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New music rated forsound and content

A selection of your letters and emails

Chapter Electronics Preface preamplifier and
|1+power amplifier

Denon DVD-1400 universal DVD player
Cambridge Audio Azur 640C CD player
Vienna Acoustics Schonberg loudspeaker
PM Components Dragon Tails

interconnect cable

Intempo Digital PG-01 DAB/FM table radio

Mission Cyrus One & Two amplifiers

all-conquering disco album, Diana

83 Multichannel, like it or not

138  David Vivian on the glory of valves

is your essential guide to audio
excellence in the home, from vinyl records to the
latest digital music formats. For 28 years, our unique
tests have brought you the most thorough and reliable hii
journal around. And our mix of rigorous group tess and indepth
solo reviews continues to ensure that is the magazine you
can trust. Published 13 times a year, it's the smarter hii read...

Make or break time with the divine Ms Ross's

The year in brief — key hi-fi happenings of 2003

CD players
92 DVD players
94 Vinyl
Radio tuners
98 Digital recorders

AMPLIFIERS

106 Stereo amps

LOUDSPEAKERS

114 Stereo speakers

ANCILLARIES
121 Headphones

122 Cables

124 Stands and supports
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108 Multichannel AV amps

89 BUYER'S BIBLE SOURCE COMPONENTS

The ultimate guide to high performance
hi-fi and AV - our favourite products for
your perusal. Your shortlist starts here... 97

118 Multichannel speaker packages

5




ou now
hold in
your hands ;
a very special by -
edition of Hi-fi "
Choice. It's our h
annual Awards
issue, a veritable cocktail of all the
best kit we've seen, heard and tested
to the limit throughout the past year.

Our Awards are a little different
from the norm. First, our performance-
led approach means only the finest
make the grade. We've listened to the
kit, measured it, lived with it a while
and sought the opinions of ‘blind’
listening panels before venturing our
verdicts... verdicts formed by the most
creditable set of reviewers around.

Then there's the fact that we don't
limit ourselves to contrived product
categories with a single Oscar-style
winner trailed by a set of also-rans. Our
winners come in four broad groups:
Source Components, Amplifiers,
Speakers and Cables & Accessories,
ensuring all bases are covered yet only
the most worthy eamn the accolade of
Product Of The Year. There's kit that
will serve in a top-notch, low-cost
separates system, components that will
take you another rung or two up the
sonic ladder and gear that may form
the basis of your hi-fi hopes, dreams
and aspirations, all presented in steps
from entry-level to high-end. We've got
two-channel stereo and high-quality
multichannel surround, kit for purist
audio systems and gear for those who
want high-fidelity video too. Quite
simply, there's something here for
everyone, with a single common
thread - scintillating sound that
engages the senses so the music that
MOoVes you, Moves you more.

There's plenty else in this issue too,
including fresh product reviews, our
regular music round-up and the usual
concoction of news and opinion from
hi-fi's most reliable grapevine. But
first, let us take you through some of
the key hi-fi happenings of the year in
an Audiofile special — events that
have helped shape 2003 and will
influence the year to come...

Tim Bowemn editor
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THE YEAR IN BRIEF

TWEETER TWEAKING

Way back in Y2K, Tannoy surprised everyone.

First by introducing a costly 'SuperTweeter’,
and then more importantly by scoring a
considerable commercial hit with it. Although the
need to extend output an octave or more above the
audio band remains controversial, other brands such
as KEF, Neat Acoustics and Townshend Audio have
also responded.

However, two leading hi-fi speaker brands, B&W
andFocal-JMlab, have both rejected the ‘add-on’
super-tweeter approach. Both validly point out the
difficulty of integrating such a device with a normal
tweeter, and instead are focusing their attentions
on extending the bandwidth of ‘normal’ tweeters.

B&W has successfully extended the bandwidth of
its ‘Nautilus' alloy dome by improving its motor
drive and mechanical integrity. Meanwhile,
Focal-JMlab has gone one step further with a new
wide-band tweeter using a pure beryllium
diaphragm (pictured), with a very high stiffness-to-
weight ratio and good self-damping.
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HI-FI MEETS
THE PC

PC/ home audio
convergence continued

to evolve in 2003, with hard
disk storage making further
inroads from the desk to the
living room. Yamaha and
Cyrus (LinkServer, above)
have recently joined pioneers
like Imerge with hard disk-
based multi-room products,
and more are set to follow.

Meanwhile, people are now
paying to download music,
the influence of Apple's iPod
player and iTunes service
moving things on apace. The
Media Centre Edition of
Microsoft's Windows
continues to point the way -
direct digital music
distribution is here to stay...

Other examples also exist, including the pure
diamond diaphragm in the Accuton D2 20-6, from
German driver specialist Thiel & Partner, which
claims a bandwidth which goes up to 100kHz, and
further developments may be confidently predicted.
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THE YEAR IN BRIEF

CD'S LAST STAND?

In an era of multi-format disc players, a dedicated CD

player is still the best thing to play your CDs on. The
format has the best software support/sound quality ratio going
and the only serious competition in popularity-terms comes from
MP3, so if sound quality is an issue it remains unbeatable. DVD-
Audio and SACD may have the sonic advantage but the catalogue
is still less than one per cent of that for CD. At least for now...

