1 suprision of b s 5
O
ORI B
i Waoncommomon s )
O KD

SPECIFICATIONS

SPECIFICATION CLAIMED MEASURED
| Distortion @ 1kHz/0dBFs 0.006% 0.003%

B Maximum output level 2.0V 2.V

| A-wtd S/N ratio 105dB 96.9dB

using one class of failing to coun-
teract another, unless it's a simple
response error (and perhaps even
if it is), is simply perpetuating a
vicious spiral.

It may work well enough with
one disc or even musical genre,
and indeed a leavening of more or
less enthusiastic comments arose
after each of the presentations,
but invariably soon came to grief.

The HD720 is an attractive
enough CD player to look at, but
under the skin, to paraphrase one
of the panellists, it's a hooligan,
pure and simple.

>

G

() 1t looks the part, but HD720 is
ultimately too rough-and-ready to make
more than a caricature of good music.

B TWO YEAR GUARANTEE

X Gamepath, 28 Heathfields, Stacey Bushes,
Milton Keynes, Bucks MK12 6HR

@ (01908) 317707

The PCM1710 also produces the highest
m



The Best Speaker Just Got Better
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Why change the most successful loudspeaker we've ever made?

How could we improve the 1997 What Hi-Fi? Award winner?

The answer: two years” hard work and technical development -

not to mention hours and hours of critical listening.

Castle’s core values remain unchanged. Our speakers are still
handbuilt by craftsmen using Castle-designed and built drivers,
assembled into immaculately-finished cabinets - built in the

same factory - in England.

The technical benefits: new 19mm soft dome tweeter

new 150mm bass/mid unit

specially-shaped T-pole
phase plug

improved crossover components

The musical benefits: improved transparency
improved image focus
improved dynamics

greater musicality

for only £699

That’s why, what - and how much.

Plus - as always, Castle’s renowned fine furniture finish in no

less than nine real wood veneers.
And the best-looking sound around.

The Classic Range includes:

Howard S3
Harlech

Severn 2SE

Pembroke
oo,

?

3 -
l Classic Sub

:
O

Castle Acoustics Limited
Park Mill, Shortbank Road, Skipton,
North Yorkshire BD23 2TT, England

T 44 (0) 1756 795333 F: 44 (0) 1756 795335

Richmond

Keep 2

? wa

Email: sales@castleacoustics.co.uk www.castle.uk.com
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ne of the benefits of buy-

ing a player with a name

like Marantz on the box is
that you're buying from a firm with
its finger on the technological
pulse. The CD5000 is one of the
few players capable of playing CD-
R and CD-RW discs, which will
please those with CD-R/RW writ-
ers on their racks or PCs — CD-RW
compatibility seems to remain the
exception rather than the rule.

The CD5000 is also CD Text
compatible, but you can't down-
load text labels onto MiniDisc
recordings, despite the availability
of features designed to ease the
task. Editing recordings involves
selecting from a menu of tape or
disc lengths, but 80-minute discs,
available in CD-R and MD form,
have been omitted.

The well filled front panel
ensures there's little you can't do
even if the handset's under the
sofa or in the dog. The CD5000
includes a headphone socket and
volume control, programming,
intro scan/highlighting (highlight-
ing is a CD Text-related version of
intro scan), random play, fade
in/out, peak search and a key to
invoke the CD edit feature.

ual parallels and a common
(VAM1201) transport mecha-
nism aside, the CD5000 is a very
different CD player from the
upmarket CD6000 (see HFC 196).
The internals of the CD5000 are
highly integrated and owe more to
Marantz’s association with Philips - hence
its use of a budget bitstream/continuous
calibration DAC. This fairly dominates the
overall performance of the player and dis-
tinguishes it - both technically and subjec-
tively - from the more esoteric CD6000. For
e ample, although the 325psec of random
jitter isn’t half bad, the minimal 30dB sup-
pression of digital images’ is rather poor.
But though the CD5000 lacks a certain
technical ‘class’, it does nothing seriously
wrong. Its S/Nratiois afine 102-103dB, idle

D REWRITABLE PLAYBACK

“The well filled front

MARANTZ CD5000

panel ensures there’s

little you can’t do even if the handset’s

under the sofa

or in the dog.”

The player employs a Bitstream
converter with a continuous cali-
bration filter, and a floating CD
mechanism, the VAM-1201. Disc
handling is very smooth and track
searches are carried out speedily.

Last but not least, the remote
control is an attractive, compact
unit with controls logically differen-
tiated by shape and colour. It
includes a volume feature, which
adjusts both the analogue and the
digital outputs, but this should be
treated with care. Altering the digi-
tal output in this way can reduce
resolution and sound quality.

SOUND QUALITY

One thing's for certain: this isn't a
classic Marantz player, which tend
to have recognisable voicing. This
model sounds rough-and-ready by
comparison, with mixed implica-
tions. One panellist wrote: "This is
clear... and sounds like a piano in
a recognisable space” (Kissin);

tones stay below -117dB and
errors in low-level linearity are just +0.0/
-0.7dB over a 100dB range. There’s a
+0.2dB/-0.7dB wobble in its response with
pre-emphasised CDs and distortion
decreases slightly from 0.002 to 0.0012 per
cent from 0dBFs to -10dBFs, suggesting
some peak level ‘stress’. At -30dBFs, dis-
tortion remains slightly high but consistent
at between 0.013-0.015 from 20Hz-20kHz
| ~agood sign. At lower levels, various dig-
| itally-derived distortions detract from the
| smoothness of the spectrum and may
| contribute to its subjective colour. PMi

“reasonably well balanced”
(Corrs), and “got my foot tapping
—rough cut and doesn't let you
forget it" (Alice in Chains).

Another listener noted the
player was “tonally good, but drags
and sounds confused” (Kissin);
"veiled, with resonance on voice
which almost shouts,” (Corrs) and
“two dimensional” (Mahler). A
third felt the CD5000 was “OK...
the vocals are clear, and the back-
ing support works nicely” (Corrs),
and "bandwidth and detail are OK,
but it seems slightly coloured”
(Mahler).

The mixed notices fit well with a
player that in the hands-on testing
sounded energetic and lively, but
which with complex material ulti-
mately also sounded rough and
untidy, with a lean, dry and very
un-Marantz-like bass.

Imagery was well presented,
except depth information tended
to be rather foreshortened and

istortion is consistent enough at

mid-levels but starts to look less
tidy at low levels where much of the
music’s subtle detail resides. Jitter and
dynamic range are strong points,
however.

ORI D

there was little of the solid pres-
ence that some players seem to
project almost as second nature.

CONCLUSION

Not for the first time, | find myself
ready to consign a product to the
‘also-rans’, only to have the argu-
ments undermined by the price.
The CD5000 doesn't have star
quality, but it has a certain raw
vitality, comes with some nice toys
like CD-RW replay compatibility —
and it's cheap. It's not good
enough overall to warrant a formal
recommendation, but it is not an
unattractive deal in its way.  AG

[ _VERDICT |
SOUND
 BUILD IR
VALUE

=) Well equipped CD Text and CD-RW
compatible cheapie, but musically it's on
the ‘rough-and-ready’ side of the angels.
B TWO YEAR GUARANTEE

B Marantz, Kingsbridge House, Padbury
Oaks, 575-583 Bath Road, Longford,
Middlesex UB7 OEH

@ (01753) 680868

THE LAB REPORT HOW IT COMPARES

SPECIFICATIONS

PARAMETER MANUFACTR'S SPEC. ACTUAL SPEC.
W Distortion @ 1kHz/0dBFs ~ 0.004% 0.002%
W Maximum output level 2.0V 1.95V

B A-wtd S/N ratio 108dB 102.4dB

May 2000
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NAD (520

ased on the NAD 522,
B which was not one of our
favourite budget players,

the C520 is the new entry point to
the world of NAD CD players. It
maintains the status quo, includ-
ing the characteristic grey paint
job, and there’s a backlit electrolu-
minescent display, which is more
attractive and easier to read than
the 'light bulbs’ used on its prede-
cessor. There have been other
subtle styling improvements that
make the new model look a little
sharper than its predecessor,
although it remains austerely func-
tional in the classic NAD manner.

Basic play controls are available
on the player itself, and a full set,
including repeat and random play
modes and a numeric track access
keypad, are on the neat and prac-
tical palm-sized remote. The fea-
ture set has been extended
slightly to assist when dubbing
from CDs. Rear channel furniture
is limited to a pair of analogue out-
puts and a fully buffered digital
electrical S/PDIF socket. This is a
welcome addition: the C522
lacked any form of digital output.

Internally, the days of MASH
converters are long gone, and the

s if to demonstrate that
Aimplementation is just
asimportant as the choice of
chips, the NAD C520 is
equipped with the same Burr-
Brown PCM1710 hybrid DAC as HK’s
HD720 but does not fall foul of high jitter.
Indeed, a value of 190psec is a fabulous
resultinanyone’s book (in spite of the high
+235ppm clock error) and will largely
account for the smoother sound and lack
of aggression displayed by this model.

That's not to say the €520 has a clean
bill of health. Idle patterns are a potential
problem withthisDAC (asare excessive lev-
els of ultrasonic noise), reducing the effec-
tive S/N ratio to 95-96dB which is right on
the 16-bit level. And neither will NAD’s
proprietary four-pole active filter make

Compact Disc

“Rock music tends to bounce along with
impressive energy, but bass is on the
heavy-handed side.”

good stead with mainstream

' material — although lovers of more
subtle acoustic and small scale
material may be disappointed.

CONCLUSION

C520 features a 20-bit, Burr-
Brown Delta-Sigma DAC (don't lis-
ten to the '24-bit" hype by the
way: some '24-bit’ chips measure
and sound worse than their 20-bit
counterparts). Separate analogue
and digital power supply regula-
tion helps reduce mutual internal
interference, and the output
impedance is below 300 Ohms
(maker's figure), which is low
enough to ensure the player will
work with virtually any amplifier.
New measures have been
adopted to reduce jitter, including
damping of the master clock crys-
tal, and there have been improve-
ments to the mechanism —
although it is rather fragile if trans-
ported without its lock screw. |
know from experience ('nuff said).

SOUND QUALITY

Although clearly more competitive
than the model it supersedes, the
C520 remains uneven in balance,

THE LAB REPORT HOW IT COMPARES

any real impact on the sup-
pression of digital ‘images’ as this is the
preserve of the DAC’s integral 8x over-
sampling filter. Incidentally, the Roksan
playerin HFC200usedthe same converter.

The response is pretty flat, channel bal-
ance and separation both excellent but dis-
tortion remains a little above average,
especially at low signal levels where there
are some additional digital ‘spikes’ to

| muddy the picture. Low-level linearity is a

little wayward too, with errors of up to 3dB
over a 100dB range. NAD can, and has,
produced better. PMi

An evolutionary advance over the
model it replaces, the NAD C520
is quite a decent, if slightly opaque

| sounding player, and at the price
Just merits a Recommended. Best
suited to modestly priced systems
which are currently suffering from
coarse, granular sounding CD
players, the C520 will add a touch
of vitality to proceedings. Higher
resolution systems would be
better served elsewhere.

but on the whole its limitations are
sins of omission rather than glar-
ing faults. The raucous and ragged
edge that characterised the 522 is
replaced here by a smooth, some-
times slightly dull quality.
Dynamically it's quite forthright,
and rock music tends to bounce
along with impressive energy, but
bass is on the heavy-handed side
(drawing words like “plummy”
from the panel), while stereo
imagery was too large in scale and
lacking in central focus, although
its forwardness does tend to make |
the system sound closer and
more forthcoming than many. The
other consistent criticism was of a
loss of very fine detail and defini-
tion. This is by no means the most
transparent player around.
Nevertheless, the C520 repre-
sents several steps in the right
direction, and its strong handle on
the architectural elements of
music reproduction will stand it in

AG

SOUND QOOVO

BUILD QO000
VALUE [FIATATATA

[5) Decent budget player whole qualities
and limitations mesh well with those of
typical budget systems.

M ONE YEAR GUARANTEE

X Lenbrook UK, Unit 15, Faraday Road,
Aylesbury, Bucks HP19 3RY

= (01296) 482017

dle tones and noise reduce the

player’s dynamic range while high
distortion at low signal levels may
have a softening effect. Jitter, thank-
fully, is very well controlled.

1) stprcsionoF DL WG
Ol S D
ORI
LD
O D

SPECIFICATIONS
PARAMETER MANUFACTR'S SPEC.  ACTUAL SPEC.

m Distortion @ 1kHz/0dBFs  0.007% ~ 0.003%
B Maximum output level 2.0V 21V
M A-wtd S/N ratio 102dB 95.4dB

May 2000
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CD PLAYERS UP TO £500 |

little while ago we tested
the CDP-XE530, which is
closely related to this

model. At £130, the 530 cost a lit-
tle more than the object of our
attention here, but the specifica-
tions included a number of value
added features, including CD Text,
an output attenuator that operates
on the digital output as well the
analogue one, a headphone
socket and more.

The CDP-XE330 is the compan-
ion model. Aside from the minor
switching they look identical, even
sharing their instructions booklets.
Differences concern price, and the
feature set is shorter and more
conventional. Their audio circuits
are also related.

The best feature by far is the
indented rotary track selector,
which enables tracks to be prese-
lected at blinding speed, although
track search itself is much tardier.
The display is bright and clear, with
a calendar-type track readout, but
it can't be dimmed or switched off.

An output level control is avail-
able, which attenuates the ana-
logue output down to -20dB. A
fader function provides automatic

his player is

based closely
on the previous g
CDP-XE320 with
analogue ‘tweaks’
instigated by Sony's
UK development team. Nevertheless, the
global performance of the ‘XE330 is dom-
inated by the CXD-2529Q, a compact LSI
that combines a total of 64x upsampling,
noise-shaping and a ‘Pulse Hybrid’ DAC on
the same silicon substrate. As a result, in
many areas the ‘330 can’t hold a candle to
the superb technical standing of its costlier
brothers. For example, it exhibits a com-
pressive linearity trend at HF (very quiet
treble detail appears louder than it should)
while the midrange and bass are more
accurately resolved at the 15th and 16th bit.

m
SONY CDP-XE

“The best feature by far is the indented

rotary track selector, which enables tracks
to be preselected at blinding speed.”

fades at the beginning or end of
tracks, and the output can be
adjusted down to -20dB, but the
last two operate on the analogue
output only. The optical digital out-
put (there is no electrical equiva-
lent) is unaffected.

The remote control is a simpli-
fied version of the ‘stick’ remote
that comes with the senior mod-
els, and is similar to most recent
Sony handsets: it handles well, is a
clear design and is a little more
ergonomic than some. The player
itself is a flyweight, and no better
built than you'd expect at the price
— but at £100, who's counting?

SOUND QUALITY

The Sony was received surprisingly
well for such an inexpensive
player. It has a straightforward
honesty that meant it easily held
its own at the price — flattered,
perhaps, by the standard of the
group as a whole.

THE LAB REPO

A substantial
1,950psec
of, largely,
PSU-induced
3 jitter will also
muddy bass perfor-
mance - the “warmth” noted by the panel.
The player’s 1.7V output puts it at an
immediate -1.4dB disadvantage in A/B
comparisons with 2V units like the NAD,
while lagging -3dB behind higher-than-
average-output players like the Cambridge.
Otherwise, the Sony’s response is slightly
flatter with pre-emphasised CDs and dis-
tortion, although low at 0.0025 and 0.0007
per cent (0dBFs and - 10dBFs, respectively)
does rise quite sharply at low signal levels.
Once again, Sony’s costlier players are
better behaved in this regard. PMi

On the Alice in Chains track, the
panellists commented: “Good
rhythm, pace and speed without
harshness"; “cymbals a touch
splashy, almost slippery, like sili-
cone on Teflon"; “fairly robust,
rounded sound,” and “tight bass,
but lacks some detail”

The Kissin piano recording was
felt to lack “"dynamic differentia-
tion” and "warmth in the lower ‘
midrange”, although a minority felt |
it sounded "lively and respon-
sive... [with] transparency and
speed". The Corrs song was
notable for its “excellent separa-
tion”, but also for being “slightly
distorted” and “grainy”. The excel-
lent Mahler recording, however,
was outside the Sony’s compass.

It sounded “vivid but sterile”
according to one listener and
“small scale” according to another. |

My listening was in line with the
panel view. The Sony does sound
rather thin and lightweight, and

although there's plenty of detail,
this is partly because the rather
grainy and congested mid/top
tends to dominate the sound to
the detriment of the solidity and
structure that better players are
able to capture.

CONCLUSION
Not for the first time, an indifferent
musical performance is rescued
by a low selling price. The differ-
ence is that this player is not as
indifferent as some, and by any
standards the price is very low
indeed. Recommended.

>

G

SOUND
BUILD

VALUE
PRICE

] The CDP-XE330 brings you a big name
player at a no-name price, and while
sound quality is a little rough, it is
reasonably lively and detailed.

M ONE YEAR GUARANTEE

B Sony, The Heights, Brooklands, Weybridge,
Surrey KT13 0XW

@ (0990) 111999

HOW IT COMPARES

he combination of high, supply-

related jitter and markedly
increased distortion at low (quiet) sig-
nal levels probably helps muddy what
might otherwise have been a very
transparent sound.

OLTA— kD

AROGVE
AVERAGE

SPECIFICATIONS

SPECIFICATION CLAIMED MEASURED
m Distortion @ 1kHz/0dBFs <0.0045% 0.0025%
® Maximum output level 20V v

W A-wtd S/N ratio >100dB 102.5dB
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TECHNICS S5L-PG390

Technics

his is Technics' entry-level
T player, and a thoroughly typ-

ical member of the species
— a statement with positive and
negative connotations. The player
uses Technics technology straight
out of the bottom drawer, centred
on a MASH 1-bit processor and
digital servo. On the plus side are
its good finish and a smooth (if
slow) transport action.

The feature set is limited, but
has its highlights. Auto Cue sets
the player in pause mode at the
start of each track, and Peak
Search looks for the highest levels
on a disc. The dot matrix display is
bold and attractive, but no more
informative than usual. The sim-
plicity is echoed around the back,
which is home to a pair of ana-
logue outputs and an optical digi-
tal S/PDIF, which is the preferred
type in some markets.

What we weren't aware of dur-
ing our early testing was the price.
The SL-PG930 sells for about £90,
making it one of the least expen-
sive branded players around. The
lack of a remote control as stan-
dard is part of the explanation
(although the player will respond
to the remote controls supplied

THE LAB

n line with Technics’ earlier

MASH/PWM players, the SL-
PG390A suffers a moderate 740psec
ofjitter, which is not especially debil-
itating if it were not almost entirely
second-order data-induced in nature. This
is known to encourage a grey and gener-
ally ‘uninteresting’ sound (see HFC 147
onwards) which correlates very well with
our panel’s description of the player lack-
ing “any sense of occasion”. Add this to the
high 1kOhm output impedance (which
makes the player both cable and amplifier-
sensitive) and the ‘PG390A gets off to a
pretty shaky start.

Otherwise, by the standards of the
group, we're faced with a very ‘average’ set
of results. Some slight limiting at peak level
causes distortion to increase slightly from

in execution.

oIGITAL

OPTIC/IL OUT

“Despite the lack of a remote, it is well
built and adequately specified in all other

respects, and pricing remains impressive.

n

with most Technics amps and
receivers), and means that when
measured up against other play-
ers, like is not being compared
with like. Nevertheless, it is well
built and adequately specified in
all other respects, and pricing
remains impressive, especially
where remote control is unneces-
sary, for example if the player lives
close to the listening ‘hot seat"

SOUND QUALITY

While it sounds “robust”, “solid”
and even “smooth”, the SL-PG390
is also a somewhat relentless
sounding player which is at once
hard-edged, yet paradoxically also
rather dull. Musically the effect is
in-yer-face, and oddly lacking in
expressiveness and subtlety.

The absence of any real sense
of occasion with known, quality
recordings was neatly summed up
by one panellist who was so
thrilled by what he heard that he

REPORT

0.0005
t0 0.002 per cent (-10dBFs to 0dBFs), while
at very low levels this gradually increases
to 4.5 per cent (values at -90dBFs typically
range from 1.5-12 per cent for the group).
In common with earlier MASH/PWM play-
ers, the SL-PG390A shows a slight +1dB
kink in linearity at 1kHz/-90dBFs and a
+0.4dB boost in mid-treble level with pre-
emphasised CDs. Otherwise, its response
is flat, the S/N ratio good at 100dB and sep-
aration only slightly below average at
95dB/75dB (1kHz/20kHz, respectively).
Once again, plenty of potential but flawed
PMi

felt he “might as well do the wash-
ing up instead”. Not a very scien-
tific statement, perhaps, but it
fairly reflects a cross-section of the
panel's opinions, and mine too,
based on hands-on testing.

Responding perhaps to its
forcefulness and energy, the Alice
in Chains track was the most suc-
cessful in the panel sequence,
although even here a rather
bloated image scale and a degree
of 'splodge’ in the bass was identi-
fied in several sets of notes, while
the Kissin piano excerpt was
clearly unsatisfactory, with listeners
describing a ‘glaze’ on the sound
and a ‘shut-in" quality.

The panel wasn't completely
unanimous. The predominantly
very hushed Mahler, for example,
was generally described as involv-
ing and interesting, perhaps in
reaction to the standard of the
group as a whole, but such posi-
tive reactions were thinly spread.

HOW IT COMPARES

anufacturing costs are decimated

by using the same CD chassis
across several models and integrating
much of the player’s functions onto a
single IC substrate. The sound,
however, does not benefit.

L1 supisiono e wcss
OLENED
O
Lo o beromon s i o
L5 e

CONCLUSION
This player doesn't achieve a stan-
dard of music-making that justifies
a formal recommendation. Its
characteristically rather disengaged
feel and lumpy balance just aren't
good enough, so if you can it's
worth spending rather more.
Nevertheless, the Technics has
its place, and should be seriously
considered by those who are
strapped for cash and who would
otherwise end up buying a no-
name player from a second-rank
manufacturer. At least the Technics
is properly screwed together, and
the name is a promise of redress if
things go wrong. G

SOUND AT TaATH)

BUILD QOOLQ

VALUE D ok Dk Tk )
PRICE

[Z] The best thing about this player is the
assurance that you're buying from a
respectable brand.

B ONE YEAR GUARANTEE

B Technics, Panasonic House, Willoughby
Road, Bracknell, Berks RG12 8FP

= (0990) 357357

>

BELOW
AVERAGE

SPECIFICATIONS
PARAMETER MANUFACTR’S SPEC. ACTUAL SPEC.
u Distortion @ 1kHz/0dBFs 0.007% 0.002%
B Maximum output level 2.0V 2.1V
m A-wtd S/N ratio 100dB 99.5dB

May 2000
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DVD PLAYERS UP TO £500 |

he falling cost of DVD hard-
T ware is illustrated by the
increasing number of play-

ers from unfamiliar sources, many
of which fail to work correctly with
CD-ROM extensions used in films
such as The Matrix, for example —
especially in its Region 1 form.
Now mainstream manufacturers
are beginning to cut their prices,
and £300 is an attractive price for
a player from a name like JVC.

Naturally, the specifications are
fairly simple. The player doesn't
have a built-in Dolby Digital
decoder, though this is unlikely to
upset many videophiles who will
almost certainly want to use an
separate processor. But there are
some more surprising omissions.

The rear panel has a single Scart
which can be switched to deliver
S-Video or composite, without the
now common RGB option. Other
sockets include composite
(phono) and S-Video (Y/C), and
an optical digital output, but an
electrical digital out is omitted.

The audio options are set using
the standard on-screen menus
that have been seen in previous
generations of JVC players, and

THE L

side from the '515's
Arelatively poor
37.5dB suppression of
digital ‘images’ (which
is a function of the over-
sampling filter), its tech-
nical performance is up with the best DVD
players and particularly reminiscent of the
Toshiba SD-3109B (see p36). The response
is very flat (just -0.09dB down at 20kHz)
and while the 103dB S/N ratio is hardly up
to 24-bit standards(!), it’s still more than
adequate for 16-bit CD sources.

The minimal errors of +0.0dB/-0.5dB in
linearity over a full 100dB dynamic range
also demonstrate the potential of its digi-
tal heart, as does the very low peak level
distortion. This remains between 0.0005 to
0.009 per cent from 20Hz to 20kHz and

JVC XV-515GD,

“There are some nice t; icdin a data

rate display, a ‘strobe’ feature that shows
sequences of nine stills, and zoom.”

like some other brands they look
blocky and old fashioned, while
the options available, including the
ways the player formats data for
the digital output, are limited. 24-
bit/96kHz recordings can be han-
dled by the internal D/A converter,
but the digital output is blocked
altogether, rather than being
downsampled as usual in a player
that won't output data at 96kHz.

But there are some nice toys,
including a data rate display (what
is it that makes watching the data
rate in real time so fascinating?), a
‘strobe’ feature that shows
sequences of nine stills, and zoom
(a simpler implementation than its
Toshiba counterpart).

SOUND QUALITY

One panellist complained that he
couldn't “separate the voices" in
the Alice in Chains track, and while
he found the player sounded
“clean”, it was also "muddled”, and

REPORT

holds to 0.0005 per
cent and 0.005
per cent at
-10dBFs and
-30dBFs, respec-
tively. A value of 2.7
per cent at -90dBFs is also
very good, especially as the spectrum is
otherwise free of digital artifice.
Unusually, there are noise-like side-
bands associated with strong HF peaks
(>18kHz), rather like a very mild version of
the noise-like jitter that plagues the Sharp
DVD machine. Inthis instance, the total cor-
related (i.e. non noise-like) jitter amounts
to just 350psec which is far from crippling.
These slight foibles aside, the XV-515
remains one of the ‘cleaner’ DVD players
available. PMi

. in the Kissin recoding, “lacking in

| space”. And so it continued. The
Corrs was accused of “strident
vocals — this isn't easy to listen to”,
and the Mahler suffered from
"restricted dynamics”. A theme of
the panel tests was that the music
sounded large scale, but defo-
cused. "There is a slight glaze to

‘ the sound,” wrote one in his sum-
up comment. “It's powerful but
overblown, and in the end there's
little sense of occasion”

No disagreement here. In the
hands-on testing, sound quality
was disappointingly soft-centred
and lacking in definition. Imagery
simply didn't really happen, and
trying to get to grips with the
sound was frustrating: the sound
didn't come alive, and the tempta-
tion was to turn the volume higher
than usual to achieve real impact.

