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‘with a difference: an S-Master digital amplifier that gives you
clear sound and plenty of power. Do with it what you will.
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To make sure you get the
best advice, Hi-Fi Choice
employs the most
talented and experienced
writers in the business.

Jason previously edited Hi-fi
Choice, but can now be found
swanning about the wilds of
Sussex indulging himself with
the very best hifi money can
buy. His own system is simply
sensational (trust us) and his
love of music knows no bounds.

A former editor of Hi-Fi Choice,
Paul has been writing about his
beloved hifi hobby for some 26
years. In that time he has
become one of the world's most
respected sonic scribes and
probably the UK's foremost
loudspeaker reviewer. He also
writes for respected US hii
journal Stereophile.

Science officer Miller is hifi's
undisputed king of fab testing.
He employs his own specially
designed equipment to pull
apart every measurable
parameter and explain its effect
on a product’s performance.

Alvin cut his hifi teeth in the
retail trade, and has now been
writing about his obsession for

more than 20 years. In that
time he has contributed to
almost every hifi periodical you
can think of (and several more
besides). Few can match his
encyclopedic knowledge of all
things audio.

Richard is one talented guy:
a professional musician,
experienced recording engineer
and a highly knowledgeable
hii enthusiast to boot. He's
particularly nerdy about cables.
It's probably Freudian.

imes change, technology marches on, the old order

battens down the hatches in the face of the digital

blitzkrieg. The rules of the physical, tangible
analogue world are being rewritten as the things we
sense, the things we feel, are steadily translated into
processed streams of ones and zeros. The digital
dimension opens doors, makes the impossible possible...
should we fight it, or should we feel it?

In times to come, our ongoing transfer to the digital
domain will be seen as a fundamental step in mankind's
evolution: a 21st Century renaissance that stormed the
barricades, rewrote the rules and changed the world
forever. But for disciples of ‘The Hi-Fi Truth', the digital
march has complicated what was once a straightforward
philosophy — a search for simplicity and directness, to
replicate the essence of a musical performance with just a
stereo source, an amp and two speakers.

Now any 'hi-fi" brand that can afford a ticket is jumping
the digital train, vying for cash-rich slices of the most
lucrative pies in high-end consumer electronics. We're
talking multi-format surround sound and high-end video
playback, PC convergence and internet connectivity,
discreet and automated custom installation solutions
(see our CEDIA expo report on p13).

A sign of the times? Irrefutably. But to view all this as a
pollution of a pure ideal is misguided. Passion for sound is
HFC's core philosophy, but while we still champion vinyl
for its musical excellence and stereo
for its practical simplicity, in the right
hands digital tech will continue to
expand horizons and open doors to a
captivating new hi-fi experience. HFC
demands sonic excellence — stick with

us and we'll tell you who delivers. Tim Bowern editor

Star products in this issue

36 ARCAM DIVA A80
Integrated amplifier

32 FOCAL-JMLAB
Micro Utopia Be speaker

61 TANNOY SENSYS DC1
Standmount speaker

43 BEYERDYNAMIC DT990
Open-back headphone
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TOWERING TRIANGLE

TRIANGLE'S £20,000 FLAGSHIP SPEAKER - THE MAGELLAN

French speakers are getting taller.

Haute parleur specialist Triangle has
launched its most ambitious design to date in
the form of the two-metre-plus Magellan. This
imposing yet elegant speaker is made up of
three interconnected cabinets — bass sections
sit above and below a mid and high frequency
box with drivers firing both fore and aft. The
tweeter is a pressure driver developed by
Triangle using a titanium dome and 100mm
magnet. Midrange is provided by a 160mm
cellulose cone with pleated surround while
bass is from four 160mm units featuring a
new 'S' shaped suspension.

The Magellan is described by Triangle
founder and designer Renaud De Vergnette as
a no-compromise speaker in which all 415
components have been very carefully selected.
If its £20,000 price tag is a bit rich you can
sample some of the technologies developed
for it in the new Stratos range which starts at
£1,500. This consists of four floorstanders and
a standmount — all feature a TZ2800 tweeter
similar to the Magellan, while the top model,
Volante, has bipolar mid and treble drivers for
£4,000. Look out for an exclusive review soon.
@ 01753 652669,

& www.triangle-frcom

AHHH, KISTO!

NEW MULTI-ROOM CONTROLLER FROM LINN

 Linn's continuing drive towards home networking has ‘ S
spawned a new system controller - the Kisto. Linn says ‘

TRI-VISTA

RS A

it's one of the company's most complex products ever, with
6,000 individual components, eleven circuit boards and over
100 rear panel sockets. Kisto is essentially an audio and video
processor with a front panel display for easy set-up and a Linn-
designed user interface for complex custom AV and multiroom
systems. It's an ideal partner for Linn's own Knekt multi-zone
systems and features online help during set-up via a web
browser. The controller is available now, priced at £8,000.

= 0141 307 7777 4 www.linn.co.uk

{ASSSSSNSRRNN
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DAC JOINS MF'S TRI-VISTA RANGE

Antony Michaelson's latest offering from Musical Fidelity is

the Tri-Vista 21 DAC, another top-end device intended to
celebrate the company's 21st anniversary. The new digital-to-
analogue converter is claimed to offer significant improvements over
the existing A324 in terms of technical performance, sonic quality
and build. Based around a Burr-Brown chipset, a host of technical
improvements are claimed including greater dynamic range, channel
separation and filtering. Additional features include a Tri-Vista valve-
driven output stage and choke-regulated power supply. The Tri-Vista
21 is available from September priced at £1,200.
& 020 8900 2866 & www.musicalfidelity.co.uk



RADIO RESCUE

NEW CAMBRIDGE UPSAMPLING DAB TUNER

The new DAB500 DAB tuner from Cambridge

Audio is set to deliver the brand's best ever
digital radio performance with a host of upgrades
over its still-current forerunner, the HFC Best Buy
DAB300. These include a Wolfson 24-bit/192kHz
DAC, separate proprietary DAC and analogue circuit
stages, audiophile-grade capacitors and a split power
supply for analogue and digital sections.

A further feature of the unit is Cambridge’s NCT

(Natural Contour Technology) — a three-stage control

2995

on the back panel that allows users to adjust timbre
to combat processed or compressed broadcasts. The
usual raft of control features is also included such as
autoscan, ten station presets and a jog dial control.
Broadcast information is displayed on the blue LCD
screen and a full complement of outputs is available
including an input for analogue radio. Priced at
£150, the DAB500 is available this month.

@ 0870 900 1000

# www.cambridge-audio.co.uk

BRONZE AGE

MONITOR AUDIO'S NEW FLOORSTANDER

Monitor Audio's

entry-level Bronze
Series has been joined by
another speaker boasting the
manufacturer's proprietary
metal driver technology - the
Bronze flagship B6.

Priced at £500, the 2.5-way
floorstander sports three
152mm MMP (Metal Matrix
Polymer) cones - two bass

units and one for midrange
frequencies. These are
augmented by two bass
reflex ports, one front and
one rear, both tuneable
with foam bungs.

A gold dome C-CAM tweeter
delivers treble to a
respectable 25kHz, crossing
over at 2.6 kHz from the
MMP midrange driver.
Monitor Audio
claims to have
raised performance
levels for its
Bronze flagship
through driver
tweaks and clever
cabinet
construction. It's
available now in a
choice of three
finishes.
= 01268 740580
% www.monitor
audio.co.uk

KEY FEATURES: Frequency response
36Hz-25KHz © Sensitivity: 91dB

© Impedance: 6 ohms © Drivers:
2x152mm bass, 1x152mm bass/mid
© 25mm GCold Dome C-CAM tweeter
© Dimensions (WxHxD):

18.5x85x25.5cm © Finish options:
black ash, rosemah or beech vinyl with
= black grille

- -

MASTERCHEF

LATEST DAB/ FM
‘KITCHEN' RADIO

The growing ranks of

desktop digital radios
have received a further boost
this month with the launch
of new brand Intempo
Digital's PG-01 'kitchen’
radio. The stereo unit can
receive both DAB digital and
FM analogue stations, and
users can alternate between
them at the touch of a
button. A silver panel at the
top of the radio houses all
the control buttons and a
blue LCD screen displays
station information where
available. You also get eight
presets, a headphone socket
and an alarm clock with
sleep function for late night
listeners. The PG-01 is
mains powered and sells
through high street retailers
for £130.
= 0161 924 0300
# www.intempodigital.com

® PRODUCT NEWS

© Soundbites

has added to
its ‘Super Audio’ series in the
UK with the SB2, a piano black
standmount for £400. The SB2
combines a 25mm aluminium dome
tweeter with a polypropylene
bass/mid driver that descends to
51Hz. NHT claims that the new SB2
improves technically on the SB1 and
offers “greater bottom end and
smoother overall response”.
= 01327 706560

has licensed Imerge's XiVA
internet-enabled AV home
networking technology, for use in
a new Cyrus hard disk-based
product. Still in development, the
Cyrus Link system will include a
hard disk audio server with
integrated Cyrus DAC technology,
network players and handheld
wireless touch panel controls. It
should be available in September.
< 01480 435577

has launched a new speaker from
across the pond called the S5 - a
£750 floorstander with a veneered
cabinet and proprietary drivers. Its
curvy shape is designed to reduce
internal standing waves generated by
the its two 125mm paper cone drivers
and 25mm titanium tweeter.
& 01327 706506

Vi has a new
interconnect called the lllusion,
specifically designed for use with
Eichmann's bullet plugs. The
illusion uses high purity silver
plated copper in a tightly twisted
configuration with PTFE
insulation. Its thin solid core
conductors are said to perfectly
complement the benefits of the
bullet plug. Prices start at £70
for a 0.5m pair.
= 01332 361390

has launched a new
website allowing customers to buy
cables and other hi-fi accesories
securely online. As well as the full
product range, the site offers tips on
system set-up and includes free
downloads of the Russ Andrews
information booklets.

vww.russandrews.com

september 20 ' HI-FI CHOICE 9




© PRODUCT NEWS

ROD STALWART

D has announced further details of
its new Silver Series DVD player, first
unveiled in last month’s Frankfurt
Show report. The new S570 is said to
have an “emphasis on music first,
delivering first-rate NAD audio
quality”. Inside are
24-bit/192kHz Wolfson DACs and
Burr-Brown op-amps for the
audiophile, plus the player offers
HDCD compatibility. Videophiles are
not forgotten though - the S570 also
sports progressive scan for all DVD
region discs as well as component,
composite and
S-Video outputs. Available in
September, it'll retail for £1,200.

4 01908 319360

CO has released a
range of interconnect cables
specifically designed for valve
amps. The Dragon Tails range
comprises of three cables, starting
with the Red Dragon Tails at £50
for a metre pair. They're joined by
the Black Dragon Tails at £175,
and the flagship Silver Dragon
Tails at £500. Speaking about its
top-end Silver cable, PM
Components claimed: “There is no
better cable at any price that will
perform better in a vacuum tube
amplification system".
= 0870 9220404

29-1 IFA Berlin 2003
Berlin, Germany
020 7886 3103
Europe’s largest consumer
electronics expo

26-28 HiFi Show & AV Expo
Heathrow, London
020 8774 0847
London’s best established
hi-fi show

26-28 What Hi-Fi? Sound &
Vision Show
London
A new London event
For 2003
National Vintage
Communications Fair
Birmingham
07947 460161
If you're a fan of old
valves and ‘wireless’
radios, this is for you

Home Entertainment Show
Manchester

01524 36991

A premier hi-fi and AV event in
the north west

Dublin Hi-Fi & Home
Cinema Show
Dublin, Ireland
00353 1 288 9449
Good for ‘the craic’

10 HI-FI CHOICE ‘ september 2003

CARBON FIBRE TONEARM FROM CLEARAUDIO

Clearaudio has used its turntable design

expertise to produce a new, affordable carbon
fibre tonearm. Called the Unify, this latest uni-pivot
arm is said to provide high-end performance for much
less than Clearaudio's eccentric tangential arms. Its
design is based around a single-point sapphire bearing
that sits on a precision hardened steel spike.
A combination of aluminium bearing housing, carbon

fibre arm and stainless steel base is said to effectively
damp critical resonances and keep energy transmission
under control. The arm is fully adjustable and available
in three different lengths, with various wiring options
to suit individual needs. Prices start at £690 for the
nine-inch version.

@ 01252 702705

4 www.audioreference.co.uk

BLOWIN' IN
THE WIND

GALE LAUNCHES EIGHT-STRONG
LOUDSPEAKER RANGE

Gale is again vying for the UK

budget speaker crown with its new
Series 30. Launched to celebrate the
brand's 30th anniversary, the new range
offers both two and multichannel
solutions with prices from £70 per pair for
the 3010S compact standmount. The range
continues with another standmount and
two floorstanders, while multichannel
users are catered for by a centre, bi-polar
rears and two subs.

All the models sport soft dome tweeters
and magnetically-shielded paper cone
main drivers in braced MDF cabinets.
Finish options are black ash or beech vinyl.
© 0870 900 1000
4 www.richersounds.com

RIBBONRY

NEW RIBBON TWEETER
FOR ESSEX TITANS

Essex-based Titan loudspeakers has launched
a new speaker with an aluminium ribbon
tweeter. Earlier T2/s models used Focal's titanium
inverted dome tweeter — the new ribbon tweeter is
said to address some balance criticisms made of the
old model (reviewed in HFC 240). The new T2/sr is
said to have an effective frequency response from
28Hz (bass) to 30kHz (treble) and is down only 8dB
at 40kHz. The bass/mid driver is a 200mm spun
aluminium unit with a double hand-wound voice
coil. Titan has gone for a more dynamic cabinet with
anthracite finish and claims the T2/sr has virtually
non-existent coloration. The new model is

available now priced at £650.

@ 01702 206870

4 www.titanloudspeakers.co.uk
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S O N Y DVD Home Theatre Kit

empiredirect.co. uk
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odel No. CMTCPX1

empiredirect.co.uk
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e TV Virtual Surround and Digital Cinema Sound
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Model No. DVPNS705S

SAVE UP TO 30% OFF HIGH STREET PRICES SECURE SHOPPING GUARANTEED SITE
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The new Schonberg series by Vienna Acoustics

Breathtaking beauty

in an ordinary world

Distributed by: Henley Designs, 01235 511166, www.henleydesigns.co.uk, info@henleydesigns.co.uk
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INDUSTRY & TECHNOLOGY NEWS

CEDIA SHOW SPECIAL

The annual CEDIA UK Expo offers a glimpse into the

rapidly developing world of multi-room audio and AV

i 4

When you want to be able to

access different music in
different rooms it's hard to beat a
soundserver. These hard disk audio
sources are taking over with models
from Imerge, Linn, Mordaunt-Short
Opus, Revox (pictured) and QED
among others kicking out CD
changers as the source of choice for
multi-room. Their advantages include high
capacity and, in uncompressed storage
format, good quality as well. Inevitably
most users opt for MP3 which limits quality
in exchange for capacity and at present the
emphasis in this industry is still on getting
more rather than higher quality music
around the home, but things are improving.

With hi-fi brands like Arcam, Marantz,

Meridian and Harman Kardon showing off

v

SOUNDSERVERS

Revox M series hard disk audio server

kit that can be integrated into custom
installations, they're going to have to.
Companies going the whole hog are on the
rise — Linn has its new Kisto controller and
a lovely handset to go with its Knekt
system, and Rotel has jumped in at the
deep end with its I-Command system which
works with PDAs and touch screens, while
its new RSP-1098 AV processor has a built-
in TFT screen and is designed to give TAG,
Meridian et al a hard time at £2,250.

R Expect to see more
unusual sockets on

your next AV receiver or
DVD-Audio player. New
connection systems are very
popular in the custom installations
game, with A-BUS and RS232 links
being joined by C-BUS, CAT 5 and
even optical data links.

If all these acronyms give you the
jitters it’ll be comforting to hear
that the industry is making a big
effort to improve ease of set-up.
Multi-room hardware is also getting

CONNECTION AND SET-UP

QED’s Systemline Modular handset

smaller, so you no longer need to
dedicate an airing cupboard to
stacks of boxes. QED is at the
forefront once more with its
Systemline Modular distribution
system, which distributes audio and
data on the CAT 5/ 6 system from a
simple hub, the signal driving active
speakers in each zone.

Amplifier brands still seem to be

sitting on the home cinema side of
the line, with Mark Levinson showing its
No433 three-channel power amp. The ML
guys mentioned that incorporating any
more channels into a standard chassis
would require switched-mode PSUs, but
didn't rule out such a move. Meridian
meanwhile is using its technological edge
to bring room correction to the party,
using its DSP7000 speaker system to
reveal the extent to which bass problems
can be ironed out.
NAD has gone deeper with multiple zone
power amps offering six and twelve
channels, and its new L70 (above) is a
complete DVD multichannel receiver with
a fully learning remote that can talk to
your PC. Revox meanwhile has reinvented
itself as the Swiss B&0 with the modular

M series including DVD player, hard disk
server, processor and amp, all designed
for multi-room installation.