This year, new format competition has forced CD player designers
to come up with new ideas. The Resolution Audio Opus 21
(pictured right and reviewed in HFC 244) is a two-boxer with a
difference — transport and DAC in one case with the power supply,
display and so on in another. One-boxers have been getting more
impressive too — Meridian’s stunning 507 defines precision and we
can't wait to hear its new GO8, while Classé's CDP-10 brings high-end
refinement to a bigger audience at a very competitive £1,599. It's
also been a good year for standalone DACs, which are enjoying a
renaissance thanks to the upsampling trend. Notable examples from
Chord Electronics, Musical Fidelity and Nagra are setting the pace.

HI-RES LINKAGE

2003 was the year when

the high-res multichannel
formats finally got a digital
connection standard. i.Link, or
FireWire, is a single cable which
replaces six analogue interconnects
and features a clock link to
minimise jitter. So far only Sony
and Pioneer (DV-757 Ai universal
DVD player and VSA-AX5i receiver
pictured) have released
i.Linkable products but
Marantz and Yamaha
have announced that ‘-

ansnr

:j .

21st Century SCART that is likely
to find favour as it caters for digital
audio and video — you'll find it on
next year's Pioneer DV-868AVi
universal player and the latest
Meridians. Then there's DVi, a pure
video digital interface that is now
appearing on plasma TVs and has
a strong base in computing circles.

they will soon follow suit.  _

As with any new =]
standard the future is 3
still not clear. For a start /5
there's an alternative :

called HDM, a sort of

VINYL REVIVAL

Vinyl's mini-

renaissance
has continued
through 2003. Some
of this stems from the
format's unquenchable popularity
among the dance/ D! fraternity,
but vinyl's following in hi-fi circles
remains solid, with 'audiophile’-
standard pressings available on the
high street and many still revelling
in the format's tactile quality in the
face of a complex digital world.

Hi-fi manufacturers have been

meeting this demand with a
plethora of new decks. Some are
priced almost as impulse

purchases, like

Pro-Ject's £210 1 Xpression
(pictured). Others, like Roksan's
TMS2 and Musical Fidelity's M1
are much more costly. But the
hottest price point seems to be
around £1,000, with Avid,
Clearaudio, Michelle, Origin Live,
Nottingham Analogue and Roksan
all vying for a slice of the action.

HARD TIMES FOR HI-FI

It has been a turbulent year for the hi-fi industry. The

Iraq war undermined demand in the early months and
trends toward multi-room at one end of the market and MP3 at
the other have led to some serious downsizing. TAG McLaren is
now concentrating purely on home cinema and both Denon and
Marantz lost their independence to a Japanese holdings
company. Yamaha reported a loss for the first time in 100
years and even Arcam had to cut 20 jobs. Meanwhile, Kenwood
pulled out of audio all together.

In North America, Harman shut down its Madrigal facility
where Mark Levinson, Proceed and Revel products were built
and moved production to the Lexicon and JBL factories.

Having sold NHT and Rockford, Recoton filed for bankruptcy
leaving the future of several brands in doubt, including Heco,
Jensen and Acoustic Research (AR) among others.

awards 2003
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THE YEAR IN BRIEF

MUSCLE AMPS
ON THE MAKE

Muscle power amps capable of driving everything short of the Paris shuttle are
in vogue again. You can blame a renewed interest in massive high-grade
speakers that need complete control and consistent behaviour over a wide bandwidth

for this. Sitting pretty at the top of the market is Krell with its Full Power Balanced
series, which in the stereo range extends to £15,000 for the immense 700-watt FPB
700cx (reviewed in HFC 234).

Mark Levinson should be a natural foil for Krell, but is currently suffering from a
rather chaotic reorganisation of its business. On the other hand, we can soon expect
some high-class newcomers from Canadian specialist Classé, following B&W's
takeover of the brand. Other prominent names in the high-power game include Karan
Acoustics with the 450-watt KA-5450, the first-ever Premier series solid state amp
from Conrad-Johnson, the 350, and Musical Fidelity's three-box kW amp, which as its
name suggests delivers a full kilowatt per channel. But the most extraordinary amp of
all comes from Australian brand Halcro — the unfeasibly expensive dm68 monoblock

(pictured right), priced at £26,600 per pair and reviewed in HFC 243.

PowenMasten

e
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GREAT UNIVERSALS

Mainstream manufacturers
' can barely give basic

DVD-Video players away now that
you can buy no-name equivalents
in your local supermarket for £40.
But the technology is on the move,
and these very companies that
have lost out on entry-level models
can't lay their hands on enough of
their immensely flexible ‘universal’
players, compatible with both
DVD-Audio and SACD alongside
CD and DVD-Video. In a maturing
environment, there is increasing
interest in models like
the Denon DVD-2900
(right), and upmarket
players like Marantz's
DV-12S2 an Linn's

e
on

== B o

Unidisk models. Naim is about to
release a DVD player that can be
upgraded to SACD or DVD-Audio
(but not both), and Primare has
launched its first universal player.
But the goalposts are being
moved by models like Pioneer's
DV-757Ai, which also includes an
i.Link digital interface. Even
without this, the performance of
premium DVD-Audio/Video
players like Arcam's DV27A when
playing CDs has come a long way
since DVD was first launched.