The main problem was a simple

| lack of resolution. The Kissin piano
recording, which has an unusual

HOW IT COMPARES

topband rejection could be tight-

ened up, but the XV-515 is other-
wise firing on all cylinders and
currently used as a bedrock for other
manufacturer's OEM machines.

1 SUPPRESSION OF DIGITAL IMAGES

3 PRACTICAL DYNAMIC RANGE [ 3056 ]
4 HARMONIC DISTORTION VS LEVEL
5 LINEARITY b

(1)
ECIFICATIONS

Parameter Manufactr’s Spec. Actual Spec.
Distortion @ 1kHz/0dBFs 0.002% ~0.0005%
Maximum output level 2.0V 2V

A-wtd S/N ratio >100dB 103.0dB

clarity and purity, sounded veiled,
and lacking in the subtle expres-
siveness and articulation that
makes his playing so special, while
the Mahler simply sounded flat
and uncommunicative.

CONCLUSION

£300 is much less than you would
have paid until very recently for a
pukka brand name player, but pric-
ing is a moving target, and will be
long forgotten while you become
increasingly frustrated by the lazy
and rather opaque sound quality.
It's not offensive, but it certainly
won't excite. G

SOUND QOLVL

>

BUILD QOO0

VALUE QOO0
PRICE

Bland-sounding player with diffuse
imagery fails to hit the right buttons: this
one is not for the audiophile.

Hl ONE YEAR GUARANTEE

B VG, JVC Business Park, Priestley Way,
London NW2 7BA

@ (020) 8450 3282
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NAD 1-550

DVD/Video CD/CD Player T 550

EE e

e &

he delay in introducing
T NAD's first DVD player

seems to have been caused
by the company’s unwillingness to
take the easy path by sourcing a
third-party machine. Although the
T-550 uses non-proprietary parts,
the design, including much of the
critical software, is NAD's own.

This compact and discreet
model has a Dolby Digital proces-
sor, and can drive the six channel
dumb input on suitably equipped
home cinema amps. The T-550
will feed a dts datastream to any
appropriately equipped amplifier.
Despite claims in some of NAD's
literature, there is of course no
integral Dolby Pro-Logic decoder.
Disc handling is smooth, but

s--o-w, and preselecting a track is
not possible before the Table of
Contents track has been read.
Spin it 180° and you'll find electri-
cal and optical digital audio out-
puts, a set of six outputs for 5.1
channeldigital material, and a
separate pair of mixed (ie stereo)
outputs, which makes it feasible to
feed one set of outputs to a home
cinema system and the other to a
dedicated stereo system.

THE LAB

espite featuring
Dseparate digi-
tal/analogue power
supply regulation,
the T550 suffers a
moderate quantity of
PSU-related jitter - not unlike the Sony CD
player in this test, in fact. At 1,260psec, this
is sufficiently high to account for the
“thuddy” bass quality reported by Alvin's
listeners. Thisresultis nottypical of the ‘24-
bit' PCM1716 DAC used by the T550 in CD
guise nor, while we're on the subject, is the
slightly higher-than-average distortion.

A mild peak-level overload causes THD
toincrease slightly from 0.002 to 0.007 per
cent over thetop 10dBof its dynamicrange.
Very low-level THD (4.8 per cent at
-90dBFs) is also fractionally higher than

itsa long way short of the 140dB+ that

OPEN/CLOSE  STOP.

% 2 )

“In its favour, it remains a more consistent
and disciplined performer than some of the

alternatives, CD or DVD.” ‘

a sometimes thuddy bass, with a
suggestion of overhang with some
material — for example in parts of
the Mahler and the Alice in Chains
recordings. This is also far from
being the most detailed player in
this test, but in its favour it remains
a more consistent and disciplined |
performer than some of the
alternatives, CD or DVD.

In the hands-on listening, | ‘
found the NAD DVD a little duller |
than the C520 CD player, but on
' the whole still quite listenable. \
Piano recordings were dulled, but
strong and dynamic, while well-
made vocal recordings ‘breathed’
naturally, which is more than can
be said of the performances of
some of the other DVD players.

The player was also something
of a success on-screen, with clean
picture results using the RGB out-
put, and an attractive, easy to use
set-up screens.

Composite and S-Video outputs
are also included, along with an
RGB equipped Scart socket.

One minor but potentially signif-
icant limitation concerns 24-
bit/96kHz recordings, which are
automatically downsampled to
48kHz at the digital output,
although they can be processed
onboard at the full clock rate and
fed to the outside world as ana-
logue. The video side is gimmick
free, and includes a ten-bit DAC.

SOUND QUALITY

NAD's bold claim that its DVD
player is designed to match the
sound quality of its CD players
turns out to be fairly credible in
practice. The T-550 does indeed
have audio character similar to the
C520 (see p27), although this
includes some of the less happy
qualities of the latter: a dull, muted
balance, defocused midband and

REPORT

expected for othing wrong with the choice of

this chip, digital electronics, but the imple-
just as the mentation and associated analogue
102dB §/N circuitry may well be hampering its
r best efforts.
ratiois a few

dB short of what's
possible. Either way,

~

is theoretically feasible from true 24-bit
technology (see Oasis, HFC 187).

The response is slightly flatter with pre-
emphasised CDs (+0.0/-0.08dB compared
with +0.0/-0.2dB) but perhaps the T550s
most unusual foible is its 0.4dB channel
imbalance. At peak output this means the

+4SCAN/STEPPS

) )

CONCLUSION

Billed as a ‘music first’ player, the
T-550 seems intent on hiding its
light under a bushel, barely betray-

\ ing that it is a DVD player, except

by the row of icons along the facia
flagging the various decoding
options, and by a modestly
enhanced display compared with
the sibling CD player that it other-
wise so closely resembles. The
resemblance is more than skin
deep too, but in the final analysis it
is beaten as a CD player by the
C520, if only on points, and as a
DVD player by other comparably
priced machinery in this test. ~ AG

SOUND DIATATATA)

BUILD LOVOD

VALUE DAL Tl )

[2) NAD's first DVD player turns out to be
a worthy if unexditing all-rounder, but
crucially lacks precision and focus.

Il ONE YEAR GUARANTEE

4 Lenbrook UK, Unit 15, Faraday Road,
Aylesbury, Bucks HP19 3RY

= (01296) 482017

HOW IT COMPARES

SPECIFICATIONS

right channel is at 1.9V when the left is at | Parameter Manufactr’s Spec. Actual Spec.
2.0V, a difference that's potentially audi- | Distortion @ 1kHz/0dBFs 0.008% 0.007%
blein a well set-up system with accurately [ Maximum output level 2.0V 2.0V
pair-matched loudspeakers. PMi | A-wtd S/N ratio : >105dB 101.6dB

[May 2000
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iof a live performance,
.. the power... the

But you can come close, that's
why you own a hi-fi system.
That's also why you need to
use the very best cables you
can afford, because only then,
can you be sure that your
system is being allowed to

work to it's full potential.

We at QED recognise that the
only way to ensure the best
results, is to insist on an
unparalleled level of signal
accuracy. To prove this, we
undertook one of the most
comprehensive studies ever
undertaken, on how and why
cables effect system
performance*. Not that you
need to worry about the
technicalities, all you have to

do is enjoy the results!

* A summary of this research "The
Genesis Report" is available on request.

For a colour brochure on the full
product range call us now on
(01276) 451166

QED

QED Audio Products Ltd,

Ridgeway House, Ri .. Close,
Lightwater, Surré BoXU o

Fax:(01276) 452211
Email:panic@ged.co.uk

Internet:http://wmmk

Genesis Silver Spiral
e

Price around £30.00/m

—~———

-BI-WIRE VERSION NOW AVAILABLE-

QED Silver Anniversary Price around £5.00/m

-BI-WIRE VERSION NOW AVAILABLE-

Qunex Silver Spiral Price from £78.00/pair

Qunex 2 Price from £27.00/pair

MARCH 98

“Clarity is the name of
the game here and if the
information is there...
you can be sure this cable
will let it all through...
detailed treble coupled to
weighty and tight bass,
ensures a dynamic and
exciting performance...
Genesis performs so well
it’s certainly worth the
money.”

“An Award winner for
the second year running,
this cracking little cable
offers a sniff of the high-
end when it comes to
detail and purity, and
does so at a bargain
price. Used in a good
system, this wire can
truly amaze.”

"Music is presented in a
natural and unforced
manner... Silver Spiral
excels in detail and
dynamics... If your
looking for an
interconnect...Silver
Spiral deserves to be

at the top of your
shopping list."

"Qunex 2 was one of the
best-liked cables in the
test. Qunex 2 fully

deserves a Best Buy."

"Great price, great cable,
well made. Nifty name,
neat plugs. Five stars .
Next..."




PAL/NTSC

he DV-525 is the replace-
T ment for the DV-515 (see

HFC 190) , which in turn
replaced the DV-505. Each was
the entry-level player of its day,
and each was a little better
equipped than most of the com-
petition, especially in matters
related to sound reproduction.

The DV-525 is the only DVD
player of the six reviewed here
able to read CD-R discs and, as |
discovered, CD-RW (re-writeable)
discs too. It is also unusual in
being able to deliver a 24-bit/
96kHz digital signal for outboard
processing. This is an esoteric
requirement given the paucity of
24/96 software, but there is prob-
ably more of it around than
Region 2 — and even Region 1 —
dts discs, and no self-respecting
DVD player would dream of omit-
ting dts compatibility.

Other changes in this model
include a new set-up menu which
is more comprehensive and
usable than before, for example
because it allows MPEG data to be
output as PCM while Dolby Digital
is delivered as a bitstream. The
24/96 output already referred to

his is the only DVD
Tplayer in our survey
that successfully handles
CD-R discs and suggests
that Pioneer has given real
thought to optimising CD as
well as DVD replay. Technically, it has a
number of interesting features. The A-wtd
S/N ratio is just above the 16-bit level at
98dB, but this is limited by an innocuous
white noise, free of idle patterns and hum
and at the ideal level to disguise any hard-
sounding digital spuriae.

This said, distortion at very low signal
levels is itself very low indeed - figures of
just 1.9 per cent at -90dBFs are exceptional,
even for a good CD player. Linearity is
typically good, but deviates on the right
channel only at low levels.

“The Pioneer received high acclaim. Praise
indeed - not least because no one knew if
they were listening to CD or DVD.”

point on the day in question). With
a single dissenter on just one pre-
sentation, the Pioneer received a
near universal acclaim, and this is
praise indeed — not least because
no one knew whether they were
listening to CD or DVD.

This is indeed an excellent
player. In hands-on testing, when
compared directly with the other
DVD players it was no contest,
with only the Sony model coming
close. The Pioneer is detailed and
clean sounding, although the bass
is a little on the thin side, and per-
haps as a result imagery tends to
lack depth and space.

If some of the panellists’ com-
ments seem a tad over the top,
they arise in part because of the
lower-than-average performance
of the group as a whole, whether
CD or DVD. The Pioneer still only
ranks alongside a decent budget
CD player.

can be downsampled to 48kHz
for those DACs that won't work at
the full clock speed.

The Scart socket can now out-
put S-Video (supplementing the S-
Video socket) and RGB. The
DV-525 has only slipped back
from its predecessor in one
respect. The new remote control is
a super-concentrated mass of little
buttons with no display, joysticks
or other sexy gimmicks.

SOUND QUALITY

Among the best of the DVD play-
ers when assessed with compact
discs, the DV-525 was variously
praised for its “good dynamics and
piano tone” (Kissin), its "very
musical quality, with strong
imagery, textures and instrumental
tone colours” (Mahler), its “solid
impact” and for “a level of bril-
liance not heard in the others”,
(the five players heard up to that

THE LAB REPORT HOW IT COMPARES

Ithough not state-of-the-art in

terms of basic figures, its perfor-
mance has been artfully ‘engineered’
to deliver the best from the technology
while camouflaging any weaker points.

Meanwhile,
although dis-
tortion is not
¥ the lowest pos-
sible at 0.002
; per cent (re.
0dBFs), this figure is
maintained all the way through to -30dBFs
where sucha performanceis more unusual.
This is an example where consistency
rather than the numbers themselves will
promote a very clean and transparent

| sound. All of this is aided by a low(-ish)
370psec of jitter which is free of any low-
rate effects likely to compromise its stereo

O D
O D

imagery. The absence of Pioneer’s ‘Legato’ | Parameter Manufactr’s Spec. Actual Spec.
digital filtering also implies that there | Distortion @ 1kHz/0dBFs ~ 0.002% jdqi% F

| would be a more consistent outcome with | Maximum output level 2.0V 2.0V T
different amplifiers. PMi | A-wtd S/N ratio 102dB 98.0dB g

HIFI GHoigE
BEST Buy

weec (P TR

CONCLUSION

This is one of a handful of DVD
players which also come close to
fulfilling the promise of being
worthwhile CD players. It's fast,
lucid and detailed, and though the
bass is on the lean side, it's
refined enough, and rises to the
occasion well with some of the
more complex material we tried.

It is no less impressive as a
video player, with average or
slightly above average picture defi-
nition and colour, and the ability to
deal with 24/96 recordings and
CD-R/RWs places it in a class of its
own at the price. Best Buy. AG

SOUND QOOOO
QOOC

VALUE

PRICE
[2) The DV-525 continues the tradition of
ultra-flexible, good sounding DVD players
from Pioneer.

H ONE YEAR GUARANTEE

B Pioneer, Pioneer House, Hollybush Hill,
Stoke Poges, Slough, Berks SL2 4QP

@ (01753) 789789

00000
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SHARP DV-760

ompact and simple looking,
c the Sharp DV-760 is home

to some novel picture
enhancement gizmos to improve
the results from its ten-bit video
DAC. These include Digital
Gamma correction, which pro-
vides manual overrides for bright-
ness and contrast, and Advanced
Digital Super Picture, which allows
you to strike a Faustian bargain
between video noise and picture
detail. However, the reality is that
picture quality is neither as noise-
free nor as crisp as some rivals.

The DV-760 also claims to

include a dts decoder to supple-
ment the more usual Dolby Digital
and near useless MPEG-2 (5.1
channel) audio decoders. This
would make it a ‘one-stop shop'
for any Region 2 disc, but it turns
out that the integral “dts decoder”
is nothing more than the ability to
output a dts digital datastream,
like most players. 96kHz record-
ings can be decoded internally,
but the digital output (and thus
any outboard D/A converter) is
blocked. A Dolby Pro-Logic
decoder is included, however.

omething of a sore thumb among our
S clutch of DVD players, the DV-760 is dis-
tinctive for one or two shortfalls in perfor-
mance which, as that's my job, I'm bound
to point out. First, the output level is a lit-
tle below average
at .77V, although
thisisn’t sufficient
to compromiseits §
102.5dB S/Nratio.
Linearity, mean-
while, is just about
the best in the test with errors of just
+0.1dB/-0.4dB over a full 100dB range
(20Hz-20kHz). So why does the response
with both standard and pre-emphasised
CDsdroop by-1.4dB at20kHzwhileits sep-
aration folds to just 63dB? This suggests a
less-than-optimum PCB layout. Distortion,

Xy

“Advanced Digital Super Picture allows you

to strike a Faustian bargain between video
noise and picture detail.”

The player is equipped with a
Scart line output with composite,
S-Video and RGB — and, surpris-
ingly, a true component video out-
put, normally a facility limited to
some US domestic models,
although component and RGB are
not available at the same time. In
this country it can be used to drive
certain video projectors (mainly
high-end CRT models), but little
else. The handset is coded to con-
trol a variety of television receivers.

SOUND QUALITY

"A little on the choppy side... lacks
clarity and transparency,” wrote
one panellist, commenting on the
Alice in Chains track. His conclu-
sion was that the Sharp sounded
"detailed yet distant’, and although
there was some spread of opinion
in the panel, this seems to have
been simply a reflection of its
rather uneven performance.

| too, increases from 0.004 per cent midband
to 0.02 per cent at 20Hz and 0.012 per cent

| at 20kHz.
More importantly, and despite enjoying
avery accurate clock (with a mere +20ppm
error), the jitter spectrum
is like some-
= ewsai thing from
% the Boy’'s
Own Book of
Technical
Horrors (which 1
have yet to write). Amounting to 4,570psec,
the spectrum is riddled with all manner of
undesirable peaks, including a vast wave
of noise-like jitter that's not even included
in the calculated figure. No CD player worth
its salt produces a spectrum like this, so
| why accept it in a DVD player? PMi

This player has an airy, even
wispy quality in the mid and treble
combined with a thin bass. This
makes the whole effect rather
lightweight and lacking in sub-
stance, and somewhat synthetic,
too. The strong sense of detail was
not matched by real soundstage
presence or tonal variety, and
some of the listening notes
describe a degree of coloration
and overhang.

The most positive comments
come from one listener who
described the Sharp as “precise”,
but even he described stereo
imagery as “spatially flat”. My lis-
tening pointed to a bleaching of
tonal colour and a suggestion of
overhang compared with a good
CD player, but the Sharp at least
acted as a restorative after the
heavy-handed opacity of rivals.

Picture quality was moderate at
best, with fine detail not too well

THE LAB REPORT HOW IT COMPARES

E ven if the player were perfect in
every other regard, the huge levels
of jitter would still compromise subjec-
tive detailing and stereo imagery to an
unacceptable degree.

1) supasonor o wics_son
LD
O
() oo rormons v
CLZL D

ECIFICATIONS

Parameter Manufactr’s Spec. Actual Spec.
Distortion @ 1kHz/0dBFs <0.005% 0.0035%
Maximum output level 2.0V 3= 1.8V

A-wtd S/N ratio 105dB 102.5dB

DVD/CD/VIDE

presented, but the Dolby Digital
decoder worked well, with
performance on a par with the
processor in a Yamaha DSP-A1.

CONCLUSION

Modest picture and sound quality
make this player less than fully
competitive, and as a surrogate
CD player it has a long way to go.
Still, its combination of manual
picture adjustment options and
built-in Dolby decoders may make
it viable for some systems. But
overall, taking price into account, it
received a thumbs-down. AG

SOUND
BUILD

0000
OO000
VALUE LOLOD

PRICE £500.00

=) A bit of a ruffian, this is a superficially
detailed, but ultimately ill-disciplined
performer.

B ONE YEAR GUARANTEE

B Sharp Electronics, Sharp House, Thorp
Road, Newton Heath, Manchester M40 5BE
= (0800) 262958

= VerpicT

=W
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SONY DVP-S

L

he DVP-S325 is a basic
T deck with no on-board

Dolby digital decoder, but it
does recognise dts recordings and
delivers a suitably formatted data-
stream from its digital outputs.
One of its features is a new menu
system called Magic Pad GUI
(graphic user interface), despite
which the active part of the
system is text-based.

For once, though, the text is well
formed, leaving the horribly pixi-
lated menus of previous players
behind, and there are a reason-
able range of set-up options,
including the ability to set the
Dolby Digital, MPEG and dts digital
output options individually, and to
select a Dolby Surround downmix
on the analogue outputs.

Connections possibilities
include two Scart sockets, one of
which can deliver S-Video, RGB or
composite signals, and separate
sockets for S-Video and composite
video, plus optical and electrical
digital outputs and the obligatory
analogue outputs. There is no
headphone socket, and no facility
for streaming 24-bit/96kHz
recordings from the digital output.

THE LAB

Ithough Sony’s CXD-8799 processor is
A likened to a “24-bit/96kHz version” of
the hybrid pulse DAC used in the CDP-
XE330 CD player, its superior performance
suggeststhatthereislittle parallel between
the two technologies. For example, the
exceptionally low
165psec jitter puts
this DVD player on
a par with Sony’s
better CD players
and that, by infer-
ence, puts it in the top five per cent of all
players, full stop. At peak output, distor-
tion increases from just 0.002 per cent at
midrange frequencies to 0.04 per cent at
HF, although the latter is maintained over
the top 30dB of its dynamic range. This
suggests an analogue rather than digital

[DVD PLAYERS UP TO £500 m

“The player is remarkably compact and

discreet, with a very simple, pared-down
set of controls on its facia.”

It wouldn't be a Sony without
some neat gadgets, and the player
dutifully obliges with a display of
the audio and video bit rate,
including a bit rate ‘history’. There
are also some basic variable
speed playback features.

The player comes with a busy
looking handset with a cursor key-
pad which can also operate a TV.
The player itself has a similar cur-
sor controller, but otherwise is
remarkably compact and discreet,
with a very simple, pared-down
set of controls on its facia. For
once in a budget DVD player, disc
handling is smooth and rapid.

SOUND QUALITY

This turned out to be one of the
stronger players in the test, but it
wasn't all plain sailing. “Very con-
trolled, a little 'shouty’, but with a
solid, weighty bass,” was one reac-
tion to the Alice in Chains track,

REPORT

limitation, particularly as there’s no more
than a 0.5dB error in linearity at 20kHz over
a full 100dB range.

The 104dB A-wtd S/N ratio is also up
with the best, with digital ‘images’ sup-
pressed by 80dB and idle patterns reduced
below -120dBFs.

Separation
holds above
100dB across the
audio range,
channel balance is
good to 0.1dB while the response of
both standard and pre-emphasised CDs is
flat to within -0.2dB. All in all, this looks
like a solid and reliable design, although
the ability to replay CD-R material would
have been a welcome gesture for such a
high-flying machine. PMi

but the Kissin was described as
having the “the best piano tone so
far", and the Corrs came across as
"listenable, with strong focus and
sense of scale... the voices and
instruments separate well”.

In a different presentation, the
panellist's views had hardened in
tone, and he now described the
Alice in Chains recording as
"blowsy, overblown and loud
sounding”, which was reiterated
with the Corrs track. His conclud-
ing comment was: "l didn't enjoy
this — it's all a bit too hard work”"

The other panel comments fell
between these two extremes, and
the ‘loud’ quality identified by
some of the panellists was also
apparent in hands-on tests. There
was no shortage of detail, but
musically it tended to sound rather
hard and aggressive, with fore-
shortened perspectives and a lack
of air and space. Lending weight

HOW IT COMPARES

Arguably the most technically com-
petent of all budget/mid-priced
DVD players with a technical perfor-
mance to rival the better CD players at
about £200.

L1 suricsonor b waces 1
O D
O
Lo oo oeromonve v o

to the observations, the Sony was
consistent in its strengths and
weaknesses across a wide range
of music types, from Mozart to the
latest Jeff Beck album.

CONCLUSION

The Sony is not the best in is class,
but it remains a fine, simple DVD
player with good picture quality
which is also capable of holding its
own as a decent, slightly over-
emphatic, forward sounding com-
pact disc player at a reasonable
price. Recommended. AG

(____VERDICT |

LT £330.00 )
[2) The ‘loud" quality noted in the
listening was a consistent feature, but this
remains a detailed, articulate player with
decent picture quality and sharp pricing.
Il ONE YEAR GUARANTEE

B Sony, The Heights, Brooklands,
Weybridge, Surrey KT13 0XW

= (0990) 111999

(aveiace )

O D
SPECIFICATIONS

Parameter Manufactr's Spec. Actual Spec.
Distortion @ 1kHz/0dBFs >0.0025% 0.0016%
Maximum output level 2.0V 2.1V

A-wtd S/N ratio >110dB 104.2dB
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he SD-3109 a little unusual |
T in a couple of respects. The

feature Toshiba chooses to
highlight in its promotional mater-
ial is that it is a twin disc player
which, quote, "doubles the plea-
sure”. If anyone can explain how
this might happen, they should get
some kind of prize — they won't, of
course, but they should.

More interesting to most HFC
readers will be the inclusion of a
Pacific Microsonics HDCD digital
filter. The 6dB boost that normally
occurs with HDCD can be turned
off to prevent the overload that
may arise with some partnering
equipment.

Finished in a champagne gold
colour, the SD3109 has a built-in
Dolby Digital decoder, and like
most current players it also recog-
nises dts DVDs (all six of them |
think, at last count).

There are separate six and two-
channel analogue outputs, which
may make it easier to set up in
systems, allowing selection of a
two or six-channel input by chang-
ing inputs on the AV amp instead

n stark contrast to the Sharp, but with ‘

more than anod to the JVC, Toshiba’s SD- ‘
3109B boasts an excellent jitter spectrum,
with just 170psec of a simple data-induced
jitter and complete freedom from low-rate
phenomena which might otherwise com-
promise its stereo
imagery.

The on-board
DAC behaves like a
multi-bit, or at least
a hybrid IC with
exceptionally low lev-
els of ultrasonic noise, a wide 104.5dB S/N
ratio but a proportionally higher noise
modulation. Despite the relatively poor
38dB suppression of digital ‘images’, the
SD-3109 should still offer a consistent per-
formance with different partnering amps.

of relying on automatic switching.
The player could also be con-
nected directly to a digital sur-
round TV (Toshiba's own range
springs unbidden to mind), while
the two-channel feed could be
connected to a stereo hi-fi system.
A'Spatializer' option is designed
to give 3D-like effects with a two

| channel system.

Like all good players, the video
is handled by a ten-bit video DAC

| and a so-called Super Anti Aliasing

Filter, which is claimed to enhance
picture resolution to 540 lines
from the usual 500 lines. Sections
of the display can be magnified
and panned, and a bit rate display
is on tap. Outputs include a Scart
socket switchable between S-
Video, composite and RGB. The
backlit remote control is massive,
but well laid out, with the minor
controls hidden behind a cover.

SOUND QUALITY

There are DVD players that have
strong appeal to a wide cross sec-
tion because they work well as
audio players, and there are others

Distortion is low at 0.001, 0.0007 and
0.005 per cent (0dBFs, -10dBFs and -
30dBFs, respectively), increasing to amod-
erate 3.1 per cent at -90dBFs where errors
in linearity amount to just +0.0dB/-0.6dB.
Even at 20kHz, distortion holds to within 4
per cent at -90dBFs, which

is a fabulous
result.

The response,
meanwhile, with
both standard and
pre-emphasised CDs, drops by just-0.3dB
at 20kHz while the channel balance is
within 0.05dB. Any spurious idle patterns
are better than 123dB down fromthe 2.09V
| peak output, further reinforcing the ‘clean’
| overall appearance of the SD-3109s audio
'i spectrum. PMi

OPENTLOSE

OPENCLOSE

DISC SELECT

| that seem to have been conceived

mainly as an add-on for a TV. This

s one of the latter. “There's no

subtlety in the vocals or the per-

cussion — and what's happened to
the soundstage?” was one com-
ment on the Alice in Chains track,

a recording that requires strong

resolving power if it is not to

sound a mess. ‘
Other comments on this piece

| included: "Warm and full bass, but
the vocals are thin and strained —
although it's snappier and more
rhythmic than the reference!
Another put it more succinctly:

"Tizz bang” The Toshiba was also
tellingly described in the sonorous
Mahler recording as “playing the

| notes, but not playing the music”.
Quite so.