Not surprisingly,

high-end
loudspeaker brands are
turning their attention to
custom install with an
explosion of serious in-wall
designs. Revel uses cast
alloy baffles in two and
three-way models while
B&W has applied Nautilus
technology in the
Signature 8NT (right). KEF
has bolstered its range
with the Ci series and Final
has brought electrostatic
technology to the scene.
Believe it or not,
subwoofers, the drummers
of the audio world, are
getting cleverer too.
Models in Velodyne's
Digital Drive range come
with a microphone and
remote, and allow digital
equalisation and set-up via
an on-screen display. Prices
start at £2,100.

september 2003 | HI-FI CHOICE 13
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& BEATS'N'PIECES

TIME MACHINE
FIVE YEARS AGO
Hi-Fi Choice
September 1998
Details emerged of the UK's
first standalone DAB
receiver, jointly-developed in
just six weeks by Ensigma
% and the BBC. At
H"I = the time, in-car
units were the
, only DAB tuners

available to catch
the 60 per cent
of DAB coverage
in the UK. Our
blind yet

o N

otherwise competent panel
lapped up the Copland
CDA266 CD player in our
HDCD group test — but the
ultimate sonics of the issue
came courtesy of the dCS
Elgar Digital to Analogue
Processor (DAP). Ahead of its
time, the DAP's DVD-Audio
ready 24-bit/192kHz
processing spec is only now
begging to filter through to
real-world CD players.

TEN YEARS AGO
Hi-Fi Choice
September 1993
Does anyone remember the
Musical Fidelity F22 pre and
F15 power amp? Perhaps
you even bought one after
reading the
glowing review
of the equally
glowing valve-
based duo that
trounced the
competition a
decade ago. At
£3,000 it wasn't
cheap, but with the van den
Hul Grasshopper Mklll GLA
cartridge at £3,200, perhaps

it wasn't so bad. Pricey yes,
but one of the finest
cartridges of the time - an
accolade it still holds today.
Winners of the speaker
group test were the JPW
Mini Monitors, a familiar
sight in student set-ups for
years thereafter.
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SYSTEM BUILDER

EACH MONTH, WE PICK A FAVOURITE DISC AND BUILD A SYSTEM TO SHOW IT AT ITS BEST

NINA SIMONE

Baltimore c1i/Legacy

Cut in Brussels, during her self-imposed exile from
the US in the seventies, Baltimore is an eclectic
collection of songs written by artists as diverse as
Randy Newman, Judy Collins and Daryl Hall, with
the odd traditional hymn thrown in for good
measure. It varies from Nina's unaccompanied voice
and piano (a full-blooded classically-styled version of
Music For Lovers) to the sweeping orchestral strings
and cod reggae rhythm of the title track.

Your system will need to handle the extreme
dynamics both of Nina's often uncompromising
keyboard style and the sometimes slightly muddy
orchestral arrangements (overdubbed afterwards in
New York). It's an album of such pick and mix
sources that it really shouldn't work on paper, but it's
a testament to Nina Simone’s unique personality
and talent that it works so incredibly well.

CD PLAYER
MERIDIAN 507 £1,200
A 'source first' system this one, with Meridian's
24-bit/192kHz DAC, CD-ROM transport and proprietary
electronics delivering an
engaging and precise
sound for around twice
the price of its
amplification partner.

AMPLIFIER
ROTEL RA-1062 £595

The cream of the current integrated crop — brand
new and not afraid to dig deep into recordings and
expose them, warts and all. Powerful, purposeful
and crisp, a fine
example of the
lesser spotted
two-channel
amplifier.

LOUDSPEAKERS
TANNOY SENSYS DC1 £450
Tannoy's latest Sensys range
combines superb new
dual-concentric drivers
with top mounted
super-tweeters, all for a
bargain price. Its
superb neutrality won't
'add’ to La Simone's
distinctive vocals.
Audiophile
performance at an
entry-level price.

BOOK OF THE MONTH

The Ambient Century

Mark Prendergast sloomsbury

This hefty tome attempts to document one of the most
ethereal concepts in sound — atmosphere, and how it
has come to dominate modern music. Regular HFC
contributor Prendergast takes an open view of ‘ambient’
from early pioneers including Mahler and Debussy
through prog and krautrock to the trip hop of Massive
Attack, drawing on a wide range of music from classical,
rock, dance and the avant-garde to paint a picture of
20th Century musical progression. A sprawling, often
fascinating work, its potted histories of many of modern
music's prime movers make for very useful reference.



READERS' DEMO DISCS

YOUR FAVOURITE MUSIC FOR HI-FI AUDITIONS

PAUL BRADY

Nobody Knows (The Best Of)

“So often the commentary around hi-fi
relates to performance - tonal quality,
the ability keep pace and so on. These
are important, but what about the
music? The emotional energy in this Paul
| Brady collection hooks the listener,
demands attention and never lets go. From the plaintive reflection of
Nobody Knows, to the heart-stopping emptiness of The Island, the
music simply stirs. It seems at times the world just stops, that there's
nothing else but you, the singer and the feeling. If this don't warm the
cockles, you ain't got cockles. Once more with feeling please...”

Lee Wells

What's your favourite disc for hi-fi auditioning? Why not write in and

tell us - 100 words on what and why — we'd love to hear about it. Email your choice
to dan.george@futurenet.co.uk or write in to Classic Demo Discs, Hi-Fi Choice,
Future Publishing, 99 Baker Street, London W1U 6FP.

JIMMY'S TWEAKS #12

HANDY HINTS FROM JIMMY HUGHES - HI-FI'S SUPER TWEAKER

Tone Controls and when to use them

There was a time when all amplifiers had tone
controls. Then, from the late seventies onwards,
it became less and less fashionable to offer
bass and treble adjustment. Thankfully, many
modern amplifiers are not so hair-shirt as their
counterparts of the past, and limited degrees
of tonal adjustment are offered - along with a
button that switches the tone controls out of circuit for purists!

If your system sounds slightly on the thin side and overly forward,
try a little treble cut and some bass lift. Conversely, if things sound a
little dull and heavy, then try cutting the bass slightly and lifting the
treble. Often, combining slight correction at both ends of the
frequency spectrum (say, a little bass lift coupled with a gentle treble
cut) brings the sound into a truer balance tonally than the separate
adjustment of bass or treble alone.

ON THE OFFICE STEREO

MUSIC THAT AMUSED US WHILE CREATING THIS ISSUE

Bonobo Dial M For Monkey
Nitin Sawhney Human
Longview Mercury

Panjabi MC Beware

Ryuichi Sakamoto

A Day In New York

Me First And The Gimme
Gimmes Take A Break

Tim Buckley Happy Sad

Sly and Robbie Late Night Tales
Michael Jackson Off The Wall
The Smiths Hatful Of Hollow

Title:

Release date:

Released in 2001 when she was just
21, Alicia Keysdebut album Songs In
A Minor sold 9 million copies
world-wide, won five Grammys and
established her as the heir to Aretha
Franklin's crown as the ‘Queen Of
Soul'. The eagerly awaited follow-up
showcases her talents not only as a
vocalist but a consummate songwriter.

Title:

Release date:

Since relocating from Manchester to
LA, the Charlatans singer has recorded
a dozen new songs for his debut solo
album with producer Linus (Puff
Daddy/Lil Kim). “It's a cheer-you-up
record with influences from all my
favourite artists rolled into my own
style,” Burgess says.

Title:

Release date:

The first album in five years from
Miami's Latin queen contains a
generous 18 tracks, all written by
Estefan and co-produced with her
husband, Emilio. Four tracks are sung
in Spanish with the remainder in
English, including a duet with the

1% IN THE STUDIO
ARTISTS RECENTLY ABSENT FROM THE CUT AND THRUST OF
SHOWBIZ HYPE DUE TO FINISHING THEIR LATEST ALBUMS

Pretenders’ Chrissie Hynde. The CD
release will be accompanied by a
40-minute DVD made by Estefan's
son, Nayib.

Title:

Release date:

A brand new album from REM will
follow in 2004, but appetites will be
whetted by the inclusion of two new
songs on their first comprehensive
‘Best Of' compilation. Bad Day and
Animal, were both premiered on the
band's recent UK tour. For the rest, it's
taken a double CD to include all the
favourites from their 20-year career.

Title:

Release date:

One of America’s most individual
songwriters, Warren Zevon recorded
what is likely to be his final album
after he was told he had an inoperable
cancer. Bruce Springsteen, the Eagles,
Tom Petty, Jackson Browne and
Emmylou Harris turn out to help on
ten new songs and a poignant cover of
Knockin’ On Heaven'’s Door.

ALSO COMING SOON...

Jewel thc (Sep), Dido Life For Rent
BMG (Oct), Ryan Adams Love Is Hell
(winter), Electric Soft Parade tbc
(Oct), Rod Stewart tbc (Oct)

Ulla Pirttijarvi Mattarahku Askai
(Aug), Glenn Gould ..And Serenity
(Oct), John Williams E| Diablo Suelto
(Oct), Horowitz Beethoven Sonatas
(Oct), Joshua Bell Bellissimo (Nov)
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Hear the amplifiers at the What HiFi? Sound and Vision Show 2003 Room 318

The EA Series
of amplifiers by ECS

Whether it's music or film the EA series will enhance your passion.
A range of amplifiers designed by enthusiasts for enthusiasts.

ECS is a bespoke PCB company based in West London, specialising in high quality hand assembled printed
circuit boards. The company is run by music and audio enthusiasts, so the next logical step was to enter into the
world of high-end audio utilising its expertise in PCB design and audio design amassed over the company’s 6
year experience.

The culmination of 2 years of R&D brings us to the EA series’ primary function, high quality audio reproduction.

The EA's dynamic capabilities strike a unique balance between exceptional musicality and drive allowing the
attentive listener to follow the most subtle tonal nuances of the musical event.

* 1 or 2 channel version

* Transformer balanced inputs on 3 pole XLRs

* Unbalanced audiophile gold phono connectors

* Ultra low noise FET input stage

e Ultra low impurity PCB copper track

* Bespoke 1500VA power transformer

* Pre-driver, driver, output stage configuration

e Zero inductance components used in critical paths

e Ulira low tolerance and inductance components used throughout
e 8 parameter fully matched bi-polar output transistors
e Ultra short audio signal path

¢ 40000uf of bypassed reservoir capacity

* Multi-channel mode ID from rear

* Hand selected audio grade components

* 3 years parts and labour warranty

See the EA-2 review in the June issue of Hi-Fi News

‘model no. EA-1

model no. EA-2

Power Output
Input Impedance
Frequency response

Inputs
Input connectors
Output connector

Power cable
Case dimensions (HxWxD)

200W into 8 ohm
47k ohms
-3dB points @ 5Hz & 100KHz

Balanced XLR or Unbalanced RCA
rear panel switchable

1 x XLR-Pin 2 +ve 1 xRCA

4 x 4Amm sockets. Ability to accept
Spade type connectors

Audiophile grade (type 1)
112 x 438 x 428mm inc handles
115v and 230v 50 or 60 Hz

2 x 180W into 8 ohm
47k ohms
-3dB points @ 5Hz & 100KHz

Balanced XLR or Unbalanced RCA
rear panel switchable

2 x XLR-Pin 2 +ve 2 x RCA

8 x 4mm sockets. Ability to accept
Spade type connectors

Audiophile grade (type 1)
112 x 438 x 428mm inc handles
115v and 230v 50 or 60 Hz

Mains Supply consult dealer consult dealer
Weight unpacked 22 Kg ea 22 Kg

Weight packed 25 Kg ea 25 Kg
Nearest Dealer

Harrow Audio Lid

Kevin Galloway Audio

Walrus Systems

Oxford Audio Consultants

tel: 020 8863 0938
tel: 01865 790 879
tel: 01563 574 185
tel: 020 7724 7224

european circuit solutions

ECS Ltd

Impress House, Mansell Road, London W3 7QH
tel: +44 (0) 20 8743 8880 +44 (0) 20 746 4315
fax: +44 (0) 20 8740 4200

email: enquiries@ecsamplifiers.co.uk
web: www.ecsamplifiers.co.uk
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NAD PP2 phono stage

The original NAD phono stage, physically similar to this, only handled moving-

magnet (high output) cartridges and was good value at £40. For a tenner
more, this one adds moving-coil compatibility and an earthing point on the back. It
also adds, internally, a large number of components and it's quite astonishing what
NAD manages to offer for the money. The MM part is still based on an op-amp but
discrete transistors, as in the best high-end kit, look after the MC part and component
quality is not the cheapest and nastiest by any means.

The sound couldn't really be described as full-on high end but it's better than one
has any right to expect. Noise is respectably low on both inputs and there’s a nice
open tonality and clarity, with fine bass drive and no treble constriction either. Hum is
kept to a very low level. As an add-on for any good budget amp that lacks phono
capability, this is superb value.

01908 319360 www.nadelectronics.com

Last Stylus Cleaner

\ All sorts of stylus-cleaning regimes have been proposed over the years,
including the apparently bizarre - though effective — use of the striking

surface of a safety-match box. But a suitable fluid on a soft brush is probably the most
enduringly popular, and that's what Last provides. The brush is really very soft indeed
- you'd have to be extremely cack-handed to do any damage with it — and the fluid,
which smells a little like some strange Russian drink, does its job efficiently and
evaporates fast. A coarse-haired brush is provided as well for shifting heavy deposits:
this requires a little more care in use however.

Don't be tempted to use the wet brush for cleaning up along the cantilever, as this
can make a sticky ‘mud’ of grime which causes all sorts of problems for the
suspension. Use a dry brush for that, but for the stylus itself this is the perfect
solution and recommended.

0870 240 7228 www.choicebits.co.uk

Optrix CD Cleaner & Clarifier

We've seen quite a few varieties of CD cleaner, all claimed not merely to clean

fingerprints and the like from discs but also to improve performance with
brand-new discs. The principle’s always the same, involving wiping some mild solvent
over the disc and then removing it complete with dissolved deposits. In this case you
get 60ml of alcohol-based liquid but have to provide your own tissues. In fact, we'd
advise against using tissue, preferring microfibre cleaning cloth (from supermarkets)
which is lint-free and completely non-scratchy.

Results are much as claimed, with visible dirt and fingerprints being completely
eradicated and a fairly consistent improvement in definition and detail. However, the
advice in the instructions to clean the label side of the disc should be disregarded if
you have any hand-labelled or inkjet-printed CDRs, as smearing can result. Not
remarkably better or worse than competing products, but simple and cost-effective

0870 240 7228 www.choicebits.co.uk

Terratec

TerraTec Phono Preamp Studio

The 'studio’ consists of a line/phono preamp, an analogue-to-digital converter,

a USB interface and software to reduce scratches and background hiss on
recordings copied from LP or cassette. Inside that little plastic box is all the necessary
electronics, nothing fancy but surprisingly adaptable with even adjustable input
capacitance. Connect to a PC and the hardware is ready for use: start up some
recording software (as supplied, or any other favourite), play a disc and you'll create an
editable "wav’ file on your hard disc. Recording quality is very decent.

The restoration software is easy to use and can process in real time or save results to
hard disk and CD. However, in common with other cheap restoration systems, its
results are never completely free from side effects. With experience, one leams to use it
in extreme moderation, which gives a useful reduction in loud ticks and pops from
vinyl, and can reduce somewhat the excessive hiss of poor cassette recordings.

0870 4580011 www.terratec.com
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Hi-fi and home cinema that looks as good as it
sounds. Whether it’s a single component for your
hi-fi system, a full surround sound home cinema
system or a complete custom installation
service. Our 72 page colour guide gives invaluable
advice on all the products you need, from the
brands that matter, to fill your home with music.

1 And it’s FREE!

Simply call Freephone 0500 101501*
visit www.music-at-home.co.uk
or return the coupon today

*Please quote reference HFCO3c

T

T

Music at Home HFCO3c, Freepost NATW946, (UK Only)
Cheltenham, Glos. GL52 2BR



HI-FICHOICE

COMPETITION

Win a slice of digital heaven

...With the stunning Audio Analogue Maestro CD player!

hen Audio Analogue's mighty Maestro CD player arrived in

the Hi-Fi Choice office, few could think of a more beautiful

player for the money. Its Italian maker has only a brief
history — Audio Analogue was brought into existence as recently as
1995 by a group of hi-fi professionals and electronics experts. But
in the case of the Maestro, the flair for fabulous design which
seems to be a prerequisite of many Italian brands has produced a
thing of both physical and sonic beauty in those few short years.

Yet there's more the the Maestro CD player than meets the eye.

It's also described as a 'Digital Audio Processor', able to occupy the
role of 'DAC' for external digital sources as well as operating as a
straightforward CD player. Inside it boasts 24-bit/96kHz digital-to-
analogue conversion via two Analog Devices AD1855 DACs used in
parallel = by means of a button on the front panel, it's possible to

toggle between the internal CD transport and an external digital
source linked through the player's digital input.

When HFC reviewed the Maestro back in issue 228, we praised its
grace and composure. "Stunning build quality with a silky smooth
presentation,” we said, declaring it to be "a very appealing package
overall, both in terms of sonics and sheer visual beauty".

The Maestro CD player is a true audiophile source component, a
fact reflected in its suitably hefty £1,600 price tag. But thanks to
Hi-Fi Choice and UKD, Audio Analogue's distributor in the UK, you
could win one by answering the simple question below. The first
correct entry ‘out of the hat' will ensure its owner is soon

rediscovering his or her favourite
WIN!