(] -

‘dl

HIGH-RES AUDIO

¥ GROWING FAST

“. In some cases it is easier and more instructive to look at
" what didn't happen this year than what did. What didn't

happen, save for a handful of decent releases mainly from
Warner, was DVD-Audio. SACD meanwhile has been making hay
with the Bob Dylan and Rolling Stones back catalogues,
reissued as hybrid SACD. But not all is as it seems. On the whole
they are not selling because of their high-res multichannel
sound. They're being purchased primarily for their qualities as
remastered CDs, and they are racked alongside other CDs
without even being clearly labelled as SACDs. Meanwhile, the
established music retailers like HMV and Virgin are looking
increasingly like outposts for the Hollywood machine. But there
are finally signs that the record industry is beginning to wake
up to the power of DVD-Video and DVD-Audio, so expect some
action over the next year, especially when Warner starts
releasing its promised hybrid DVD/ CD discs early in 2004.




Faithful to your music
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THE YEAR IN BRIEF

BRUISER LOUDSPEAKERS |

Big, money-no-object loudspeakers

have always been attractive, and not
just to loudspeaker manufacturers who are
anxious to let the world know what they can
do. This year, however, has been a classic by
any standards, coincidentally following a
year in which B&W made good with the
Nautilus 800. First Focal-JMlab laid down a
marker with its new £45,000 flagship
speaker - the outstanding beryllium
tweeter-equipped Grande Utopia Be. Then
another major name in the French
loudspeaker manufacturing pantheon,
Triangle, chimed in with its impressively tall
and slender £20,000 Magellan (pictured
right). And last but certainly not least,
Wilson-Benesch has launched the ACT

(Advanced Composite Technology) Silver at
a comparatively reasonable (in this
company, at any rate) £8,400. This model
makes extensive use of carbon fibre, and its
welded internal structure makes it one of
the few designs that can boast of being
assembled by a welder.

In the real world of course, very few
people are going to have worry about where
they're going to have to shift their furniture
to accommodate speakers such as these in
their homes. But a larger number will benefit
indirectly from the technology and expertise
that trickles down into more affordable
speakers, including models like Focal-JMlab's
Alto Utopia Be (reviewed last month), the
next step down from the flagship Grande.

O

DAB MARCHES ON

Digital radio has continued

its gradual penetration of
the mainstream consciousness,
with active DAB marketing
campaigns and an increasing
range of nicely designed,
well-priced kit. A number of new
names touting portable DAB
radios have sprung up this year,
while brands like Cambidge and
DAB-pioneer Pure Digital have
done brisk business with their
tuners (Pure's DRX-702 is pictured
above). Meanwhile, the news that
Asda is now stocking DAB tuners
in ten of its larger stores could
start a trend that sees DAB radios

on UK supermarket shelves next
to £40 DVD players.

Broadcast coverage is improving
too — the BBC switched on more
new DAB transmitters last month
and aims to achieve 85 per cent
coverage in the UK by mid-2004,
while digital radio via cable and
satellite TV services and even the
internet has increased the
penetration of digital audio
broadcasting in the home. New
features like rewind and record
are expected on DAB sets next
year, but sadly broadcast bit-rates
show little sign of improving on
the current average of 130Kbps.

10 HI-FI CHOICE | awards 2003

DIGITAL AMPLIFICATION
CREEPS FORWARD

Digital amplification has been bubbling under for some

years now, but has so far stubbornly failed to make the
impact it promised on the hi-fi scene. Sony and others make
low-cost integrated systems incorporating digital amps, with
all the promised benefits - compact construction, efficiency
and low heat dissipation. Opus, Yamaha and others are using
simple digital amps, in some cases ‘pseudo’-digital class T
circuits, in their multi-room audio systems, and Class D amps
have been put to use in the limited bandwidth world of
subwoofers. But the killer punch - a leap in sound quality -
has eluded the industry so far. Even the impressive PWM
(Pulse Width Modulation) solutions pioneered by TACT and
Sharp's own one-bit technology have yet to make real inroads

(though a few high-end brands have made successful

S digital/ analogue hybrids, like Chapter - see p64).

Perhaps 2004 will mark the turning point. The recent
announcement by Sony (TA-DAS0OOES pictured) of a
proprietary S-Master development of PWM digital
technology is being touted as the next great leap forward.
It's simply too early to judge whether the technology will
deliver, but the potential pay-off for a signal chain that
remains digital all the way to the speakers is immense.
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AUDIOPHILE VINYL

SANTANA
Abraxas
Hear The Music/CBS 180g
Music: Santana's second album from
1970 remains the high point of his
career. It's essentially latin-influenced
rock that works on a number
of levels. Peter Green's Black
Magic Woman has a new
energy and life thanks to
latin percussion that the
original Fleetwood Mac
would never have imagined,
while Tito Puente's Oye Como Va
has a rock treatment that doesn't
smother its roots but enhances the
rhythmic subtleties within. Carlos
Santana managed to combine a
range of styles without making a
mess of them or getting carried away
with his own distinctive playing as
tended to happen with later works.
Jokok Kk
Sound: A dense and rich recording,
this pressing benefits from the skills
of Joerg Kessler who mastered the
vinyl for Sony Music Germany, and it
delivers the energy and dynamics of
the music along with the fine detail.
A great result. Jdk 4k JK

MARY BLACK
By The Time It Gets Dark
Vivante/Dara 180g viny
Music: In the early nineties Mission
sponsored a Mary Black disc that
brought this Irish singer's crystalline
voice to the ear of the hi-fi
community and wedged it
firmly on the list of great
demo artists. This is her
second album from 1987
and contains a dozen
folk-influenced songs by
writers as diverse as Richard
Thompson, Ewan McColl and Henry
(Moon River) Mancini.
Accompaniment is largely acoustic
and lead by producer Declan
Sinnott's sharp guitar picking with
back-up from soprano sax, congas
and cello among others. Black's
voice is strong and clear, often very
beautiful and she sings a sad song
with tremendous feeling. %%
Sound: Vivante used the Metropolis
half-speed cutting process and you
can hear it in the clear, full highs
and strength of sound. It could be
sweeter but it's certainly not short
on detail or power. %% %% JK