This was another player that
simply didn't engage the senses,

' not because it did anything terribly
wrong, but because it seemed to
skate over the surface of the

‘ music without getting to grips with

| what was going on underneath.

| Tonally it sounded smooth, and

| even attractive, and the tell-tale

erhaps not as artfully balanced as

the Pioneer, the SD-3109 still ranks
as a very well executed DVD design
that sacrifices little in the way of CD
performance.

L1 surasionor v, i o
O D
O D

inconsistencies and edginess
associated with high levels of dis-
tortion were not there, but there
was little sense of image location
or differentiation by depth.

CONCLUSION

There are few of the overt nasties
that plague some players, but
there is little here to interest the
audiophile. Picture quality was
above average in this group, but
musically it failed to engage or
excite, despite the HDCD filter. It
simply left too much unsaid. ~ AG

SOUND

)
BUILD QOO0

VALUE LOL00
PRICE

[2) Good picture quality is partnered to
tidy, but lacklustre music making
abilities.

I ONE YEAR GUARANTEE

X Toshiba, Toshiba House, Frimley Rd,
Camberley, Surrey GU16 5J

= (01276) 62222

THE LAB REPORT HOW IT COMPARES

BELOW
AVERAGE

(1]

SPECIFICATIONS
Parameter Manufactr’s Spec.  Actual Spec.
Distortion @ 1kHz/0dBFs <0.001% <0.001%
Maximum output level 2.0V 21V ¥
A-wtd S/N ratio >112dB 104.5dB
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BASINGSTOKE 4 Feathers Lane
01256 324311

BRENTWOQOOD 30 Crown Street
01277 264730 open late Thursday F
7

BRISTOL 65 Park Street ;
0117 926 4975 Open late Thursday

CARDIFF 134/136 Crwys Road
029 2022 8565 Open late Thursday

CHELTENHAM
40/42 Albion Street
01242 583960

EPSOM 15 Upper High Street
01372 748888 Open late Thursday

EXETER 156 Sidwell Street..
I OW BOW Technologies was 01392 491194

founded in 1994 by Bo HIGH WYCOME
Christensen and since its 30-32 Castle St

N o . o Inception has pursued the 01494 558585
holy grail of combining

° ' ° °  \wonderful aesthetics and LONDON: W. HAI
2 good sound quality. BOW Technologies is a 190 West End Lane
m master of the art. It's electronics have won many 020 7794 7848 open':
j gwards around the world and much praise for their OXFORD 19 Old nghj
; stunning looks and superb engineering. Headington
The range consists of the ZZ Reference 01865 765961 openlat

Series and newly introduced W Series.

READING 4 Queens W
Broad Street Malle.
0118 958 5463

SOUTHAMPTON
2-12 Hursley Road

Chandlers Ford
023 8025 2827

SWINDON 60 Fleet Street
01793 538222 Open late Thursday

SWANSEA 9 High
01792 474608

All shops are closed on Mondays

\vailable at OXFORD, WEST HAMPSTEAD, HIGH WYCOMBE, EPSOM

Wilson Benesch has, in less than ten
years, earned a world wide reputation for
producing innovative, elegantly designed
audio equipment. From turntables to
ne-arms and in 1995 — the A.C.T. One - the World’s
irst curved floor-standing loudspeaker. With its multi
lloy baffles and advanced carbon fibre composite
tructures, it remains as contemporary and successful
today as it was five years ago.

Vailable at BRENTWOOD, BRISTOL, CARDIFF, EPSOM, READING,
SOUTHAMPTON, SWINDON, WEST HAMPSTEAD

) CHORD o)

Chord Electronics has become
synonymous with outstanding performance.
The company’s range of products fulfils every
stereo or multi-channel system requirement.
Continual dedication to research and
innovation, combined with excellence of build

and sterling reliability have been rewarded by ‘ﬁ' FREEPHONE
continued growth. Chord users include many of the 0500 101501
most demanding customers in the audio world, both from (quoting CHE1)
professional and high-end customer domains. and ask for a FREE copy of

our MUSIC AT HOME Guide

ﬂable at BASINGSTOKE, BRENTWOOD, BRISTOL, CARDIFF, CHELTENHAM, EPSOM, EXETER, READING,
OUTHAMPTON SWANSEA, SWINDON, WEST HAMPSTEAD

' 53 YEARS JOINT EXPERIENCE ® 3 YEAR GUARANTEE ON HI-FI SEPARATES
'FULL DEMONSTRATION FACILITIES ® PRICE PROMISE ® 10 DAY EXCHANGES
30 DAY NO COST PENALTY UPGRADES © PART EXCHANGES e e At on
INTEREST FREE OPTION Subject to status. Written details on request please check our web sites:
HOME LOANS AND HOME DEMONSTRATIONS www.audio-t.co.uk
EVENING DEMONSTRATIONS BY APPOINTMENT www.audio-excellence.co.uk

CEDIA
®
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Bl CD PLAYERS
CONCLUSIONS

CAMBRIDGE AUDIO

D500 CD player - £200

Ultra simple, even rather dour exteri-
or is a sign that resources have been
concentrated where they will do most @® canrbridge audo
good - inside. Musically it's a grower.
At first it sounds well controlled and
clean, if a shade clinical, but it allows
the music to speak for itself which
makes it rewardmg in the Iong term.

PIONEER

DV-525 DVD player - £399

A star among inexpensive DVD
players, the DV-525 has a clarity and
focus that sets it apart, and although
the balance is lean, this is one of the S e——————e Video Noise Redustion / 96KHz 24bit I
few DVD players that passes muster 5
as a CD player. And the peripheral
benefits - CD-R/RW compatibility and
a 24-bit/96kHz digital output — make
it even more attractive.

HIFI GHojigE
BEST Byy

SONY

CDP-XE330

CD player - £100
On the raw, thin side of
neutral, the CDP-XE330
nevertheless has an engaging personality when combined with well
behaved budget systems, although it tends to show its dark side with those
that are brash or bright sounding. For a mere £100 it's impressive value.

NAD (520 CD player - £170 | SONY DVP-S325

This smooth sounding player from the NAD | DVD player - £330

stable will add light and colour to stale sounding | A very well priced DVD player, the
systems, but with a quintessential NAD house s DVP-5325 also holds its own as a
sound: slightly rolled off and lacking in fine | CD player - outperforming the
detail, but smooth and with a strong sense of |  CDP-XE330. It does tend to sound
detail and presence. This is also a CD player that rather ‘loud’ and aggressive though,
is well judged to work with comparably priced | and needs careful system matching.
ancillaries. | Excellent value.

PLAYER C OMPARISON TABULE

CAMBRIDGE AUDIO HARMAN/KARDON
D500 HD720 CDSOOO CDP—XE330

PRICE £230.00 £150.00 £170.00 £100.00 £9000
SOUND CHRIDDD OO0 O ,.14‘.9 (A A TR k) Ok ok DA Ok
BUILD Dk ok ok Dk Dk ok ok k) NI NI, RN DAk ok ok
VALUE NN - OOO00 ke Dk ok ke k) 0000{3 DAk ke ke k) DAk ok ok
DISTORTION @ 1kHz/0dBFs 0.0008% ' 0.003% 0.002% 0.003% <0.0025% 0.002%
MAXIMUM OUTPUT LEVEL 24V 21V 195V 2V v 21V
A-WTD S/N RATIO 98.1dB 96.9dB 102.4dB 95.4dB 102.5dB 99.5dB
-
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[CD PLAYERS & DVD PLAYERS UP TO £500 il v or bl

Alvin Gold sorts the winners from the losers
in the great CD vs DVD player showdown.

uring this test, an acquain-

tance was talking about MP3,
saying that he had been told it
sounded as good as compact
disc, and was incredulous at the
suggestion that this might not be
the case. “It's digital, isn't it?" he
responded, as though this said
everything that needed to be said.

Well, this month we have
twelve digital players, each of
which has a specification that
should have matched or bettered
the listening abilities of any
human listener — the operative
words here being “should have”.
Of course, had this been the case,
they would have all sounded the
same, but clearly they didn't. The
differences, as usual, were identi-
fied with more than satisfactory
levels of consistency.

What was not predicted,
because it has not always been
the case in the past even with
groups of budget players, is that
the overall standard of sound
quality was disappointingly low.
With a few honourable excep-
tions, most of the group sounded
— well, synthetic. They were well
extended in the frequency
domain, precise and detailed, but
didn't always manage to pass the
real litmus test by making music.

There were exceptions, of
which the Cambridge Audio

TEST INNOVATOR
OF THE YEAR
Our Technical Editor, Paul Miller, has
been awarded Test Innovator of the
Year by Test magazine, the leading
European journal of the test and mea-
surement industry. This gong came in

recognition of Paul’s Jitter
Measurement Suite, as used to test
CD players for Hi-Fi Choice.

The European Test Industry Journal

D500 (a CD player) was easily
the best overall. You might think
that swings it for compact disc,
but it wasn't quite that simple: the
only other Best Buy was the
Pioneer DV-525, a DVD player.

Of the three Recommended
models, two were CD players and
one a DVD, so if the advantage
lies with compact disc players, it
can hardly be described as a rout.
Remember they were compared
on a strictly like-for-like basis, and
the players were mixed together
for many of the tests. The only
way in which the DVD players
were treated differently was on
the value for money scale, which
necessarily takes account of the
extra functionality of the DVD
players, although even here the
results were strongly weighted
towards Red Book standard, 16-
bit/44.1kHz PCM sound quality.

Of the three CD players not
recommended, the Technics has
the best alibi as it costs just £90.
It isn't exactly transparent sound-
ing, and wasn't felt to be very
involving, but there are worse
players at this price point, and it is
always a good idea to buy from
an established manufacturer.

The Marantz CD5000 costs
rather more, but at £150 it costs
less than most of its siblings, and
doesn't really sound like a typical
Marantz, most of which are some-
what smoother and sweeter. It is
an energetic player though, and a
well equipped one, with CD Text
and CD-R/RW replay capability.
The Harman/Kardon HD720 tips
the scales at £230, and although
neatly turned-out and immediate
and punchy sounding, it was
disappointingly aggressive and ill-
disciplined, earning the epithet
"hooligan” from the panel.

Of the DVD players, the JVC XV-
515GD was the most affordable
at £300. The price accounts for
some significant omissions,

PLAYER

including an electrical digital out-
put and an inability to feed a 24-
bit/96kHz digital output, but the
main problem was a muddled,
cluttered feel, and a certain stri-
dency and lack of immediacy. The

£380 Toshiba SD-3109 is an alto- |

gether more elaborate player
which includes a Dolby Digital
decoder and a twin disc facility.
For the audio fraternity, an HDCD
decoder is on the menu, but
sound quality was lacklustre.

The final two remaining DVD
players cost £500. The Sharp DV-
760 is a user-friendly player with

its own Dolby Digital decoder and
some powerful picture enhance-
ments abilities, and also compo-
nent video socketry, which
suggests that its true market may
be those with video projectors, of
which Sharp is a major manufac-
turer. Musically, however, it failed
to shine. The NAD T-550 was
designed from the ground up to
appeal to the 'sound quality-first’
buyer, and it has much to com-
mend it. The problems are a
rather dull balance and the pric-
ing, which is simply too high for
the performance on offer.

C OMPARTISON

BEST BUYS & RECOMMENDATIONS

BEST BUYS: Our famous Best Buy swing-
tag is awarded to hi-fi equipment which
offers an excellent standard of performance
at an aftractive price. Best Buy winners are

superb all-round components.

RECOMMENDED: Recommended prod-
ucts are first-class audiophile propositions,
losing out to Best Buy status only because

of a higher price or less competitive overall

sound quality.

UNDERSTANDING OUR BAR GRAPH MEASUREMENTS

Behind Hi-fi Choice's unique bar
graphs are some of the most
advanced measurements made
anywhere on the planet. They are
provided by our Technical Editor, Paul
Miller, using both GPIB-controlled
measurement hardware and his own,
award-winning, PC-based Virtual
Instrument software. Each bar graph
value is derived from a weighted statistic
of several key measurements and is
displayed relative to a notional zero
per cent which represents the group
average for that particular category.

THE BAR GRAPHS

ABOVE
AVERAGE

e
o

00‘9

© SUPPRESSION OF DIGITAL

| IMAGES: This indicates the effectiveness

of the player’s digital filter in removing
‘aliasing’ or ‘stopband’ distortions imme-
diately outside of the audio band.

@ NITTER: Any uncertainty in the timing
of the digital code produces digital jitter

| which manifests as an insidious form of

distortion during digital-to-analogue con-
version. The lower the figure the better.
©PRACTICAL DYNAMIC RANGE:
This is determined by the player’s
Signal-to-Noise ratio and to what degree
it is compromised by any Noise
Modulation occurring under real signal
conditions.

O HARMONIC DISTORTION VS.
LEVEL: This bar chart value is derived
from the variation in distortion both
with frequency and signal level. The
consistency and nature of the distortion
also forms part of the equation.

O LINEARITY: Linearity is a measure
of the player’s low-level resolution. If a

| signal coded at -80dB emerges from the

player at -80.5dB then this represents a

| deviation in its linearity of 0.5dB.

TABYULE

PIONEER TOSHIBA
T 550 DV-525 DV-760 -5325 SD-3109

PRICE ] 59900 £330.00
SOUND %'700 OO0 00&! XA Dtk ke Aok ) QGQGG
BUILD NI Dk Dk ok Dk k) 0000{:« T OO0C ‘v'v'.‘v Do e k) Dk Dk ok Dk k)
VALUE Dk Ok ok ke k) OO0 020 OO0 Dk Dk Dk Dk ke Dk ok DAk ) Dk Dk bk k)
DISTORTION @ 1kHz/0dBFs 0.0005% 0.007% 0.002% 0.0035% 0.0016% 0.001%
MAXIMUM OUTPUT LEVEL 20V v W 1.8V 21V 21V
A-WTD S/N RATIO 103d8 101.6d8 98dB 102.5dB 104.2dB 104.508

R
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One of Life’s affordable luxuries . . .

"Hi-Fi Choice
(December ’96)

Cable Talk Studio 2
Sound *****

THE VERDICT

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

V¥ Very little to criticise.

ice: £65 (1m pair)

Home

Entertainment
(August ’98)
Cable Talk Studio 2
Verdict *****
. . handles music &
ideo sound with equal
aplomb ...

V¥ ...the cable is
xcellent & can be used
almost anywhere.

~Interconnects & Speakers Cables
For further mformatlon pleas¢ write, telephone, fax or e- a|I to
Cable Talk, Unit J, Albany Pafk, Camberley, Surrey GU15 2PL
6] (UK only): FREEPHONE 0808 100 6868 or T¢l : (+44) (0)1276 686)17 F X : (+44)(0)1276 686353
E-mail: info@cabletalk.co.uk Website: www.cabletalk. o T
Quoting HFC CT 05/ HIFI Choice Magpzine




I’'m looking for :

an amp priced

between £300
and £500 to

drive Mission

751 speakers. ©000000 €O @ ©

l Iike d warm A"cam challenge The best sounding Arcam integrated to date is

bk . x the FMJ A22 at £1,000, reviewed last month
I read with interest your well written reviews of the Arcam essentially an Alpha 10 with a smart metal
tone and ; Alpha 8R, 9 and 10, one of which | am considering pur- case and a number of internal improvements.
chasing. It seems that the reviewer's favourite was the 8R, 74, Alpha 10 itself is a good sounding, superbly
- = | though it appears the scrutiny of the more expensive units was flexible option, particularly if you think its add-on
malnly "Sten | tuned up a notch. | couldn't tell, price being no object, which you modules may come i useful. For those with
l  would rather own. | was also searching your reviews for comparable tighter budgets the Alpha 9 is probably better
. units, which seemed to include the NAD and Rotel, but it was diffi- value, and the Alpha 8R delivers the best value-
to ]azz and | cultto tell. Could you level the price playing field for me and say if for-money of all, hence its Best Buy. However, if
| you feel the Arcam 10, for example, is worth the extra money? money is really no object go for the FMJ, and
Grant fergeson, USA also listen to the Musical Fidelity X-A100R
(£999) and Primare A-20 MKkil (£799).

blues.

Bence Kulcsar, via e-mail

The products we review are always compared with their price-
point peers, so standards are raised when cost increases. The
Alpha 8R may have been the most favourably received of the
products you mention in relation to its test group, but that doesn't
mean it's the best sounding if cost is no object.

I have just bought a Cambridge Audio A500 Amp and

WS Haut-parieurs R Us
Cambridge D300 CD Player. In HFC 197 you suggest this

ﬂ amp is “optimised for nominally 8 Ohm speakers” and in

the same issue the Mission 701, Eltax Symphony 4 and Tannoy
- | M1 are given as possible candidates. However, | was looking to get
AUdIO some more substantial floorstanding speakers for playing the same
R | sort of music as given in your ' 1999 Editorial Choice’ (page 3 in
the same issue) and | need sufficient bass for the dancier stuff.

I'm currently studying in France, and can
get the B&W DM602 S2 for £175 or the
JMLab Tantal 515 for £200. Would these

PUCC"“ (£475) work well, or can you suggest alternatives?

James Michie, via e-mail

| want to buy a CD player to replace my

Trichord Genesis. My amp is an ATC
p— SCA2 and my speakers ATC Active 20. |
also use a Michell Orbe turntable with an SME V
tonearm, Lyra Clavis cartridge and Iso Lithos
phono stage. Thing is, | can't find a machine with
vinyl attributes. I've tried the Densen CD player,
but the timbre of instruments and space isn't
really there. What about the Eikos or a Wadia?
Jonathan, via e-mail

between the

Analogue

The Acoustic Precision Eikos (£1,850) has been
ensconced in our Editor's own system for ages,
and he still harps on about its exceptional resolv-
ing powers and musicality. In these respects he
reckons it's the best he’s heard under five grand.
Meanwhile, Wadia makes exceedingly good
CD sounds — in our experience no one makes
players offering such dynamic grip. Check out
the new 831, replacement for the £3,000 830,
we'll be looking at it very soon. Alternatively, see
if you can find the open and subtle Advantage
CD1IS (£3,995). But don't ever expect CD to
sound just like vinyl — a turntable like yours will
probably always sound more engaging.

and Prlmare ; The JMLab looks like a bargain. It's a touch

| bright-sounding but we still gave it a Best

= | Buy, even at its full UK price of £495, and
A-1 0- LlSten | it's lively enough to cope with dance music.
| Your Cambridge amp should have sufficient
power even considering the relatively tough
load presented by the Tantals.

The BEW DM602 S2 isn't a floorstander
but delivers a substantial, dynamic sound,
though it also takes some grunt to drive.
You may find the entertaining Heybrook
Optima (£259) a better bet, or perhaps
Tannoy's cleverly balanced mX3 (£230).

and decide.

JMLab Tantal 515.
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Rotel RCD-991.

Qlllllc equations

| recently purchased a pair of QLN Qubic 166 speakers from my girl-
friend’s brother before he left to travel the world. | haven't had a separates
system before and was wondering what amp or pre/power amp to buy to
match these speakers. I've heard the speakers with an Arcam Alpha 8 power amp
driving them and the results sounded good. However, the previous owner said |
should get a more powerful amp as he didn't feel that set-up was adequate.

The speaker documentation gives the following specifications for the speakers:
impedance: 4 Ohms, amp requirements: 20 to 250 Wiatts, sensitivity: 91dB.

| listen to all kinds of music from dance to West End shows (Chess is a favourite).
My budget is up to £800, and any suggestions would be appreciated.
Chris Plane, via e-mail

QLN speakers vary massively in temperament according to the model. Some are

very fussy in terms of both amps and music, while others are much more accom-
modating. The Qubic range tends to veer more towards the latter, and though we
never got round to testing the 166, we reviewed the 222 (HFC 160) and found it
reasonably amiable. In fact, our measurements showed it to be marginally easier
to drive than the manufacturer’s specifications suggested.

Your speaker’s quoted impedance of four Ohms means that the relatively high
91dB sensitivity is closer to 88dB in reality. The Arcam Alpha 8P (if you are sure
that's what you have — it sounds like you may actually have an Alpha 8 integrated)
delivers 50 Watts per channel, which should be enough to drive them without too
much difficulty under normal circumstances. However, a little more juice is likely to
give you greater dynamic grip, and given your budget we suggest you listen to
Arcam’s Alpha 9C/9P pre/power combo (£800) and, if you can stretch to it,
Creek’s P43R/A52SE part-
nership (£949). On the
integrated side of things,
consider Primare’s A-20
Mkil (E799).

How can | get
my Pioneer
A-300R
Precision amp
modified by
Tom Evans
and what
will the
advantages
be?

MJ Matuszak, via e-mail

I want it all

- | have about £2,000
to spend on a system
4 consisting of CD,

amp, speakers and all relevant
cabling. I'd like the amp to be
upgradable with additional
power amps and the like, with a
modest MM phono stage, if the
amp doesn't include one, for
occasional vinyl use. The speak-
ers should be bi-wireable &
preferably floorstanding.

My current system
consists of a Marantz
CD52II SE CD player,
Arcam Alpha 3 amp
and Mission 760i
speakers. | mostly
listen to rock, pop
and techno, and I'm
looking for a more
detailed and punchy
sound with more
powerful bass.
Malcolm Smith,
London

Greater
resolution and
improved
stereo
imaging are
among the
’ beneflts -

We'll suggest a few
combinations for ' \
you to listen to — then it's up
to you to arrange auditions
and make your final decision. It
would seem sensible to look at
CD and speaker components
in the £500 bracket, leaving a
further £500 to spend on
cables and support. CD front-
runners are the Arcam Alpha 8
(£520) and Rotel RCD-971
(£450). Listen to them in tan-
dem with amps like the Arcam
Alpha 9 and Cyrus 5, both of
which cost £500, and Musical
Fidelity's £479 X-A1. All offer
upgrades or power amps to
add-on later. Rotel’s new RA-
972 (£450) may also be worth
considering (see p14/15). For
speakers, check out B&W's
DM603 S2 (£550), Mission’s
774 (£500) and Triangle’s
Zephyr Il (£599).

You may also like to consider
one-make systems from the
likes of Musical Fidelity and
Rega. Check our back-of-the-
mag Directory (starting on
p102) for recommendations
on cables and supports.

from a very
respectable
budget amp
into a
giant-killer.
You can
contact Tom
on (01443)
833570.
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Hmmm, me Royds

I’'m searching
for the best
CD player to
partner the

NAD 319
integrated
amp.

Rosco P, Coltrane,
via e-mail

Try the Arcam
Alpha 7SE
(£350),
Marantz
CD6000 OSE
(£300), Rotel
RCD-971
(£450) and
Sony CDP-
XB930E

Mouldy old DOH!

| live and work in Asia, and about six

months ago | bought a pair of

Acoustic Energy AE109SE speakers.
Just recently, | took the grills off for clean up
and | was shocked to find specks of fungus
growing on the speakers’ paper cones. | know
this is from the high humidity here in Asia but
this is just totally unex-

| Platters that matter sheitrp /i

. My current system consists of a Technics SLPS840 CD dust off the fungus but it

(£300). If you
nEed player, SU-A900 amplifier, RS-AZ7 tape deck and SLDL1 grows bacl_< afew daYS later.
turntable, all sitting on a Target B5 rack and hooked Now | am just smearing the
something i together with Supra EFF-ISL interconnects. The speakers are little green specks around
| Mission 751s perched on Alphason Akros Il stands with Cable Talk the cones. Please help!
cheaper | Talk 3.1 trailing off like dog leads to the amp. Desperate Jeff, via e-mail

Some of the gear is getting on a bit, but it still sounds great to
check out me. It gets my foot tapping and gives an almost impossible desire QOEI— with fungus on your
to get up and boogie, but recently when I've put on a slab of vinyl diaphragm, no wonder
Kenwood’s the sound has been rather compressed and boxed-in. Which you're de§perate! i
| turntables, complete with arm/cartridge, should | be listening to Assuming a dehumidifier
D P_ 4090 | with a budget of about £1,000? or air con_ditioning is out ?f
| Nick C via e-mail the question, have you tried
(2250) G ive ‘ a hardware store for a fuq—
" A little careful auditioning is called for here. Consider the Michell gus remover? Of course, it
ur regards Gyro 'SE' (€775) with a Rega RB250 arm (£109) and a cartridge would need to be OK for
= like the Ortofon 520 (£70) or Rega Elys use on paper-based sub-

to Bo and | 8 (£85). Alternative decks include the Wilson stances, but you should be
= benesch The Circle (€795), Nottingham able to find something that

Luke ) d ¥ Analogue’s Spacedeck (£750) and Rega’s helps. Short of that, if you
' new Planar 25 (reviewed next feel the fungus is a problem
i month). It would also be worth your you're really looking at a
espec' ‘ to oy while budgeting for an off-board phono new pair of speakers —

D a I s - - ¥ stage like Musical Fidelity’s X-LPS (£130). preferably ones with plas-

i % tic or metal cones!
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Cambridge Audio CDASE.
@ cambridge audo.

A recipe for stuffing

| have a Cambridge Audio CD4SE CD player
and A100 amp, hooked together with
Cambridge Pacific interconnects and QED
Ongmal (formally Qudos) Silver connected to Mission
702e speakers. I'm a student on a tight budget and have
a few queries about my set-up.

You don't like the Pacific cables yet the CD4SE is wired
with them inside. Should | use them or would | be better
off buying QED Qunex 27 Regarding the main compo-
nents, is the amp the weak link and would an A500 be
better? Finally, the 702e has a front port which | have
blocked as bass can get boomy. Are there any disadvan-
tages to filling ports? What materials should | use — I'm
stuck with toilet tissue for now!

Steven Holt, Blackburn

The Cambridge Pacific interconnect didn't do too well
when group-tested in HFC 176. It was a strong group,
and though the cable’s performance was reasonable, it

A\lﬂll calling

I’'m looking for a new loudspeaker, and
. one of my favourites is made
‘ England by Castle. Someone told me

that English speakers have more warmth than
German ones and I'm interested in the Avon,

1g seen it and been impres th the way
it's t But how does it sound? | want a
smooth-sounding speaker without any harshness
in the treble. My amp is @ Marantz PM8000 and
my CD player is a CD6000 OSE.

T Becker, Germany

OUIIT.

It's a gross generalisation, but traditional British
speakers do have a reputation for bemg mrher
more warm-sounding than their more clinical
German counterparts. Castle no fonger makes
Germany

the Avon, but if you've found one in
and you like the way it looks,
give it a listen — you may be
Just as keen on the sound.