CDs late into the night. So get
dialling... and good luck!
A Maestro CD
player from Audio |§
Analogue worth /|

£1,600

To enter just answer the following question and call the number below:

Q) How can you access the Maestro
CD player's digital input?

a) By means of a button

c) By means of a button
on the front panel

on your winter coat

b) By means of a button

d) By means of a meeting
on the inside

with F1's Jensen Button

Terms and conditions

[ -

= 0906 700 6042

Employees of Future Publishing (including freelancers) and their relatives and any agents involved are ineligible to enter competitions or polls. The editor's decision is final and no correspondence will be entered
into. Prizes cannot be exchanged for cash. Closing date for entries is 9 September 2003. Winners will be selected at random from correct entries received by this date and informed within 28 days. Prizes will be sent
out within 28 days of notification by the companies involved, not Future Publishing Ltd. Calls cost 50p per minute and should last no longer than 2.5 minutes. Please remember to get permission from the person
who pays the bill before you dial. No purchase necessary. Postal entries are also accepted: send your name, address, telephone number and email address (if applicable) to: Hi-Fi Choice: Audio Analogue
Competition, PO Box 7943, London, SE1 9ZT. Please also state if you do not wish to receive any communications from Audio Analogue not directly relating to this competition. If you have any

problemssubmitting your entry, please contact the service provider: Fusion, 15 Mark Lane, Leeds, LS1 8LB
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AUDIOPHILE VINYL

JOHN MCLAUGHLIN, AL DI
MEOLA, PACO DE LUCIA
Friday Night In San Francisco
Philips/Viva 80g
Music: This is a classic hi-fi demo disc
recently re-issued by Vivante on this
gorgeous 180g pressing. It's one
of those rare things — a great
live performance that was
well recorded and features
the talents of the three
finest acoustic guitarists
of the time (1980)

/;Jght together in what could

have turned into a battle of the titans
Mediterranean Sundance opens the
proceedings and whips the audience
into a frenzy that the guys fuel with
gusto. The rest of the album is a mite
more sophisticated but always a
pleasure for the guitar aficionado
2.2.8.0.8.1

Sound: This Vivante pressing improves
an already fine-sounding LP by the
addition of decent bass and high
quality. This serves to add body to the
instruments and to reveal the scale
and nature of the venue. A marked
improvement on the Philips original
and on the CD too. k%% JK

RICHARD THOMPSON
The Old Kit Bag
Music: Subtitled Unguents, Fig Leaves
and Tourniquets For The Soul, the first
Thompson album in four years is a
vibrant and powerful offering from the
godfather of folk rock. His songwriting
skills and tuneful yet unpredictable
guitar playing are combined with
the double bass playing of
Danny Thompson, Michael
Jerome's drumming and
Judith Owen’s backing
vocals. First Breath is the
obvious stand-out, all
three players keeping it
acoustic to superb effect
Thompson is on great form here,
keeping things interesting with
diversity of pace and style — it doesn't
break the mould but it does keep
pushing the boundaries. * %
Sound: This is a lovely sounding pair
of vinyl slabs, dynamic and timbrally
rich. It makes the most of the man’s
flinty voice and the double bass has
real body and soul — a fine recording
that accurately reflects the energy in
the music. % k%% JK

These and other audiophile LPs are available from
Vivante: & 01293 82218 www.vivante.co.uk

Reviews by Alvin Gold, Jason Kennedy, Shaun Marin, Dave Oliver,
Mark Prendergast, Phil Strongman, Nigel Williamson

NEIL YOUNG
Greendale
Reprise

Neil Young tested the patience
of even his most loyal fans on his live
British dates in May. As they called for
old favourites like Heart Of Gold, he
gave them instead his unheard new
‘concept’ album in its two-hour
entirety. On disc, the work checks in at
a more modest 78 minutes, but even
after half a dozen listens, you will
probably still be perplexed by Young's
frankly incoherent story about
small-town America. Does it matter?
Not if you're a fan, as joined by his
long-standing band Crazy Horse, his
rambling blues and stinging guitar
lines sound as potent as ever.

Nobody buys Neil Young
records for their sonic perfection. He's
always preferred spontaneity to polish
and the ramshackle, bar-room sound is
part of Greendale's appeal. NW

NEIL YOUNG
On The Beach
Reprise
High on hash concoctions and the

musical input of Crazy Horse alongside Crosby
and Nash, Neil Young delivered one of his most

controversial albums in 1974. On The Bea

mixes barely-there music with the incendiary

ELBOW
A Cast Of Thousands
V2

The Manchester five-piece
spent a decade building up to their
debut, Asleep In The Back, which
nearly won the Mercury Music Prize in
2001. Now they've managed to top it
with an album that cleverly hitches the
vaulting prog-rock ambition of that
first record to a set of tighter, more
personal and heart-felt songs. Singer
Guy Garvey still sounds uncannily like
Peter Gabriel and their dense,
instrumental textures are in places
reminiscent of Radiohead. But neither
of those comparisons is exactly going
to damage their cause.

Ben Hillier, currently the best
young producer in Britain who was
also responsible for Blur's Think Tank,
has done a superb job, combining
emotional warmth with technical
sophistication. NW

ch

genius of Revolution Blues and the brilliant blues guitar protraction of the title
track. His then wife, along with Charles Manson, Richard Nixon and the

‘vampires' of big business populate this bl
despairing on release. But it's full of dazzl

eak work which was judged
ing wordplay and the ramshackle

Sunset Sound sessions produced in the final trio of tracks, Young's most potent

achievement in sound. # 4%

Utilising HDCD's analogue transfer clarity, Young's recent

green-lighting of On The Beach for CD all

acoustic/electric album the way he intended.

ows everyone the chance to hear this
MP

DVORAK
Cello concerto, Symphony No7
Frans Helmerson (cello) Gothenburg
Symphony Orchestra
BIS CD-300245

The Cello concerto is not well
represented on disc, perhaps because
the work has been overshadowed by
the Elgar concerto. Although troubled
in its gestation, the Dvorak concerto is
a wonderfully expressive work,
constantly surprising in its twists and
turns. Helmerson is not fazed by the
technical challenges, he simply allows
the music to speak for itself. The
Seventh Symphony is relegated to the
role of (spectacularly fine) filler, but it
is an outgoing, driving performance.

The sound is vivid and open in
the best BIS tradition, making this the
next best thing to an audiophile
recording without the sterility that too
often results. ***kk*x AG

BRAHMS

Piano concerto No2, Variations on a
Theme by Haydn for Orchestra

André Previn (cond), Royal Phil

Telarc Classics Midline CD-80197

Music: The second piano concerto is
mature Brahms on a grand scale -
tuneful, expansive, but never showy for
its own sake. The Haydn variations
(ironically, later scholarship suggests
the theme was probably not written by
Haydn himself) is a short set of
orchestral variations, which will be
instantly recognisable to many. The
performances are expansive and the
playing expressive, if at times slightly
plodding. #* %%

Sound: Tonally colourful, the
Walthamstow Town Hall recording has
a natural spaciousness and unhemmed
dynamics, matched to an excellent, if
sometimes slightly over-large sound
from the Steinway piano. * %% % AG
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THIS MONTH'S CLASSIC HI-Fl TEST DISC ‘Listen for the variety of shapes and textures”

RADIOHEAD OK Computer Parlophone

One of the best (prog) rock albums of the nineties,
Radiohead's third album (1997) quickly established itself as
a work of creative genius. Highly varied and experimental, it
has elements of Pink Floyd, Television and even Blue Oyster
Cult set against a distinctly post-punk dystopian view of the
world. It's the sort of album that once it's in your system you
won't be able to stop playing it. And if you've only ever

ELVIS COSTELLO
North

Deutsche Grammophon

Ten years after The Juliet Letters, Costello
returns to his classical muse. This time it's more
of a parlour song cycle - clever, erudite,
confessional even, with just a whiff of formality.
You can imagine him standing next to his piano
accompanist (Steve Nieve, as it happens) in tux and tails, possibly clasping his
hands together as he sings, intimately and for the most part softly, thankfully
laying off that sandpaper quality to his voice. Lyrically, the songs trace the end
of a relationship and its aftermath - he's in failing romantic mode, struggling to
believe in love, but being Costello, the bitterness is never far away.

Costello's vocals are high in the mix with piano as the predominant
accompanying instrument, though there’s also acoustic bass, drums and a
48-piece orchestra on call. It's well defined and clear, but also possesses an
intimate warmth, as though Costello and a few of his associates are performing
in a drawing room for your pleasure alone. DO

VARIOUS ARTISTS
Cinemix
Universal Jazz

French cinema has produced a
wealth of unigue visual stylists from
Cocteau to Besson, but it also has an
underrated army of soundtrack stars.
The pieces here are not the originals
from the 1960s-80s, but remixes
passed through a modern filter by the
likes of Howie B, Gonzales and Carl
Craig. Names like Michel Magne and
Antoine Duhamel may not be as well
known as those of Morricone or Barry,
but the best of their work stands
comparison with those universally
feted soundtrack giants.

As with any compilation,
especially one that focuses on remixes,
the quality can vary from track to
track, depending on the quality of the
original samples and the degree to
which they've been treated. DO

VARIOUS ARTISTS
Joe Meek: The Alchemist of Pop, Hits
& Rarities 1959-1966

Castle Music

This double CD set shows the
UK's first indie producer Meek at his
most diverse — from the proto-synths
of the Telstars' million-selling Tornado
to John Leyton's hauntingly ethereal
Johnny Remember Me. The
temperamental Meek could ~ should -
have been the UK's Phil Spector but
the monies owed him on Telstar got
held up in court and he shot himself at
his London flat in 1967. Still, he left
this behind - 56 singles, each one
telling its own strange little story.

The quality of sound is not
uniform but, over the two discs, you
can clearly hear Meek gradually
refining his techniques and
technology. PS

heard it on a wireless or a Walkman you're in for a real treat
with a decent hi-fi system.

Considerable production effort has gone into making
this a rich and varied recording, full of subtlety and detail
(despite the compression). Unusual phase manipulation
throws images out in diverting fashion - listen out for the
sheer variety of shapes and textures. JK

MESSIAEN

Turangalila Symphony

Jean-Yves Thibaudet (piano), Takashi Harada
(ondes martenot), Riccardo Chailly
(conductor), Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra

Decca 470 627-2

This iconic monument to the brittle
realities of the mid-20th century synthesises
eastern and western musical ideas into a heady
mix of extraordinary self-confidence and
panache. It consists of ten nearly static tableaux with little thematic or
harmonic progression, reinforced here by the a ruthlessly driving but brilliantly
detailed reading.

Released in stereo a decade ago, the multichannel mix places the
exotic percussion section and the ondes martenot, a kind of infernal whistling
machine, though slightly muted in this version, on the surround channels. The
mix is sometimes uncomfortably close, but the recording provides a definitive
rebuttal to those who accuse SACD of lacking presence. AG

MCCOY TYNER
Land Of Giants

Telarc Surround

Land Of Giants is so-called because it
features two giants of their instruments, Tyner
himself on piano and vibes maestro Bobby
Hutcherson. Tyner's claim to fame is to have
played with Coltrane at his peak (1960-65) but
he has since carved out a niche of his own and
this recording reveals why. It is relaxed yet not
overly smooth - there's a sense of energy bubbling under that is occasionally
allowed to break out but also a fluidity that is the mark of master musicians.
Tracks like Manalyuca and The Search stand out but all of it has a
slow-burning appeal.

A direct to DSD recording, this doesn't have quite the transparency and
dynamics that one hopes for. It's extremely slick and can be played as loud as
you like without discomfort but somewhere in the chain someone has pressed
the smooth button and that filters out some of the energy. JK

FRANK SINATRA
Sinatra At The Sands

WEA

Recorded in 1966, this album has no
right to remain such a vibrant and breathtaking
listening experience, but Sinatra pulls the heart
strings other crooners can only grasp at in
moments of kitsch playfulness. Backed by the
excellent Count Basie Orchestra, Sinatra runs
through a couple of dozen classics, several of
which could be the definitive versions. The
dubious monologues may struggle to pass muster in the 21st Century, but
there's no knocking the quality of the music. The Chairman of the Board at
his best.

Live recordings and surround sound go together like action movies and
an 'LFE' bass track — very well indeed! The DVD-A multichannel mix is first
rate, as is the advanced resolution stereo (24-bit/192kHz). M
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(L-r) Daffyd
Euan, Huw ‘Bunf’
Bunford, Gruff
Rhys, Cian Ciaran,
Guto Price

Experimental pop iconoclasts Super Furry Animals have
released their latest album simultaneously in stereo CD
and surround sound DVD mixes. Dave Oliver asks: why?

nce upon a time, a band had a
0 dream. They wanted to recreate

their live sound on record.
Nothing unusual in that, but the tricky
thing for Super Furry Animals was that
their live sound incorporated a
quadraphonic sound system which
projected their unique blend of
psychedelic pop from the four corners
of the concert hall. Undeterred, they
persevered, and the result was 2001's
Rings Around The World. Their most
polished and ‘commercial’ work to date
was released simultaneously on CD and
on DVD, the latter including a 5.1
surround mix. Now they've repeated the
trick with their new album, Phantom
Power, with the DVD sporting both
Dolby Digital and DTS 5.1 mixes. This
time around however, they've used the
lessons learned from the last album and
opted to do the surround mix
themselves with a combination of
studio and home equipment.

We caught up with Super Furry
keyboard player Cian Ciaran at home in
Wales where he was organising
pre-production arrangements and
programming for the group's upcoming
live shows while the rest of the band
swanned off on a promotional tour of
Europe. He explained where the
concept came from.

"When we used to go to clubs 'n’
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that, you'd hear dance tracks, Orbital
and the like, and though it wouldn't
actually be quadraphonic or surround
sound, you'd still hear sound coming
from all directions, not just from in
front of you. The idea was one of being
immersed in the music — that was the
basic inspiration, rather than listening
to Tubular Bells or something. Once we
found that you could spin certain
instruments around the room it sort of
opened it all up. Then we'd try and
push it a bit more every tour... the next
tour will be taking it a stage further, it's
an ongoing process as we learn more
about what we can do.

"When we first did it for our live
shows around four or five years ago, it
wasn't true surround, it was
quadraphonic. | can't remember if
anyone in particular suggested it, but
we all liked the idea of it. Someone said
it was Pink Floyd's old quadraphonic rig
that they had for Dark Side Of The
Moon — I'm not sure if it's the exact
one, but it's certainly the same type
and it's set up the way they did it. DVD
was starting to filter through but the
only music ones you could get was stuff
like the Eagles or various Live At
Wembley Stadium sort of things. We
just wanted to try and translate what
we were doing live for the living room
and now we're spearheading the way
with the technology and the sound.
And sound, as they say, is our business,
so it would have felt a bit weird not to
get involved and utilise the technology
that's available.

"We've all got some sort of surround
system at home. My own is a bit of a
mish-mash. There's an Arcam Alpha 9
amp, a Yamaha DSP 800 processor
which also powers the centre and rear
speakers, left and right main speakers
are Mission 752s and centre and rears
are from Mission’s 77 series. The
Yamaha would also power the
subwoofer if | had one, but | don't
because | live in a terraced house —
you've gotta look after your

neighbours! Maybe one day I'll get that
mansion, although I'll probably need
7.1 or 9.1 by the time that happens.”

FREEDOM

The band were all pleased with the
extra freedom the format offers, though
Cian is quick to point out that the
music comes first. To that end, although
each of the tracks on the DVD features
its own specially commissioned
animated film, each is very minimal, so
that they're less like a promo video, and
more “like a screensaver, really".

“Multichannel music is still young and
the standard hasn't really been agreed
upon. | don't mind which it is so long
as the sound gets better. As for the
difference between 96kHz and 48kHz
sampling rates — | know people who
say they can tell the difference, but |
find it hard to be honest. So long as the
public don't get conned and they don't
have to buy three different players to
listen to three different things.

"Using Dolby Digital 5.1 means it's
open to more people really. You can
buy a basic surround system for under
200 quid so it's not an elitist thing



“Sound, as they say, is our business, so it
would have felt a bit weird not to get inveolved
and utilise the technology that’s available.”

now, which is what we were a bit
worried about in the beginning — that
people would see it as an elitist, fuddy-
duddy sort of a bullshit gimmick, which
it certainly wasn't intended to be on
our part. Someone told me that CD
sales have gone down 30 per cent on
last year and that DVD music has
grown by 50 per cent in the same
period, so there's a big swing going on.

"I don't see 5.1 disappearing, the
format may change but the concept is
here to stay. Most music programmes
you can buy for home computers have
some kind of surround functions these
days, so it makes sense that more
people will use them.”

SEA CHANGE

The band has every intention of further
developing its use of surround sound
and Cian seems genuinely at a loss to

understand why more bands don't take
advantage of the technology.

“For us it wasn't any more expensive
to record in surround. When we
recorded the stereo version, we put all
the separate tracks back into the
computer, took that away and
positioned and tweaked it at home. So
we didn't have to spend money on any
more studio time to process it, 'cos it
was done on a PC at home using
Steinberg Nuendo and the software we
had already. | brought the Yamaha DSP
800 from my house into the studio to
process it so the only expense we had
was the actual speakers, 'cos we needed
five and we only had two. So we only
had to buy another three Dynaudio
BMT15A(X5) speakers and a subwoofer.