These and other audiophile

Vivante: & 01293 82218 www.vivante.co.uk
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Reviews by Alvin Gold, Jason Kennedy, Shaun Marin, Dave Oliver,
Mark Prendergast, Phil Strongman, Nigel Williamson

/

are available from

ISOBEL CAMPBELL
Amorino
Snowstorm

Isobel Campbell played cello
with shambling indie iconoclasts Belle
& Sebastian before branching out with
her own brand of fey, sweet, fine-toned
pop. Eschewing guitars for the most
part in favour of a sixties French
pop-style palette of strings, flutes,
muted horns, and accordion, it's never
deep or difficult, but often beautiful.
The sense of an artist stretching her
wings is obvious, and perhaps there
are one too many attempts to show
her range - the ragtime swing of The
Cat's Pyjamas sits uneasily with the
imaginary Parisian spring mood of the
rest of the album.

As with much of her old band's
material, the ‘fi' is less than ‘hi’, but it
does possess a cosy warmth that's
much in keeping with the mood.

DO

GHAZAL
The Rain
ECM

Ghazal consists of grown-up child
prodigies Shujaat Husain Khan (sitar, vocals)
and Kayhan Kalhor (kamancheh, a sort of
Persian fiddle) along with relative youngster
Sandeep Das on tabla. The group's usual

THE BYRDS
Sweetheart Of The Rodeo (Deluxe)
Columbia Legacy

One of the most influential
records in rock history was a product
of Roger Mcguinn's dreams of
Americana and Gram Parsons’
distillation of pure American country.
Recorded in Nashville in Spring of
1968 and glistening with pedal-steel
guitar, banjo, fiddle and honky-tonk
piano, the most remarkable thing
about the album was the songs. Dylan,
Woody Guthrie and Merle Haggard
populate a roster which speaks wisely
of the lives of pilgrims and prisoners,
sinners and seekers. This two-CD
re-issue comes with 14 unreleased
tracks, and a booklet full of rare
photos and info.

Vic Anesini's Super-Bit
Mapping process allows the acoustic
instrumentation to shine through like
never before. MP

method is to build improvisations out of traditional ragas and modes from the
classical Indian and Persian repertoire, taking them where they will, which can
e quite a journey — there are just three tracks on this 53-minute album, each

virtuosic pyrotechnics. The two main instruments complement each other

‘ of them running the gamut from peaceful evocation to intense, passionate
|

surprisingly well, the jangling tones of the sitar counterpointed by the soaring,

evocative sighs and elastic tone of the kamancheh.

This performance was recorded in a concert hall, but could have been
a cathedral such is the clarity and presence of the instruments. DO

THE BEATLES
Let It Be - Naked
Parlophone

Let It Be was never the farewell
album the Beatles deserved. Now 33
years later, McCartney and Starr have
refashioned it to give us the back-to-
basics album the band intended
before producer Phil Spector got hold
of it. The orchestration, choirs and
effects have been removed to leave the
Beatles playing like a proper band
again. The Long And Winding Road is
transformed without the schmaltzy
strings, Lennon’s Don't Let Me Down
has been added and the running order
improved. Now Let It Be sounds like
the coherent album it never did at the
time.

Spector might be the world's
most legendary record producer, but
this stripped-back reinvention of the
album suggests that he did the
Beatles no favours. NW

VARIOUS
California Cool Club Cuts
Giant Steps Records

This mid-price offering -
compiled by jazz guru Roy Carr — is
billed as “The Ultimate Chill Out”
album which isn't a bad description,
though the word “Fifties” should
probably be in there since all these
jazzy, laid-back choons were laid down
between 1949 and 1960. T-Bone
Walker's bluesy Life’s Too Short is
probably the best of a bright bunch
but Nat King Cole, Johnny Otis and
Slim Gaillard are all in there too. End
the week in style.

Despite the hiss that's audible
on a couple of tracks, this is a
testimony to the sound engineers of
yesteryear. How briskly direct those
three-track vocals were, all you needed
to hear and no more.

PS



RYAN ADAMS

Love Is Hell Parts One & Two

Lost Highway

usic: Rock ‘N’ Roll, the bombastic ‘official’
new album from Ryan Adams which has
received mixed reviews, wasn't the record he
originally wanted to release. But his record
company rejected his first offering, Love Is Hell,
as ‘too dark’. After threats of legal action, they've now reluctantly agreed to
issue its 18 songs spread across two EPs. The good news for fans of the lyrical
style Adams developed on the acclaimed Heartbreaker is that Love Is Hell is a
partial return to that album’s memorable bitter-sweet aesthetic. The songs are
cracking, Adams sounds suitably torn-and-frayed and Lost Highway must have
been mad not to have recognised its quality. # # # *

Sound: Assisted by former Smiths producer John Porter, the guitars sparkle,
while Adams' often spooky vocals echo atmospherically around the mix,
especially on a magnificently improbable acoustic cover of Oasis's Wonderwall.