We reviewed the £730 Avon
in HFC 164 and found its mid-
band to be unusually open and
airy, giving rise to superb
performance with vocals.
However, its rather laid-back
balance and lack of richness
promoted a rather thin overall
tone which may not be ideal
given your sonic priorities. For
alternatives, seek out Castle’s
Severn 2SE, Inversion 50 and
Harlech SE, or try the new
Prelude R from Ruark.

Castle Avon.

ultimately lacked some refinement and authority in the
bass. We prefer the alternative you suggest from QED,
but question whether the improvement would warrant
the outlay. Wait until you can afford something in a
notably higher league before upgrading — like QED’s
Qunex Silver Spiral, for example.

The CD4SE was our favourite £200 CD player when
launched, and it's still good enough to live with more
costly partnering gear. It's debatable whether the amp or
the speaker is the weaker link — given that you find the
Mission too bassy in your room, you might like to try a
speaker with a tighter low end. Options include the
Acoustic Energy Aegis Two (£250) and Heybrook Optima
(£280). On the amp side the Cambridge A500 would
certainly make an improvement, but you should also
consider the likes of Rotel’s RA-971 Mkl (£250).

Regarding your port-stuffing situation, socks are a bit
of a classic, though a foam bung is a rather more aes-
thetically acceptable solution. Blocking the port reduces
bass output in terms of depth and level, it also slightly
reduces sensitivity.

Hairs standing endwise!

We recently auditioned a Michell Gyrodek turntable
against a Nottingham Analogue Spacedeck. We went for
the Spacedeck, but then the dealer suggested we listen

to the more expensive HyperSpacedeck. “Wow!" said my wife.
“That's scary, the hairs on my neck are standing up, and it seems to
interfere with my heartbeat”. | too could feel the soul and emotion
of the music, and we simply had to have one!

We now intend to buy the HyperSpacedeck with an SME arm
and Sumiko cartridge. We'll be running it with an Audiolab 8000Q/
8000P pre/power amp, Musical Fidelity X-LPS phono stage, B&W
P6 speakers and Audioquest cables. Will you be reviewing any
turntables of this calibre, and how could we improve this system
once the turntable is installed on its wall-mounted granite shelf?
Paul and Shaz, via e-mail

Aren't dealers cunning! Once you heard the HyperSpacedeck,
how could you refuse? We've never looked at that particular
turntable and the chances of doing so now are slim — Nottingham
Analogue is a little shy of reviews. However, we do feature high-
end turntables from time to time, and models from Clearaudio,
Avid and Well Tempered are earmarked for future review. If you'd
like something else to audition, go for the Michell Orbe ‘SE’
(£1,725). In terms of your system, consider a change of phono
stage. Tom Evans’ The Groove will take performance into the next
league. Then audition some amps..

Which Rotel
amplifier
should | pick
to go with the
Acoustic
Energy Aegis
One
loudspeaker?

Henk Lenssen, Holland

It depends on
your budget.
The RA-931
MKkil (£150)

would be a
good starting
point, the
RA-971 MKil
(£250) would
be better still,
or you could
even try the
new RA-972
(£450). An
alternative is
the Arcam
Alpha One, a
great match
at £230.
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23 Langley Broom
Langley

Berkshire SL3 8NB
TEL: 01753 542761 FAX: 01753 772532

Opening Hours 10.00am - 8.00pm Mon-Sat (By Appointment Only)

AERITAL

ACOUSTICS

“Emperors of the Air”
— Stereophile, April 1996
“engaging musicality and beautiful build
quality at an affordable price”
— Fi Magazine
“One of the best complete systems we’ve
ever heard, beautiful woodwork that will
impress even the decor-conscious. A great
high-end value you’ll keep forever”
— Home Theatre Magazine

Whether you are an Audiophile or
Home Theatre enthusiast give us a
call at AUDIO ILLUSION -
01753 542761

CEMAC mmcres surren

tage dge mode amplification are

any fold. CEMAC now offer a range of stereo

bridge mode amplifiers to give the listener the
best possible musical sound.

® 200w rms 8 ohm for truly dynamic music. E MAC LTD

@ Full stereo bridge mode from four internal amplifiers. Unit 7 Gentlemans Field, Ware, Herts SG12 OEF. England.
@ Superior sound performance puts you in the crowd. Tel: 01920 464848 Fax: 01920 465416

® Integrated, Power and Subwoofer amplifiers available. http://www.cemac.co.uk/




=

JYINE BUIDE T

There has never been so much choice
g _\_) for those who like to indulge in a spot of
: \_// home recording. Choosing a format can
J be bewildering, with two major digital

| options slugging it out, several new technologies wait-
i ing in the wings and good ol cassette tape still doing
great service in many people’s systems. Allow us to
simplify matters with a summary of each format's pros
and cons. This month we focus on cassette technol-

| ogy, then next month we enter the world of digital.

§ The rise and fall of compact cassette

 Since its introduction in 1963, the cassette has played

g 2 hugely important role in bringing music to the

| masses. Here was a cheap, convenient and eminently
| portable format in which people could purchase music
| and, crucially, make their own recordings. And, with the
| invention of the Sony Walkman in the late ‘70s, you

| could listen to them anywhere. Cassette changed

i | things for good.

| Tapeis still popular, but these days it tends to be

_ more a concern for mini system buyers than those

{ searching for hi-fi separates. Why put up with such
| antiquated technology in these fast, silent digital times?
| It's true that digital formats have brought new levels
| of quality and convenience to home users, but tape is

| still the biggest format for personal and in-car use. It's

| also the cheapest in terms of both hardware and soft-

| ware, and if you've got loads of shop-bought and/or

. home made tapes it's worth having a decent deck.
New cassette deck separates are few and far

{ between, superseded by digital recorders as the chief

- area for new development. Tape legend Nakamichi re-
| made two classic high-end models last year to muted
cclaim, pleasing if only from a nostalgic point of view.
| Twin Tape

| We still receive letters asking us which twin cassette
decks we recommend — it seems people remain keen
| on the idea of dubbing from tape-to-tape, despite the
ppalling quality that inevitably results.

In hi-fi terms they've never been much cop, even if
you're recording from a decent source — the transports
are often poor quality, and if they've got auto reverse
hings are compromised further. How about hooking
! two budget single-tape decks together instead?
| Noise Reduction
| Noise reduction has always been a sticky issue with
| tape decks. It may reduce the hiss, but it can also
| deaden the sound to varying degrees according to
¢ which system you're using. Dolby B is the most com-
| mon; it's pretty ancient, but still a reasonable compro-
mise. Dolby Ciis less successful, reducing hiss further
| but pulverising music in the process. And if you play a

PART ONE-THE ANALOGUE YEARS

tape recorded with Dolby C on a non-C equipped deck
it sounds awful. The more recent Dolby S is much bet-
ter, with more powerful hiss reduction and less detri-
ment to the sound. But if you're using a good quality
tape you may find it best not to bother with NR at all.
As a postscript, two or three years ago Pioneer

developed a clever digital-based noise reduction sys-
tem for two new analogue decks (see panel, right). It
proved a highly effective option.

| Tape type
| If performance is important you should choose a
| chrome or metal tape (most decks adjust automati-

cally to type). For most users it's probably not neces-

| sary to stretch to expensive metals, unless your deck is

of very high quality and you're making archive copies
or master recordings. Metals offer the best dynamic
range and bandwidth, but if you re-use your tapes a lot
good quality chrome tape like TDK SA is better value.
For a cheaper ferric option, TDK's AR comes close.
Other facilities to look out for

The expensive models on the market tend to provide
three heads, including a separate head for recording
and another for playback. That means you can listen to
what's being recorded as it's laid down on tape — a
useful quality control for keen home recordists.

Some decks allow you to adjust bias for the type of
tape you're using, so you can fine-tune the automatic
type recognition system. It's a bit like using manual
focus on an auto-focus camera — it gives you control to
make sure things are exactly right.

If you listen through headphones, a front-mounted
headphone socket would be useful. But you may have
difficulty finding a domestic deck with a microphone
socket — they seem to be extinct.

Have you considered video cassette?
Don't scoff. VHS tape can be an effective format for
audio recording. There's the lengthy recording time,
the built-in timer and the relatively heavy-duty trans-
port, which means a good-quality stereo VCR can
make pretty good-sounding recordings. Panasonic is a
good brand to look for — its VCRs tend to sound good.
Treat your cassette deck right

Placing you cassette deck on a good quality hi-fi sup-
port will benefit its performance. The heads should be

| cleaned regularly with a solution/applicator type of

levels using the monitor option if available.

cleaner. The Allsop range is pretty effective, or for a
cheaper option try cotton buds and dilute alcohol.

Keep your tapes in their cases and avoid over-use — re-

recording too many times can cause drop-out and tape |

stretch. Also, take care with record level, aim for maxi-
mum signal to noise and experiment with maximum

DRM-550 £160
An affordable deck of real quality,
though facilities are basic.

DR-10 £800
. A re-take on an older Nakamichi and
. one of the last great cassette decks.
| High-end tape users should also
consider Sony’s TC-KA6ES (£600), or
look out for second-hand

Nakamichis like the Dragon.

CT-W806DR £300

i If you must buy a twin deck this is

j probably the one to go for, complete
with Pioneer’s digital-based noise

- reduction. Also check out the

similarly equipped single-tape
CT-W606DR (£200).

RS-AZ7 £270

Proprietary thin-film head
' technology gives this deck an edge
in the bass and midrange

departments.
; KX-580SE £250

A well built deck with good facilities
| and a subtle, engaging sound.
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Fy oo inf Relca'd TALES OF A BAR-FLY |

PAUL MILLER’S

_) ()

Paul wants to explain what the pretty pictures that go along5|de his lab reports are all about.

or several years now,
F we've replaced traditional

lab report test tables with
at-a-glance bar chart ratings in
our main group test reviews.
Five key performance indica-
tors are provided for each
model in the test, including
‘perceived loudness’, ‘audible
distortion’ and ‘bass exten-
sion’ for loudspeakers and
‘power output’ and ‘load toler-
ance’ for amplifiers.

Each indicator in the bar
graph is a composite of one or
more numerical measurements
that would otherwise be listed
in a test table. But where dig-
ging and interpreting numbers
from a table requires more
than a little headscratching,
presenting a distillation of
those figures in the form of a
graph is at once more immedi-
ate and easier to understand.

It’s important to appreciate
that the values aren’t assigned
arbitrarily. Instead, the percent-
age figures are derived from
the deviation of any UUT (Unit
Under Test) from the statistical
mean of the group. Using this
month’s CD and DVD player
group as an example, let’s look
athow at how the per cent val-
ues for ‘Practical Dynamic
Range’ are derived.

THE PLOT THICKENS
This simple plot shows the vari-
ation in S/N (signal to noise)
ratio between the 12 CD and

DVD players, with the poorest
at 94.6dB (UUT 4) from the NAD
C520 and the widest at 104.3dB
(UUT 7), courtesy of Toshiba’s
SD-3209B DVD player.

Incidentally, the figures plot-
ted here show the worst S|N of
either left or right channels
while the figure given in each
review’s test table is the average
of both left and right channels.
Meanwhile, the average worst-
case S/N ratio across the group
as a whole is indicated by the
horizontal blue line at 100.5dB
on Figure 1.

The following tablelists the
CD/DVD players in the order
they were tested and, therefore,
the UUT order indicated on the
bottom axis of the graph(s).

Range’, the values from Fig. 1
are entered into a
computer pro-
gram along with
other parame-
ters, most notably
the player’s mod-
ulation
noise. The
factors are
combined and
weighted to yield the bar graph
values of -55 per cent and +50
per cent for the NAD C520 and
Toshiba SD-3109, respectively.
You’ll see that UUTs 5 and 9
(the NAD T550 and Technics SL-

this one parameteris
intended to reveal
the subjective
impact of more
than 20 sepa-
rate measure-
ments on the units.

‘ KEEP THE NOISE

DOWN, PLEASE
In practice, the distortion from
each player is measured at
20Hz (low bass), 1kHz
(midrange) and 20kHz (high tre-
ble) frequencies right across its
dynamicrange from full out-
put at 0dBFs to -100dBFs, which

“Each indicator in our graph is a composite
of one or more numerical measurements
that would otherwise be listed in a table.”

ORDER IN WHICH THE
PLAYERS WERE TESTED
(UUTs 1-12)

UUT Number Model
1 Marantz CD5000
2 Sony CDP-XE330
3 Harman/Kardon HD720
4 NAD C520
5 NAD T550
6 JVC XV-515
7 Toshiba SD-3109B
8 CambridgeD500
9 Technics SL-PG390
10 Sony DVP-S325

1

Pioneer DV-525

I~}

Sharp DV-760

For our assessment of each
player’s ‘Practical Dynamic

PG390, respectively) are closest
to the blue line on Fig. 1 and
have bar graph values closest to
the ‘average’ result of O per
cent at +10 per cent and -15 per
cent, respectively.

In this way, an indicator of
performance that might other-
wise involve numerous factors
is condensed into a straightfor-
ward graphic that reveals every
player’s potential relative to its
competitors.

Arguably the most complex
bar graph value to calculate is
that entitled ‘Harmonic
Distortion vs. Level’, because

is just beyond the theoretical
16-bit limit. This provides a
‘spectral map’ of the player’s
noise and distortion and gives
us a good idea of how coloured
it’s likely to sound to the panel
in the listening tests.

Figure 2 (below) shows how
the 12 players compare at mid-
level, midrange frequencies. In
this instance, it’s quite clear
that UUT 1 (the Marantz
CD5000) is far worse than aver-
age (the horizontal blue line)
than, say, UUT 2 (the Sony CDP-
XE330), UUT 3 (the Harman
HD720) or UUT 8 (the

Number of UUT's to complete test: "A-WTD S/N RATIO"

Figure 1: Comparing the Signal-to-Noise ratio of the 12 CD/DVD players.
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COMPARING S/N RATIO OF CD/DVD PLAYERS (BLUE LINE = AVERAGE S/N RATIO FOR THIS GROUP)

IHE QE SUITE

Figure 2: Comparing the distortion from each player at 1kHz/-30dBFs.




Cambridge D500) which, con-
versely, all suffer less distortion
than average. Nevertheless, a
single-point distortion test like
this could prove misleading
without information about the
player’s behaviour at other
musical frequencies and levels.

THE DIRTY DOZEN?

The centre plot from Figure 3
(below) shows the distortion
and noise from the same twelve
players, in the same UUT order,
but at very low levels. This is
indicative of the subtlest musi-
cal detail likely to be encoded

the distortion figures them-
selves, is an important indica-
tor of good sound quality as is
the nature or content of the dis-
tortion spectrum.

The upper and lower plots on
Figure 3 demonstrate what con-
stitutes the 7.7 per cent distor-
tion of the Sony CDP-XE330
(UUT 2) versus the 2.6 per cent
of the Cambridge D500 (UUT 8).
The 1kHz signals are labelled
‘Fund’, which stands for for
fundamental, while the sec-
ond, third and fourth har-
monic distortions are picked
out with blue markers.

“There’s plenty more to Hi-Fi Choice lab
tests than the elegant simplicity of the bar
graphs might suggest.”

onto a CD, and shows that UUT
1 is now better than average
while UUT 2 is far worse.

The Cambridge D500, mean-
while, as UUT 8, still enjoys con-
sistently low levels of noise and
distortion. This consistency,
rather than the magnitude of

The plot from the Cambridge
D500 (bottom) is patently
cleaner-looking than the CDP-
XE330 (top), which is awash
with ‘spikes’ (of PSU noise and
digital spuriae) to the left and
right of the 1kHz tone in addi-
tion to its higher harmonics.

Number of UUT's to c test “THD @ 1kH2/-90dBFs™
[CAMBRIDGE D500: DISTORTION @ 1kHz/-90dBFs (LEFT & 11111 | CHANNELS)

THE QC SUITE

Fig 3: Comparing the distortion from each player at 1kHz/-90dBFs

LT IYITY A TECHNOLOGY

TROUBLE WITH TREBLE
Returning to mid-levels
(-30dBFs) but looking, instead, |
out to far higher treble frequen- |
cies (20kHz) reveals another
trend altogether. This compari-
son between the players is
depicted on the centre plot of
Figure 4, where the low distor-
tion enjoyed by UUTs 2 and 8
(Sony CDP-XE330 and
Cambridge D500) is consistent
with the result at 1kHz/-30dBFs,
shown on Figure 2. UUT 3, the
HD720 from Harman/Kardon,
has now jumped from the
0.0025 per cent at 1kHz shown
on Figure 2 to some 0.12 per
cent here, at 20kHz.

The cause of this increase is
evident from the distortion
spectrum itself (upper plot,
Figure 4) where the second,
third and fourth harmonics are
shown superimposed on a wave
of requantisation noise that’s
ejected from the PCM1710 DAC.

The total power of this noise
can be substantial and often
has an influence on the subjec-
tive performance of partnering
amps. By inference, this would
include the discrete circuitry

AMAN KARDON HD720: DISTORTION @ 20kHz/-30dBFs (LEFT & 1111/ | CHANNELS)

© MILLER AUDIO
RESEARCH

THE QC SUITE

Fig 4: Comparing the distortion from each player at 20kHz/-30dBFs

Number of UUT's to co

Fnd

test: “THD @ 20kHz/-30dBFs™

SONY COP-XE 330: DISTORTION @ 20kH2/-30dBFs (LEFT & 1111111 CHANNELS)

GLOSSARY

BAR CHART OR BAR GRAPH: The
condensed representation of five
important performance parameters,
illustrated against the Statistical Mean
for the test group.

DISTORTION (HARMONIC):
Unwanted signals that appear at multi-
ples of the wanted signal; that is, the
harmonic distortion of 3kHz will
appear at 6kHz, 9kHz, 12kHz etc.
SIGNAL-TO-NOISE: A ratio
expressed in dB (decibels) between
the maximum output level of the CD
player (in this instance) and the resid-
ual level of its noise floor. About
100dB is typical.

STATISTICAL MEAN: In this case, is
the average of any one measured
parameter across the entire group - in
a group of four CD players whose out-
puts are 1.9V, 2.1V, 1.8V and 2.2V
respectively, the average = 2.0V.

UUT (UNIT UNDER TEST): A
generic name given to any product
being tested.

used by H/K as part of the
player’s output filter network...
Other ‘features’ of the spec-
trum include a stopband pat-
tern (2) released by the DAC’s 8x
oversampling filter and a pair
of sidebands (3) that are
reflected in the HD720’s very
high >3,200psec of jitter. The
lower plot on Figure 4, from
UUT 2 (Sony’s CDP-XE330),

| shows thatit’s possible to

decode a 20kHz tone without
excess ultrasonic noise, digital
spuriae or harmonic distortion,
even if the same player can’t
reproduce the same ‘trick’ at
1kHz/[-90dBFs (Figure 3).

All of which goes to show
that just because a player has
low distortion and noise in one
‘corner’ of its musical spec-
trum, we can’t presume this

| happy state of affairs persists at

all frequencies and levels. And
it’s this compromise in perfor-
mance that the ‘Harmonic
Distortion..” bar graph seeks to
illustrate, with the sheer con-
sistency of UUT 8 earning it a
full +65 per cent, while the low-
level ‘grunge’ of UUT 2 and HF
noise of UUT 3 knocks them
back to -55 per cent and -30 per
cent respectively.

So, next time you see an HFC
group test, you’ll know there’s
plenty more to the Lab Tests
than the elegant simplicity of a
bar chart might suggest...

Do you have a subject for the Oasis?
Please contact Paul Miller via e-mail
at MILLER_AUDIO_RESEARCH
@compuserve.com
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Wisdom

Compromise

Zingali - Having sa_id that, buying hi-fi is always a )
= ¢ compromise - the only way to the total truth is to
have the performing artists in your own living Wilson Benesch
room. Not too easy in most cases. At Sounds Of
Music however, it is our continual aim to
ﬁ ! compromise as little as possible as our extensive

i R ranges will confirm. What you hear in the showroom
H il = does not always offer the same performace at home
‘_ o and that is where our superb one months home
trial system and extensive range really comes into
e its own.

As you can see, this month we have featured a
varied selection of loudspeakers from all over the
world and at all price ranges. We believe that many
of these are capable of producing 'believable’
sounds but this still needs confirming by you in
your own particular environment and on your own
particular hi-fi set up.

We carry one of the largest ranges of specialist
products in the UK, as well as the loudspeakers
featured this month, all being available on our
special trial exchange system and in the comfort of
your own listening environment. Our one months-
trial exchange system is just fantastic, where else
can you try a range as extensive and have the
assurance that the results will be, as you want
them to be.

We specialise in room tuning advice and matching
and balancing a complete system to your own
particular taste. Our knowledgeable and confident
staff at both our branches are more than qualified
to help you through the ‘hi-fi maze'. If you are
connected, look up our web page for monthly
updates, special offers and second hand bargains.

Our aim at Sounds Of Music is to provide you with
all the best and latest products, all the best news
and technology and the very best sound you can
get for your pound.

Buying hi-fi from Sounds Of Music could not be
more simple or successful and we assure you that to
the best of our ability there will be ‘no
compromise’ either.

Cabasse

Where Else Can You Compare All These Products:

Avantgarde, Argento, Audio Synthesis, Advantage, Audio Physics, Audio Refinement, Apollo, Audion, Audio Note, Audio Research, Audio
Analogue, Audio Quest, Anthem, A.V.I., A.T.C., Acoustic Energy, Atacama, B.C. Acoustic, Base, Balanced Audio Technologies, Beyerdynamic,
Boulder, Bow, Bose, Burmester, Cabasse, Carfrae Horns, Covergent Audio Technology, Chord, Copland, Cadence, Cable-Talk, Celestion, Copulare,
Clear Audio, Dunlavy, Echo-Busters, Eggleston-Works, Electrocompanient, Eikos, FM Acoustics, Genesis, Graham, Goertz, Goldring, Gershman,
Grado, Hales, Harbeth, Helios, Hovland, Jamo, JM Labs, Koetsu, Krell, KEF, Klipsch, Lyra, Lumley, Lyra, L.A.T., Lavardin, Musical Technology,
Magnum Dynalab, Micromega, Marantz, MVL, Martin Logan, Mitchell, Musical Fidelity, Neat, Nordost, Opera, Optimum, Ortofon, Orchid,
Parasound, Plinius, Pathos, Project, Passlabs, Pro-ac, Pink Triangle, Primare, QED, Quad, Rockport, Rel, SME, Shure, Sennheiser, Sonic Link,
Soundstyle, Sound Organisation, Sumiko, Straight Wire, Sonic Frontiers, Sonus-Faber, Stands Unique, Target, Trilogy, Teac, Theta, Tannoy,
Totem, Talk Electronics, Thule, Townshend, Transparent, Transfiguration, Triangle, Unison Research, Van Den Hull, Wisdom, Wilson,
Wilson-Benesch, Wadia, XTC, XLO, Yamamura Churchill, YBA, Zingali.

10-12 Chapel Place, Visit S d{ at: 34 Horselydown Lane,

Tunbridge Wells, Kent TN1 1YQ London SE1
tel: 01892 547003 / 616383 tel: 020 7357 8882
fax: 01892 547004 web: www.sounds-of-music.co.uk fax: 020 7378 8687

(75 yards from Tower Bridge)




HI-FI UP FOR GRABS! l

COMPETITION

WIN NEW HEYBROOK SPEAKERS

Answer two simple questions and you could win one of five pairs of Heybrook speakers.

his month’s competition prizes come from
those marvellously generous guys at
Heybrook. And what have we secured for
your delectation? No less than five pairs of
loudspeakers from the company’s new 2000
Series line-up. This is your chance to get your
hands on a pair before we do!
’RIZE - a pair of HB4s worth £499.95.
The ‘blg brother’ of the range, the HB4 stands
90cm tall, employs a 25mm soft-dome tweeter
and uses Kevlar cones in both its 165mm bass
and ISOmm mid driver units.
- a pair of HB3s worth
£349. 95 A competitively priced floorstander,
the HB3 is also 90cm tall and employs a 25mm
soft-dome tweeter and a 165mm Kevlar cone
mid/bass driver. HB3s and HB4s can both be
mass loaded for additional stability and
lmproved bass control.

HIRD PRIZE - two lucky readers will each
receive a palr of HB2s. A bookshelf model
worth £229.95, the HB2 employs a 25mm soft-
dome tweeter with a 165mm Kevlar cone
mid/bass driver.

- a pair of HB1s worth

£l79 95. The ‘entry-level’ model of the range,
this compact bookshelf speaker employs a
25mm soft-dome tweeter with a 130mm Kevlar
cone mid/bass driver.

All models come in black ash and beech
veneer finishes.

So, if you fancy hearing any of these models
in your living room, don't delay - get your
entry form in the post to us today.

Answer the questions below by circling the correct
answers, then fill in your name, address and daytime
telephone number in the spaces given.

HOW TO ENTER

Post this entry form to:
Hi-Fi Choice Competition (CHFC 0005A),
Kirsty Husband, Database Direct, PO Box 9,

Dunoon, Argyll PA23 8QQ

The Questions

What are the Heybrooks’ main drive cones made
from?

a) Kevlar
b) Doped paper
¢) Ceramic-coated aluminum magnesium alloy

Name

All entries must arrive by First Post, Thursday 25 May 2000.
Please remember to tell us whether you are over 18 years of age.

Address (inc. postcode) _

Daytime Telephone Number

How many pairs of speakers are there to be won in
this month’s competition?

Please tick one only of the following:

a) Four [C] Are you a current subscriber? OR
. [ Are you a regular reader? OR
b) Five ["] Are you an occasional reader?

¢) Two

COMPETITION RULES

1) The Closing Date for the Heybrook Competition is First Post, Thursday 25 May 2000.

2) Winners of the Heybrook Competition will be judged from all correct entries submit-
ted, and drawn at random after the Closing Date given in 1) above.

3) All winners will be notified by post.

4) The Editor’s decision is final and no correspondence will be entered into.

5) The Heybrook Competition is not open to employees of Future Publishing Ltd,
Heybrook nor their suppliers, agents or associates.

6) We regret this competition is open to UK residents only.

7) No cash alternatives will be offered.

8) We reserve the right to substitute alternative prizes with equal value to these shown,
in the unlikely event of stock being temporarily unavailable.

9) By entering the competition, you agree to be bound by the rules.

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

form per household.

CHFC 0005A

If you don't wish to cut up your copy of Hi-Fi Choice,

please photocopy this coupon.
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A3 RANGE.

MACHINED, MIL-SPEC ALUMINIUM
FRONT PANEL.