"We mixed the surround ourselves at
our studio in Cardiff. On Rings Around
The World we just went crazy for about

RINGS AROUND
THE WORLD (2001)
Plenty to test your
surround system, but
perhaps a bit OTT.

PHANTOM POWER
(2003)

A more considered
and subtle approach
to the format pays off.

Super Furry Animals

the first week, spinning things and
doing everything we could think of. But
then we said hold on, you're not
listening to the tunes really, you can't
concentrate on anything because
everything's moving all the time and it
just didn't work. So we learned a lot
from that experience and tried to apply
that knowledge this time around. It's a
more encompassing idea. | mean,
stereo's still a point of focus for you,
but it's not just your normal stereo.

"The closest comparison | can draw is
with the jump from mono to stereo. In
the early stereo records you'd have
extreme panning between channels —
drums just in one speaker, vocals in the
other and Jimi Hendrix or whoever
playing guitar in the middle. So it's a
case of playing with it to try to make it
a more enjoyable experience.

“You may write a percussion pattern
or an extra guitar line and you may
decide to spin that around the room or
have it panning behind your head or on
the extreme right — just an extra little
bit that you might not have written if
you were only working in stereo. There's
a percussion patch on Father Father, for
instance, which is like a rattlesnake
effect. It was a stereo recording and
(singer) Gruff was shaking it from mike
to mike. We recorded it between two
stereo mikes so that in surround it
sounds like it's going around your head.

“There's a foghorn sound on Slow Life
and the surround gives you more space
and makes it sound more like real life.
Like when you're walking down the
street and you can hear things behind
you, you don't just hear things in front
of you. To me it just makes sense.

"But there's still not a lot in surround
by bands that I'd want to listen to. |
mean you've got your stuff like Robbie
Williams live and you've got the music
at the front and the crowd at the back
and it's just... boring, you know.

It'd be nice to see how some of the
older stuff would translate into
surround. Everyone in the band likes a
bit of Neil Young so it would be nice to
hear how Harvest sounds on DVD-
Audio (now available on Reprise). I've
heard that someone was going to do
something with the Beach Boys, though
| gather a lot of that stuff was bounced
down onto old four-track so if you can't
get the separation between sounds it
might be a bit pointless. But I've heard
that with the Beatles they kept all the
original recordings, even the stuff that
they bounced down later, so you can go
back and it's all still separated. Now
that would be interesting..” HFC
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RAMBLE ON

Above: Our attempt to
explain The Science of
Cables from HFC 241

as a £500 item.

The subjectivity and hyperbole in audio reviews is
frustrating. It's amazing how often I've read reviews of
audio equipment and come across a statement about
how similar the product is in quality compared to other
items costing much more. This type of contrast is done
so often that it seems like there's no comparison audio
equipment left in that same price bracket. Just once I'd
like to come across a £1,000 item that is only as good

Why can't audio equipment be compared in a way

please the ear, and vice versa - but it is a useful
adjunct when coming to a comprehensive conclusion.
Incidentally, though rare, some £500 products do
perform as well as equivalents at £1,000, particularly
in areas where technology is moving fast, even if
their build and finish is likely to be less sumptuous.

MR UNIVERSE

| have just bought some B&W Nautilus 804s, an
integrated Classé CAP 101 and I'm testing the Classé
player CDP 10. My great dilemma is whether to buy a

“Sadly, most
digital cables

that is much more scientific and objective? Why aren't

actual measurements of the sound made? If our ears

can hear a difference, then certainly a device can detect

that difference and plot it out to prove it. Frequency

response graphs are made for speakers, so wouldn't this

data also show the difference among audio products?
Michael Weilmeier

HFC: We understand your frustrations Michael,
though HFCis less guilty of hyperbole in reviews than
most magazines in our sector. We have a 28-year
history of mixing scientific measurement with
subjective reviewing to ascertain a component's
performance, and no other magazine goes to such

CD-player or to buy a universal player? | had the
opportunity to test a couple of universals but none of
them sounded as fine as the Classé. | don't want to buy
an expensive CD player now, only to require an SACD
player in the next couple of years.

Alexander Risser

HFC: The chances are most of us will still be buying
much of our music on CD for years to come, despite
the emergence of new music formats. If your CD
collection is sizable, and is likely to grow further in
future, an excellent £1,600 player like the Classé will
still be a sound musical investment, particularly if
you have no immediate plans to go multichannel.

Below: Classé CDP 10

lengths in comparative testing as we do in our
a"ow gt 'eaSt Ultimate Group Tests. Truth be told,
some jitter to ;here'§ ofEen Somel .
Isparity between lab test
Pass thrn&gﬁ! reszlts aynd subjective
cnrrupting zﬁe appraisals - some
products that measure
Outp&t.” relatively poorly can still =<4

DIGITAL DENIAL
I work for Cisco and fail to see how there can be differences
in digital cable. Data is transmitted onto cable in pulses
and receiving equipment takes the signal and converts it
via processing. Analogue cables are open to interpretation
sure, but not digital. In data networks we use protocols
such as TCP/IP - similar to AV networks. We also use
software that gives error messages if data is lost, but this is
only for critical data travelling over thousands of miles. It is
unlikely that a CD player with a direct fibre connection is

QED Qunex P75 digital interconnect
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ever going to drop a bit and | doubt it would make much
difference. It's misleading how this equipment is reviewed.
Dave from Cisco

HFC: Audio differs from normal data networks in that data
is transmitted, received and converted to analogue all in
‘real time' and timing is critical. A 'perfect’ DAC would be
impervious to timing errors ('jitter’) in the data: sadly, most
real world models allow at least some jitter to pass,
corrupting the output. The best cables produce the least
jitter, while poor ones increase it by slowing data transitions
and/or allowing ingress of interference. Note that cables
leading to a recorder are not critical, just as you describe.



Or email your letters to dan.george@futurenet.co.uk

On the other hand, good multi-format DVD players
(including so-called ‘universal’ machines) are getting
better at CD replay. What's more, you can now pick
up a universal player for less that £300, so you could
invest in a top-notch CD player now and still
experiment with a low cost universal. If you like the
music you find on DVD-A and SACD, you could always
go for a more high-end machine down the line.

WEAKEST LINK
There are a lot of accessories in the audio world that
don't make sense to me. For instance, so much concern
is made over cables (some costing thousands of pounds
for a small length) when all the wiring and welds within
a particular audio product are seemingly basic. How
could one cable with two connectors make a difference
when connected between products that consist of
dozens and dozens of wires and welds along that same
signal path? It just doesn’t make sense to me.

MW

HFC: That's a good question and we're not going to
attempt scientific proof because to date no one has
produced any (that we've seen) that makes
irrefutable sense. Cables do make a subjective
difference and some facts are demonstrable, for
instance that different cables give minutely different
frequency responses in a given system, and that some
cables are more resistant to interference than others.
In the end, however, it's rather a matter of faith.
Listen to some cables: if you can't really hear any
differences then you've saved yourself some money!

WIRED LIFE
We happened to win almost a £1,000's worth of hi-fi kit
- amp, CD player and speakers. I've been inspired and
am slowly adding to it, but we've run out of wall sockets
already. Here's the problem, what exactly should we do
in the way of moving one socket to several? | use surge
protectors, APC and Belkin, but I've been told that they
will “choke the sound”. I've also heard all kinds of
mythological sounding musings with regards to mains.
I've seen extensions specifically created for hi-fi, for crazy
money. Others have suggested rewiring the house and
having dedicated spurs and plugs. What should | do?
D&J

HFC: Certainly some kind of mains filtering should
improve sonics, reducing ‘pops' and mains ‘noise’, but
then it's doubtful that an ordinary mains block would
be significantly detrimental to sound quality unless
you have a particular problem with ‘polluted’ mains.
Audiophiles with expensive kit, who are very familiar

\ few choice tqiﬁments _plucked’ from our online

forum. Join ir the fun at www.hifichoice.co.uk

HHFICHOICE —

My mate has just bought a Terratec EWX 24-bit/96kHz PC sound card to use with a
Pioneer A400 amp and Wharfedale Diamond 8.2 speakers. The sound is surprising — very
musical with excellent bass and crystal-clear, smooth treble. Paul Birkett

| think the general quality of modem CD is rubbish. | bought two copies of the same
album — one pressed in 1989, the other a supposed remaster. The old copy is far superior
sonically and is notably heavier, seemingly of a better quality plastic. Sirrossba

Anyone know any decent music review sites? I've been using www.metacritic.com recently

and | highly recommend it. Wingnut

If you liked the sound of Tivoli's Model One desktop radio you will probably love the
smaller Tivoli PAL for its portability and the fabulous reception. Price in the UK is £130. Is
it worth it? Yes. Indeed, for me the question is not so much if one needs a PAL, but in

which colour. MTL

with the way their systems sound, should benefit
from spending a portion of their budget on mains
distribution products, but we wouldn't recommend
spending hundreds for a £1,000 system. A good
value bet are the Olson Sound Fantastic mains
boards, offering RF! filtering with earthline choke and
a transient suppressor. Available in four, six or eight-
way configurations, they cost between £84 and
£100. Contact them on 020 8905 7273.

NET PROFIT

| recently tried to buy some AV kit on the internet and it
wasn't easy — | was amazed at the number of faulty sites
and lack of purchasing interfaces. If | wanted a book or
a CD it would be easy, so why so hard with hi-fi and AV?

The (retail) industry is in the dark ages and seems to
discourage online sales. It's nice to have facilities to
demonstrate your stock but the bottom line is can you
keep creditors from the door? Sales over the internet are
the easiest you will ever make — the customer does all
the work. All you need is an attractive, secure site.

A word to the wise — sooner or later the manufacturers
will lose patience with the retail sector and decide to cut
them out of the picture for direct, e-commerce sales.
They will save the margin they allocate to you and
reduce their overheads into the bargain. Time to wake
up and get on with it before you join the rest of the
Luddites on the outside looking in enviously.

Ken Edmonds

“How could
one cable
make a
difference
hetween
products that
consist of
dozens of
wires and
welds?”

Below: Olson Sound
Fantastic mains board
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: IS more

[ Beautiful Systems |

Hi-fi doesn’t come more classically simple than this

ndustrial designer Peter Stevens

(McLaren F1, TAG McLaren hi-fi)

once showed me, on the back of an
envelope | wish I'd kept, why the Ferrari
F40 was such a wonderful object to
behold and why its successor — the
longer, wider, flashier F50 — wasn't. He
made the point with a single, perfectly
judged pass of his pencil. It represented
the F40's profile, starting with the
almost blade-like aspect of its nose and
finishing with the dramatic upward
sweep of its high-rise tail: the line was
short, taut and inescapably potent.
Then he drew the FS0's profile which
had more obviously stated style but,
because it was slightly too long, fell
dead in the middle and, as a result, lost
all sense of dynamic tension and
forward impetus.

The messages were clear; actually,
they were aphorisms you can apply to
pretty much anything. One, form
following function is more effective
than gratuitous aesthetic gesture.

Two, less is more. And three, small
really is beautiful.

This month's system should pass the
Stevens pencil test with ease. Apart
from anything else, it's an object lesson
in simplicity of form and economy of
purpose. A shining example is the
Clearlight Audio Recovery Basic
turntable, despite the fact it looks
decidedly dull. Even if it were a
conventional vinyl spinner its
uncompromisingly lean, plain design
would set it apart. No technical
jewellery, no dazzling chrome or brass
gee-gaws, nothing much ‘metallic’
anywhere — just a chunky acrylic platter,
sleek black Rega RB250 arm and matt
grey sandwich plinth. Stark makes it
sound unnecessarily ornate.

And yet calling it 'just’ a turntable

sells it short. If you've heard of
Clearlight Audio at all it's probably
because of its very cool Aspekt
equipment rack, which hails from the
'slightly wobbly' school of support
design, stands on three feet and uses a
proprietary resin-based compound
called RDC to damp vibration and make
energy transfer more linear. The genius
of the Recovery Basic is that it was
literally conceived from the ground up.
Essentially it's a three-shelf Aspekt rack
with a turntable instead of a top shelf.
The deck’s plinth, which sits directly on
the frame, uses two 'Super Position T'
anti-resonance platforms (with their
distinctive RDC-filled helix groove on
the underside) sandwiched back-to-
back. The lower part of the plinth
supports the DC motor which sits inside
a cylindrical RDC housing that's loosely
mounted, allowing its own weight to
provide the tension for the
monofilament drive thread (aka fishing
rod line), apparently chosen over the
more typical rubber belt as it was found
to improve speed stability and isolation.

The upper part of the plinth -
separated from the lower platform by
Sorbothane pads — supports both the
ceramic ball/Teflon mirror inverted
main bearing and the RDC arm
mounting. The 4.5kg acrylic platter is
topped with Loricraft's two-piece
neoprene and cork composite record
mat. At the bottom of the rack, three
rounded RDC cones provide levelling
and what Clearlight calls "controlled
energy transmission and isolation”.
That's as maybe, but a turntable that
will also make your CD player and amp
sound better... now that's synergy.

Not that this system really needs a
CD player. With seductively exotic
entry-level Lyra Lydian Beta

£2,100

A world-class
equipment rack with
an integral turntable
has to be one of
hi-fi's best ideas
Simple and highly
effective design
sounds magnificent

£1,399

AVI may put sound
quality before
cosmetics, but this
200-watter
combines neat
styling with an
accomplished sonic
performance.

)

£699

Don't be fooled by
their size — these
baby AVI speakers
have mid-range
transparency that
gives them an
expansive, three
dimensional sound.
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medium-output moving coil
cartridge in situ feeding Lehmann's
excellent Black Cube phono stage,
absolutely no excuses would be
required if this analogue combo had to
face down state-of-the-art digital replay.
But, in line with the simplicity-first
ethos of this system, it doesn't. So let's
kick back and chill with the black stuff.

There's little question that the quality
vinyl front end should fit the sonic
sensibilities of the other components in
this system — AVI's Lab Series
Integrated Amplifier Type S21 Ml and
its new Positron V6.2 mini monitors —
like a kid leather glove. Stroud-based
AVI has built a strong reputation with
the pro sector and regular punters alike
by designing no-nonsense hi-fi that is
exactly that: free from even trace
elements of hype, gimmick and
transitory fashion; completely faithful to
the idea that delivering real high
fidelity sound consistently and reliably
with minimum tweaking and
maintenance is what it's all about.

| mentioned the Ferrari F40 a while
back, its fitness for purpose, economy of
form and sheer potency. The AVI Lab
Series S21 Ml is an F40 type of amp, as
in it was made to motor. It may not

scare you with its size, but grunt isn't a
problem. Power into eight ohms is rated
“conservatively” at 200 watts a side,
rising to 325 watts into four ohms and
480 watts into two ohms (for five
seconds at least, until the protection
circuitry kicks in). Added to which, AVI
claims peak current delivery that
wouldn't disgrace an arc welder. Let's
just say it has the minerals.

The S21 MI looks and feels the ‘lean,
mean’ part, too, its sleek black fascia
treading a well judged line between
minimalism and facilities (start-up
defaults to ‘'mute’ before you select one
of the six inputs), while the pleasingly-
damped action of the controls sends
out a classy tactile signal. Signals of the
sonic variety benefit from an extremely
muscular power supply and high
performance bi-polar output devices
(with a 50mHz power bandwidth),
which AVI says are more musical than
Mosfets. The compact size
(32x9x37.5cm) is important, too, in
cutting down the length of PCB tracks.

Size is an issue with AVI's made-to-
order Positron V6.2, too. A genuine
two-way miniature with a rear-ported
six-litre box, it's described as a "hand-
made and calibrated monitor type

loudspeaker using what we believe to
be the best drive units available”. The
idea is that it can deliver genuine high-
end mid-range neutrality, resolution and
transparency at ‘modest’ levels in
smallish rooms. Headbangers are
nudged in the direction of AVI's larger
Pro-Nine Plus, while those who don't
want to splash out on a top-notch front
end to exploit the Positron's potential
could make good use of the similarly
bijou but more forgiving Nu-Neutron III.
Now | have a confession to make.
Jazz. My collection of LPs is almost
exclusively '"Mmmm... nice’. Almost.
Some of it's ‘Grrreat’, too. Don't know,
there's just something about vinyl and
atonality, dissonance and frighteningly
complex polyrhythms that's good for
the soul. And vinyl still seems to have
the edge when it comes to that ability
to swing, snap into the groove, feel the
funk. If hi-fi doesn't involve you on this
level, you just won't get no satisfaction.
I'll tell you what we don't need. We
don't need the archetypal caramel
warmth of valves and neither do we
need a sonic sledgehammer and
ceiling-high speakers. We don't need
pace, rhythm and timing emphasised to
the exclusion of virtually everything
else. What we do need, though, is
enough transparency to hear through a




recording so clearly that every last scrap
of harmonic and timbral resolution,
every nuance of technique, every
ambient acoustic clue is laid bare.
Systems that are talented in this
direction sound fresh, focused and
incisive. And this one is.

What's so impressive about it is its
capacity to communicate a sense of fun
and ebullience. John Miles's masterfully
understated recording of the Mick Pyne
Quartet has greater presence and drive
and sounds altogether more engaging
than it does on CD. Pyne's piano solos
really smoke. To use a boxing analogy,
the system's on its toes — never leaden
or flat-footed. Despite the usual caveats
attached to diminutive speakers, it can
hit amazingly hard when required as
well. But its real skill is in keeping the
pressure on, delivering an all-action
sonic performance.