THIS MONTH'S CLASSIC HI-Fl TEST DISC This is moder classic jaz"

EST ESBJORN SVENSSON TRIO Strange Place For Snow ACT CD

usic: EST's 2002 album combines groove oriented
keyboard work with tight but imaginative drums and
double bass to tremendous effect. The piano is similar
to Keith Jarrett at his more disciplined, and there's
always a hint of Svensson's hero Thelonius Monk to keep
the pace just so. Dan Berglund's bass is never lazy,
driving each tune with power and grace. There is plenty
of variety from tune to tune, some are atmospheric

ook NW

ARNOLD BAX

Symphony No 7, Tintagel

David Lloyd-Jones (conductor) Royal
Scottish National Orchestra

Naxos 8.557145

tusic: The tone poem Tintagel, Bax's
most popular work, is a very English
piece, but with echoes of Wagner,
which conjures up the majesty of the
sea. The seventh symphony, written 20
years later in 1939, was Bax's last, and
although it lacks the accessible charm
of earlier symphonies it is full of
energy and invention. Both works are
played with commitment and energy,
and the sound has an honesty that
makes up for an occasional lack of
finesse. & A A4

Sound: The stereo perspective is a
little kaleidoscopic, but the recording,
at the Royal Scottish National Concert
Hall in Glasgow, is powerfully
atmospheric. #+# %% AG

HAYDN

String Quartet in F Maj, James
McMillan Tuireadh, Schubert String
Quartet in A Min

The Allegri Quartet, James Campbell
(clarinet)

Naim CDO67

Music: James MacMillan's Tuireadh, in
which the quartet is augmented by a
clarinet, is the odd man out here, and
was written to commemorate the Piper
Alpha oil rig disaster during which 167
lives were lost. The work is flanked by
the more classically proportioned Haydn
and Schubert quartets. The latter in
particular is a splendid work, lyrical and
thematically refined. # # # %

Sound: The sound is strongly focused,
with a very distinctive and fairly empty
sounding acoustic that gives the
players nowhere to hide. But these
players are too assured and virtuosic to
need flattering. # # ## AG

while others indulge the pleasure of a good riff, the
players working around the beat without letting it get
away. This is modern classic jazz - not heavy, but always
interesting.

I Made up of largely acoustic instruments, this is
a fine recording with a lot of fine detail to pick out and
it easily sorts the great form the good in hardware
terms. # # & &k JK

NORAH JONES
Come Away With Me

B\ue Note

/lusic: This classy album made quite an impression on
the hifi fraternity last year and this SA rendition will
join the ranks of dem discs at shows in the next year
and probably beyond. Her voice is reminiscent of
another Jones, Rickie Lee, herself something of an
audiophile darling in the eighties. Norah is a little softer
and more natural, she sings with real depth of feeling
but doesn't have to overdo things for effect. The songs on here are largely
romantic and beautifully played by a group of very slick dudes. Hank Williams’
Cold Cold Heart joins original tunes including Jones' title track. Smooth music
with heart and just enough edge, this sounds like a grower. # # # #

The SA mix matches the music — smooth, clean and open, in a very

slick production that's sensitive to the feel of the band. The surround mix
spreads the band around the room but keeps the voice largely up front, while
the stereo has more integrity and precision of imaging. * # % # % JK

{108

RACHMANINOV
Vespers Op 37

St Petersburg Chamber Choir,
Nikolai Korniev (conductor)

Pentatone Classics PTC 5186 027

: This devotional all-night vespers for the
Russian Orthodox church was composed in 1915 for
solo voices in keeping with the requirements of the
liturgy, which does not permit embellishment from
added instrumentation. The rich, polyphonic writing
however is an absolute joy = colourful, varying in mood and with vocal echoes
of bells and trumpet tones adding colour, it was apparently the composer's
favourite of his own works, along with The Bells (Opus 35). The performances
are top drawer, immaculately performed in every respect. # # * %

Sound: One of the highlights of the SACD era is the Pentatone Classics series,
recorded at the old Polyhymnia home of Philips recordings. This is an excellent
example of a recording which reproduces the rapt beauty of the sound in a
solid space while retaining a properly focused image. * # # % % AG

REM
In Time 1988-2003: The Best Of REM

Warner Video

sic: While purists may complain REM were never
the same after signing for Warner, the body of work
they've produced since then stands comparison with
anyone's over the same period. The new tracks are
first rate too, Bad Day (pretty much, It's The End Of
The World Part 2) is REM near their best, and while
perhaps not a killer reason to buy the disc, it's
certainly worthy of its place beside some of the band's
finest moments. The only reason we wouldn't buy this disc on DVD-A is
because of the excellent bonus-disc of the CD version — why can't we have
that as welll # # & % %

Sound: One of the best surround sound mixes we've heard, a subtle and
engaging testament to the fantastic work producer Elliot Scheiner is doing
with the medium. # # 5 * SM
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Above: The Science Of
Tonearms feature
from HFC 244.

“We’ll review
the Marantz
CD7300 next

month and
without giving
too much
away,it'sa
cracker.”