TWENTY-FOUR CARAT GOLD
PLATED FITTINGS.

REMOTE CONTROLLED.

PHONO STAGE.

POWERFUL, ROBUST, BUILT.

MUSICAL FIDELITY

A3 RANGE: INTEGRATED AMPS, PREAMPS, POWER AMPS, TUNER, CD PLAYER AND HOME CINEMA DECODER. FOR DETAILS OF YOUR NEAREST STOCKIST RING 020 8900 2866.




HIGH-END TEST: CHORD SPM-4000

rower Chord

Paul Miller discovers that it's not only the Yanks who can make behemoth power amps.

tunning architecture and advanced, switch-
mode power supplies have lain at the heart of
Chord amps since the company’s inception.
The SPM~-4000 shows nothing has changed in
either regard, but it does highlight a trend
towards more ambitious designs. The price is
pretty ambitious too - £8,500 with four pillar-
style legs or a heady £9,040 with six. Ouch.

Nevertheless, Chord does know how to, well, strike a chord aestheti-
cally. The SPM-4000 features interlocking alloy heatsinks, a brace of
cylindrical supports and a vast slab of facia that’s populated with blue
and red LEDs to denote the onset of clipping. Chord suggests an out-
put of 480W/8 Ohms, whereas a two-channel rating of 410W is more
accurate, increasing to a heady 610W into lower, 4 Ohm loads. Over a
1-350W range, distortion varies between just 0.007-0.013 per cent - a
consistent performance that bodes well for sound quality.

Both single-ended (phono) and balanced (XLR) inputs are provided
with double sets of 4mm speaker sockets to aid bi-wiring. Meanwhile,
under the perforated bonnet beats an advanced switch-mode power
supply (see Box) with an estimated 4kW peak capacity. This uses two
transformers, arranged for the positive and negative rails rather than
left and right channels. As such, peak demands on one rail are sup-
ported by the other, reducing distortion. Power is distributed via a
bank of 180V reservoir caps using a back plane rather than cabling,
while the final output stage employs eight complementary pairs of
MOSFETs per channel, all made to Chord’s specification by Semilab.

The SPM-4000 is one of
the rare amps designed
to provide a very low
output impedance, mak-
ing it less sensitive to
variations in cable and
speaker load. This aids
the amp’s exceptional

bass control, despite the
fact thatits low bass out-
putis ‘limited’ by elec-
tronic protection to just
325W. Hah!Every amp should be so restricted. Listen to Leftfield’s Phat
Planet and your speakers will be stretched to the limit by the SPM~4000.
Such was the depth and quality of bass ripping from my Audio Note
Ells that I was able to disengage my REL Stentor subwoofer with no
practical loss in extension or compromise in low frequency ambience.

Like the very best high power amplifiers, the SPM~-4000 laughs in the
face of complex and demanding musical overtures, sounding open
and effortless where most amps would begin to reveal some strain. It
just goes to show that even with reasonably sensitive speakers, vast
reserves of headroom still earn a practical advantage.

Even with a relatively simple recording like Mary Black’s Trespass
Shoes, the crack of percussion and thrum of guitar took on a more
vibrant air, developing a thrilling acoustic. It’s not that other amps
can’t adequately resolve the threads of this track, just that the Chord
does it with a combination of finesse and a brooding sense of power
that builds a palpable, realistic tension into the listening experience.

Its sound is as stylish as its appearance is bold, but ascribing a value
to a product costing a touch under £10k is a moot point in my view.
Sure enough, the SPM-4000 is one of the very best amplifiers you are
likely to hear and one of the very best that money can buy. But if you
need to ask “...how much?”, it’s probably best not to arrange a demo.
IRTATATA TATATATA TATA)
£8,500 @& (01622) 721444

What is a switch-mode power supply?

All switch-mode supplies benefit from one fundamental principle: specifically, as
transformers are run at higher and higher frequencies (typically 1,000x higher
than our 50Hz mains), they become proportionally more efficient. This means
the physical size of the transformer can be reduced, cutting back on waste heat
and physical weight.

In practice, this is achieved by directly rectifying the domestic 240V AC mains to
340V DC before ‘chopping’ it back up again to an AC voltage at 70kHz (70,000Hz)
or so. The regulation of this type of switch-mode supply is controlled by varying
the ‘on’ time of the chopped voltage, its frequency, or both.

Advantages include increased efficiency (lighter, cheaper supplies) and the ability
to automatically adapt to any mains voltage and frequency. This is why the small,
switch-mode supplies used in modern PCs can typically be plugged in to 110-
240V outlets worldwide. Disadvantages include potentially huge RF emissions,
which must be prevented from interfering with the audio path and, equally,
blocked from reversing back down the mains lead...
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HIGH-END TEST: TAG MCLAREN F1-RLA AVANTGARDE

Distraction

TAG Mclaren’s new F1 speakers are a bit much for the likes of young Jensen Button to be let

loose with just yet. No, it's going to take an older, wiser pair of ears. Like Paul Messenger’s.

hen I first heard the news that Investigating the nooks and crannies

the world’s leading racing car The enclosure is fabricated in two large segments, front and back, but
maker was moving into the hi-fi when these are fixed together, three separate cavities are created: 53
business, I was naturally excited. | litres for the bass, 22 litres for the upper bass, and a generous 29 litres
I've always found racing car tech- | for the midrange. Both the bass and upper bass sections are separately

nology almost as intriguing as loaded by gas-flowed ports integral with the mouldings, the former
loudspeakers, and the prospect tuned to 25Hz, the latter to 43Hz.
of applying the advanced com- Such an arrangement, properly implemented, ought to achieve a
posites used in racing cars to a state-of-the-art loudspeaker really relatively even bass alignment, while an added refinement is the abil-
got my imagination going and my auditory ‘tastebuds’ watering. ity to choose between three different weights which fix to the boss at
It has taken more than two years, but now the wait is over and the centre of the bass driver cone. Changing this weight will

the F1 speaker is a reality. A number have already been
sold in Germany, but this review marks its debut in the
English-speaking world. The photography will tell you
much more about the strikingly different styling than
mere words, but as a hi-tech objet d’art, I found myself
growing very fond of it indeed.

Its super-shiny, extravagantly curvy, deep blue cara-
pace sat very oddly in my essentially Edwardian lounge,
and has much more in common with the Elizabethan
automobile parked on the drive, but by the end of a fort-
night I'd quite fallen for these curious “dancing figures”
dreamed up by industrial designer Peter Stevens.
For such a large loudspeaker, the F1 manages
to look surprisingly compact, the clever taper-
ing towards the top and back creating a deli-
cacy denied traditional, rectangular boxes.

You can make your own minds up about
the aesthetics, but there’s no denying
this is an exceptionally stylish loud-
speaker and, moreover, that the style is
no mere embellishment. Form strictly
follows function here, and there are
numerous very good reasons why
the enclosures follow their less
than conventional shapes.

But before getting sucked into
the subtleties of a very thor-
oughly thought-through project,
let’s set out some of the basics.
Intended as a ‘no compromise’
solution, this is a large and
very heavy loudspeaker, weigh-
ing some 65kg. It’s also
unquestionably very expensive
at £15,000 a pair — a price tag
which presumably reflects
the high cost of tooling the
large and elaborate enclosure
moulds, as well as the quite

subtly alter the tuning, to better suit different system,
room and placement conditions.
One unique strength of using composites through-
out for the enclosure is that there’s no longer any
A need for flat panels and sharp edges. By adopting an
/. almostorganic form, with deliberately contrived
> asymmetry, the F1 avoids many of the standing
wave and reflection problems normally created
inside a conventionally shaped enclosure by the
(unwanted) soundwaves generated off the back
of driver cones, as well as the sharp edges
\ which generate dispersion discontinuities in
the wanted soundwaves generated outside the
enclosure. The softened edges, tapering
front, and the gentle backward and
inward-leaning curve of the front surface
all play their part.
The enclosure itself consists of three
skins, two of 4mm epoxy composite,
sandwiching a 10mm flexible PVC core.
Additional PVC-cored ribs 15mm thick
and 35mm deep are laminated with
reinforced epoxy resin to add extra
stiffness across internal areas. The
internal chambers are created by two
solid, 25mm thick bulkheads divid-
ing the cabinet in such a way as to
provide the required chamber vol-
umes, brace the cabinet walls and
avoid parallel reflective surfaces.
Each chamber is then damped by
a critical selection of acoustic poly-
mer foam augmented by polyester
fibre pads. The epoxy resin is loaded
with powdered slate, increasing the
mass and contributing to structural
inertness. Combinations of short fil-
ament fibre and woven glass are
1 also embedded in the resin for rein-
exceptional standards of engi- ! forcement and stiffness. A high per-
neering finish throughout. "' F' c"nicE formance structural adhesive then
While the ingredients are Enm.s GHOIGE bonds the two mouldings together.
exotic, the basic configura- -r The low-bass cavity’s reflex port is
tion is relatively conven- located in the bottom surface of the
tional. There are four drive enclosure, and is held on four hefty
units, but the system actually alloy spacing collars above a separate
operates as a ‘three-and-a-half-way’. plinth, as the gap between plinth and

54 HI-FI CHOICE



“There’s no denying this is an
exceptionally stylish loudspeaker
and, moreover, that style is
no mere embellishment.”

MEASUREMENTS

The manufacturer claims a relatively modest
87.5dB/W sensitivity, and this was more or
less confirmed under our far-field, in-room
conditions. However, because of the
restrained nature of the balance through the

- midband and presence regions (where the

specific output is closer to 86dB), the
perceived sensitivity will actually be a little
below specification. Powerful amplification is
clearly indicated - although, happily, the
impedance load doesn't look too difficult or
over-demanding.

The balance is exceptionally smooth and
even throughout the bass and midrange. The
bass itself is commendably dry and free of
peaks, with very good ultimate extension
(-4dB at 20Hz in-room). Under our room
conditions, the main effect of changing the
bass driver weights was found around 30-
45Hz, the lightest weight giving about 5dB
more output than the heaviest one, and
actually delivering the best room match.
The balance is certainly very even, but it is
also subtly tailored, downtilting very gently
by a couple of dB above 600Hz. The
midband driver looks ruler-flat right up to a
high 3.5kHz, which is very impressive
indeed, but there’s also a quite obvious
3-4dB deep ‘notch’ centred on the 4.2kHz
tweeter crossover point. The treble, too, is
smooth, if a touch restrained.
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HIGH-END TEST: TAG MCLAREN F1-RLA AVANTGARDE

enclosure and the shaping of the plinth top surface all form part of
the portitself. The plinth has a quite modest spike footprint, but the
great weight and low centre of gravity ensure excellent stability.
Standard 8mm spikes are used, which seems a trifle parsimonious in
view of the lavish engineering elsewhere. I’d also like to see a small
spirit level built into the plinth, to help get the two speakers tilting at
the same angle - something which is surprisingly difficult to achieve
in a loudspeaker with few (if any) true horizontals and verticals.

The plinth is also used to house the crossover externally, away from
the vibrations generated within the enclosure proper, and providing
easy access should TAG McLaren wish to introduce an active drive
option in the future. There’s just a single pair of terminals fitted to the
plinth. The company researched the alternatives of using single or
multi-way terminals, and found that the former gave superior results
because of simpler contact interfaces and the benefits of star ground-
ing. Proprietary OFHC binding posts are machined in TAG McLaren’s
F1 facility, and gold-plated to resist corrosion but with no nickel plat-
ing interface, as this was found to affect the sound quality adversely.

Each drive unit is secured by seven substantial hex bolts, the open-
frame units, all with cast alloy frames, are held under cosmetically
matching mounting rings machined
from aircraft-grade aluminium. All are
made to TAG’s design by Scan-Speak of
Denmark. The low-bass driver has a
250mm chassis and 200mm paper cone,
the upper bass unit a 180mm frame and
130mm paper cone, while the midrange
has a 150mm frame with a rather special
100mm diaphragm. This starts out as a
paper cone, but is then radially sliton a
slight angle, and a damping compound is
applied to create an air-tight seal. The
resulting mechanical impedance disconti-
nuity deflects and breaks up patterns in
vibration energy travelling up and down the
cone profile. The tweeter is a variant on
Scan’s classic 20mm doped fabric dome, the
motor system and moving assembly secured
in a specially milled alloy housing.

Sound quality
If the F1 is flashy to look at, the sound it
delivers is the embodiment of restraint and
neutrality. The first impression is likely to be
underwhelming. Don’t expect this speaker to
reach out and grab you with melodrama and
hype. Just sit back, relax, and give the sublime
subtlety of this device time to work its magic.
It’s the little things that sneak up on you, like
the smoothness and accuracy of the tonality,
the spaciousness and exquisite focus of the
image, and the simple (but very rare) observa-
tion that bass only happens when the music
demands it. Then the penny drops. There’s an
extraordinary freedom from conventional box
effects here, not just through the midband, but
right down through the bass too. The speakers
seem to disappear as the perceived sources of
sound, leaving just the soundstage itself behind.
Not that they sound ‘disembodied’; the bottom
end has real power, weight and solidity, right
down into the bottom octave. But unlike most
conventional speakers that attempt to go deep, it
doesn’t come with a load of additional garbage,
thickening and grunge. The bottom end is simply
there, driving the music along with real purpose
and enthusiasm when called upon so to do.
Upmarket speakers tend to fall into certain
broad types - you could almost refer to them as
‘schools of thought’ - when it comes to choosing
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“Don’t expecf

the compromises inherent in all designs. The F1 majors on neutrality
at the expense of sensitivity, and one can draw parallels with ‘classics’
like the Spendor BC1 and Quad Electrostatic. Among its contempo-
raries, I'm reminded most of the original B&W Nautilus, which comes
closest in driver line-up and construction techniques.

This is an exceptionally easy speaker to live with. It retains fine
intelligibility at the very lowest levels, yet could be driven seriously
loud without signs of distress by the 500W monoblock Bryston 7Bs I
borrowed for that express purpose. Most notably, the speaker’s charac-
ter remained remarkably consistent across a very wide power range.

Yes, it does have a measure of ‘character’, mainly due to the overall
balance, which is just a little retiring through the broad midband and
rather more so in the treble, so the net effect is just a shade ‘shutin’
and might be over-restrained for some tastes. Maybe the measured
‘notch’ around the treble crossover plays a part, or maybe it’s down to
the modest sensitivity; I'm not sure, but the F1 seems a little lacking
in snap, dynamic attack and tension.

During my time living with the F1s, I spent about half a day with a
Lowther-driven horn speaker. Such speakers could not be any further

| apart in design terms, and while the horn lacked bass and had obvious

box coloration, I missed its vividness, dynamic literacy and sumptuous
textures when I went back to the F1.

Although the F1 has character, I'm still not sure whether it has any
specific coloration. When I thought I'd pinned down a specific effect, I
changed the amp and it went away. I tried several high quality amps
and sources over the course of my listening, and
the F1s simply told it how it was.

In truth I did find the sound justa
little over-damped with my regular
Naim NAP135 amps, an observation I
put to project leader Graham Landick.
the FI to reach To my surprise he didn’t disagreg, but
made the very valid
point that the damp-
ing had to repre-
sent a compromise
across a wide
range of ‘high end’
amplification alterna-
tives, which is entirely
consistent with my earlier findings.

A

Conclusions
In two short weeks what looked
decidedly oddball at first sight have
become aesthetically desirable in
their own right, with the bonus
that they’re also exceptionally
high quality loudspeakers, with a
freedom from boxiness unparal-
leled in my experience, and won-
derful stereo imaging. Ifind
myself more and more seduced by
their delicacy and transparency,
and contemplating their departure
with an increasingly heavy heart.
Accurate, unflappable, controlled
and consistent, their studied sonic
neutrality and restrained character
make quite a contrast to the dra-
matic visual presentation. Some
might find the result a little lacking
in drama and excitement; others will
love the F1’s ability to avoid drawing attention
to itself while going about the serious business
of reproducing the music with exceptional
detail and fidelity. Powerful amplification is
definitely recommended.
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indecently good hi-fi

P2

Buying hi-fi should be a delight. |

If you would rather chose your new hi-fi in a civilised and relaxed |

atmosphere from a well-chosen selection of genuine performance {
equipment, then we are for you. Bring along your own records or

CDs, we'll provide the coffee, and hear the difference we can make to

your enjoyment of music. (.

9 High Street, Hampton Wick, Kingston upon Thames, Surrey KT1 4DA

. Telephone: 0181-943 35

Open: Tues - Fri 10.30am - 7pm, Saturday 10am - épm.

£1275.00

Suppliers and installers of High
Quality Audio Systems

AV

Midland Audio

We make loudspeakers for the world's

leading Mastering engineers, Broadcasters, P M C
Film scorers, Recording engineers
and some other famous people.

01707 393002
www . bryston.ca/pmc

We can make some for you if you like. sales@promonitor.co.uk
Ashford (Kent) Soundcraft Hifi 01233 624441
Aylesbury Northwood Audio 01296 428790
Bishops Stortford The Audio File 01279 506576
Bournemouth Suttons HiFi 01202 555512
Brighton The Powerplant 01273 775978
Bristol Radfords 0117 9441010
Chel am Audio T 01242 583940
Chelmsford Rayleigh HiFi 01245 265245
Enfield Audio T 0208 367 3132
Epsom Audio T 01372 748888
Hitchin David Orton 01462 452248
Ipswich Signals 01473 622866
X Guildford PJ HiFi 01483 504801
3 High Wycombe Audio T 01494 558585
o' Lakeside Rayleigh HiFi 01708 680551
Q Leicester Leicester HiFi 0116 253 9753
0.; London (W1) The Cornflake Shop 0207 631 0472
fe)) London (NW) Audio T 0207 794 7848
c London (SE) Billy vee 0208 318 5755
«© London (SW) Auditorium 0207 384 3030
< London (SW) Oranges & Lemons 0207 924 2040
? London (SW) SMC 0171 819 1700
s London (W) Thomas Heinitz 0207 229 2077
Pty A A Margate LMD Audio 01843 220092
T Martln LOgan PrOdlgy Speakers Newton Abbot Audio Specialists 01626 333871
3 available exclusively from Oxford Audio T 01865 765961
.g M|d|and AUdiO X_Change Peterborough The Hifi Company 01733 341755
c Rayleigh Rayleigh HiFi 01268 779762
(1] Sheffield Moorgate Acoustics 0114 275 6048
-E Southampton Audio T 023 8025 2827
et Southend Rayleigh HiFi 01702 435255
E. St Albans Radlett Audio Q01727 855577
g Swansea Audio Excellence 01792 474608
; { Taunton Mike Manning 01823 326688
; { Worthing Phase 3 01903 245577
Mobile: 0421 605966 Worcester Seven Oaks HiFi 01905 612929
Yeovil Mike Manning 01935 479361
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A NEW REALISM—Audio Research
delivered true reference sound
quality with its Reference 1
preamp and Reference 600
monoblocs. A number of cus-
tomers looking for Reference 600
sound quality have asked for
slightly lower output power and

a smaller chassis. The new
Reference 300 is the smaller,
quieter and cooler answer to
these customer’s needs.

Good news too for existing
Reference 600 customers who
can opt for the MKII factory
update while new-build
Reference 600MKIIs are now
available. The all-valve
Reference 2 stereo line preamp
offers the same full microproces-
sor remote control of volume,
balance, record and input selec-
tion with both balance
and single ended inputs
(eight plus full tape loop)
and outputs (two main, Reference Phono all-valve phono stage
one tape) as its illustrious this is a 1 5

predecessor. But all new
audio and power supply
circuits have advanced the
state-of-the-art yet again.
REAL VINYL — LP record
lovers will be delighted at
the arrival of the
Reference Phono all-
valve phono stage.

The Reference Phono
features two sets of inputs
one for low-output mc
pickups and one for high-
output mc and mm
designs. Used with the
Reference 2 or similar
preamp there is enough
gain for any cartridge.
Flexible loading is offered.
REAL PARTNERS — Audio
Research introduced the
LS8 in 1997 as an afford-
able reference-calibre valve
preamp. The new MKII
version is a pure Class A
design with improved
component quality,
improved isolation feet and
chassis damping. The
LS8/11 is a single-ended
design. Perfect partner for
the LS8 is the 100.2 solid-
state power amp which we believe sets a new standard. Liquid and
grain-free, it possesses a fine midrange transparency.

REAL PRIORITY — Audio Research has also announced the 125.5
Audiophile Standard Multichannel solid-state power amplifier for home
theatre installations. Though coming late to the home theatre market,
Audio Research believes priority had to be given to audiophile quality
sound and delayed introducing a home theatre product until fully happy
with the sound quality.

REAL TRADITION —the PH3 phono preamplifier is eagerly sought out by
those enjoying the renaissance of interest in vinyl. A total of 109 part
changes now see the PH3 in Special Edition guise as the PH3SE. An
upgrade will be available for existing owners.

REALITY CHECK —the all-valve LS25 brings down the cost of true Audio
Research high-end performance. This line stage preamplifier can be per-
ceived as a slightly small Reference 1. It is a pure Class A design with

Absolute Sounds Ltd

58 Durham Road London SW20 ODE
Tel 020 8971 3909 or 0700 ABSOLUTE U
Fax 020 8879 7962 HOME CINEMA
Email info@absolute-sounds.com SOUND AND VSON
Web www.absolutesounds.com i id

Winning the race

Reference 2 all-valve line stage preamplifier

smooth detailed sound, clean
focus and plenty of bass impact. It
has the flexibility to integrate with
high quality audio and video com-
ponents.REAL PERFORMANCE —the
LS16 preamplifier is for those
looking to make a transition into
real high-end yet wish to retain
the convenience of full remote
control of all front panel func-
tions. It offers both singled

ended and balanced inputs with
microprocessor controlled relays
for gain control and switching.
Enthusiastslooking for the tradi-
tional qualities of an all-valve line
preamplifier will find them

carried over into the LS8 which
replaces the popular LS7 and LS9.
REAL POWER —The 100 watt per
channel VT100 power ampli-
fier is a hard-driving amplifier
with true bass slam
matched by a liquid mid
and top. Its speed and
control have to be heard.
Robert J Reina
(Stereophile March 1999)
concluded his VT100
review: “This extraordi-
nary amplifier is
beginning to make me
wonder if current tube
technology may once
again be edging ahead of
solid-state in the race for
ultimate sonic realism”.
The VT100 MKII build
features doubled power
supply energy storage,
cooling fan and valve
damping rings. MKII
enhancements are avail-
able as a factory upgrade
for existing owners.

The mid-power VT100
comes between the classic
VTS50, at around £3300,
and the mighty VT200.
Jonathan Valin writing in
Fi magazine (October
1998) went so far as to
rate the VT200 as: “The
best high powered stereo
amplifier 've heard — a
genuine hi-fi masterwork”.
REAL PARTNERSHIP— The
LS16/VT200 pre/power
partnership puts excite-
ment back into your music with its detail resolution and dynamic slam.
REAL INTEGRATION — enthusiasts waited a long time for the CA50 all-
valve, remote control integrated amplifier. Conservatively rated at 50
watt per channel the CASO0 is designed to be stunningly musical,
handsome in appearance — its styling cues coming from the awesome
Reference series — and completely convenient. Audition this important
Audio Research first and find out why Ken Kessler (Hi-Fi News
February 1997) said, “So much for the superiority of separates...”.
REAL QUALITY —An entirely new full 20-bit CD player, the CD2, is
styled to match the CAS50. As a complete player Audio Research is con-
vinced the CD2 can compete with any single or two-box player in the
market with its astounding resolution of detail and dynamics.

Don’t lose out in the race for sonic realism?—contact

Absolute Sounds for full information and a list of dealers where

you can experience Audio Research.

audio research
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SUPER TEST VALVE AMPLIFIERS £650-£2,400

Vﬁll‘iglif iers

Richard Black investigates what's on offer to newcomers to the
steamy world of valve amplification.

n many ways, it's quite extraordinary for a
hi-fi magazine still to be reviewing new
valve amplifiers, some forty years after the

Affordable Va!ye Company EL34 £650.00

. Canary Audio CA-608 £1,495.00
valve was all but supplanted by the transis- =
tor. What's th int? Can the t ot Graaf Venticinque £1,790.00
Sle ats € pO|n s € transistor Pathos Classic One 77{99757.700

really still not be capable of providing decent audio
quality after all the many thousands of man-years that
have gone into its refinement?

Of course it is capable, and the existence of many fine transistor amps proves it beyond
doubt. But the simple fact remains that the valve has many useful characteristics that the
transistor doesn't necessarily duplicate. If one takes into account linearity, gain and speed
(frequency response), the valve is a more efficient device than the transistor, especially in
power circuits: that is, simply, you need less of ‘em to meet given performance targets.
Now, with transistors costing only pennies each, there's no problem with using a few
more, except that often introduces as many problems as it solves — there's a lot of merit
in the KISS (Keep It Simple, Stupid) argument.

So yes, there is a point to the continued existence of valve audio amplifiers. That said,
there are still many problems associated with valves, particularly the need (in all but a very
few, very esoteric amps) for an output transformer to drive loudspeakers. That transformer
is a difficult component to design and an expensive one to manufacture.

Then there is the need for extra power supply voltages to power the valve 'heaters’, not
to mention the consequent extra-large mains transformer: all those transformers make
the amp quite large and heavy, so it needs a bigger case...

Hence the complete absence of valves from the truly budget end of the market, and
their relative scarcity even up to the thousand-pound mark. But let's assume you can
afford the entry price. What are the advantages and unique characteristics of the breed?

That's a tricky one to answer, since valve amps vary at least as much as transistor ones
and perhaps more. However, the common perception — based fairly enough on the
majority of valve amps over the years — is that valves bring sweet treble, natural tonal bal-
ance and unforced detail, with perhaps slightly soft bass and limited output power. One
could find exceptions to all of those, but it's not such a bad approximation. Indeed, many
valve amp designers get into the whole thing in the first place driven by the desire to
produce amplifiers with just those characteristics.

Don't, however, get carried away by any amount of
talk about valve virtues and vices. Have a good listen
for yourself. | use valves myself most of the time and
have done, on and off, for years, but | would coun-
sel against getting romantic about them: a bad valve
amp (or just one that's not to your taste) will be
as frustrating as a bad transistor amp.

You friendly, smiling dealer will be happy to
help — indeed, many of the nicest and most
helpful dealers I've met are keen valve buffs.

How the tests were done

Tube Technology Unisis Sig  £2,400.00

or most of the listening | used original Quad

Electrostatic loudspeakers - having been
designed to partner a 15W valve amp (the Quad
1) and being to this day the speaker of choice for
many a valve buff, it made sense. It's also a fairly
easy load to drive, so to give some variety | also
used ATC SCM20s (inefficient, but | don't often
listen very loud) and JBL LX20s. Sources were a
Rotel RCD-971 CD player and a Pink Triangle
turntable plus Moth phono stage.