Good tempo and feel help convince
the listener that jazz pianist Julian
Joseph possesses more expressive
ammunition than your average ivory

tickler. The instrument's timbre and
acoustic signature are conclusively
resolved, sounding rich, resonant and
thumpingly full size — astonishingly so
considering the full power of the
bottom octave that the baby Positrons
must be missing.

Indeed, the Clearlight/AVI combo gels
sublimely on this kind of acoustic jazz,
sounding supremely well balanced and
coherent with a taut, full-bodied bass,
beautifully open and articulate mid-
range and a smoothly extended top
end. The Positrons aren't very efficient,
but the AVI amp's best qualities are its
fine resolving power and tactile,
muscular style of music making -
together they draw an extraordinarily
convincing performance out of the
Clearlight, the components displaying
that rarest of abilities to capture music
as a real, living 'event'. This system puts
its finger on the pulse and, in jazz,
that's essential.

[ Beautiful Systems |

Moving on to the blues singer John
Hammond, the system again impresses
for its immediacy, attack and sense of
life. Mouth organ has almost eye-
watering presence and tangibility,
guitar a beautifully warm and natural
timbre. Timing is spot-on, while speed,
vitality and mid-range transparency are
startling and evident with just about
any up-tempo material ranging from
drummer Dave Weckl's wild workout
Master Plan to John Schofield's Time
On My Hands. The tiny Positrons can
really soak it up, too, taking serious
slugs of current from the AVI amp while
still contriving to sound as crisp and
sharp as a cashpoint ten pound note.

Which brings us finally to the price.
All told, we're looking at between
£4-5K depending on arm and cartridge,
which might seem a little steep for a
system lean enough to express in a few
lines on the back of an envelope. For
the sonic equivalent of a Ferrari F40,
though, it's peanuts.

David Vivian
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REVIEWS

Welcome to the HFC hardware reviews section — the only place
for definitive tests of the latest hi-fi components. Our unique
combination of extensive listening, unsighted comparisons and
scientific lab reports, conducted by the UK’s most experienced
set of reviewers, ensures you're holding the most comprehensive
and reliable guide to high performance hi-fi in the world.
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COMPACT UTOPIA

A beryllium tweeter is this Utopia’s ace. But can it trump the competition in such a compact box?

Focal-JMlab Micro Utopia Be
Standmount loudspeaker
£ £3,500 per pair
Size (WxHxD): 25x42.5x38cm
Weight: 18kg © 25mm inverted dome beryllium

tweeter © 165mm ‘W' cone mid/bass driver
Sensitivity: 89dB © Impedance: 8 ohms

@ 0121 616 5126 # www.focal-jmlab.fr

ocal-JMlab is an ambitious company. It

already makes an alarmingly large range

of drive units for the domestic and in-car
markets and last year it expanded its capacity
with a new factory so that it could build more
of them. It therefore needs to sell more
speakers to warrant this expense. Rather than
trying to compete in the ever more aggressive
budget speakers market, Jacques Mahul (the
JM in JMlab) is seeking to establish the
brand's pedigree with a technological tour de
force called Utopia Be.

The original Utopia range made an
impression with the stature of the Grande
Utopia range topper and the unusually
wooden nature of the ‘grilles’. In fact they
weren't grilles at all but protectors for the
Focal drive units incorporated in the time-
aligned Focus Time baffles that can still be
seen in the Utopia range. The wooden
protectors have gone and Utopia Be is devoid
of any form of grille cloth or protection save
for little tweeter caps. The cabinets look much
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the same as their predecessors but are
constructed differently, though with a similar
degree of overkill. Every element of the
speaker has changed but none more so than
the tweeter behind the Be suffix.

Beryllium (Be) is a dream material for high
frequency domes. It is superior in every way to
both aluminium and titanium, with lower
density and greater velocity of sound and
greater rigidity for a given mass. Why then,
you may ask, don't all drive unit
manufacturers produce a beryllium tweeter?
At present only two other companies make
such a thing and just one of them has a
product available in the UK = JBL with its K2
9600 horn-loaded behemoth. The other is
Pioneer's pro division TAD, which also has a
beryllium ribbon tweeter in the pipeline.

The main reason for beryllium's scarcity in
the world at large let alone loudspeakers is
the difficulty of working with it. It is
inherently dangerous stuff in its natural dust-
like state and processing it requires more
resources than any loudspeaker company
alone can offer. Focal-JMIab has got round
this by teaming up with a beryllium mining
and processing company in Ohio which
produces the Be film that the company uses
to make its tweeter dome. What differentiates
Focal's Be tweeter from the JBL, for example,
is its unusually fine thickness — 25 microns to
be precise — which is nearly half the 45

microns achieved elsewhere. Designer
Dominic Baker had dreamt of making a Be
tweeter since he was at university and played
a key part in creating this inverted dome unit.

Backing up the dome itself is an unusual
hybrid magnet structure described as a Focus
Ring. Focal-J/Mlab wanted to circumvent the
losses in magnetic strength caused by high
temperatures and selected a Samarium Cobalt
magnet for its high Curie point (the
temperature at which a magnet becomes
saturated). Only Alnico comes close to the
8250 of this material, with the more popular
Neodymium trailing behind at 3190. However,
as Samarium Cobalt does not have the
strength required on its own, the Focus Ring
is in fact a Neodymium ring which 'dopes' the
main magnet, increasing its field strength to
an extremely high two teslas!

In performance terms the tweeter is pretty
spectacular. It claims a five octave flat
response, covering 2kHz to 40kHz. Or in sonic
terms the midrange to ultra-high frequency,
up to the sort of area where we don't directly
hear sound. However, if a system is capable of
reproducing them it invariably sounds more
relaxed. Not all sources actually produce these
frequencies — CD for instance goes no higher
than our theoretical hearing limit of 20kHz
but SACD and DVD-Audio have the potential
to approach 100kHz.

The bass/mid driver on the Micro Utopia Be




Focal-JMiab Micro Utopia Be loudspeaker |Review |

is also rather different to its
predecessor. The W cone
(so-called because in French it's
described as verre-verre, verre
being glass), is a sandwich of
woven glass tissues on a foam
core. The combination is said

to have superior stiffness and
accurately controllable internal
damping, a factor which can be
varied with the thickness of the
foam. These cones are hand-
made for Focal-JMlab by a
government-sponsored company
local to St Etienne where

Jacques has his factory. For the
Be range this cone has received

a new magnet design called
Power Flower, the name referring
to the petal-like shape of the
multi-ferrite ‘motor’ design that
was originally developed for in-car
woofers. Instead of using a single
ring magnet, six small magnets
are arranged around the voice coil
- this is said to improve
manufacturing consistency due to
better bonding with the pole piece,
and improves the linearity of flux.

The Micro Utopia Be is the
smallest and least expensive in the
new Utopia range. Its stable-mates
include a floorstanding half-brother
called the Diva, and increasingly
larger floorstanders known as Alto,
Nova and Grande, the latter weighing
in at £46,000. There are also Center
and Sub available for multichannel
enthusiasts.

You'll notice (overleaf) that the Micro has
only a single pair of gorgeous WBT cable
terminals. A controversial move in a world
seemingly obsessed with the option to bi-wire.
The logic behind it is that the designer has
more control over the eventual sound of the
speaker if this potential source of variance is
eliminated. Bi-wiring often changes the sound
of a system, usually for the better, but if
differing cables are used you can end up with
a merely different sound. This way you don't
get to experiment — JMlab has made things
easy for you, if perhaps a bit less interesting.

SOUND QUALITY

We used these speakers on their matching
stands, albeit examples emblazoned with
the notice “Bad Colour" (something to do
with the shade of gunmetal grey they're
finished in). This stand has a wooden bass
and top plate, separated by a single
aluminium extrusion with a filler already
installed. They come with neat floor cones
and stand the speaker fairly high given
that your ear when seated is supposed to
be at the level of the slot-shaped reflex port
between the drivers — 94cm sans spikes. >}

“Beryllium (Be) is a dream
material for high frequency
domes, superior to hoth
aluminium and titanium.”
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POSITIONING

Focal-JMIab offers unusually specific advice on
the placement of its speakers, describing not only
where to put them in relation to the room but
where to sit in front of them and how to treat the
walls. Our test room in this case had a damped
wall behind the listening position and a reflective
one behind the speakers so there was no need to
change anything there. Focal-JMlab suggests
sitting 3.5 metres in front of the speakers with the
listener and speakers forming an equilateral
triangle. However, it has designed the crossovers
on its Utopia Be range to give good dispersion
and thus a wide sweetspot, so this positioning is
optimal rather than essential — we did not

make any attempt to put the speakers exactly 3.5
metres apart for instance.

Placement relative to the side and rear walls can
be worked out according to Focal-JMlab’s
equation: C= B2/A, where C is the distance from
the bass/mid driver to the side wall, B the
distance to the floor and A distance to the rear
wall. With the Micro on its stand, the bass/mid
driver is 83cm off the ground, and we found the
best balance between bass and midrange with the
speaker 71cm from the back wall, so the side wall
should be 97cm away. In practice a slightly wider
placing of 93cm gave better results, so use the
above as a guide rather than a definitive rule.

Toe-in also needs experimentation — the balance
in our room was pretty good with the speakers
toed in slightly towards the listener. However, if
they are too fierce that way, tuming them slightly
further inwards will calm the response.

SYSTEM MATCHING

The specs for this speaker give efficiency as 89dB
and nominal impedance as eight ohms, which
makes it an average load, a state of affairs backed
up by a maximum power recommendation of 100
watts. In practice we got good results with the
200-watt Gamut D200 and the 50-watt Sugden
Masterclass, the former extracting deeper bass but
the latter giving a bit more life to the sound.

As power is less of an issue than quality and given
the highly transparent nature of these speakers,
auditioning any amps you intend to partner with
them is essential rather than just advisable before
taking the plunge.
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B Placement is described more fully in the
side-bar to the left, but is clearly quite critical
despite the optimum phase technology
crossover design. The 3.5m seating to
speaker distance makes a whole lot of
difference to image focus due to the unusual
baffle shape. It's one of those rare speakers
that genuinely ‘snap’ into focus when the
correct placement is found.

To get the best out of the Micro Utopia Be
we used an SME Model 20/ Series V/vdH
Grasshopper vinyl source and both our much
loved Eikos and visiting Resolution Audio
Opus 21 CD players, with a Pioneer DV939A
DVD-A player and a Sony SCD-XA333ES
SACD player making appearances to check
out the higher frequencies. Amplification was
largely borne by a Bryston BP-25 pre with the
Gamut D200 power but the
Sugden Masterclass AA pairing,
also tested this month, putin a
worthwhile appearance. Speaker
cable was Townshend Isolda, with
interconnects from Living Voice.

The original Micro Utopia was
considered (HFC 220) to have little
in the way of deep bass, a factor of
its relatively diminutive size and that of

its main driver (the cone itself is only 120mm
in diameter). This is still ostensibly the case
yet it doesn't sound like a lightweight speaker
once you've got used to the unusually even
balance it presents.

Occasionally a record will reveal limitations
in the lower regions and sound a bit odd as a
result, Massive Attack's Fear Is The Man That
Lives Next Door being an example where the
bass almost ebbs and flows. But this turned
out to be the only track that distinctly reveals
that the Micro is -6dB down at 40Hz. The
great majority of material played sounded
natural and even. Bass extension, like most
other aspects of the speaker's performance
varies dramatically with partnering
equipment, the Gamut power amp driving out

notably lower frequencies than

the Sugden, yet neither gives a
result that could be described
as unbalanced. The Micro can
produce extremely shapely and
full bass when the music
demands it, the marvellous
hollow bass drum on Nils Petter
Molvaer's Khmer for example
sounding as round if not as deep
as it ever has.




Its strength lies in phenomenal
transparency, coupled with an absence of
perceived distortion. There are recordings
which make them sound grubby and others
that make them sound crystal clear, but it
becomes apparent that what they are doing is
revealing the quality of the signal in all its
glory (or otherwise). This, combined with an
exceptional neutrality suggests that you need
to get the system very well sorted before
expecting the Micros to sound as stunning as
they are able. A great many other speakers
will sound crude by comparison.

I guess if the Micro were a perfect speaker
then Focal-JMlab would not have felt the
need to build bigger ones, but aside from low
frequency extension the only shortcoming is
in the energy domain. Compared to the Living
Voice Avatar OBX-R2 reviewed last month this
is a fairly restrained loudspeaker. It will play
pretty loud without losing composure but you
don't get the dynamic advantages of a higher
sensitivity design.

Imaging, as one might expect, is first class,
and the contrasts between recordings are
blindingly stark. On test, Kurt Wagner's voice
on Lambchop's Is A Woman was a solid
spectre between the speakers, while the

Focal-JMlab Micro Utopia Be loudspeaker |Review]|

Beryllium dome
tweeter is
housed in a
separate cabinet
to reduce
potential
vibration

42.5¢cm

165mm
‘W’ cone
bass/mid
driver

The lower baffle
slopes back (and
the upper one
slopes slightly
forward) in the
distinctive ‘Focus
Time’ baffle
shape

Slot-shaped
reflex port

Single-wire
WBT terminals

“This is an extremely fine speaker for
tonal resolution - pianos for instance
sound much more real than usual
despite the bandwidth limitation.”

placement of the choir on the Cinematic
Orchestra's Everyday was unusually precise.

This is also an extremely fine speaker for
tonal resolution — pianos, for instance, sound
much more real than usual despite the
bandwidth limitation. It's as if the extra
transparency and extension at the higher
frequencies makes up for the curtailment
down below. Track after track reveals
subtleties of harmonic detail that simply
aren't there with most of the alternatives.

If we're talking competition, the most
obvious candidate is B&W's Signature 805, a
speaker with a bit more energy but probably
not quite the transparency. Other contenders
would have to be the Wilson WATT 7, albeit in
its rare standalone form, and the Neat
Ultimatum MFS. But whether any of those
could match the Micro's HF performance is
open to question. For instance, one (the
Wilson) uses Focal's best tweeter prior to the
Be, but what you've got ain't always the
deciding factor. How you use it is the crux.

And Focal-JMlab has used it to extremely
good effect. Take Stina Nordenstam’s Purple
Rain, for example - the Micro peels away the
layers in the mix in a natural rather than
bright fashion, revealing the minutiae of the

track without undermining its emotional
power. Female voices benefit significantly, and
Dawn Upshaw's powerful soprano on
Gorecki's Symphony No3 was delivered in all
its glory, devoid of the distress that many
speakers suffer. In short, the Micro Utopia Be
is emphatically one of the finest compact
loudspeakers in the world. HFC

Jason Kennedy

SOUND >> 92%
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and midband resolution from
a very high quality cabinet
and state of the art tweeter.
Lovely terminals.

i1 CON

Bass extension and dynamics
are limited by driver and
cabinet size. Bi-wiring would
have been a nice option.
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HIGH-END BARGAIN

The perfect amp for those who hankered after Arcam’s much-praised A85, but found it too expensive

PRODUCT Arcam DiVA A80
TYPE Integrated stereo amplifier
PRICE £600

KEY FEATURES Size (WxHxD): 43x7.5x33cm
© remote control & 65W/channel (RMS) & Six inputs
inc. tape loop & phono @ sophisticated volume control

CONTACT = 01223 203200 # www.arcam.co.uk

ew stereo amps are not exactly thick on

the ground these days, so a new

midrange model from Arcam is
something of an event. This is undoubtedly
true of the A80, even though it's a
replacement for the A75, and despite being
wedged in tightly between two existing
models — the 40-watts per channel A65 and
the 85-watt A85. Arcam has invested heavily
in multichannel audio and home cinema,
which some seem to regard almost as the new
stereo, but the company also continues to
invest in two-channel stereo across a range of
component types. With the introduction of
the DiVA A80, Arcam now has an impressive
portfolio of stereo amplifiers strung out across
the mainstream, with the FMJ series taking
the fundamentals of the £800 DiVA flagship
AB8S5 one stage further in the A23. But there
is no FMJ version of the A0 and none is in
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prospect. As far as FMJ customers are
concerned, the A23 is budget price.

At first sight, the ABO comes across as a
kind of ‘A85 Lite". It has a rated power output
of 65 watts (15 watts a side more than the
A75) and can be used with loads down to
four ohms, or two eight-ohm speaker pairs,
with front panel switching. The amplifier uses
the current feedback topology of Arcam's
more expensive models, and a newly designed
preamplifier section. There are six inputs, one
a tape circuit with facilities for off-tape
monitoring where applicable, along with a
moving magnet phono input. There is no
provision for moving coil cartridges, for which
you should probably be looking at a senior
model, but this is a perfectly acceptable
compromise in this part of the market.

The A80 continues the design themes
established in other recent Arcam amplifiers.
This involves eliminating mechanical
switching and rotary volume controls, even
motorised pots, in favour of circuits with solid
state switching and voltage-
controlled amplifiers as volume
controls. It's perfectly true that
there are technical objections to
these devices too, but Arcam

AT

points out that they have improved a great
deal in recent years, and that the input
switches are widely used in broadcast and
mixing desks.