REGA ARM UPGRADE
I've set up a new Rega RB250 arm on my turntable, but
| found that the RB250/Goldring G1012 combo
sounded very dull and | suspected the nasty end stub
and counterweight to be the culprit. | have access to the
necessary tools to produce a copy of the Origin Live
torqued counterweight/end stub and now my turntable
sounds amazing. Bass is thunderous and agile, midrange
nicely detailed, transients have a decent 'snap’, and
vocals seem just right. | can thoroughly recommend this
upgrade for all Rega arms — it is truly amazing in terms
of sound per pound, better still if you can make one!
Danza via email

GONE BUT NOT FORGOTTEN

What's happening with the superb Marantz CD6000 K|

Signature? The UK dealers I've spoken to tell me it's no

longer in production. So what's the replacement?
Arthur via email

HFC: We spoke to Marantz who confirmed it has
stopped making the CD6000KI
Sig player and has sold all of its
new stock. We still believe this
to be the best sub-£500 player
on the market, so be quick if
you're after a future classic -
the dealers have the last few
models. However, the official
word is that there will be a new
KI Signature player in the near
future. What's still undecided is
whether it will be a CD or SACD

LETTER OF THE MONTH

SWING DANCE

player. We do know that the new CD7300 has been
confirmed as one of the possibilities for tweaking, but
designer Ken Ishiwata is still considering his options.

CDTO SUIT
| am looking for a new CD player with a max price limit
of £400 and have been looking at three options: Arcam
Diva CD73T (£399), Rotel RCD-02 (£379) and the
Marantz CD7300 (£350). It would partner a Marantz
PM7200 amp and B&W DM602 S3s.

Lee hardy via email

HFC: All of the players you mention are excellent
models and you're unlikely to be disappointed with
any of them. We love the CD73T's refinement for its
price and the balanced contribution it made to our
test system. We're reviewing the Marantz CD7300
next month and without giving too much away, it's a
cracker. If it approaches the competencies of its
respected older brother, the CD6000 OSE LE, then it'll
help your budget system punch well above its weight.

Above: Marantz PM7200

Are there any all-in-one music systems with a competent
turntable perched on top, that sound half reasonable on
the market at the moment? | want to play Glen Miller to
my eight-year old grand-daughter.

your needs - Richer's turntables start at £50, but we'd go
for the Pro-Ject Debut Il for £120. An alternative would be
Denon's DM31 micro (pictured), which should satisfy your
sonic and aesthetic needs when partnered by a good

Neil Porter via email turntable and a phono stage like NAD's £50 PP2.
HFC: The market leaders in mini systems have moved
away from supplying record decks with their products as
demand at this end of the market dwindles in the face of
CD, MiniDisc and the like. We'd recommend buying
budget separates from the like of Richer Sounds - you can
pick up CD, amp and speaker packages from around
£150. You can always add further components to suit
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Or email your letters to dan.george@futurenet.co.uk

BLANKETY BLANK
| notice that Hi-Fi Choice once rated the TDK Audio Pro
as the best blank CD-R disc. However a call to TDK
confirmed that these discs are now discontinued. So
which CD-Rs do you think are decent now?

Dicey via email

HFC: TDK confirmed it has stopped production of the
Audio Pro discs with no real explanation why, though
the fact that they were around five times the price of
regular CD-Rs may have something to do with it. We'd
still recommend the more affordable TDK CD-RXG or
JVC's CD-R discs, but if you're buying in bulk, the
cheapest store we've found is Pricebusters (tel: 0870
800 3444), where prices start at just 43 pence.

ITALIAN STALLION SEEKS
HORNY PARTNER
I'm thinking of pairing a 15-watt Unison Research S2K
amp (pictured) with the Unico valve CD. Being rather
new to the whole valve world I'm having a few problems
coming up with speakers to work with the low power
output. Do you have any suggestions?

Magoo via email

HFC: To begin with you need a shortlist of speakers
with a high sensitivity rating and amp-friendly
impedance. Use our Buyer’s Bible to help create a list
of candidates in your price range. Some of
our favourite speakers for valve amps
include the Living Voice Auditorium
(£1,600) and the Audio Note AZ One
(£449). You should also take a look at
some horn-loaded designs if your budget
allows and the fine Italian exotica
available from Unison distributor UKD
(tel: 01753 652669).

BELOVED PIONEER A400

I have been using my A400 amp for the last five years
after buying it second-hand, (during which time it has
been switched on almost constantly). | have listened to
some pretty expensive kit during that time, most of
which has failed to outperform the Pioneer. It's not that
the expensive stuff was bad — it just wasn't better.

I have found that it can make wonderful music with
almost any peripheral and it loves top quality
equipment. My dealer, who had advised me earlier to
get a new amp, has recently changed his tune, smiled,
and told me I should hang onto it for a while. Are there
any other Hi-Fi Choice readers out there with interesting
A400 stories to relate?

Frogmore via email

ONLINE FORUM

A few choice comments plucked from our online
forum. Join in the fun at www.hifichoice.co.uk

[ Orks
HI-FICHDICE —

How does an SACD player connect to an existing separates system? Which is the
best input to use? Niall5

HFC: If you are using an SACD player as a purely two-channel source, then the CD
input on your amp is an obvious choice. For multichannel playback through an AV
amp, you would run five (or six with a subwoofer) interconnects from the player's
analogue outputs to the amp (assuming there's no i.Link digital connection).

Having bought an AV receiver two years ago | wonder if there is any real difference
in sound quality compared to the latest offerings? Some magazines would have us
believing that they're improving every day. Moo Moo

HFC: AV amps evolve quickly, partly owing to the nature of digital processing
technology. In fact, the multichannel amps of today bear little sonic
resemblance to their equivalents of just two years ago. It's not just about more
channels - the quality of processing has greatly improved and the general
sonics are better, partly driven by the requirements of SACD and DVD-Audio.
But don't expect hi-fistandard multichannel performance to come cheap...