Because valve amps don't like being turned on

and off rapidly and typically take a few minutes
to warm up, | left all five switched on for the

duration of an evening's quick-fire comparisons,
subsequently giving each one the benefit of a
longer period of solo testing in order to get the
full sonic picture.

What music did we use?
Philadelphia Orch./Sawallisch: Nature’s Realm
(Water Lily WLA-WS-66-CD)

Donald Byrd: A New Perspective (Blue Note 7243
499006 2 2)

José Antonio Guzman: Ambrosio (Sonora
SACD101)

Ibrahim Ferrer: Buena Vista Social Club presents
Ibrahim Ferrer (World Circuit WCDO055)

amp which will be blocked if it

carpet, for instance.

Valves are slightly microphonic and

benefit from being placed on some

support, or at least a reasonably sol

There's no particular reason why a va

be any less reliable thafi a transistor one,

valves themselves do have a finite life, which vafies--
somewhat depending on the valve and the amp.
Power valves should last at least 1,000 hours, oftena
good deal longer: have them checked by your dealer

or the manufacturer if you think the sound is logageits. }

edge. Small signal valves frequently last more th
20,000 hours.

GLOSSARY

CLASS A: an amplification stage in which all the active
ices (valves or transistors) pass current at all times
tk in ‘Class A". This has the advantage that

o switch hard off, something

ossover distortion’

h causing a ‘see-saw’ of volt

: r winding. Gives b
ingle-ended operation,
hie sonic purity of single-end
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[T VALVE AMPLIFIERS £650-£2.400 |

AFFORDABLE VALVE COMPANY EL34

ffordable is right — this is

certainly one of the cheap-

est valve amps around at
present, and possibly the very
cheapest. But there isn't any very
obvious lack in basic specifications,
with output power quoted as 40
Watts per channel. How does AVC
do it? Simple: the amp is made in
China where labour costs are
embarrassingly low and many of the
parts are made anyway (notably
valves, of which China is one of the
main sources these days).

There are areas where the cost-
cutting shows, principally in fit and
finish, which is functional but hardly
class-leading, and also internal com-
ponent quality and assembly. Like
most other valve amps around, this
one uses an Alps volume control,
but here it's the version made for
mass-market stuff, not the rather
lovely big pots more often favoured.
Likewise, the selector switch, cabling
and capacitors are all pretty cheap
and cheerful, but there are some
good chunky resistors in evidence
and the power supply even uses a
choke for better ripple filtering.

The circuit uses a pair of EL34
valves per channel, in Ultralinear
mode, with a pair of twin triodes
(6N3, a type I've never seen before)
giving a fully balanced circuit. Fixed
bias is used with a relatively low bias
current, which is good for valve life
but means that the circuit is decid-
edly Class AB rather than the
Class A proudly proclaimed on
the front of the unit — which
makes rather a mockery of the
claims in the manual for the
virtues of Class A valve treble.

Although a small handful of deal-
ers nationwide currently stock this
product, AVC deals mainly direct and
the price includes delivery and a
one-month home trial. It also
includes a mains lead with a ferrite
ring interference suppressor built in,
a pair of short interconnects to max-
imise treble and a couple of CDs
(full length albums, too) with notes
on what to listen for — a novel touch.

SOUND QUALITY

There seems to be no attempt to
disguise this amp's aim: it's a ‘classic
valve sound’ animal and no mistake.
That's to say it's warm and cuddly,
and therefore perhaps not the tool
of choice for resolution freaks.

With smooth, laid-back, sparse
jazz it's completely at home, and
something smoochy with a subtle
double-bass foundation suits it to
perfection. On such a recording,
vocals are generally lifelike and
involving. The sax or trumpet, when

Affordable

Valve

Company

EL34

it comes in, won't startle you or
make your teeth hurt and the piano
sounds believable, if not perfectly
true tonally. So far so good.

The other side of the coin is
shown with big orchestral stuff or
heavy rock — something with lots
going on. In fact, | wonder if this amp
wasn't designed by someone who
plays a wind instrument, because
the way it deals with strings is far
from complimentary.

Orchestral violins playing high up
tend to sound quite harsh and
processed, almost like the strange
travesty that passes for ‘violins' on
many synthesisers, while at the bot-
tom of the score a handful of double
basses can sound much too
blended (in the Moulinex sense) for
my tastes. Meanwhile, it is really
quite hard to pick out details any-
where within the orchestra or band.
Perversely, however, imaging is on
the whole quite good, at least up to

SELECTOR

Class A e

Valve Amplifier

very high levels at which point the
sound becomes rather strained and
images collapse inwards.

Impact is not bad, and up-tempo
jazz numbers, solo piano and other
fairly simple sounds are quite involv-
ing. It's not the most foot-tapping
sound ever, though, principally
because of a degree of fatness in
the balance which does no great
favours to the precision of a really
good drummer.

As with many valve amplifiers,
that bass sound is going to vary
quite significantly between loud-
speakers due to the very high output
impedance which makes for unpre-
dictable frequency response when
driving a real speaker.

Apart from that, results are fair for
the breed: distortion'’s a little on the
high side and full rated output is
only achievable at very high distor-
tion (six per cent or more) at the fre-
quency extremes. For the usual two

y 7
-

’m

o 4 r"

voLume

per cent distortion limit, bass output
is more like 18W and high treble
(20kHz) a mere 5W.

CONCLUSION

It's a very inexpensive example of
its kind, but it's a flawed gem.
Perhaps a little too reminiscent of
the good old, bad old days for a
recommendation.

SOUND

VALUE
PRICE

[) A real bargain on the face of it, but
the sound is oh so soft, warm and old-
valve. Too much of a good thing.

H ONE YEAR GUARANTEE (VALVES INC)
B Affordable Valve Company, 11 Magdalen
Close, Hempstead, Kent ME7 3TA

@ (01634) 373410
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CANARY AUDIO CA608

ike the Affordable amp, this
unit appears to offer more
physical value for money than
one can reasonably expect, and in
this case it's got little to do with
cheap labour since the CA-608 is
'handcrafted in California’

In fact, in many ways it matches
the AVC spec for spec: four inputs
and no tape loop, 40 Watt nominal
rating (although in practice it fails to
meet that by a significant margin),
output from a pair of EL34s in push-
pull Ultralinear configuration and
choke-filtered power supply. Where
it differs from the Affordable is in its
use of cathode bias, which elimi-
nates an adjustment but somewhat
compromises available power: on
the other hand, it makes operation
pretty much pure Class A.

There's a whopping case on this
beast, and that's largely because it's
been laid out all on one plane rather
than with the transformers some-
how stacked above the rest of the
circuit, as is more often done in
valve amps. This way is certainly eas-
ier to design, and probably easier to
build too, and puts the valves out of
harm’s way right inside the case. But
it's nicely rather than cheaply done,
and the front panel is a
very substantial piece of
10mm thick aluminium.

Other quality features
include the Alps ‘Black
Beauty’ volume control,
Teflon-insulated internal
wiring, brand-name coupling
capacitors and large resistors
throughout. Output terminals
are provided for 8 and 4 Ohm
loudspeakers (channels on our
review sample were reversed
between input and output, which
doesn't say a great deal for Canary's
quality control).

Driving the output valves are a
couple of 6SN7 double triodes, a
rare valve these days but one found
in a couple of early Leak amps. An
ECC83 acts as input stage, and the
circuit is very neatly laid out on a
double-thickness circuit board.

SOUND QUALITY
This amp will probably appeal
strongly to some folks and far less so
to others. It's got true valve character
—and | say that in full knowledge of
the baggage such a comment car-
ries, both good and bad according to
taste. In fact, in some ways it resem-
bles the AVC sonically, although
Canary will doubtless be relieved to
hear that (at twice the price) it
manages most things rather better.
Best of all is the Big Picture, the
grand sweep of a piece of music, the

general overall feel of the thing. With
suitable recordings — basically those
which tread a similar path rather
than focusing in on tiny details — this
amplifier can carry one along quite
convincingly.

It manages a pretty good balance
over most of the audio spectrum
and is particularly good in the impor-
tant midrange, giving a lifelike quality
to solo voices and key instruments
like sax and guitar, so there's little to
distract one from that sense of well-
being that comes from a good bit of
sonic indulgence, be it in Bruckner,
Stan Getz or Pink Floyd.

The trouble is, as often happens
with hi-fi components possessing a
high ‘wallow factor’, when one wants
to listen more intently there's a veil
in the way, which prevents one from
hearing with full precision.

This shows in different ways on
different instruments, but on solo
trumpet, for instance, the sound is

CANARY AUDIO®

VACUUM TUBE INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER

Fanderafted in California
CA-608

just a little dry and harsh, while
multi-part mixed choir sounds too
distant, the individual parts hard to
discern. Once again, orchestral
strings have a slight unnatural sheen,
and bass is a little shy at large-scale
climaxes, although at other times it's
quite full and tuneful.

Canary seems to have been
rather optimistic in rating this ampli-
fier at 40W: in practice, it's good for
about 24W before clip in the mid-
band, and less than 10W before the
onset of serious distortion (five per
cent or more) in the bass. It's hard
not to think that distortion levels this
high must be related to the amp's
lack of detail. Distortion climbs pretty
rapidly with level in the treble too,
and although frequency response is
flat at full volume, it falls in the treble
at middling volume settings — and in
any case, the very high output
impedance will make it vary a few
dB into most loudspeakers.

| are all about: luxurious timbre,

IFl
RECOMMENDE
CONCLUSION

For many people’s tastes, | suspect
this amplifier is a lot of what valves

engrossing musical flow and plenty
of life and it's worth a try just to see
whether it suits you. Add the
competitive price and the Canary
warrants Recommendation.

LD ©O0000
BUILD [xIATATATA]

VALUE QOO0

PRICE £1,495.00

[2) I you value the grand scheme of
things but aren’t too bothered about fine
detail, this may be the amp for you.

H ONE YEAR GUARANTEE (VALVES INC)
B Audio Connoisseurs, 79 The Village,
Bebington, Wirral, Merseyside CH63 7PL

= (0151) 645 0007

FI CHOiGE
MENDED

May 2000
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definitive audio

...a land of opportunity and adventure...

Definitive Audio has a long standing reputation for producing leading edge
and innovative audio solutions. We use a strict selection of components from
the worlds finest audio designers. These include Border Patrol, Canary Audio,
Art Audio, Electrofuidics, SME, Wadia, Western Electric, SJS Electroacoustics,
Vitavox, Lowther, Nottingham Analogue and, of course, Living Voice.

"Definitive Audio...continues to put on spectacular demonstations”
Jason Kennedy HFC 2000

Auditorium
Hi-Fi Choice Best Buy
£1500
_ The Living Voice Auditorium has clearly been

designed by someone who puts a passion for music
ahead of marketing hype."

1Ving voilice
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Auditorium Avatar
£2400

Knowing nods and a big wide grin. It's a sure sign.
The Avatar gets right to the point of any music
programme you throw at it.

J. F. Sebastian

Auditorium Avatar OBX-R
Hi-Fi Choice Editor's Choice
£4000

Ifyou really want to hear what's going on in your music
collection... get a great valve amp, a superb source and

a pair of these loudspeakers. ...they'll turn you into the raving
music nut that got you started on hi-fi in the first place.”

AAuditorium

We always have a wide selection of interesting second hand products. This stock is cleared at very keen prices. This months
selection includes: Jadis JA80 monos, Cary 805C monos, Cary 300SEI, SJS 300 BSE, Audio Innovations S800 Mk1 and Mk3,
$1000 Silver monos, Nottingham Analogue Space Deck, Sugden P128 monos / C128Pre / SPX1A psu, Croft Series V monos,

Audio Note DAC3 Sig, Audio Note P4 monos, Linn LP12 (Avondale psu), Roksan Xerxes with Alphason HR100 MCS,
Wilson Benesch Full Circle with 0.5 tonearm, Snell Types K, J and E, Helios Models 2 and 1 and Stargate. Ring for further details.

Tel 0115 973 3222 Fax 0115 973 3666
internet: www.definitiveaudio.co.uk email: shout@definitiveaudio.co.uk
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GRAAF Venticinque

raaf is probably best known

for its large and fearsome

output transformerless
(OTL) valve amps, but this modest
black box is an altogether less threat-
ening proposition. Behind that rather
nifty bit of smoked glass (just trans-
parent enough to show a saucy little
glow from the valve heaters) lurks a
pair (per channel) of 5881 valves
driving the loudspeaker through a
conventional transformer.

The circuit is actually extremely
simple, with one 6922 (ECC88)
valve per channel providing voltage
gain and phase splitting to drive the
output stage, and a single 6922 act-
ing as the preamp stage for both
channels — a ‘preamp’ output is
available on the back panel for dri-
ving a second power amp in a bi-
amped set-up. The output stage
employs pentode connection with
cathode bias and there is very low
negative feedback.

Rather unusually for a valve amp,
the Venticinque uses a toroidal
mains transformer which allows for a
lighter and more compact package
than a frame transformer. Because
of the large amount of heat
generated by two Class A out-
put stages plus the valve
heaters (all told, more than ”
150W), Graaf has also chosen {3
to incorporate a pair of fans to
assist with cooling.

These run at low speed
under idle conditions but pick
up when the amp is called to
output more than about one
Watt, the idea being that at that
level the music will easily drown
the noise of the fans. (A bit odd,
though, because in a Class A ampli-
fier heat dissipation varies very little
with output power.) However, they
may still be slightly distracting in use
and also have the ability to fill the
case with dust very quickly — just
look inside any computer!

Construction is simple but neat
and secure, with a good quality,
double-sided circuit board and gen-
erally good quality components.
There's only one set of output termi-
nals here, but Graaf has set the
transformer parameters to match
speakers with impedance below 8
Ohms reasonably well. Including the
tape loop, there are six inputs, one
of which can optionally be converted
to phono operation.

e

SOUND QUALITY

Yet another amp with a mixture of
good and less good, but in slightly
different ways from the others.
Especially in comparison with the
Canary amp (the nearest in price

Dgstoviragpese

and, arguably, also in philosophy),
the Graaf perhaps performs better in
its weakest areas, but doesn't quite
equal the Canary's overall appeal.

One of the Graaf's strongest suits
is imaging, and with pretty much any
kind of musical grouping it's impres-
sive how solid and real the images
seem. That's something a little
unusual in an amp which, like this
one, eschews the ‘analytical’
approach in favour of a rather
broader sweep — imaging all too
easily gets swept right away.

As far as balance is concerned,
there's little amiss, although bass is
sometimes just a little on the heavy
side. This is most noticeable in
music with sustained bass notes
(bowed double bass and so on)
rather than percussive sounds.
Sometimes a degree of harshness
creeps in on high midrange sounds,
which in one musical excerpt made
a male vocal sound slightly thin and
dry, while on another occasion solo

T logreetiocd

Joctioe s

violin seemed to lack some of its
former sweetness.

Dynamics are quite good and
there's excitement when it's
required: resist the urge to turn up
the volume, however, because when
this amp runs out of steam it does
so disconcertingly suddenly, which
can make climaxes distinctly ‘anti’
Detail, overall, is pretty good — better
in the treble than the bass, which
needs some concentration to hear
‘through’. Incidentally, siting the
amplifier behind an acoustic screen
so that the fans were less audible
certainly seemed to help matters.

Results are no better than fair:
although the rated output of 25W is
achieved above about 60Hz, at very
low frequencies distortion rises like
anything and, despite Graaf's claims
of a power bandwidth extending
down to 11Hz, there's only about
10W available at 20Hz and less than
3W at 11Hz before the waveform
gets severely bent.

VOLUME CONTROL / - dB.

POWER

P Py

A fairly mild valve mismatch on
one channel caused a trebling of
low-frequency distortion, and two
inputs were shorted together on the
review sample.

CONCLUSION

This should be quite an attractive
proposition, but it doesn't pull off
any unique tricks and its overall per-
formance doesn't seem to make it
stand out at the price.

SOUND (AT TATATA)

BUILD LO0O0
VALUE O0000

PRICE £1,790.00

[) Smart and practical, but it just never
seems to shine sonically.

H TWO YEAR GUARANTEE

B UKD, 23 Richings Way, Iver, Bucks SLO 9DA

@ (01753) 654531
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PATHOS Classic One

learly the odd one out in

terms of styling (love it or

hateit?), this amp is also the
oddity electronically since it relies
mostly on solid-state rather than vac-
uum tube devices for amplification.

Each channel has just one double
triode valve (ECC86) which acts as a
balanced pre-stage: the rest of the
circuit uses a JFET-input op-amp,
some bipolar transistors and a pair
of MOSFETs for the output — just
about a group set of amplifying
devices! And since MOSFETSs, like all
power semiconductors, need some
kind of heatsink, that's what you'll
find cunningly concealed beneath
the chromed cover that looks like a
valve cage. Operation is in Class AB.

Facilities are basic, with five inputs
(one of which is balanced) and a
tape output. Sensibly, the input
selector switch is at the back, right
next to the sockets, with a long rod
connecting it to the knob. The vol-
ume is controllable via the world's
simplest remote — two buttons, vol-
ume up and volume down. Internal
construction is neat and quite inge-
nious, although the circuit is not
over-complicated and there's plenty
of room for everything.

In case the Classic One's 50 Watts
should prove woefully inadequate
for your needs, it's possible to turn
the amp into a bridged monoblock
capable of driving 135W into 8
Ohms. Since there's no preamp
output available, however,
you'd need a separate pre-
amp to drive two units —
either that or have to
adjust two com-
pletely separate
volume controls.
Incidentally, |
reckon the
output
channels
were
reversed
on the
review sam-
ple, but
since they're
not labelled
it's hard to be
dogmatic. A bit
illogical, anyway, to have the left out-
put on the right side and vice versa.

SOUND QUALITY

The word that kept coming up in my
listening notes for this amplifier was
‘dry’. | started off with a bit of heavy
orchestral Mahler, which certainly
seemed to offer some good detail
but lacked resonance and fullness.
Some much smaller scale orchestral
music suffered similarly, with a

rather two-
dimensional
image and little

sense of the recording venue's
acoustic. Even rock'n'roll seemed to
have a lot of the body squeezed out
of it, and major climaxes lacked bass
and impact.

That's not to say there are no
areas to praise: side-to-side imaging
can be precise (just occasionally
rather too ‘ping-pong’) and voices,

are detailed,
comprehensible

and convincing. Recordings which
are already quite dry and detailed
(typically those that have been
close-miked) can be exciting and
although the balance at times
sounds a bit thin, vigorous party
music ‘kicks ass’ convincingly.

On the whole, though, there's a
lack of sweetness which is to the

solo or choral,

SOUND
BUILD
VALUE
PRICE

IATATATA)
QOO0O
AT T)

£995.00

Unusual looks and even more unusual

B TWO YEAR GUARANTEE
B UKD, 23 Richings Way, Iver, Bucks SLO 9DA
& (01753) 654531

detriment of many musical styles.
What's more, although the sound
often seems very detailed it's actu-
ally surprisingly hard to hear into the
middle of a mix: there’s too much
upfront and not enough back-up.

If you've ever stood too close to
the stage at a big band gig you'll
know the feeling of being able to
hear every last lip-twitch from the
trumpets but very little of the per-
cussion, whereas further back the
balance improves. The Classic One
is a bit like that.

With little doubt, this is largely
due to its unusual technical perfor-
mance. The power amp stage
shows classic crossover distortion
and quite a lot of it too, which
almost invariably leads to dryness.

Meanwhile, the preamp stage,
which sits upstream of the volume
control and therefore always
sees full level, is so designed
that it overloads at only 2V
input — actually less than
the output of many CD
players — and at lower
levels still has quite
high distortion. This
seems utterly
bizarre, but the

designer
assures us
this is what's
intended. (I

tried attenu-

ating my CD

player's output
by 2dB to

1.8V, but the

character did
not change
markedly.) Other measurements
are mostly OK, although channel
balance is poor.

CONCLUSION

Contrary to what one might hope,
this unit seems unable combine the
best features of valve and solid
state amplifiers — a difficult job at
the best of times. It has its good
points, the price being one, but per-
formance is not up with the best. RB
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TUBE TECHNOLOGY Unisis Signature

ube Technology has been

around for a while and so has

this model: | wrote about it
some years ago and not much has
changed since then, although a few
tweaks have earned it a ‘Signature’. It
follows the classic Leak (and others)
layout and does it very smartly too,
with a high standard of finish typical
of the brand's products. It makes
efficient use of space, too, since not
only are there ten valves on show,
but four more lie concealed within.

The output uses two parallel
push-pull pairs of EL84 pentodes
connected in Ultralinear mode and
with fixed bias allowing Class AB
operation, of which the first few
Watts are in Class A. Bias is
adjustable from the top of the unit,
but there’s no indication of when it's
correct unless you buy the optional
extra digital bias meter, which |
would recommend — correct bias is
a Good Thing, substantially reducing
low-frequency distortion.

The bias current-sensing circuit is
ingenious, relying on the voltage
drop across the fuses which also
protect the output transformers
against faulty valves.

Tube Technology has even man-
aged to squeeze an all-valve phono
stage (MM only) inside the Unisis
— a brave move, given the
potential for hum pick-up
from the relatively high
power mains transformer.
The only slightly naff feature
of this design is the extra
mains transformer mounted
on the rear, a small toroidal
which looks incongruous but is at
least normally out of sight. A valve
cage is normally supplied on units
sold in the UK.

With an output power rating of 30
Watts and a static dissipation in each
EL84 of about 12W (design maxi-
mum for this valve), TT is caning the
valves pretty hard, but the EL84 is
reasonably abuse-proof and is cheap
to replace. The company should be
congratulated, by the way, on the
superb user's manual, which is a fine
example of how these things should
be done.

SOUND QUALITY

This seemed overall to be the most
rounded and polished performer of
this group. It has the odd minor
weakness, but there's nothing seri-
ously debilitating in its make-up and
it does a lot of things well. As | sug-
gested in the Canary review, one of
the virtues many people look for in
valve amps as a breed is the ability
to sweep the listener along on the
crest of a musical wave, and the

Unisis seems happy enough to
oblige in that department. It does so,
though, without losing sight of the lit-
tle details that make up said wave,
which gives it a distinct edge over
many of its competitors.

In fact, if one is to be really picky,
even the Unisis isn't the last word in
detail recovery, and on my usual test
tracks for this kind of thing it slightly
underplayed the differentiation
between cellos and double basses,
for instance, in an orchestra and
started to get a bit bewildered in
large climaxes. But it certainly man-
ages quite well enough to avoid the
frustrating and ultimately annoying
haze that covers the sound with
some amps.

Tonal balance is good, too, with
nicely rounded bass at all times:
never overstated but reassuringly
present when it's needed, it makes
this far and away the best amp here
for sounds liked plucked double
bass and quiet bass drums and tim-
pani. Voices sound clear and

SELECTED
COMPONE

unforced and imaging is good in
both sideways and front-to-back
directions.

Just occasionally a hint of harsh-
ness creeps in, particularly with very
‘busy’ sounds like cymbal — not so
noticeable on the cymbal itself, of
course, but reflecting on other instru-
ments playing at the same time. It's
slight, though, and a common
enough failing too. At the other

extreme, delicate sounds like triangle ‘

and quiet piano are clear and crys-
talline, with good ambience.

The phono stage sounds decent,
with just about audible hum but a
pleasingly open tone. Certainly more
than adequate for occasional use.

Full rated power is available (for
once!) right down to 20Hz and dis-
tortion kept under control at all fre-
quencies and levels (typically about
0.2 per cent at modest outputs and
below one per cent at half power).

Frequency response is wide and
flat and output impedance is just
about low enough to keep any

aberrations into real loudspeakers
below a couple of dB.

CONCLUSION

This is a nicely judged amplifier
which, if it doesn't blow all its com-
petitors into the weeds, certainly
shows many of them a thing or two.
It combines many virtues in a very
practical package and deserves
Recommendation. RB

| SOUND 00000

BUILD

QOO00
| VALUI
PRICE

() A very attractive product which
combines many classic valve attributes to
good effect

W TEN YEAR GUARANTEE

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

May 2000
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ive integrated amps is not that

large a cross-section of what's
available, so it's not too alarming
to report that this was, in a way, a
slightly lacklustre group. No one
product stood out as outstanding
value, uniquely capable, or a
novel concept.

If one is to be brutally honest,
there's something of a lack of
originality about all too many
modern valve amp designs: cir-
cuits and even componentvalues
are often copied wholesale from
application notes published by

I'l refrain from pointing the finger,
but more than one of the amps in
this group falls into that category.
Incidentally, all come with pub-
lished specs which aren't met in

valve manufacturers in the 1950s.

some that are perhaps in some
ways ‘less good' can still achieve
astounding and gratifying results.
Opinions vary widely and | can
predict confidently that within
days of this review appearing,
every one of the units | have
failed to recommend will have
been well liked by someone,
somewhere, in a demonstration.
One very important point that
must be mentioned concerns
amp/speaker matching. Valve
amps are, on the whole, consider-
ably more fussy about the speak-
ers they drive than their transistor
rivals, not least because of the
typically low power available.
That indicates sensitive speak-
ers, for a start, and preferably
speakers with a relatively high and

“Sometimes one finds a magical combo of
amp and speakers that appears to be much
more than the sum of its parts.”

practice to some degree; | wish
manufacturers would leave off
doing that— they're not obliged to
publish any specification, and this
doesn't help anybody.

It's a reasonable defence that if
an amplifier design worked well
then it should still work well now,
but despite the improvements
that have been made since the
'50s in passive components
(resistors and capacitors particu-
larly), many modern valve amps
seem to lag behind their ances-
tors in certain important respects,
due not least to deficiencies in
output transformer design.

That's absolutely not meant to
be a warning away from the
breed in general, because the
best of them are superb and

unvarying impedance. That can
be a complication: the flip side is
that sometimes one finds a magi-
cal combination of amp and
speakers that appears to be very
much more than the sum of its
parts — yet another area where a
dealer's advice can be invaluable.
Having got all those riders and
caveats off my chest, | feel slightly
less mean about the Affordable
and Graaf units, at least — the
Pathos just seems a bit bizarre
with its wilful distortion cocktail.
It's probably fairest to say that
these three are niche products
which will find their place in some
hearts, but to be formally recom-
mended they would need to be
either more widely applicable or
more breathtakingly different.