Benefits include a much richer feature set,
which in this case includes input trim (or
normalisation, to equalise the volume level of
different sources), volume control law (low or
high resolution), record source select and a
maximum start-up volume level. A processor
mode sets the amplifier sensitivity and allows
a complete system to be controlled by a
multichannel processor.

Omitted from this model on cost grounds
are the per-input tone controls available on
the A85, but then these are likely to be of
limited interest to most users anyway. It's a
much richer feature set than that possessed
by the old A75, and it's worth noting that the
sophisticated control system at the heart of
this amplifier allows such features to be
added very simply, and essentially without
additional audible detriment.




SOUND QUALITY

There was no sample of the A85 available to
compare to the A80, but as good judgement
or sheer blind luck would have it, there was
an A32 to hand. This is the £1,150 FMJ
version of the same amp, and is quite simply
Arcam's greatest stereo amplifier yet.

The two amplifiers 'breathe’ in completely
different ways. The A32 does so more slowly
and organically. It has a more measured,
sometimes even stately quality, and it paints
music with broad strokes, emphasising
dynamic relationships and image scale over
detail, though this is not to suggest that the
A32 is lacking in resolution. Far from it, but
this is an amplifier whose main spotlight is
cast in a rather different direction, and for
that reason perhaps it is capable of mixing it
with smaller pre/power amp combos in a way
that eludes most integrated amplifiers,
including our test subject. The A32 bass is
more prominent and fuller, and crucially in
musical terms it is more expressive than the
smaller model. In reality these two amplifiers
are really rather different in kind, not just in
their power output and headroom. The A32 is
a very grown-up amplifier indeed.

So the A80 doesn't really sound like the son

Arcam DiVA A80 integrated amplifier |Review |

ABO AMPLIFIER

“With classical piano the A80 has a fast,
percussive edge that conveys the stature
of the music and the skill of the pianist.”

of the A32, or even the A85 for that matter.
It is also less flexible in the way it responds to
different speakers. We found the A80 clearly
suited some speakers better than others, in a
way that wasn't mirrored by the more
expensive model. Of course there were
occasions when both amplifiers were either
out of their depth, or just didn't sound right,
but with the A32 at least, this was a
comparative rarity. The differences were not
entirely attributable to the electrical loadings,
though there were hints that it may have
been partly related to bandwidth.

One early experience of the A80 involved
helping to run-in a costly JBL horn speaker (it
was never intended to be more than a
temporary expedient, honest, Mr JBL), with a
moderately wide low-frequency bandwidth,
and high electrical sensitivity. This is a
combination which sounded lumpy and ill at
ease. Perhaps the Arcam didn't like the JBL's

super-tweeter, or there was some other more
obscure incompatibility, and logically of
course there should have been no surprise
that a £600 amplifier didn't have the
measure of a £12,000 speaker. But the A32
went a long way to answering the problems,
and in the end the best match of all from an
extensive list (including a highly regarded and
costly British high-end stereo power amp) was
a pair of seven-watt single-ended valve Class
A monoblocks from Audio Note, in turn fed
from a Mark Levinson CD/preamp. So power
and driveability are clearly not the dominant
issues here. Black magic perhaps?

Perhaps. But for every horror story, there are
half a dozen which point in a completely
different direction. Some of the best results
with the A80 were obtained driving Mission
m53 floorstanders, and this is just the kind of
loudspeaker that Arcam must have had in
mind when the design team was brewing =
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[Review| Arcam DiVA A80 integrated amplifier

Arcam product
manager Geoff
Meads discusses the
making of the A8O

HFC: Is there a
single unifying
theme that drives
Arcam'’s product
development?
MEADS: In a nutshell, the answer is pride of
ownership, which is where | feel we have really
raised our game in recent times. The longest
lasting hi-fi is the hi-fi that's not used because its
performance is not sufficiently inspirational. We
were very keen to make sure the A80 looks and
feels good, and that it integrates with modern
décor. Partly for this reason, all current Arcam
products are available in a choice of silver and
black finishes.

What has Arcam done to respond to the
structural changes in the amplifier market in
recent times?

Stereo users are becoming more mature overall
and as a result are moving upmarket. One of the
effects of this is that the interfacing requirements
are becoming steadily more complex. We believe
that despite the interest in multichannel, there
will continue to be a demand for conventional
amplifiers, but that buyers are looking for wider
frequency responses from their amplifiers and a
lower noise floor to take advantage of the new
music media, as well as speakers that are
equipped with super-tweeters.

What considerations led to Arcam’s decision to
introduce the A80?

They concern sound quality, which we addressed
with a very wide bandwidth current feedback
topology, as in the A32 and the P7. The A75 had
no display and few advanced features, and what
we were after was a more accessible alternative to
the A85, with more of its features and more
power than the A75.

What would you say are the main technical
features of the A80?
A number of things. About five years ago, we did
some consumer research into what people wanted
from the next generation of amplifiers. We got a
range of quite specific but wildly different
answers, which pushed us towards using logic
controls and displays, with software coded
features. Rotary encoders became attractive as
their performance improved. Solid state switching
can be placed right at the back of the amplifier,
near the inputs, which means a shorter signal
path, and because they are solid state, they offer
a longer life and quieter operation, and the
potential for noise is dramatically decreased.
Although some of the new components are
affordable, displays are always expensive, but
with smart buying, and by starting with the top-
end models, we have been able to progressively
drive costs down.
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Audiophile grade Wima
polypropylene capacitors

Four small
reservoir caps
give improved
crosstalk, and
are mechanically
damped by
nitrile rubber
rings

Burr-Brown volume control
microchip surrounded by Elna
Cerafine decoupling capacitors

Standby
transformer
allows mains
transformer to
be switched off
in standby
mode, reducing
power
consumption in
the cause of
energy
efficiency

heatsink is

53

Sanken bipolar output devices have

convection on-board temperature sensing which
cooled via slots reduces transient distortion and ensures
in the case more accurate thermal tracking

Generously sized toroidal
transformer, rated at 300VA for
50 degrees temperature rise

& the A80 over their mugs of mulled cocoa.
The principal qualities are clarity and
consistency. The bass has a light touch by A32
standards, but it remains tuneful and on its
toes dynamically, and the deftness of touch
will work well with many mid-range speakers
without compromising bass extension.

Especially impressive is the A8O's
performance with difficult, transient-rich
material. Although it doesn't have quite the
solid tone and resonant ring of the senior
models, it sounds excellent with good
classical piano recordings, with a fast, driving
percussive edge that is very convincing, and
which really conveys a sense of the stature of
the music, and the skill of the man driving the
keyboard. The A80 has a lively quality that is
consonant with the playing, and this was
apparent in a wide range of programme
material across most genres.

And if the A80 doesn't aspire to A23-style
image scale and presence, it still has a very
neat line in stereo imagery. It's often a little
forward, but positioning across the
soundstage can be measured with a precision
counted in millimetres. There's no muddle of
confusion with this amp, about stereo
imagery or anything else. Slightly matter of
fact maybe, but this is a design with enough

brawn for most situations. You won't be in
danger of running out of steam in most
circumstances, at least unless you try very
hard, and it retains the essential musical
sensibilities and the sense of life of a fine
performance. Compared to the early A75 (the
model it displaces) the A80 is a revelation,
and if it still isn't quite a match for the A85,
well that's just how it's supposed to be. HFC

Alvin Gold
R L
SOUND >> 80% K? Q
(T 1] . - O
i, @
FEATURES >> 909 I PRO

Clean, lively and open sound,

sensible and flexible user
interface, good build.

i1 CON
Not as full-blooded as more

costly models in the range,
and the display is cruder than
its A85 counterpart.

VALUE >> 90%
(T |

Arcam’s A80 proves itself to be an excellent mid-market
amplifier which is muscular enough for most systems, and
which has considerably more focus and resolving power than
the majority of its principal rivals.

!‘)I\!.EE(IALL SCORE >> [
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GURVY KEF REF

KEF's new Model 205 shares much with the more costly 207, but could suit British rooms better

PRODUCT KEF Reference Model 205

TYPE Floorstanding loudspeaker

PRICE £4,000 per pair

KEY 3 RES S{zé 7(7\/\7><E>V<D). 729x116><43(m

© Weight: 33kg © Magpnetic shielding © Five distinct

drivers inc. "Hypertweeter' & Co-axial Uni-Q mid/treble
driver @ Sensitivity: 91dB © Impedance: 4 ohms

@ 01622 672261 & www.kef.com

§

EF might be owned by Chinese

interests these days, but the company

still operates out of its base in
Maidstone, Kent, and still follows the same
engineering traditions it has established over
its forty-years-plus history.

The Reference Series has long been the
company's prestige line, the name reflecting
that all the speakers are manufactured to
meet a tightly defined frequency response
tolerance (+/-3dB from 45Hz to 55kHz at 15
degrees off-axis for this Model 205).

Priced at a hefty £4,000 a pair, the build
and engineering content is equally
substantial, using no fewer than five different
drive units in a package that totals some
33kg. The driver line-up is configured as a
‘four-and-a-half-way' here, and all are
assembled into a very beautiful and elegantly
shaped real wood veneered enclosure. Our
samples came in a nicely figured maple with
a matt surface finish; black ash and cherry
alternatives are also available.

This speaker looks interesting too, and is
much more complex than the usual rectilinear
box. Viewed from above, the main enclosure
is boat-shaped, and has no vertical edges.
Heavy post-forming rounds off the edges of
the front panel, hopefully smoothing off any
edge-diffraction effects as well as looking
attractive, while the sides are curved and
tapered so they meet in another post-formed
shape in the middle of the back. It's a shape
which will spread any lateral internal standing
waves, and inhibit direct reflections from
passing through the cones. Furthermore, the
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innards are very heavily braced every which
way — well, horizontally and vertically at least
- as well as subdivided into several
completely separate enclosures.

There are two 200mm bass drivers here,
each with 160mm paper cones operating
essentially in parallel, though with the lower
one rolling off a little earlier than the upper
one. Each is mounted in its own individual
front-ported section of the enclosure, an
arrangement which should spread the tuning,
and also prevents the possibility of creating
harmful top-to-bottom standing waves.

The mid/treble driver is one of KEF's
proprietary Uni-Q devices — a two-in-one co-
axial unit, which mounts a 25mm tweeter in
the centre of the midrange unit's 130mm
plastic cone. This is a 165mm frame affair,
mounted in such a way that its uppermost
quarter protrudes above the enclosure proper,
and is covered by a curved metal dome. In
this respect it differs from the larger Model
207 which uses a completely separate
external pod midrange enclosure, but should
still benefit in part from the improved
dispersion of a small source, and also places
the Uni-Q's tweeter at seated ear height.

Top dead centre of this bulge is a deeply
scalloped groove into which is fixed an extra,
external tweeter, mounted in its own shiny
little pod. KEF calls this a 'Hypertweeter', and
it carries the response on up into the
supersonic region. It probably also helps
widen distribution at the top of the audible
band, where the Uni-Q's tweeter output will
tend to narrow.

There are numerous clever details here. Take
the feet, for example. As supplied, the
speakers sit on large chrome-plated discs, like
oversized coins, which can be individually
adjusted for height. Purists have the option of
removing the threaded bolts in the centre of
the discs and replacing them with supplied
spikes, whereupon the discs act as
thumbwheel lock-nuts.

There are three terminal pairs to rear of
each speaker, separately addressing the sub-
400Hz bass region, the 400Hz-2.5kHz
midband, and the two drivers covering the
treble. This allows various combinations of
bi or tri-wiring/amping to be adopted.

Next to the terminals is an arrangement
which permits subtle modification of the
relative bass output. The total range here is
only 2-3dB, which won't be sufficient for full
boundary compensation, but it's a usefully
subtle refinement nonetheless, that will help

il

match the speaker to the bass absorption and
modal reinforcement characteristics of the
individual listening room.

SOUND QUALITY

One advantage of a multi-driver speaker
system is that it's relatively easy to tailor the
frequency response, but that's not to sell short
KEF's achievement in creating an
exceptionally smooth and flat in-room
far-field response. Deep bass is very much on
the agenda here, and this is clearly a design
that should if possible be kept clear of walls
for the best overall bass balance. If room and
siting conditions should produce excessive
mid-bass, port-blocking is likely to be the
most effective counter-strategy.

Elsewhere the balance looks just slightly
lean through the upper bass and lower
midband, and slightly strong through the
upper midband, while the whole treble region




looks beautifully judged and unusually even.
Sensitivity exactly meets the specified 90dB,
though this is in the context of a quite
complex and demanding load (with a stated
3.2ohm minimum).

By pure chance the Reference 205 followed
KEF's less expensive though still costly XQ3
into the listening room, and although the
latter is a strong performer, the superiority of
the Ref was clear, both in overall transparency
but especially in its superior dynamic range
and the rendition of low-level detail.

KEF Reference Model 205 loudspeaker |Review |

The sonic character of this speaker lines up
very closely with its measured balance. The
fine overall neutrality is its most impressive
feature, due in part to the smooth and even
balance, but also to its vanishingly low box
coloration and unusual evenness.

There's a touch of forwardness in the way
singing and talking voices are projected, but
this never crosses the line into aggression or
edginess, and many will find it a welcome
touch that enhances intelligibility. Spinning
through a number of favourite discs, such as

“Its character is a little ‘cool’, but it’s a
beautifully smooth and neutral performer
with very superior voice articulation.”

Lambchop's Nixon for example, the 205's
explicitness revealed previously unsuspected
lyrical twists on several occasions.

Put that slight forwardness alongside the
mild leanness in the upper bass and low mid
and the net result is a slightly 'cool’ overall
character. This leaves cellos sounding just a
little restrained and lacking in warmth, for
example, but provides excellent expression
and fine detail from the violin desks.

Over an extended period the Reference
205s proved exceptionally natural, neutral
and easy on the ears. The sound we hear from
any pair of speakers consists of a mixture of
that which arrives directly, and that which
reaches the ears after reflecting off major
room surfaces. One crucial factor in the way a
speaker performs therefore depends on the
way it distributes sound into the listening
room, and two elements of the 205
contribute to an excellent result here. On the
one hand the Uni-Q gives superior focus and
image precision through the broad midband
and treble, while the 'Hypertweeter' seems to
improve the overall impression of top-end

air and spaciousness.

The only real quibble with the 205's
sound quality concerns a slight lack of
temporal coherence, which comes
across as a mild lack of ‘punch’ and
dynamic tension. This might be due to

the difficulties of acoustically integrating
the seven different sources in each
speaker here, or to the inevitable group
delay factors involved in such a necessarily
complex crossover network.

Pulling all the threads together, however,
it's clear that Model 205 is a very serious
contender, all the more so perhaps because
it costs less than half the price of the larger
207, yet still produces ample bass to fill a
good-sized room. Its character is a little ‘cool’
and dynamics might be more dramatic, but
it's a beautifully smooth and neutral
performer with very superior voice
articulation. HFC

Paul Messenger

VERDICT

SOUND >> 86%
EEEE 1N

PRO
A fine looking speaker stacked
with serious engineering at a
realistic price. Big and
beautifully neutral sound, with
very explicit voices.

EASE OF DRIVE >> 68%
[T 11

BUILD >> 94%
(T | CoN

A slightly ‘cool’ overall
balance might not appeal to
all. Lacks a little dynamic
tension and coherence.

VALUE >> 72%
EEEE- NN

A great looking speaker stuffed with good ideas, the Model
205 is realistically priced and delivers a smooth, full scale
sound with superior neutrality and a slightly ‘cool’ balance.

Dynamic range is excellent but contrasts could be tauter.

!)II\!-Ef!!\LL StOI;E >>
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[Review| van den Hul Mainsstream BS mains cable

MAINS GOES DUTC

van den Hul's carbon technology comes to the mains. Does it raise the power bar?

PRODUCT van den Hul Mainsstream BS

TYPE Mains cable

PRICE £299 (1.5m)

CONTACT @ 01236 420199

e've seen many and varied signal

cables from Dutch manufacturer van

den Hul, but this is the first mains
one. In fact it's been available in other
countries for a while, but lack of a UK mains
plug with a big enough cable entry held
things up here. Even the Duraplug fitted to
the review sample showed signs of minor
surgery to accommodate the cable's 12.5mm
diameter — and this is the thinner version of
the "full' Mainsstream!

Why so big? Yes, there's quite a lot of
copper in there, though other mains cables
offer even higher current capacity. This one's
not just about brute force, as it includes some
of van den Hul's 'Linear Structured Carbon'
(LSC) along with its silver-plated oxygen-free
copper. The original rationale for LSC was
that, lacking the crystal junctions of metal
conductors, it should give improved
conduction of ultra-low-level signals and
hence better low-level audio resolution. In a
mains cable we're talking primarily about 240
volts, which could redefine ‘low level'.

But what concerns vdH over and above the
obvious requirement to pass plenty of current
readily and safely, is how it deals with radio
frequency signals (RF). Any piece of wire
sitting on the floor is potentially an aerial for
RF, and this is indeed a low-level signal, which
can cause subtle audio modulation.
Presumably the LSC, and the weaving of
multiple live and neutral conductors within
the cable, is intended as a guard against this
- as is the braided screen which vdH has
added. vdH refers to the cable as an
‘embedded powerline filter' and supplies a
minimum length of 1.5m (review sample

42 HI-FI CHOICE | september 2003

2.5m) to make sure the filter properties are
maintained. It's all well made, reasonably
flexible despite its size and terminated in a
top-quality Marinco-style IEC outlet.