AUCTION ACTION i -
Personally, | think eBay is the best place to sell hi-fi but esay IS the
the worst place to buy it. You see best p[aga to
something that o
you like Se“ hl"ﬂ hut
k@wmg full well the worst »
you're going have
to bid well over place to

the odds to win it,
but two minutes
from the end of the
auction things go mad.
So you put on a pretty
ridiculous bid say, 75-85 per
cent of the new cost and there
you have it — you might as well have just hauled your
ass to the shops and bought a new one. You can never
get a bargain these days. It just doesn't happen.
Dan via email

buy it.”

Above: Unison
Research S2K

Below: The Pioneer A400 has
at least one thoroughly
committed fan.

HFC: eBay has it all if you've got the will to bid and
the wedge to match. Popular kit will always attract
too much attention, but the more obscure hifi can
often be snapped up for a song. Our Reader
Classified section is full of bargains every month that
aren't available to the eBay community, so don't
overlook these previously cherished bits of gear.
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The Arcam DiVA range has always been about the performance. Pure emotion from
pure sound. Experience the power of music at your DiVA dealer - it could make the
hairs stand up on the back of your neck.

DiVA

Tel: 01223 203200 www.arcam.co.uk




market today. We've whittled down our favourites from the past year — those which break

the mould, offer exceptional value for money or have simply given us the most damn fun —
and sorted them all into four broad categories: Source Components, Amplifiers, Loudspeakers and
Cables & Accessories. Unlike other awards, every product featured has been through HFC's rnigorous
test programme, with an exhaustive listening and consultation process eventually resulting in our
final shortlist. From CD and vinyl to the best new multichannel components, the common thread is
pure and simple: the search for a level of excellence that matches our Passion For Sound.

Every component featured in the Awards receives a Product Of The Year Badge, a prestigious prize
that demonstrates a particular product has undergone the HFC test programme and emerged as the
best in its price band. We do not seek to declare a single winner and then present a bunch of
also-rans — after all, how can you compare a £400 CD player to one that costs £4,0007 Instead, we
have nominated those that most impressed us at each price point, so there's something to suit
every audiophile's taste, preference and pocket. Turn the page and all will be revealed...

Welcome to the Hi-Fi Choice Awards, a celebration of the finest hi-fi components on the
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DAB/AM/FM STEREO TUNER T-H300DAB

The magic of TEAC DAB radio

Following on from the award winning Reference 300 system,
TEAC is proud to announce the World's first mini component
Hi-Fi system tuner with Digital Audio Broadcasting. Fully
matching the Reference 300 series, the T-H300DAB offers
amazing audio quality, not just from the many new digital
stations now available, but also the existing FM stations. This,
coupled with the exciting information display and easy to use
DAB channel selection, makes it the ultimate upgrade for your
system. The Reference 300 DAB tuner has the same
stunning good looks, style and build quality you have come to
expect from TEAC. As if by magic, digital radio has now arrived

in a mini format.

Digital Audio Broadcast from TEAC, the future of radio has arrived

TEAC

www.teac.co.uk Call TEAC on 01923 819630 for more information



From CD, vinyl and radio to DVD-Audio, SACD and hard disk — your choice of
source components dictates not only what you can play, but also how good it
sounds. Remember the old adage: ‘rubbish in, rubbish out...’

SELECTING YOUR SOURCE

There's a bewildering array of formats available to the
clued-up consumer out there, not to mention a wide
variety of ways to play them back, so the first thing to
do is to work out exactly what you want to play. Chances
are you'll know if you need a turntable to play vinyl
records, ditto a radio tuner - though you may need to
decide whether to go digital radio-wise (DAB) or stay
analogue (FM/AM). On strict quality grounds we'd still
be tempted to go analogue, particularly if you can afford
a good tuner and roof-top aerial, but DAB has become
an extremely cost-effective solution in many areas, with
an increasing range of exclusive digital stations to add
to your old favourites.

Then there's CD. Most of us have built up large
collections by now, and despite its age the original digital
music format is set to remain the dominant commercial
music carrier for some years yet — after all, it's cheap to
produce, easy to market and has achieved almost blanket
penetration world-wide. For these reasons, good CD replay
should remain a top priority for most sound-conscious
music fans, and a dedicated CD player that's optimised for
the purpose may continue to provide a worthwhile
investment, whether you're sticking with two-channel
stereo or building a multichannel (surround sound) set-up.

Of course, you can play CDs on any DVD player, but we
wouldn't recommend you bother with most of the
cheaper models. That said, some of the more specialist

machines have raised the bar in that regard, and most
of these are also compatible with one (or both) of the
newer high-resolution, multichannel-compatible music
formats such as DVD-Audio and SACD. The quality and
quantity of titles available on both these formats has
improved significantly this year, and it makes sense for
anyone building a multichannel set-up to incorporate
them in his or her plans.

The neatest solution is to buy one of the new 'universal’
DVD players, compatible with all current disc formats
including DVD-A and SACD, like the excellent Pioneer
and Denon players on p21 and p25. However, if you
simply want to optimise playback of specific formats, or
you're willing to incorporate several players in your system
on quality grounds, there are some superb alternatives
around — like Sony's audio-only SACD player on p22 or
Arcam's DVD-Audio-compatible DVD player on p28.

Finally there's hard disk, now really coming of age as
an entertainment storage format. Imerge (p27) has led
the way in adopting this technology as the flexible heart
of a multi-room audio system, with others licensing its
technology and following suit, while Yamaha's
implementation on p24 is a brilliantly versatile
implementation for home recordists.