T -

CANARY AUDIO CA-608 - £1,495

This is a pretty fair example of what ‘classic valve sound’ is all about. OK, so it's
not the last word in fine detail, but it has that knack of sweeping you up in the
music, a trick that will make many overlook its minor foibles.

TUBE TECHNOLOGY Unisis Signature - £2,400

Less specifically ‘valvey’ than the Canary, this amp combines the pleasing tonali-
ty and long-term listenability of the breed with greater precision and insight than
the other amps here. It's also relatively speaker-tolerant, and adds value with a
very fair phono stage.

VALVYVE A MP S C OMUPARISON T A BUL E
MODEL EL34 CA-608 Mg VENTICINQUE CLASSIC ONE UNISIS SIGNATURE
lll([ £650.00 £1,495.00 £1,790.00 £995.00
SOUND i 6000 k) DDA Dk DDk DD W ok
BUILD DAk DAk 0006 0000
VALUE ] DA DA OOTDG DO
OUTPUT POWER, MIDBAND B 25W 55W 32W
NUMBER OF INPUTS 4 6 inc. tape monitor 5inc. one baIanced 5 inc. phono

4 0hm, 8 Ohm 4.0hm, 8 Ohm 8 Ohm, tape, pre out 4-8 Ohm, tape 8 Ohm, tape, pre out

OUTPUTS
(RN (Ve May 2000




It costs the same to get it right
as it does to get it wrong

At the Listening Rooms, we pride
ourselves on matching your needs with
exactly the right equipment, whatever
your budget, and because we only stock
the best, thats what you'll get.

What you'll also get is sound
professional advice and a chance to relax
and listen to some of the worlds finest
Hi-Fi equipment.

35 years combined experience.
Two Fully equipped listening rooms.
Home installation service.
Multi-room design and installation.
2 years Parts and Labour guarantee.

Home cinema surround-sound
Export and Credit facilities.

0% FINANCE SUBJECT TO STATUS

* ACOUSTIC ENERGY * ARCAM + AUDIO RESEARCH
* AUDIOLAB » AURA * BOSE ¢ « CELESTION « COPLAND
* CYRUS * DENON * EPOS « HARMAN KARDON
* JBL ¢ KEF « KRELL * LINN « MARANTZ
* MARTIN LOGAN ¢ MERIDIAN ¢ MICHELL « MICROMEGA
* MISSION * MONITOR AUDIO ¢ MUSIC FIDELITY X SERIES
* NEAT PETITE ¢ PINK TRIANGLE ¢ PIONEER ¢ PROAC
* QUAD ¢ REL * ROGERS * SME * SONUS FABER
* STAX * THETA * WILSON AUDIO * YAMAHA *

. .
)= list
‘ E 1S enlng
www.listeningrooms.com
161 Old Brompton Rd. London SW5 OL].
Tel: 0171-244 7750/59. Fax: 0171-370 0192
Monday - Saturday 10am - 6Gpm.
Nearest Tube: South Kensington or Gloucester Road

Equipment pictured
Plinius SA-250 Class A Power Amplifier
and Plinius M16 Preamplifier

Accuphase - ATC.

Audio Analogue

Basis - BKS - DNM - Classe
Clearaudio - Crimson - DCS
Fanfare - Graham - Helios
Mirage - Monrio - Nagra - Passlabs - Plinius - Opera - Ortofon - Rehdeko
Resolution - Rockfort - (Gamut) Sirius - Sugden - Unison Research - VP

We offer music lovers the chance to increase your enjoyment
of music. Objective advice, comfortable listening rooms,
home demonstrations, free installations, exceptional customer
service and some of the world's finest equipment.

Hazlemere Audio

For an appointment Day or Evening, call High Wycombe 01494 865829

SCA2 Reference Stereo Pre-amplifier
850 Reference Stereo 850 Watt Power Amplifier
=150 Audiophile Stereo 150 Watt Power Amplifier
information please call Michelle on 01285 760561

‘or e-mail: atc_loudspeakers@compuserve.com




Five Stars

Paul Messenger explains why you should visit an independent

Why use a specialist hi-fi dealer”? The short answer is because

he knows one hell of a lot more about hi-fi than you do. And if

you've gone to the trouble of picking up a specialist magazine on

the subject, you're obviously interested in something rather more

than a mini system from the nearest electrical superstore.

You've probably bought this magazine for one of
two reasons. You're looking for advice (presum-
ably unbiased and good) on choosing and using
your hi-fi system, and/or you're checking out the
ads to decide where to go and buy it.

The independent specialist dealer doesn't
know everything, and he doesn't know much
about you, but if music’s an important part of your
life, he's the only guy around who's able (and
hopefully willing) to help you choose the equip-
ment which will give you the best long term
satisfaction.

Power of the Press

Dealers sometimes moan to me about the power
of the press, and the disproportionate influence
of its '‘Best Buy' and multi-star ratings. Well, I've
been in the press for twentysomething years, and
still feel more ignorant than powerful.

The more | mess around with hi-fi gear, the
more | become aware of our lack of real under-
standing of the subtleties involved, and the more |
appreciate the importance of the dealer’s skills
and experience, in bringing together components
so that the whole is greater than the sum of its
parts.

We hacks get paid to write words, often about
components in isolation, because individual
product reviews are still the staple diet of the
press. They can sometimes provide a useful guide
to the way a product performs, but only under the
particular circumstances in which the review was
conducted.

The hi-fi reviewer attempts, with varying
degrees of success, to evaluate a particular
component, and find something interesting (and

hopefully positive) to say about it. That's about
the end of it, and it's on to the next product.

The magazine prints the review, and that very
process magically confers a measure of authority.
Experienced hi-fi enthusiasts, who read reviews
over a period of years and try out various prod-
ucts themselves, soon start to realise the limita-
tions of that approach. Some reviews are better
than others, but none can get to grips with the
real heart of the problem - whether a given
product will improve your musical satisfaction, in
your system and your room.

The Role of the Dealer

The dealer’s role is very different, and potentially
much more valuable. He has the chance to talk
one-on-one. If he's good at his job, he'll use that
opportunity to find out what you as an individual
are looking (or listening) for.

His motivation is very different too. Sure he
wants to make a sale. That's the lifeblood of any
shop. But he also knows that if something he
sells really does deliver long term satisfaction,
there’s a very good chance you'll come back
again to see if he can repeat the trick some time
in the future.

If you go into a shop and demand a particular
CD player, on the basis that it got seven stars
(out of five) in last month's magazines, the shop
will probably simply take the line of least resist-
ance and sell it to you. (Or switch-sell you to a
similar price alternative, if he's fresh out of stock
of that particular flavour-of-the-month.)

If you go in and say you're looking for a CD
player, and want his advice on what to choose,
things are liable to become more interesting. The



for Value

specialist dealer if you are searching for real hi-fi satisfaction

onus is now on the dealer to show what he can
do. His first task is to ask the right questions to
try and get some idea of what you might be after.

Asking the questions is the easy bit. The real
skill comes in using the information to come up
with a shortlist of likely contenders, and then
conducting a demonstration so that you have a
real chance to play a central role in the decision
making process.

Putting together a successful hi-fi system
might not be as difficult as it was twenty or thirty
years ago, but it's just as easy to make a mess of
things. Put the ‘wrong’ combination of compo-
nents together and it'll still sound a lot better than
any cute little mini system package. It might even

“If music is an essential
ingredient in your daily diet,
you owe it to yourself to
become a member of the

discriminating minority.”

rate a five star review. But it won't match the
potential of a carefully balanced and properly
installed system, and it certainly won't cater for
your own particular preferences and personality.

We Biritish are notoriously undiscriminating
consumers, at a mass market level at least. The
majority of the population don't even bother to
drive a car they're thinking of buying, never mind
take the trouble to listen to hi-fi equipment.

The majority will therefore end up with
hyperstore mediocrity, and hi-fi that's about as
tasty as supermarket bread. But if music is an
essential ingredient in your daily diet, you owe it
to yourself to become a member of the discrimi-
nating minority.

You know full well that your music collection is
as individual as your wardrobe, and just as
precious too, so it's worth taking the time and
trouble to search out the dealer and equipment

that will make that collection come alive, and give
you a new buzz every time you play your favourite
discs.

The independent specialist may not beat the
chain store on price, but he continues to thrive in
a hostile environment because real hi-fi is so
much more than a matter of price. The people
who work in these shops are themselves enthusi-
asts, often with many years of experience in
meeting customer’s needs, and the very neces-
sary expertise to ensure that the whole thing is
properly set up to deliver the best results.

The better the hi-fi, the more important it is to
get the fine details right at the installation end of
things, but even the least expensive equipment
can be made to sound a whole lot better if good
care is taken over the fine details - the support
furniture, the cabling, the positioning of speakers
and so on.

Without expert assistance even high class hi-fi
can give mediocre results. With it you'll stand a
very good chance of ending up with something
rather more than a consumer durable - something
which will be a source of considerable pleasure
and genuine emotional satisfaction for decades
to come.

| agreed to write this signed piece, irrespective
of the specific sponsors, because | believe the
independent specialist dealer plays a vital role in
giving customers long term hi-fi satisfaction.
The views and opinions expressed here are my
own and not necessarily those of Hi-fi Choice.

Paul Messenger

The specialist Dealers listed here are
professional and enthusiastic.
Give your nearest a ring for a demonstration.

STAR QUALITIES
value for money

1. 8.8.8.8 ¢
1. 8. 8,884

service
facilities 1. 8.0.0.6.¢
verdict 1 0. 0. 0.0

TOP 20 UK

SPECIALIST
HI-FI DEALERS

LONDON

N1 GRAHAMS HI-FI

190a New North Road

020 7226 5500

SW11 ORANGES & LEMONS
61/63 Webbs Road, Battersea
020 7924 2040

W4 MARTIN-KLEISER Ltd
109 Chiswick High Road

020 8400 5555

SOUTH

Ashford, Kent
SOUNDCRAFT HI-FI

40 High Street

01233 624441
Chelmsford RAYLEIGH HI-FI
216 Moulsham Street
01245 265245

East Grinstead

AUDIO DESIGNS

26 High Street

01342 314569
Kingston-upon-Thames
INFIDELITY

9 High Street Hampton Wick
020 8943 3530

Lakeside Retail Park
RAYLEIGH HI-FI

Dansk International Furniture
World

01708 680551

Rayleigh, Essex
RAYLEIGH HI-FI

44a High Street

01268 779762
Southend-on-Sea
RAYLEIGH HI-FI

132/4 London Road

01702 435255

Uxbridge UXBRIDGE AUDIO
278 High Street,

01895 465444

MIDLANDS

Banbury OVERTURE

3 Church Lane

01295 272158

Birmingham SOUND ACADEMY
152a High Street, Bloxwich
01922 493499

Leicester CYMBIOSIS

6 Hotel Street

0116 262 3754
Northampton LISTEN INN
32 Gold Street, 01604 637871
Shrewsbury

CREATIVE AUDIO

9 Dogpole 01743 241924

NORTH

Cheadle (Stockport)
AUDIO COUNSEL

14 Stockport Road
0161 428 7887
Oldham AUDIO COUNSEL
12/14 Shaw Road

0161 633 2602
Sheffield MOORGATE
ACOUSTICS

184 Fitzwilliam St

0114 275 6048

SCOTLAND

Edinburgh

RUSS ANDREWS HI-FI

34 Northumberland Street
0131 557 1672

Glasgow STEREO STEREO
260 St. Vincent Street

0141 248 4079



A Sound
ADVANTAGE

M350 STATEMENT MONO BLOCKS
P1 STATEMENT PRE-AMPLIFIER

Regardless

of price the new Advantage

STATEMENT

range is so far out in front you
simply won’t believe it...

Until you hear it!

* Advantage ®
* Balanced Audio Technology ¢
* Copulare * Echo Busters * Eggleston Works ©
* Hovland ® Lumley ¢ Passlabs ¢
* Wisdom ¢ Zingali *

Distributors of fine music products

Zentek Music Ltd

Lizanne House, Mount Sion, Tunbridge Wells, Kent TN1 1YQ
tel: 01892 539595 fax: 01892 616517

A\{le}

A Nnew way
to look af
hi-fi support.

Introducing the Aria Modular Hi-Fi
Support System. It can change the
way you look at your components.

Build up separate vertical shelves.

Or link units side by side. Either
way, Aria lets you vary shelf heights
to suit your components.

Start with a Base Pack and go
from there. There's no limit to the
number of ways you can build it up.

Not only does Aria give you more

flexibility than any other hi-fi support
system, it also provides positive
sound deadening and decoupling
benefits. With black tubular steel
legs. Grey tinted glass or

black MDF shelves. And adjustable

carpet-piercing spikes.

The Aria Support System. Hi-Fi
will never look the same again.

I want a good look at the Aria system. Please se

Name

Address

Post code

APLLY

HI-FI FURNITURE

Our components improve y
Castle Works, High Street Tipton,
West Midlands, DY4 8HL
0121 520 5070/1432




SUPER TEST SPEAKER STANDS £49-£500

Speaker

Stands

Richard Stevenson’s just back from B&Q with his spirit level
and sandbags. It can mean only one thing...

ike most things in life, a hi-fi system is
only as good as the weakest link in its

hain N tter h h ) Alphason Akros I £65.00 p72

< amt. © rr&aD erl ow mucllf.money = Apollo A4/6 £82.00 p72

Spenk orn . al p ?]/er, imﬁ) . Or. Atacama Nexus 6 £49.99 p73

W s cciers, unless the ancilary €qUP | o pesign yss00 Mt 399 pr3
ment is up to the job, it is just not going to 'sing’. So 5 =

. . . Mana Sound Base £175.00 p75

placing loudspeakers on anything but dedicated stands -

! . Mission Stance £99.90 p75

is as much use as an Formula One car with remoulded —— i
Partington Dreadnought

road tyres — and not half as much fun to watch. Ulfima £300.00 pT7

Speaker stands have developed at a pace over the
past decade, and today's designs are versatile per-
formers, each having its own distinct sonic style. This
has made the choice of support almost as important
as the speaker itself, the goal being a completely
transparent stand that offers a neutral presentation
irrespective of the speaker placed upon it.

If sceptical friends are still worrying about your sanity, you can always explain that the
ultimate sound quality of a stand hinges on how well it manages to perform three impor-
tant tasks. It must place the speaker at the right height, act as a sink/conduit for cabinet
energy and hold it rigidly. Different designs crack these audio nuts in different ways and
thus offer a multitude of solutions and sounds.

The 'sound’ of a stand is directly affected by its construction, and in the
past it has been noted that heavy stands had a more controlled sound
than lightweight ones, which tend to sound ‘quicker’ and there has sub-
sequently been a move away from the latter. Similarly, the size and
shape of a stand affects its sound, proximity to the floor makes a
difference to bass and the frontal area of the stand affects imaging.

Mass loading with sand or dedicated aggregate filler both damps vibra-
tions within the stand and helps it gain a firm footing. All of the regular
stands in this test are either supplied with filler as standard or can be
loaded when they are put together. Dry sand is the lowest-cost option,
but some specialist materials such as Atacama’s Atabites — basically trian-

gular steel chippings — offer an even better performance for a small outlay.
Either way, it's well worth the effort.

The visual appeal of a stand is also worth taking into consideration. There's
little point paying for the beautiful rosewood finish on a speaker such as the
Heybrook Duet only to place it on a heap of ironmongery that looks like scrap
yard salvage. Thankfully, aesthetics are now part of the design brief for most
stand manufacturers and many models are available in a choice of colours.

Sonus Systems Excel £110.00 p77
Sound Organisation Z522  £89.00 p78
Sound Style Select X122 £95.00 p78
Target HM60 £106.00 p79
Townshend Seismic Sink ~ £499.00 p79

Like the F1 car and its tyres, good stands are absolutely essential to get a § 7| HINTS & TIPS
decent performance from loudspeakers. They start from as little as £30, but - Spikes are a critical component of stand
spending between £60 and £100 assures, at the very least, a capable per- = design, firmly coupling speakert@'stand
formance from any bookshelf design. With more upmarket models, and stand to floor, and keeping the whole system as
putting between 20 and 30 per cent of your speaker budget towards rigid as possible. As simple as they are, spikesirequire ¥
decent stands is worthwhile and set you racing towards audio Nirvana. C;feflll)' adjustment and locking in place to péfform
their best.
How the tests were done Floor spikes particularly benefit from some time and
- - ; i = effort in setting up, and a small spirit level can'be
he stands were assembled in a furnished Heybrook's Duet., Acoustic Energy Aegis Threes invaluable. Top spikes have a more subtle effect on the
4mx8m room and levelled on the carpeted, and Tannoy Saturn S8s were used for the two sound quality but it is of interest to substit 4 3
concrete floor, firing lengthways down the room.  floor stands. small blobs of Blu Tack. This offers a diffel
Those stands supplied with filling material were The music we used balance, reduced cabinet damage and gre
suitably loaded pre-testing, and those that simply ~ We listened to a wide range of music from dance Polished wooden or decorative hard floom
recommended it were auditioned both with and to light classical, including:
without a healthy bucketful of dry silver sand. UNDERWORLD: Beaucoup Fish (V2) damaging the surface. Protective PVC cups
The test system comprised a Teac VRDS10 CD SARA K: Play on words (Chesky Records) available from Alphason but alternatively @
player, Denon DAP-2500 pre and POA-6600 McCOY TYNER: New York Reunion (Chesky Blu Tacked to the floor under each spike. Another
power amps and a number of speakers including  Records) alternative is the Sound Care spike which has@ built in
B&W's 60152, Tannoy’s Mercury M2 and BETH ORTON: Central Reservation (Heavenly) floor protector (see p130 for details). 3

HI-FI CHOICE 71 |



»
<
]
-]
»
]
=}
2
»
~
=
=]
/]
-
-y

9/V 0O0TT0dV

A0 DIOYIIY MMM :YSGIM INO HSIA

SPEAKER STANDS <<

ALPHASON Akros Il

APOLLO A4/6

“Akros 1l is a bit of a party animal. It offers
a lively and larger than life performance
with a rich and buxom bass.”

“Deep bass is lean but tight and, with more
upmarket speakers, does not lack anything
in the way of separation or character.”

FoHowing hot on the spikes of the
original Akros speaker stand, the
Akros Il adds a second upright col-
umn for greater strength. Like many
of Alphason’s speaker and equip-
ment supports, this design uses a
full-length threaded rod through
each column to pull the whole thing
together under tension.

Adding to this nifty design, the
uprights are divided into two com-
partments — one to fill with the
supplied mineral aggregate and the
other large enough to route even
fairly chunky speaker cables. This
does limit the amount of filler you
can load the stand with, but
having two columns allows for
concealed bi-wiring.

The top plate has adjustable
spikes and, bizarrely, sports the only
Alphason logo — which is immedi-
ately covered when you posi-
tion the speaker. Even when
filled this stand is quite i}
light, but sits solidly after some
fiddling with the adjustable floor
spikes. And if you're worried about
your parquet floor, each spike comes
supplied with a cute little PVC cover.

SOUND QUALITY
From the outset, it was obvious that
the Akros Il is a bit of a party animal.
It offers a lively and larger than life
performance with a rich and buxom
bass that will certainly appeal to rock
and dance fans. The driving rhythms
throughout Underworld’s Beaucoup
Fish charged from the speakers, get-
ting feet tapping and heads bobbing.

Switching to Sara K immediately
revealed the trade-off, however.
Upper frequencies are reasonably
well focused, but come across as
too relaxed in comparison with the
enthusiastic bass. Aggressive edges
or natural sibilance to vocals are
effectively mellowed and remain
firmly shut within the speaker.

This presentation makes for an
easy-going listen, but one that's far
from accurate in terms of detail. The
effect is less pronounced with bud-
get speakers, which is perhaps what
is most likely to grace these stands,
but robs the already lively Heybrooks
of any subtlety.

CONCLUSIONS

This is an honest design,
functional, far from a cosmetic
carbuncle and the least expensive
fully filled stand on test. However, its

VERDICT

VOO0O
AT TATA)

SOUND
BUILD

VALUE LOO00

[2) A good entry-level stand with some
nice design features but the sonic
subtlety of a house party.

B LIFETIME GUARANTEE

B Alphason Designs, Unit E2, 2 Moss Ind Est,
St Helens Rd, Leigh, Lancs WN7 3PT

= (01942) 678000

SPECIFICATIONS
B Height: 60cm; 45cm
M Top plate: 16.5x16.5cm
M Base plate front to back: 24cm

exclusively funky style excludes it
from formal Recommendation. RS

Apollo is clearly adopt-
ing a “more is

more"” philosophy with its A-
series stands. It starts at the
single column A1 and
increases the number of tubes
up to this four-leg A4.

These stands came supplied
with enough dried silver sand to
three-quarter fill each of the
eight uprights, adding £7.95 to
the price. By mistake, some
were overfilled and others got
short measures. However, this
was actually found preferable to
an equal fill when it came to the
listening tests.

Capping these tubes top and
bottom are hefty steel plates
drilled to accept spikes. Only floor
spikes are supplied as standard,
and for the top plate there are four
rather tacky little foam pads. The
floor spikes go right through
the plinth and are locked in
place with gold caps. This is a
nice touch cosmetically, but reduces
the scope for adjustment if your
floor is less than billiard-table level.

The A4 is a pretty looking
stand (in a dark and steely
way) and the powder-
coated finish is one of
the best, standing up well
to being clattered about
with all the other ironmongery in
this test.

=

SOUND QUALITY
Following a false start using the
foam pads, the A4 really began to
sing once the speakers were sitting
on blobs of Blu-Tack. Deep bass is
lean but tight and, with more upmar-
ket speakers, does not lack anything
in the way of instrument separation
or character.

There is a hint of mush in the
upper bass that draws unwelcome
attention to itself, but this can be
tuned out to an extent by careful
positioning in the room.

This dry bass presentation allows
upper frequencies a little more than
their fair share of the soundstage,
which makes these stands rather
speaker-critical. With the B&Ws
especially, the sound was a lit-
tle veiled towards the top

CONCLUSIONS

The Apollo’s performance is good,
but just slips against the strength of
the competition at the same price. If
it only came with top spikes... R

wv

SOUND

DT DT
VALUE
PRICE

[2) A well-balanced and well-finished
budget model that just fails to stand out
from the crowd.

W LIFETIME GUARANTEE

B Apollo Hi-Fi Furniture, Castle Works, High
Street, Tipton, West Midlands DY4 8H)

@ (0121) 520 5070

BUILD

end and Sara K's mel- SPECIFICATIONS
lifluous tones failed to 3
. W Height: 51cm; 40.5cm
get out into the room S e
and tickle the ears with the oppoes ==
W Base plate back to front: 25¢m

best of them.

May 2000
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ATACAMA Nexus 6

CUSTOM DESIGN R/S 300 Mk I

“Vocals breathe into life with a natural and
unforced character and the soundstage gets
blissfully clear of the speakers.”

“The original R/S 300 was praised for its
gutsy and weighty performance and the
Mk Il is no less of a rock star. ”

f there was ever a range of

speaker stands that belied its
price tag, Atacama's Nexus series is
it. For less than £50 you get a well-
engineered and pretty stand, plus a
choice of two heights (50cm, 60cm)
and four finishes, including metallic
silver, plum red, gloss black and matt
textured black, at no extra cost.

The Nexus 6 tested was supplied
with a carton of Atacama'’s Atabites
filler. This is a coarse mix of triangular
shaped steel chippings which,
despite adding £20 to the price, is a

SOUND

Q0000
BUILD IATAT* A

VALUE QOO00
| PRICE

[) A fine all-round performer that looks
good and sounds even better. A genuine
hi-fi bargain (price excludes £20 of filler).
W LIFETIME GUARANTEE

B Atacama Audio Supports, Winston Avenue,
Croft, Leicester LE9 3GQ

= (01455) 283251

worthy investment to get the best SPECIFICATIONS

out of the stand. Once the main col- -

umn is filled, the Nexus 6 becomes L 8600 0N

a very stable support sitting on el 251 R, 0 o2
W Base plate back to front: 30cm

concealed 6mm floor
spikes. The top plate is a
solid 4mm steel plate but is a little
bijou for large speakers such as the
Heybrooks. However, as spikes are
not offered Blu-Tack will hold most
speakers steady .

SOUND QUALITY

The Nexus 6 is no less impressive
value for money in sonic terms.
Female vocals breathe into life with
a natural and unforced character and
the soundstage gets blissfully clear
of the speakers. Beth Orton'’s distinc-
tive voice sounded rich and man-
aged to retain its slight edge on
higher notes that can so easily get
brash or glossed over completely.

Bass response is neutral and well
detailed with good differentiation of
instruments, if not the last word in
depth or weight. This presentation
somewhat suppressed the infectious
bass beat of the Underworld CD, but
by the same token did not allow it to
swamp the rest of the mix.

With the smaller speakers, the
sound was expressive and open.
The B&Ws' occasionally splashy tre-
ble was well controlled and the bass,
although struggling to get out of the
small enclosure, had good attack.

CONCLUSIONS
The Nexus 6 hits a winning combi-
nation of looks and a neutral
sound. It affords a lean but
otherwise well-balanced
presentation that will
make it an ideal plat-
form for a wide range
of bookshelf-type
speakers. At the price, it's a
bit of a hi-fi bargain. RS

" HIFICHOICE
BEST Buy

c ustom Design’s original
R/S 300 made some-

thing of a name for itself a
year ago by scooping Best Buy sta-
tus in HFC 189. The company is
back this year with the Mark Il ver-
sion sporting twin upright columns
and a slightly heftier price tag.

The design is otherwise
unchanged with the 4mm steel top
and bottom plates bolting to the
columns with countersunk screws
and spiked both ends. The 61cm tall
R/S 300 Mk Il was supplied filled
with an inert material that adds £35
to the price and about 8kg to the
weight of each stand.

The entire stand is made from
thick steel plate that once bolted
together gives a confidence-inspiring
weighty feel and a slightly industrial
look. Still, it is available in black,
champagne, gloss black and gun-
metal grey finishes to blend in with
the décor if you want to disguise it.
For the terminally style conscious, at
£199.99 you can even have it in
polished chrome.

SOUND QUALITY

The original R/S 300 was praised for
its gutsy and weighty performance
and the Mk Il is no less of a rock star.
The bass is prominent but well
defined, and even the diminutive
B&Ws boogie along happily on
these stands. The punchy
bass on Underworld's
Kittens really got the room
going, and although this
effect was subtler on the larger
speakers tested, it always translated
into an enjoyable and up-tempo
listening experience.

SOUND QLOVLL

BUILD QOO0
VALUE Q0000
PRICE

[2) A solid stand offering a colourful but
lively and eminently enjoyable
presentation.