SOUND QUALITY
Mains cables are notoriously variable in their
effects between different items of equipment,
so the Mainsstream BS was tried with various
items including a Chord DAC64, EAR (valve)
and Bryston (transistor) amplifiers and even a
Revox open-reel tape deck. The last of those
showed the smallest benefit, with just a hint
of opening up of the soundstage but no
substantial change to the character of the
sound. The Chord also benefited in a fairly
subtle way, though in addition to a similar
soundstage improvement (a common sign of
lowered levels of background 'hash’) it
seemed to develop a slightly sweeter treble.
Most noticeable, though, was the cable's
effect on power amps. There was a consistent
firming up of the bass and more definition in
the treble, which made images really snap
into better focus and added an extra level of
detail below that previously heard. Pink
Floyd's The Wall revealed even more hidden
subtleties on a mint-condition LP copy than
ever, no trick of memory as repeated
swapping between Mainsstream and regular
mains cables showed. By contrast, a recent
piano recording came that bit closer to the
true bass weight, and also the image, of the
piano as remembered from the sessions.

Just to be perverse, we also tried the cable
with an amp costing less than the wire itself
(a good one of its kind). The difference was if
anything even greater.

In fairness, these differences are themselves
quite slight compared with grosser changes,
say from one speaker to another, and should
be put in the context of a familiar system in a
familiar room — but that's exactly the context
in which an expensive mains cable like this is
going to be heard, in most cases. This is
certainly among the most effective mains
upgrades we've tried and is recommended for
systems with high aspirations. HFC

Richard Black

VERDICT

SOUND >> 91%

i PRO
Subtly improves low-level

PRACTICALITY >>80% resolution, revealing hidden

details and bringing images
into sharper focus. Also seems
to tighten up the bass.

i1 CON

Expensive and not equally
effective with all equipment:
experiment to find the best
placement within the system.

EEEEC"  EE

BUILD >> 87%

OVERALL SCORE
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Beyerdynamic DT990 headphone |Review |

~
=
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T BEYER?

Mainline your music with Beyerdynamic's new open-back headphone

Beyerdynamic DT990
Open-back headphone set
£150
@ 01235 551116 4 www.beyerdynamic.co.uk

onfusion arose when these cans were

delivered for review. DT990? Been

around for years, mate! But no, this is
the all-new 2003 model, most immediately
distinguished from earlier 990s by the silver-
grey earpads. It heralds a substantial revamp
of the Beyerdynamic range, topped in fact by
the DT880 (£200) and also featuring the
DT770 at the same £150 price point. That
may seem odd, but while the DT770 is a
closed-back model with consequent high
isolation, the 990 is an open-back design. It
therefore offers much less isolation but in
general open-back designs tend to have a
more natural frequency balance.

Of course, covering the frequency range is
an area where headphones traditionally walk
all over speakers, and Beyerdynamic quotes a
response for these of 5Hz to 35kHz. Both of
those extremes will depend a bit on the
interface to your individual ears but the bass
in particular beats most speakers by nearly
three octaves. Granted it lacks the bodily
impact of big speakers, but among other
quoted specs, the impedance of 250 ohms
means that compatibility is assured with
regular hi-fi gear. You can also connect to
portables, thanks to the unusually solid 3.5-
6.3mm adapter supplied by Beyer.

Comfort scores very highly, with well-judged
spring tension and softly padded headband

and earpads. All the same, the coiled lead
(single-side entry is a plus) is a little stiff and
when stretched to 1.5m exerts a noticeable
pull. All components are replaceable and
construction is robust. Maximum output
exceeds comfortable listening levels.

SOUND QUALITY

There's absolutely no doubt that this is a very
capable pair of cans. There are two main ills
that seem to affect many headphones — thick
textures that lack detail, and/or excessive
sibilance in the top octaves. Both are absent
here. One could even say that the treble is so
clean and neutral as to sound positively
recessed with some material, until something
like speech or snare drum comes along and
shows just what extension is all about.

The problem which this model won't solve,
in common with other decent headphones, is
shortcomings in recordings — they can be
excruciatingly revealing of faults like 'rattly’
distortions, noise (though they don't
accentuate noise in the way cheap models
often do) and sundry whistles, buzzes and
bum notes, which subsequently one often
finds audible through speakers also. But really
all that means is that if you are afraid of
finding out the truth about your record
collection you should avoid the DT990s.

If, on the contrary, you want to find out
exactly what was played at the session you
can hardly do better. As a long-term and very
frequent user of BD's DT931 model (I use
them when editing recordings I've made and
can thus vouch for their accuracy) | thought |
had little to learn about my favourite discs -

now there's that much less left! A particular
favourite test disc is Ambrosio, an opera by
the Mexican composer Guzman superbly
recorded by genius engineer Bob Katz. | must
have heard it well over a hundred times, but
I'd never previously noticed a spurious note
on the harpsichord which the DT990s
rendered clearly audible. But neither had |
heard exactly where the male chorus was
standing for an atmospheric bit of ensemble,
nor what words they are singing.

If you only use headphone for a bit of late-
night relaxation, these will do equally well
since their neutral balance and lack of spit
makes for very comfortable listening. Good
value for that: but as full-on high-resolution
audio experiences go, an absolute steal. HFC

Richard Black

VERDICT

SOUND >> 90%
(T T T |

I3 PRO

Extremely neutral balance,
very clean-sounding with
fabulous insight into new and
familiar recordings.

COMFORT >> 89%

i1 CON

Mercilessly revealing of bad
recordings. Makes the most of
regular headphone jacks but
much prefers a standalone
headphone amp.

VALUE >> 93%
(T T |

For the price of less than a dozen CDs, these headphones
provide a top-quality complement to speaker listening and are
terrifically informative and musical with it. Admirable in all

ways and strongly recommended.

cl)l\!-sll:tl;\;.l.' SCORE >> i
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CD REWRITABLE

PEAK SEARCH

PLAYBACK

HEART OF GLASS

What happens when a valve amp manufacturer decides to tweak a mainstream CD player?

PRODUCT Heart CD6000 OSE LE
TYPE CD player with valve output stage
PRICE £750

KEY FEATURES Size (WxHxD): 44x9x30cm
© Weight: 4kg © Valve output stage © Optical and
electrical digital outputs © CD-R/RW compatible, CD text

CONTACTY @ Real hi-fi 0870 909777
& www.heartaudio.nl

eart is a Dutch valve amplifier maker,

established seven years ago and home

to a selection of 300B triode amps,
plus a matching preamp and a range of kit
amps. It also specialises in modifying Marantz
tuners and CD players, of which the CD6000
OSE LE is the most expensive in a range that
starts at a mere £350 for a CD4000.

For a small manufacturer, modifying a mass-
produced CD player is the most efficient way
of getting its ideas into a finished product
that can be competitively priced and well
built. There's not a single small or medium
sized company that can compete with the
build and finish on a player like this Marantz
at anywhere near the price. Heart is not the
first brand to follow this approach - at least
two top CD players, Tom Evans' Eikos and
Max Townshend's DV-747, are rebuilds of
Pioneer originals that combine sound quality,
reliability and functionality to great effect.

The Heart is unusual in that it's not a local
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brand - such mods rarely escape home turf.
This is not intrinsically a problem but can be
if the distributor is unable to continue to
support the brand for whatever reason. On
the other hand, brands like Densen distribute
direct from Europe and there's no reason why
Heart won't be able to service machines from
Holland should the need arise.

It's rare if not unique to see a budget model
approached in this way, but given the
Marantz CD6000 OSE LE's quality (an HFC
217 Best Buy) and price (£300) it's a good
place to start. Fundamentally, Heart has
bypassed Marantz's transistor-based HDAM
output stage and replaced it with a valve-
driven stage. The DAC's output goes into a
pair of signal transformers which convert it
from balanced to single-ended, so the two
Jan-Philips 6922 valves can drive the output.
These new components are mounted on a
board that sits beside the existing electronics.

Heart also places damping pads on the lid
and transport, and replaces the mains cable
with a hard-wired, screened cable leading to a
silver fuse holder-equipped MK mains plug.
There are also slight changes to the transport
and PCB, the latter to
"improve readability,
especially on CD-Rs".
These are fairly
straightforward mods that

will not interfere with the functionality of the
player, yet should have a small bearing on the
eventual sound.

Due to the ever more restrictive nature of
player chip design and supply it's getting
harder for most companies to change the way
CD players operate at a fundamental level, so
output stages and power supplies take on a
greater significance in the design process.
Most small/medium-sized companies build
their players by mixing and matching
transport, DAC and output stages but are not
able to change the way the DAC operates. In
many respects, Heart is not significantly
restricted — it sticks with Marantz's tried and
tested transport, DAC and PSU options and
adds its own output stage, one of the
elements that gives the greatest ‘flavour’ to a
CD player's sound. There are exceptions, like
Arcam’s implementation of dCS's Ringdac
technology a few years back, but this
approach does not come cheap.

The Heart CD6000 OSE LE comes in two
versions — the standard one uses Jan-Philips
6922 output tubes, while the top model has
Siemens 7308s. The latter add £50 to the




price and can be directly substituted for the
Jan-Philips so you could get the standard
player and upgrade at a later stage.

SOUND QUALITY

Some say they find the sound of valves a little
soft or warm, missing the attack of transistors.
Others find the same sound to be more
natural and appreciate the greater tonal
colour. But the truth is that valves vary
enormously in sound depending on how they
are used. The Heart CD6000 OSE LE is
defiantly not of the warm, laid-back school.
It's not aggressive either, but has a lively,
upbeat character that keeps you on your toes.

We began subjective testing with some
medium-paced acoustic jazz from EST — the
drummer's brushes sounded sharp and real,
the double bass tight and weighty and the
piano forward and distinct. It's a dynamic and
engaging sound that gets your feet tapping
and encourages volume tweaking. With the
less purist Asleep In The Back by Elbow, the
scale of the recording was well resolved, the
reverb creating a sense of depth that's often
played down. The acoustic around the voice
was clear and the bass deep and chewy.

The Heart gave a similarly forward portrayal
of the massed choral voices on Gaudeamus's
choral Sacred Feast CD, sounding open and
extended with good differentiation between
the various voices. Next to Creek’s CD50
player the ‘valve factor' was apparent, the
Heart sounding more three dimensional,
tonally rich and relaxed. But this might be as
much to do with the Creek as the Heart,
because Sony's £1,200 SCD-XA333ES
CD/SACD player is more relaxed again and
offers an even greater variety of tone colour,
albeit at a higher price. The Heart sounds
particularly ‘open’ and transparent, which is

Heart CDG000 OSE LE CD player | Review |

“Fundamentally, Heart has hypassed
the Marantz HDAM output stage and
replaced it with a valve-driven stage.”

very much a valve characteristic and an
appealing one at that. High frequencies are
not quite as smooth as the Sony but more so
than the Creek and transparency to detail is
very impressive for the money.

We tried two versions of Radiohead's Hail
To The Thief (EU and a Canadian, copy-
protected, version) and checked for
differences. These turned out to be small but
not insignificant, the local pressing having
greater presence in the midband and the
web-bought Canadian sample revealing a
darker balance. Not chalk and cheese, nor an
indictment of the copy control, but we liked
the EU pressing more. But the point here is
that the Heart is more than up to the job of
differentiating between the two.

Besides the Creek CD50 we recommend you
compare this with Marantz's £800 player, the
CD-17 MKkII M, which has excellent build and
made a very good impression in HFC 243. At
the same price there’s also the Cyrus 7, a
strong all-rounder in a compact case.

After trying the Heart with the standard
tubes we switched over to the Siemens
upgrade, a comparison somewhat muddied by
the fact that it was a cold for hot swap - the
player had been on for several days with the
Jan-Philips in. Nonetheless, after a livelier
start the qualities of the new tubes shone
through. The Siemens-equipped player has an
even snappier sound with better timing that
copes with dense material with remarkable
confidence and ease. It even seems to be

more fun to listen to, Captain Beefheart's
Trout Mask Replica finding its cunningly
hidden groove in the Heart's company. This is
a tough album to persuade to sound musical
from CD but the Heart excelled in its task,
even through the dissonant parpings of the
saxophone solo on Hair Pie: Bake 1.
Meanwhile, a more ‘fi recording in the form of
Marc Johnson's Bass Desires revealed
impressive transient speed in the way that the
drums were handled and the acoustic defined.

You can find more civilised players for the
money. But few combine dynamics with fine
timing skills as effectively as this. HFC

Jason Kennedy
VERDICT

SOUND >> 83%
(I T |

FEATURES >> 85%

(T T o [ | 1 PRO
Well built and fully featured,
with a snappy, open and

dynamic sound.

L1 CON

Externally it's a £300 Marantz
- no bad thing in itself, but
it’s hotter than it looks!

BUILD >> 85%
WEEE 1N

VALUE >> 85%
(TT T T |

This is a highly entertaining and colourful player at a
competitive price. The build quality is good and the feature list
strong — it’s not the most subtle £750 player but if you're

looking for a spinner to inspire you it could prove a bargain.

HEFCHOI b
OVERALL SCORE >
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PANEL BEATERS

MartinLogan’s latest is an innovative, affordable and user-friendly example of the electrostatic breed
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PRODOCT Martintogan Clatis B
TYPE Hybrid electrostatic loudspeaker

PRICE £2,498 per pair

KEY FEATURES Size (WxHxD): 26x135x31cm

© Weight: 14.1kg © Two-way electrostatic/moving coil

hybrid © External power supply © 200 watts power

CONTACT = 0208 971 3909
& www.martinlogan.com

ake no mistake, the Clarity is a very

unusual speaker, even allowing for

the fact that MartinLogan speakers
are always unusual. It looks much like
previous models, with elegant lines and the
usual curved, perforated grill looking onto a
transparent diaphragm. The base houses the
expected aluminium cone bass driver in a
rear-vented bass reflex enclosure. But this is
an electrostatic speaker meant for those who
have never previously considered the breed.

The Clarity is the entry-level floorstanding

electrostatic from MartinLogan, and is to be
the flagship of the Clarity range which will
eventually include other models for home
cinema use. Compared to previous models it
is scaled down to just 135cm tall and 26cm
wide, and it weighs a modest 14.1kg. A pair
can be bought for around £2,500, and it can
be powered by more or less everyday amps.

But there are some technical differences
apart from size. The Clarity is one of the first
with Natural Ambience Compensation (NAC),
an upwards-firing moving coil tweeter just
behind the electrostatic panel and near its
base. NAC addresses an issue that has
become increasingly acute as electrostatic
panels have reduced in size. Because the
panel is a line source, there is little vertical
dispersion, and the treble disappears when
standing (think about casual listening and
parties). The output of the tweeter is more or
less inaudible when listening on the forward
axis, partly because it is blocked by the panel,
but it makes a useful contribution when
listening from a higher vantage point. And if
you don't like it, it can be switched off.

There are also some important changes to
the diaphragm and the stators (the perforated
mash panels that sandwich the diaphragm),
and to the spars which maintain separation
between the three vertical components. The
spars have been improved to allow tighter
and more uniform tensioning of the
diaphragm, which helps reduce panel
resonances and increases consistency. The
stators have a larger number of smaller holes
which means higher efficiency and better
dynamics, and although there is a trade-off in
bass extension, this is not an issue because of
the panel crossover frequency chosen — more
on that later. Finally, in common with all other
new MartinLogan models, the diaphragm uses
a new plasma-bonded conductive coating
which is said to be more consistent, adhere
better and which should also be less affected
by atmospheric moisture than the previous
vapour-deposited coatings.

The Clarity doesn't work well for at least 24
hours straight from the box, and needs about
three days before the lightweight, rather
‘plasticky’ sound is finally banished, and
further changes become imperceptible. But a
clever panel biasing system that supplies a
charging voltage only when atmospheric and
signal conditions dictate keeps the Clarity on
song from that time on, as long as it remains
connected to the mains. As a side benefit, it
also helps to keep the diaphragm largely free
of dust build-up. All in all this is the most
friendly of electrostatics, and it's not
especially fussy about partners either. You
don't need a lot of power — 50 watts or more
should be enough — and in practice it doesn't
appear to be an electrically difficult load,
though there is a sting in the tail with high
frequency impedance (see side-bar overleaf).
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SOUND QUALITY

The information supplied by the manufacturer
suggests that the Clarity is essentially a home
cinema speaker. Subtle clues to this may be
discerned in phrases such as this culled from
the brochure copy: “the Clarity system brings
a rich cinematic experience into your home
theatre”. Frankly, in our opinion, this can
safely be ignored. True, there is a hint of
richness in the bass-mid region — the octave
or so around 60Hz is elevated by perhaps a
decibel or so. It can also be driven quite hard,
though it will sound untidy when it reaches
the kind of volume levels that most self-
respecting videophiles would regard as
perfectly normal. But there is nothing bloated
about the bass, and the relatively small driver
and compact enclosure help ensure there is
negligible overhang. It's actually the midrange
that runs out of steam first.

In short, you can play music though these
speakers, and you can also play Hollywood. It
works very well with music (see below) and
makes a rather classy attempt at home
cinema too, but ultimately it may not have
enough grunt for the job. But if your tastes
don't extend to explosive blockbusters at
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“In short, you can play
music though these
speakers, and you can
also play Hollywood.”

rip-roaring volumes, the Clarity's delicate and
expansive voice may give all you need.

In fact, the Clarity continues the theme of
even closer integration of the moving coil and
electrostatic drivers seen over recent
generations of MartinLogan hybrids, which in
this case is compromised only slightly by the
relatively high 450Hz handover between the
two. This decision was clearly driven by cost
considerations, and it also benefits power
handling, making this a meatier and, when
the occasion demands, a louder speaker than
it would otherwise have been. Indeed, the
bass region is both fast and controlled
enough to ensure that the transition to the
mid and treble is practically seamless.
“Practically” in this context means that under
everyday conditions, you're unlikely to hear
the difference in voicing and dispersion that
distinguishes the two technologies.

We tried the Clarity as part of a home
cinema system, using Ruark Vita centre and
rear speaker, and a big B&W 800 series
subwoofer, and perhaps because the Ruark is
small and comparatively agile by box speaker
standards, the combination worked better
than expected. With a properly matched
centre speaker and surrounds the Clarity
would be an even better proposition. =
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POSITIONING

Like all panel speakers, electrostatics tend to
behave like enormous headphones, throwing a
very precisely delineated image into a space
measured in angstrom units. Move even slightly
off-centre, and the image flounders.
MartinLogan'’s designers have long recognised this
problem, and engineered their curvilinear
diaphragm to generate a 30° spread of sound
laterally. In the Clarity, an upwards-firing tweeter
also widens the vertical listening window. As
usual with panels, the Clarity barely interacts with
side walls, but this is not the case with the back
wall, where delayed rear dipolar radiation (equal
in level with the front output, but in opposite
phase) interferes with the direct sound, producing
a ‘comb filter' response, with peaks and troughs
spaced out across the frequency band. The limited
frequency range of the Clarity's panel helps here,
but you will need at least a metre of empty space
behind the diaphragm, and for best results,
around 1.5 metres to give an open, forward and
tonally even sound.

SYSTEM MATCHING

89dB/watt sensitivity and a benign six-ohm
nominal impedance implies suitability for
mid-range amplification, and within limits this is
justified. For example, the Clarity works happily
with the inexpensive new Arcam A80 integrated
amp (see review p36). Generally, this combination
sounds relaxed and comfortable, even though
impedance dips rather alarmingly to around
1.1ohms at 20kHz. Happily, music typically has
very little real power at such frequencies, and
most good amps should be able to cope. In fact,
the slightly low nominal impedance helps squeeze
a little more mid and lower frequency power from
most amps than a standard eight-ohm load.

Here is a refined and intensely detailed
loudspeaker. There is no padding intended to
flatter lesser electronics. Improve your amplifier,
and the sound improves in direct response, much
more so than you might expect based on
experience with typical moving coil loudspeakers.
The dome tweeter in the Clarity seems to make
very little difference in this respect as most of the
audible treble comes from the electrostatic panels.
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Push-pull
electrostatic panel
delivers broad
range of mid to
high frequencies.
Curved to define
lateral listening
window

Anodised 203mm
aluminium cone
bass driver
(grille supplied)

Moulded plinth,

tapped for

supplied spikes
~ or pads

Bl But it was with music that it was at its
most compelling, and perhaps predictably it
was in its element with classical, acoustic and
vocal material. This is a responsive
loudspeaker, which reproduces dynamics
faithfully and, provided overall maximum
output levels and bass limits are not
breached, it won't sit on or impede the music
in any way. Explosive transients are just that,
and quiet passages fade seamlessly without
significant change in perspective or loss of
detail. This is another element of the Clarity's
user friendliness. It can be set loud or soft,
and it will almost always sound easy and
comfortable, allowing you to make the mental
adjustment to the volume window chosen.
This is not a speaker that demands to be
played within a narrow volume range.

Which brings us to the Clarity's overriding
strength — that magnificent electrostatic
panel is unbelievably quick, and it brings
almost unprecedented detail and clarity to
the sound. Seldom was a loudspeaker better
named. This is a model that is adept at
reproducing dense, complex sounds — a full-
on orchestra for example — while allowing
each instrument to be audible

in the context of its
neighbours. It does this
without pulling the music
apart — by sounding bright
for example. It is simply
naturally transparent to the
kind of detail that you will
often find on well-recorded
discs, and which many
speakers cannot resolve.
So does the Clarity

Upwards-firing
25mm soft dome
tweeter extends
vertical listening
window

Port exit
included as
part of terminal
block moulding

Terminal block

accepts bare
_wires, spades or

4mm plugs

Socket for
external mains
unit and power
" output to daisy
chain several
speakers

understand how to rock and roll? Ultimately,
not quite. It does much better than you might
expect, but it has its limits, and they will be
as significant with full-on rock as they are
with full-on home cinema, and for much the
same reasons. But where subtlety, grace,
elegance and clarity top the list of priorities,
there can be few better equipped at the price.
And guess what — the Clarity is ultra-

responsive to the amp that is used to drive it.
With the Arcam A80, the combination sounds
more dynamically constrained than when
attached to the beefier output of an Arcam
P7 multichannel power amp, and the extra
detail from the excellent new Krell KAV-400xi
was all too apparent. With the Clarity,
everything suddenly becomes very clear.
Pun most definitely intended. HFC

Alvin Gold

VERDICT

1 PRO

Lives up to its name, with
almost holographic clarity and
superb imaging, and by
electrostatic standards it's
easy to live with.

i CON

Not ready to seriously rock
and roll, and despite good
bass/mid integration, the bass
end is more rounded and less
detailed than the rest.

BUILD >> 84%
(T [ ]

VALUE >> 88%
T |

Classic electrostatic mid and top, with expanded imagery
thanks to rear tweeter which doesn’t spoil the party. Overall a
great compromise between musical excellence and practicality,
and by electrostatic standards, it is well priced.

HI-H >>
OVERALL SCORE




The way to play vinyl...

Model 10

Model 20/2

Model 30/2

Series 300

Series IV

Series V

Ask for details of this superb range:

SME LTD - STEYNING - SUSSEX - BN44 3GY - ENGLAND
tel: +44 (0)1903 814321 - fax: +44 (0)1903 814269
email: sales@sme-ltd.demon.co.uk
or visit our website www.sme.Itd.

definitive audio

Peddlers of fine wares, including:

Record players: SME models 10, 20 and 30; Kuzma Stabi, Stabi Reference;
Nottingham Analogue Interspace, Space Deck, Hyperspace and Dais;
Michell Orbe; VP! AriesScout; Avid Volvere, Sequel and Acutus.
Arms: Rega 300/600/900; SME Series IV and V; Kuzma Stogi; Triplanar.
Cartridges: VanDenHul Grasshopper and Colibri; Kuzma KC Ref; EMT,;
Reson Reca and Elite; Cartridge Man Musicmaker; Benz-Micro including
Ruby Open Air; Kondo lo J.

Amplifiers: Border Patrol; Canary; Sugden; Art Audio; Monarchy;
Western Electric; lcon; Tom Evans Audio Designs; SJS.

CD Players: Wadia; Sugden; Primare; Resolution.
Louspeakers: Living Voice; Vitavox; Lowther.

Cables and Tables by Living Voice.

Sale of Part Exchange and Ex-dem Items Sale New
SME Model 20/2 - 5 years old £1500 £3658
Dynaudio Confidence 3 - Rosewood - perfect, boxed - giveaway £2300 £4800
Horning Agathon - 98dB 2 way horn - Mahogany £1500 £3800
Mirage 890i - fine condition - giveaway £200

Art Audio Symphony - 300B SE 10 watts integrated - full chrome £2250 £4000
Art Audio Vinyl 1 - moving magnet phono stage - chrome - fabulous £1100 £1550

Art Audio VP1 - line pre-amp - chrome £1000 £2000
Art Audio Concerto - 6550 line integrated £1200 £2650
Art Audio VP1 special - line pre-amp - full of Hovlands £1150 £2250
Canary Audio CA 301 - 300B - 22 big watts - very good £3400 £5400
Canary Audio CA 303 - 300B monos - 22 lovely watts - better £5400 £7400
Canary Audio CA 309 - 300B parallel p.p. - 45 mad watts - superb £9500 £13500
Canary Audio CA 601 - line pre-amp - very, very good £1900 £2750
Canary Audio CA 300 - single ended monos - valve rect. - 8 watts  £2000  £3500
Nottingham Analogue Hyperspace - turntable - 2/3 years old £1000 £1700
Nottingham Analogue Space - tonearm £250 £450
Nottingham Analogue Mentor -tonearm £390 £800
Jamo Concert 8 - loudspeakers = 2%z years old - spotless £800 £1365
Townsend Seismic - speaker stands - for bookshelf speakers £450 £695
Tube TechnologyMAC - mm and mc phono - nearly new £700 £1400
Audio Innovations L2 - line pre-amp £350 £750
Audio Innovations Series 1000 - silver circuit - 50 watts class A £1100 £2500
Audio Research SPLS2(B) - line pre-amp £1250
Alchemist Forsetti ADP 15A - integrated amp £700 £1400
Alchemist Forsetti ADP 20A - stereo power amp £700 £1400
AudioNote Soro - phono integrated - serviced - new valves £700 £1900
Sonus Faber Guarneri £3000

Unison Research Feather One - line pre-amp £450 £800
Clear Audio Master Reference - turntable with Master TQI arm.

2 years old - Incredible. Go on, be crazy! A snip at only.. £8000 £13000
Audio Research LS2 B - line pre £1250

Pro Ac Tablette - Cherry - cute - perfect £300
Meridian 502 - pre-amp - 4 years - techy - spotless £700 £1385
Meridian 557 - power - 4 years - techy powerhouse lump - spotless £800 £1525
Voyd Standard - turntable - Black - perfect - collectable joy £1500

Sugden Masterclass - CD player - very nearly new £2000 £2500

LIVING VOICE

Auditorium Avatar

Hi-Fi Plus Editor's Choice
Hi-Fi Plus Product of the Year
Hi-Fi Choice Editor's Choice

"The Avatar is a near perfect balance of size, bandwidth,
efficiency and tonal refinement. Its slim lines and small
Jootprint deliver a genuine 94db sensitivity, and excel
when it comes to delivering the scale, vibrance and colour
of the music. Its unobtrusive quality allows it to cut
straight to the heart of a performance, unlocking the music
trapped in the recording, whilst its refinement makes it
equally at home with both basic and surprisingly expensive
amplification.”

AMEX VISA MASTERCARD
Tel 0115 973 3222 Fax 0115 973 3666
internet: www.definitiveaudio.co.uk email: shout@definitiveaudio.co.uk




BRAZILIAN IMPRESSIONS

Unusual valve amp offers timbre matching to speakers and claims to reduce system distortion

Audiopax Stereo 88
Valve power amplifier
£5,999

Size (WxHxD): 23x34x37cm
Weight: 19kg © Single-ended valve design © 15W
max output © Adjustable bias (‘Timbre Lock’)

@ 0141 332 5205 # www.audiopax.com

ven the source of this single-

ended triode amplifier is

unusual = not much hi-fi
originates in Brazil, but that
happens to be the home of
Audiopax designer Eduardo de
Lima. He's clearly a great thinker,
and his website includes a very
considered article by him
reviewing the state of
single-ended valve amp design and
its enduring appeal in the face of
much superficial objective evidence
that its capabilities are limited, not
to say hobbled.

Among other things, it addresses
the simple but often overlooked point
that most SET amplifiers have a high
output impedance (low damping
factor) which with the majority of
loudspeakers on the market causes
frequency response to deviate
significantly from that achieved with
more conventional amplifiers. Note
we don't say that it ‘deviates from
flat' because it probably wasn't
perfectly flat in the first place, but the
fact remains that in comparisons between
SET and other amplifiers there are changes in
frequency balance which can be misleading.
For this reason alone it's worth auditioning
any SET amp over a protracted period so that
you get a picture of what it really does well.

What's considerably more intriguing,
however, is de Lima's claim that his amplifiers
can reduce total system distortion. Snake oil?
Not at all. In simple numerical terms, system
distortion is normally dominated by the
loudspeaker. Speaker distortion can be
lowered by using an amplifier with a very
high output impedance, driving the speaker in
‘current mode'. The output impedance of most
SET amps is not high enough to reap the full
benefit of that (and pure current drive to
normal speakers results in a completely out-
to-lunch frequency response), but de Lima
points out that an alternative approach is to
generate an opposing distortion term which
cancels the distortion of the speaker.
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In other
words, the
distortion of a
SET amp can be
‘tuned’ to null that of the
speaker itself, leaving, ideally, a cleaner
spectrum than that produced by such low-
distortion tours de force as the 'Super-Fidelity’
Halcro models, Brystons and so on.
Mathematically, it's perfectly possible to
determine the ‘transfer function’ of any bit of
audio kit and derive a correction function
which completely linearises it. In practice,
complete distortion cancellation is obviously
too much to hope for, but it was interesting
to run some tests on Sr de Lima's claims.

First, it is clear that his recommendation to

experiment
with reversing
polarity by swapping
speaker cable connections is
worth the trouble, as this can
cause distortion to add or cancel, more
or less. Even so, with simple test signals
there is at best only cancellation of some
harmonics, and only partial cancellation at
that. Complex signals seem to benefit much
less, if at all: but all the same some very high-
order intermodulation distortions, of
uncertain provenance, seemed to be a few dB
lower with the Audiopax than with a selection
of other amps. These tests are time-
consuming and rather difficult to make
consistent, so the jury must remain out at
present, but he may be on to something.

On the circuitry side, the Stereo 88 is
distinguished by an unusual valve/
transformer connection which configures a
KT88 tetrode in a way which, de Lima claims,
performs in an even more triode-like manner




A
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“SETs as a breed are famed for their natural
sound, and the Stereo 88 gives a very lifelike
presentation over a range of material.”

than a triode. Transformer taps for screen grid
and cathode are used, a bit like a cross
between classic Ultralinear and Quad circuits,
but single-ended rather than push-pull. The
input uses an SRPP-connected ECC81.

A unique feature is that bias can be
adjusted over a relatively wide range (about
60mA to 100mA) using a rotary control and
a simple ten-position LED meter. Audiopax
dubs this ‘Timbre Lock' after the way in which
it subtly affects the timbre of the amp by
varying its distortion spectrum; thus, by
implication, giving better or worse distortion
cancellation with the speaker in use. A subtle
and cunning idea. It also affects total
output power, down from a notional 15
watts at LED 10 to about eight watts
at LED 1 (bass output power drops
off at any Timbre Lock setting,
falling to less than one watt for
reasonable distortion at 20Hz).

Small-signal bandwidth is wide
and noise usefully low.
Sensitivity is low (2.4 volts for 15
watts out) so don't even think of
using a CD player and passive
preamp. Construction of the amp
is smart, though some of the
internals look a bit ‘shoe-
horned'. The chassis is made
entirely of non-magnetic

materials, including fixings, and component
quality is generally good. A valve cage is not
even an option, which is regrettable.

SOUND QUALITY

It is axiomatic that SET amps are low-power
beasts and therefore work best with high
sensitivity speakers. Accordingly, a lot of the
listening was carried out with a pair of
Lowther speakers which are very sensitive and
renowned for their sympathy with such amps.
Also tried were Quad original electrostatics
and ATC SCM20s, both much less sensitive
than Audiopax recommends but fairly easy

== loads, giving good results where loud
listening is not required, and an all-too-

short evening was spent with B&W's
magnificent Nautilus 802.

Given the variables of the
Timbre Lock and also the
question of polarity, it's possible
to spend far too much time
fiddling. But relax: the amp's
basic sound is pretty consistent,
at least in comparison with
others. SETs as a breed are

famed for the naturalness of
their sound, and indeed the

lifelike presentation over a
wide range of material. It's

particularly realistic with the human voice,
and across a range of singers from Nina
Simone to Ray Charles to a couple of opera
debutants I'd just recorded it produced a most
inviting and lifelike rendition.

The fate of the varied accompaniments to
those voices was not entirely consistent. Piano
fared well, nicely voiced and very accurately
placed spatially, and small bands were on the
whole well treated too, but larger ensembles
seemed to lose a little focus and precision,
with image depth slightly compromised — in
general, sounds are brought forward rather
than pushed back. Likewise, in orchestral
music there was a slight tendency to bring
things a touch upfront.

All the same, the immediacy that this amp
can bring to recordings is a distinct asset,
making one feel that supposedly familiar
recordings have gained an extra dimension
and encouraging protracted listening sessions.
It's a trait of SETs that they open the window
on the music just that little bit wider — or to
be pedantic, they give a beautifully clear
focus on the 'big picture’. If one seeks the
little inner details within a sonic panorama
these may not be so easy to find, and this
remains true with the Stereo 88 too.

There is then a degree of compromise here.
First with speaker sensitivity — though in fact
the ATC and Quad speakers gave rather fine
results, just limited loudness. Then there's the
compromise between the excellent immediacy
and generally lifelike character of the sound
and its slight lack of fine detail. There's also a
hint of bass slackness at times, this again
depending on speakers and barely noticed
with the Lowthers. However, this amp is
certainly a very informative musical
communicator, notably so even among its SET
competitors, and the Timbre Lock offers a
subtle but worthwhile performance lift in
many situations if you've the patience for a
little experimenting. The claims about overall
distortion may or not be on the mark, but the
sound