M LIFETIME GUARANTEE
B4 Custom Design, Unit 11, Bath Street Ind
Est, Walker, Newcastle, NE6 3PH

= (0191) 262 4646

SPECIFICATIONS

M Heigh: ~ 6lcm; 56cm; 51cm
WTopplate:  165x8m
M Base plate back to front: 26cm

HiFl GHOiCE
S GHO;

eeE——

At the other end of the spectrum
things are no less “in-yer-face”. The
treble is lively and well detailed and,
while not exactly neutral, infuses the
music with a bit of extra spice. There
is some mild confusion in the upper
midrange that conspires to make
female vocals a little huskier than
normal but, once you're lost in the
music itself, it's easy to forget.

The extra column on the Mk II
offers a greater level of detail over
the original without sacrificing the
powerful presentation that secured it
a Best Buy. The coloration and the
midrange let the design down in
terms of ultimate resolution, but if
you listen to the music and not the
hifi it's well worth an audition. RS

May 2000
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The Musical Images Sale is the biggest
and best in Audio Visual entertainment.

We're offering up to 50% OFF* ex-demo and
display models plus amazing new offers.

Visit your nearest Musical Images
branch now for unbeatable choice, :
top names and prices you EBN

Edgware Branch

“all around
the M25

won’t believe.

Hounslow Branch

This is just a tiny selection of the
huge range of fantastic offers
at every branch:

HARMAN KARDON

GRUNDIG

Covent Garden Branch

DENON

Beckenham Branch

DENON

TC1000 remote control £300
JAMO

£200

ST70 707ANIC television
PHILIPS

£460

DVD3000 DVD player
HARMAN KARDON

£700

DVD3000 DVD player £700
JAMO

CONCERT 11 speakers £2250
JAMO

VR806 cool green video
PIONEER

£350

TC1000 remote control
PHILIPS

£300

CONCERT 11 speakers £2250
SHARP

CONCERT SURROUND speaker  £500
KEF

SDT50W1 50" television
SHARP

£3200

VR676 cool green video
PHILIPS

£400

XVZ1E projector £3520
SONY

MODEL 2 Rosetta speakers £2150
LOEWE

XVZW60 projector
SONY

£4000

VR969 S-VHS video
YAMAHA

£800

SLVE820 video £400
YAMAHA

CALIDA 21 grey television  £1200
MICRO MEGA

SLVE930 video
SONY

£400

DVDS795 DVD player
YAMAHA

£530

DSPA595 AV amplifier £350
YAMAHA

DVD player £1500

VPLW400QM projector

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

£4500

tSale starts 3rd March 2000

RXV595ARDS AV recever DTS £400

RXV795ARDS AV recever DTS £600

*Not valid with any other promotions or offers.

E&OE.
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MANA Sound Base

MISSION Stance

“Spending half an hour on your hands and
knees setting these little gadgets up
proves well worth while.”

“Top and bottom spikes are stainless steel
cones that look a million dollars and have a
fine thread for accurate adjustment.”

&

M aster
of the \
black art of tweak- i

ing, Mana has made a

name for itself by producing a suc-
cessful range of equipment supports
working on the premise of isolating
equipment with spikes and compos-
ite wood platforms. Enter, then, a
product designed to go under floor-
standing or standmounted speakers
to improve the sound.

The Sound Base is essentially a
welded frame of painted angle iron
with threads top and bottom for
spikes. The upper spikes support a
vinyl-covered MDF shelf upon which
the loudspeaker sits, and the bottom
spikes pierce the carpet to rest the
Base firmly on the floor.

Cetting everything balanced, level
and just so includes tuning the stand
by listening to knuckle raps in each
corner of the board, and this takes a
while. Mana also recommends that
the spikes of the speakers or stands
used be left on to pierce the vinyl
cover of the board and further
increase stability.

Once positioned the Sound Base
lifts the speaker about three inches
higher than normal, which may be a
problem if you have a low listening
position, but does offer a very solid
platform.

SOUND QUALITY

Spending half an hour on your
hands and knees setting these little
gadgets up proves well worth while.
Acoustic Energy’s Aegis Three is a
slim floorstander known for its deep
bass and smooth presentation.
Placed on the Sound Base, its silky

e

//iiiﬁ//

treble immediately gained
greater definition and unveiled levels
of depth to recordings. The bass was
similarly improved, retaining its
warm nature but with better tran-
sient response that gave snare
drums a real kick.

The Sound Base was also tested
beneath the other stands in this test
with a uniformly positive effect. The
Mission Stance in particular was
transformed into a star performer as
the bass tightened, the top end
opened and the music broke free of
the loudspeakers supported by the
combination.

CONCLUSIONS

The effect of the Sound Base ranges
from subtle improvement to a com-
plete makeover, depending on what
is placed upon it. On the downside,
it's not exactly pretty and demands a
not insubstantial outlay. But once
you try it, there's simply no living
without the Sound Base. Thoroughly
Recommended. RS

SOUND

QOO0O

[2) A solid base for floorstanders or
standmounted speakers that improved
everything we tried on it.

B LIFETIME GUARANTEE

B Mana Acoustics, 59 Jubilee Close, Pinner,
Middlesex, HA5 3TB

@ (01753) 655744
SPECIFICATIONS

B Height: 8cm
M Top plate: Y. 29x32cm
M Base plate back to front: 32cm

life. The sound was open and
transparent, giving vocals some
real air and breathing
space. The solo sax
on Ask Me Now
== from McCoy Tyner's
New York Reunion CD
had a tangible, three-
dimensional soundstage
full of presence and
minute detail.
Part filling with sand
added some oth-
erwise absent
bass weight, but it
was never going to
turn the Stance into
a rock'n’roll animal.
Trying this stand on
top of the Mana
Sound Base had a
marvellous effect,
adding punchy bass
to the lucid top end
for a near perfect

ission

knows a thing
or two about build-
ing a solid speaker
stand, and the
Stance is no excep-
tion. The first thing
you notice about its
design is the quality of
the engineering and
the ease with which it

goes together. delivery.
The heavy base
plate has welded spike CONCLUSIONS

mounts and is well fin-
ished with a thick metal-
lic grey or silver powder
coating. The uprights are
no less solid, the rear pil-
lars being crafted from
2mm thick steel. Top and
bottom spikes are stain-
less steel cones that look
a million dollars and
have a fine thread
for accurate

This rather trendy
looking stand will sit
more comfortably,
visually and sonically,
in an open listening
room with a solid and
preferably wooden
floor. Here it will shine
with or without the
sand filling.
However,
poor stabil-

adjustment ity and per-
with the little formance on
tool supplied. carpet precludes

commendation here. RS

SOUND [ATATAT)
BUILD Q0000

Due to the shallow
point of the floor cones,
however, they tend to sit on
rather than penetrate carpet. This
not only leaves the stand unstable,
but also hides this otherwise sexy
design in the shag-pile. Plastic
domes are provided for the top
plate, but these are best avoided in
favour of Blu-Tack if the spikes are
not used.

VALUE QOO0

PRICE £99.90

[2) An open and detailed performer
needing a really firm foundation to give
of its best.

M LIFETIME GUARANTEE

B Mission, Stonehill, Huntingdon,
Cambridgeshire PE18 6ED

@ (01480) 451777

SOUND QUALITY

Without the added mass of the sand
filling it was nearly impossible to get
these stands stable on the carpeted

test room floor, and the wobble SPECIFICATIONS
translated directly into blooming 5
M Height: 60cm
bass. So up came the carpet. LI e
M Top plgte: 19x15am

Once levelled on the bare con-

W Base plate back to front: 28cm

crete, the Stance suddenly sprang to

May 2000
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Mmoneer ((AE)) ROTEL maramz Technics DYNAUDIO YAMAHA TEAC

ought a Box!

(and wished you h’t?)

Make sure that the next piece of equipment you buy is
just right for you ... benefit from our

FREE, IMPARTIAL ADVICE!

Is your existing home entertainment retailer giving sufficient guidance and advice? Some stores will only give you part of the
story; at Pracitcal Hi-Fi we give you the full picture and the benefit of our considerable expertise. Also, we explain things in
Plain English; Pracical Hi-Fi is a Jargon Free Zone! If high technology gives you high anxiety, we cut it down to size.

Practical Hi-fFi

» ABSOLUTELY IMPARTIAL » EXCELLENT RANGE OF  » SPECIALISTS INHOME  » DEMONSTRATION
GUIDANCE EQUIPMENT CINEMA ROOMS IN ALL SHOPS

» PART EXCHANGES ARE  » DELIVERY AND » UP TO THREE YEARS » INTEREST-FREE CREDIT
WELCOME INSTALLATION SERVICE WARRANTY FACILITIES*

*Subject to Status - On Selected Items. Written quotation available on request.

...all this, AND AT THE RIGHT PRICE!

* MANCHESTER: 65 Bridge Street /0161 839 8869 (Sunday Opening - 12noon to 4.00pm)

* PRESTON: 43 Friargate / 01772 883958 * WARRINGTON: 88 Bridge Street / 01925 632179

* CARLISLE: 106 English Street /01228 544792 <« BLACKPOOL: 81Whitegate Drive / 01253 300599

* LANCASTER: 84 Penny Street / 01524 39657 <« BOLTON: Knowsley Street / 01204 395789
http.//www.practicalhi-fi.co.uk

DENON SONY N.A.D TANNOY [NUSION ARCAM _&BoSe ‘
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PARTINGTON Dreadnought Ultima

SONUS SYSTEMS Excel

“With the cones in place, it’s ruthlessly
transparent and leaves you listening to
nothing but the full range of the speaker.”

“In a comeback that would put even The
Who to shame, once three-quarters filled
with sand the Excel actually excels.”

s cary name — but not half
as intimidat-

ing as the stand
itself. For behind
that neat black facade of textured
powder-coat, Partington has created
a 20kg monster. The Dreadnought
Ultima is built using a shell of neatly
bonded steel reinforced with a sev-
eral generous layers of fibreglass.
Even the top plate and plinth are
inverted trays filled with GRP resin.

In addition — no, really — the cen-
tral pillar is part-filled with silicon-iron
alloy chippings that further damp
any internal vibrations and add
another couple of kilos. The result of
this gratuitous over-engineering is a
stand that is not simply damped, it's
flatlining. A gentle tap on most mod-
els reveals all sorts of minor reso-
nances, even in sand-filled columns,
but the Ultima just gives a satisfying
dull thud.

Supplied fully built, all that
remains out of the box is fitting the
bottom spikes, which are a necessar-
ily substantial 8mm design. The
large top plinth has no holes for
fixed spikes, but instead offers
three loose metal cones on
which to place the
speaker. Once lev-
elled this stand feels
solid enough to support
just about anything from the
petite B&W 6015 to a three-storey
house extension.

HI'Fl CHOiCE
RECOMMENDED

hasn't got
one. With the
cones in place, it's ruthlessly trans-
parent and leaves you listening to
nothing but the full range of the
speaker itself.

This, of course, can be something
of a double-edged sword. With less
capable speakers the limitations of
their designs are made painfully
obvious and not disguised by any
character in the stand itself. On the
other hand, a suitably impressive
quality speaker such as the
Heybrook will sing to the very best of
its ability and create music that

SOUND QUALITY

It took a long and hard audition to
determine the sound quality of the
Dreadnought Ultima — because it

VOO0

SOUND

BUILD QO0O00

VALUE DADAT A TA T

PRICE £299.99

(5 A heavyweight and sonically

transparent stand that presents music
exactly how the speaker produces it -
warts and all.

W LIFETIME GUARANTEE

B Partington & Co, Orchard Farm, Fawkham
Rd, Longfield, Kent DA3 7QP

= (01474) 709299

bypasses your ears and goes
straight to your soul.

CONCLUSIONS
Although the Ultima will shoot-
down just about any budget loud-

SPECIFICATIONS speaker, at £300 it is likely to partner
B Height s3em | | SOM€ top-flight kit. In this respept it
A2 = can only be recommended for its
W Top plate: 20.5x23.5¢cm

quite stunning ability to do nothing
RS

M Base plate back to front: 30cm

but support the speaker.

name in hi-fi furniture, but has

already assembled an impressive
portfolio of stylish equipment racks
available in no less than six colours.
The Excel speaker stand joins the
line-up in two heights, 65cm (as
tested here) and 45cm, and the full
plethora of finishes — gold, silver,
black, blue, red and green.

The single central column is ellip-
tical in cross section and has an inte-
gral tube running through the
middle designed to conceal cables.
However, as the top spikes are very
low and not adjustable, only the very
thinnest of cables will squeeze
through the 6mm gap between the
speaker and top plate.

The large base plate is fitted with
chunky conical spikes, which, like the
top spikes, are painted to match the
stand. These are

SOUND VOLOO
BUILD D Dk
VALUE AT DT
PRICE £99.00
[) A strong performer when filled with
sand but ultimately let down by minor
design flaws.
B THREE YEAR GUARANTEE

B Sonus Systems, Unit 3a, Cossall Ind Est,
Coronation Road, llkeston, Derbyshire DE7 5UA

@ (0800) 092 5046

SPECIFICATIONS
W Height: 65cm; 45cm
M Top plate: 20x 22.5cm

[ ] BaseBIate back to front:

adjustable but are too shallow to
effectively pierce carpet and cannot
be locked in place.

Once assembled the stand is
pretty light for its size, although
the cavity in the upright
will accommodate any-
thing up to 10kg of sand.

SOUND QUALITY

As supplied, first impressions were
not particularly good. The columns
rang like bells and got excited in the
upper midband, adding some col-
oration to vocals and giving Sara K a
nasal honk bordering on a full-blown
head cold. With lightweight speakers
the whole caboodle wobbled dan-
gerously and made the bass woollier
than a field full of sheep.

However, in a spectacular come-
back that would put even The Who
to shame, once three-quarters filled
with sand the Excel actually excels.
The much-increased mass pushes
the cones through the carpet stabil-
ising the system and the column
ringing is completely removed
leaving a capable performance.

CONCLUSIONS
Bass is solid and particularly well
focused. This could be in no small
part due to the elliptical profile of the
stand, which does not present much
in the way of a barrier to low
frequency energy.
Similarly, the top end offers an
open and uncluttered
approach that manages to
O unearth a fair bit of
detail. Sand loaded, the
Excel has potential, but some
fundamental engineering oversights

rob it of greatness. RS
May 2000
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Eis ks 5 a0 SPEAKER STANDS 455500 |
SOUND ORGANISATION 7522

“There are no less than sixteen bolts plus
spikes for each stand - enough to

SOUND STYLE Select X122

“Finished in bright zinc plate, the spikes
are particularly sharp - and | have the
blood-stained bandages to prove it.”
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reawaken the Meccano fan in anyone.”

N o speaker stand

round-up would be complete
without at least one offering from
that stalwart of hi-fi support furniture,
Sound Organisation. In this case we
have the 2522, sporting four tightly
packed rectangular uprights.

It's a complex affair to put
together, with no less that sixteen
bolts plus spikes for each stand —
enough to reawaken the Meccano
fan in anyone. However, this does
afford a very rigid structure that is
not too lively in its own right. The
base plate has extra angle bracing
on the underside, allowing vigorous
tightening to the uprights. The floor
spikes are tapped into a spar of
sheet steel and some caution must
be exercised when tightening these
to avoid stripping the thread.

The top plate is a solid piece of
3mm steel with threaded holes for

aint which, while looking good, is a

little prone to scuffs and
knocks.

SOUND QUALITY

Out of the box, the Z522 is one
of the few stands to produce
decent plug-and-play results with-
out filling. Its most impressive
asset is a clean midband backed
by solid and rhythmic bass
lines. Listening critically, the
very lower frequencies tend
to blur into a single note, but
when your foot's tapping it's not
a bad compromise.

The upper frequencies are
polite, with a relaxed air that also
makes for easy-going entertain-
ment. Again, critical listening
could argue that this presentation
is not the most revealing or
detailed, but it does allow the
music to appeal in its own right.

Three-quarter filling with sand
offers more of the same, albeit
with greater refinement and a little
more bite. The midrange is equally
smooth while the bass gains
greater definition and
more punch. Female
vocals in particu-
> lar reap benefit
7 from the extra
damping the filler
endows, becoming
altogether more focused.

CONCLUSIONS
The easy-going and enjoyable nature

I t's immediately obvious when
you unbox the X122 that it has
emerged from the same stable as
the Sound Organisation model. They
share a similar basic construction of
a pressed sheet-steel base with
angle bracing, four uprights and a
solid top-plate speaker plinth drilled
for spikes.

of the 2522 was clearly neutral,
suggesting this could be a
good all round choice —
which at less that £90
rates as a Best Buy. RS

SOUND Q0000
BUILD Q0000

VALUE LOOLL

[2) An easy-going performer straight out
of the box, and equally at home with any
speaker.

B TWO YEAR GUARANTEE
B Coldring, 8 Greyfriars Road, Bury St
Edmunds, Suffolk 1P32 7DX

= (01284) 701101
SPECIFICATIONS

PRICE

On the difference side,
the X122 offers four tubular
rather than rectangular columns,
each fastened by a single bolt top
and bottom. The silver finish is
somewhat more stylish than the
Sound Org's rather sinister-looking
black approach, although black is
also an option for the X122.

The Sound Style is positioned
slightly upmarket of the Sound

and machine screws that bolt the

stand together. These are finished in
bright zinc plate and the spikes are
particularly sharp — and | have the
blood-stained bandages to prove it.

SOUND QUALITY
Considering the similar construction
and dimensions of the X122 to the
7522 it would be easy to anticipate
similar sonic results, but not so.
g5, The rich bass and smooth top
end are still present, but what
grasps the attention with the
Sound Org is the clarity of the
midband — which the Sound Style
simply has not got. The lower
octaves of vocals sound ragged
and ill-defined and make you
acutely aware of the speakers
physically producing the music.
Several kilos of sand later and
the sound improves considerably.
Veils are removed from the
midrange, revealing a little more life
and a clean, if simplified, presenta-
tion. The sound stage is still some-

| what two-dimensional and

demonstrates little of the depth of
Joe Henderson's tenor sax on the
McCoy Tyner CD.

CONCLUSIONS
The rounded bass and mellifluous
treble remain a house style, but
where the Sound Organisation
matches these with clarity between
the frequency extremes, this X122
gets a bit confused and restricted.
This is just enough to tip the X122's
presentation into water muddy
enough to stifle the
foot-tapping quality
that made its sibling
such a winner. RS

VERDICT

[2) A good looking stand but sonically
trounced by its cheaper brother, the
Sound Organisation Z522.

M TWO YEAR GUARANTEE

&< Goldring, 8 Greyfriars Road, Bury St
Edmunds, Suffolk 1P32 7DX

= (01284) 701101
SPECIFICATIONS

. . M Height: 59cm o M Height: 59cm
the top spikes supplied. The whole = — - Organisation 2522, but the only 2 — =
i i M Top plate: 16x17cm . L . M Top plate: 16x17cm

stand is coated with deep lustre marked differentiation is the spikes
M Base plate back to front: 30cm M Base plate back to front: 30cm

p
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TARGET HM60

TOWNSHEND Seismic Sink

“Mass-loaded at the factory with dried
silver sand, it has a reassuringly dead
sound when clumped with a spanner.”

“The Seismic Sink has absolutely no right
to sound as good as it does when the
circumstances are right.”

Another name present in the
stands and equipment support

market for many
years, Target has
produced some of
the best selling
budget examples
of the breed for
decades. The HM60
sits a little way up the
company's comprehensive
range of speaker supports at a
little over £100, and is available in
four heights and a dozen colours.
The top section is a substantial
4mm steel plate bonded seamlessly
to the central column. This is mass-
loaded at the factory
with dried silver
sand and has a
reassuringly dead sound
when clumped with a
spanner. The column is
again cleanly bonded
onto the large base,
which is pressed out of
3mm steel and fitted with
adjustable floor spikes.
The test sample was
finished in the standard
black textured coating
and, while no visual stun-
ner, has a very smooth
and sophisticated appear-
ance. It is also simplicity
itself to set up, requiring
only fitting of the spikes
and levelling before use.
Awell thought out
and solid stand.

of the
speakers
tested here, nei-
ther accentuating
nor particularly dulling
either frequency extremes.
The midrange is well bal-
anced and uncluttered but
slightly recessed in the mix.
This has the effect of mak-
ing vocals sound a bit thin
and weedy, despite being
tonally accurate.

The bass has a fair depth
and a rather warm character.
However, drum transients
are slightly smeared, reduc-
ing the attack and presenting
a rather subdued sound
that has trouble

getting much
SOUND beyond the
QUALITY boundaries of

the speaker. This
robs Underworld's racy
Push Upstairs track of its

otherwise addictive rhythm and
before long loses the listener's
attention completely.

Ironically, the HM60 is one of the
best-engineered products in this test
and as solid a support as £100 is
likely to buy — which makes its life-
less demeanour all the more frus-
trating. There are no major flaws
with its presentation, but a number
of otherwise insignificant ones
conspire to dull the overall musical
performance.

Partnering a lively or forward
speaker can reap rewards in terms

The HM60 offers a
fairly neutral platform for all

SOUND
BUILD
VALUE

COV00
QOO0
CO000

£106.00

(2 A well built stand but sonically short
on life and energy.

W LIFETIME GUARANTEE
B Target Audio, Suite 6a, Britannia House,
Leagrave Road, Luton, Bedfordshire LU3 1R)

@ (01582) 401244

SPECIFICATIONS

PRICE

[

M Height: 60cm; 40cm; 50cm; 70cm . .
= X e T of taming the sound, but otherwise
: 5% I
PR the Target HM60 is just too reserved
M Base plate back to front: 30.5cm

for its own good. RS

HIFI GHOIGE

l n absolute contradiction to every
other stand design in this test,
Townshend's Seismic Sink aims to
isolate speaker-born vibration from
reaching the floor, and vice-versa, by
decoupling the two. Which is why
the same basic design started out as
an equipment isolation platform.
The Sink is made from two over-
lapping steel trays separated by an
inflatable air bladder. Set up is sim-
ply a case of placing the Sink on the
floor, with either the feet or
adjustable spikes supplied, and plac-
ing the speaker or speaker/stand
combination centrally on top. The
device is then pumped up until the
speaker is floating on an air cushion.
One problem with this approach
is that heavy cables can cause prob-
lems in terms of pulling the speaker

" VerDicT

= A unique inflatable stand, amazing in
some installations but less so in others.

Worth a try before you buy.

M THREE YEAR GUARANTEE

B Townshend Audio, 7 Bridge Rd, Hampton
Court, Surrey KT8 9EU

= (020) 8979 2155

SPECIFICATIONS
M Height: 4cm
M Top plate: 38x48cm
M Base plate back to front: 48cm

backwards, and the Audioquest
Midnight 2 used for this test had to
be swapped for Cable Talk Talk 3.
Once positioned, the speaker sways
about all over the place if knocked —
and you can only hope nobody
spots you on your hands and knees
with the bicycle pump.

SOUND QUALITY

On a concrete floor the effect of the
Seismic Sink is subtle — which is
strange, considering how radical the
design is. The Aegis Three's slightly
boxy sound was rendered less shut-
in and the usually warm and weighty
bass became quite dry and lean.
With standmounted speakers there
were minor differences most notice-
able as a gentle tightening at the
bottom end.

As these findings did not equate
with previous reviews in Hi-fi
Choice, the entire test kit was moved
to an older-style house with sus-
pended wooden floors and a deep
sub-floor cavity. Presto. When placed
on the Sinks, the resonant and
boomy bass of the Aegis Three in
this excitable room was drawn into
tight focus. This seemed to open the
door for a spring clean across the
entire frequency spectrum and pro-
duced the sort of natural and open
sound more akin to concrete floors.

CONCLUSIONS
Townshend's Seismic Sink goes
against the grain of traditional think-
ing and has absolutely no right to
sound as good as it does when the
circumstances are right.

But sometimes it's best to give up
trying to work out how the trick is

done and simply enjoy the show. RS

May 2000
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tis testimony to the advances

in stand design that there were
no truly awful performers in this
test. Granted, not all models were
immediately impressive straight
out of the packaging, but there
was not one that would not pro-
duce an acceptable sound after
some minor tweaking. This very
fact highlights the importance of
dedicating time and effort to get-
ting stands set up correctly. Spend
an hour with the sand, spanners
and spirit level, and the rewards
can be great.

This Super Test unearthed
some star turns in value for
money terms, including the

g v o1y O SPEAKER STANDS £49-£500 |

CONCLUSIONS
SPEAKER STANDS

budget designs from Atacama
and Sound Organisation. The
R/S300 MKkl from Custom Design
made a rocking good return —
even if it does look like scaffold-
ing, as one visitor commented —
and Partington’s Dreadnought
Ultima lets the truth shine
through. The question is, can you
handle the truth?

Alphason'’s well thought-out
Akros Il is a bit too gung-ho for its
own good, but can be improved
with heavier, metal filler. Similarly,
the pretty Apollo A4/6 is only a
set of top spikes away from for-
mal Recommendation, and the
Sound Style Select would have
had its own swing tag had not the
near-identical Sound Organisation

“The Custom Design

rocking good return -

R/S300 Mkll made a
even if it does look

like scaffolding, as one visitor commented.”

ATACAMA Nexus 6 £49.99
A clean and well-balanced performer
at the price, even when you add on

visually it will suit a wide range of
bookshelf speakers.

SOUND ORGANISATION

7522 £89.00

A winner straight out of the box, but

even more refined when filled with
sand. Not the most detailed

stand, but it gets your feet

tapping and head bobbing.

the £20 for special filler. Sonically and

L'\‘:‘_

CUSTOM DESIGN R/S300 Mkl £99.99

Returns with a detailed, weighty, lively showing.

PARTINGTON Dreadnought U. £499.00

Ruthlessly transparent, it lays the sound bare.

MANA Sound Base
£175.00

Improves the sound of just
about any cemponent.
TOWNSHEND
Seismic Sink £499.00
Can achieve phenomenal
results with great speakers.

model taken it away. The Mission
Stance is also an excellent looking
and sounding design — as long as
you don't have carpeted floors.

The Sonus Systems Excel has
got great potential but requires a
rethink on parts of its engineering,
and the Target is so laid-back it's
almost comatose — although this
could be the rescue remedy for
an over-bright system.

Finally, the Mana and the
Townshend supports are two very
different crackers gunning for the
same nut. Both can offer spectac-
ular improvements in sound qual-
ity, and both have dramatically
different effects. Take your pick.

BEST BUYS & RECOMMENDED

S PEAKER STANDS C OMPARISON T A BUL E
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