Incidentally, the concept of stand-alone CD recorders
would appear to be all but dead judging by the dearth
of new models and death of old favourites this year.
Blame it on the PC... HFC

awards 2003 | HIFI CHOICE 19
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£z10 = 01235 511166

PRO-JECT 1 XPRESSION turNTaBLE, ARM AND CARTRIDGE

www.henleydesigns.co.uk

f you want a deck that will deliver the magic of vinyl but won't break the bank, the Pro-Ject 1

Xpression is a very tempting package. Included in its bargain price is a carbon fibre tonearm

and an Ortofon OM10 cartridge, a needle which usually retails for £35. Built around an MDF
plinth that supports a felt-covered alloy platter, the carbon fibre tonearm is its clear USP. Not so
long ago this material was the sole domain of the high end and to find one on a budget player
even now is remarkable.

The 1 Xpression delivers a remarkably together and weighty sound. The bass is full and fruity,
and while the scale may not be as substantial as it is with more expensive decks, the sense of
timing makes up for this, grabbing your ears and drawing you into the groove. High frequencies
are smooth and sweet, and it has the knack of delivering most of the goods all of the time — some
budget turntables can sound brash or aggressive but the Xpression is always calm and assured.

Given its price, this is a turntable with a remarkable grasp of the finer points of vinyl replay. It's
sensitive to variations in pace and energy, and voices are full of expression and richness. It's
capable of extracting the reverb and space in a recording too, unearthing more detail than a deck
at this level has any right to. More money will buy a more substantial sound, but the Pro-Ject's
delivery is far from thin and never threatens to grate on the nerves, however angular the music.

If you're looking for a low-cost turntable, ignore the 1 Xpression at your peril — it does space,
light, energy and bass while keeping its finger firmly on the musical pulse. Reviewed HFC 248

TRY IT WITH THESE

STEREO AMP
Marantz PM7200 > £330

New two-channel amps
under £500 are rare these
days, but this one is pure
genius — powerful and
refined, with a very decent
phono stage too.

STEREO SPEAKERS
Epos ELS3 > £200

One of the hi-fi bargains of
the year — exceptionally
communicative speakers for
the money, able to make
the most of the Pro-Ject's
impressive sonic detail.
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Source Components AWARDS

CAMBRIDGE DAB500 oigita ranio Tuner

that DAB
technology has

come on in leaps and
bounds — sonically it's
principally limited at
the transmit end and
latest-generation tuners
like this one are at best only
slightly ahead of the very earliest
models in performance terms. What's
more noticeably improved is user
convenience and the general ‘look and
feel' — little things like smarter
displays, quicker auto-tuning, and of
course price, which has descended
even below this one, though the very
cheapest show signs of cost-cutting.

Cambridge's real achievement here
has been to combine all that's nice
about DAB in terms of features with a
smart and friendly appearance, sound
that's as good as any, and an

I t would be exaggerating to say

PIONEER DV-565A universaL ovo pLaver

e

(& sTANDBY/ON

ou have to hand it to Pioneer.
YThe company was the first to

produce a universal DVD-Audio
and SACD-compatible DVD player, and
now it does it cheaper than ever. When
every other universal player costs the
wrong side of £400, the DV-565A
costs just £250 (or frequently even
less — it's been spotted for under £180
in Richer Sounds stores).

The slim and silvery DV-565A-S, or
its black DV-565A-K variant, manages
to keep costs down by placing the
decoding for both audio and video

ALBUMS OF THE YEAR #1

THE CINEMATIC ORCH
THE MAN WITH A MOVIE CAMERA NINJA TUNE

attractive price. There's one interesting
sonic feature in the use of selectable
frequency-response tweaks, dubbed
‘Natural Contour Technology'. A rear-
mounted switch allows the user to
choose between flat response and two
mildly filtered versions intended to
ameliorate the often over-bright sound
that results from the combination of
studio practices (close miking and
compression) with DAB's MPEG 2
data reduction. Certainly worth a try.
That apart, twin Toslink and coaxial
digital outputs allow easy interfacing

“Latest
generation
tuners are at
best only
slightly ahead
of the earliest
models in
performance.”

together. But it still supports NTSC
progressive scan pictures — PAL
progressive scan should be included
too by the time you read this — but
earlier samples were NTSC progressive
only (the moral of the story is ‘ask
first' if it's important). It sports all the
connectivity you'd expect from such a
full-featured player, including a pair of
Scart sockets, and the player is also
designed to be easy to use, with
set-up menus to help control the bass
management and some picture
tweaking options.

“When every
other universal
player costs
the wrong side
of £400, the
DV-565A costs
just £250 -

or even less.”

“ad e
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to digital recorders or amplifiers, while
a pair of inputs (looped to the outputs
when the DAB50O is off) saves an
amplifier input if you want to keep
your FM tuner in the system. If you
feel DAB may be your perfect answer
to troublesome FM reception
conditions, or you fancy sampling the
new digital stations, this is probably
the best entry point right now.

HFC 248

GiTAL e ——

The sound is quite laid back,
especially in multichannel (more so
than the DVD picture quality, which is
impressively brisk and colourful), but
has a consistent presentation across
both DVD-Audio and SACD. The
overall balance is clean and rounded,
and the player never once over-
extends itself or sounds glassy and
harsh. Even CD replay is well catered
for, thanks to above-average DACs in
the two main channels. All of which
makes for a good all-rounder at a
bargain price. HFC 240

TCO's latest is a genuine soundtrack with more depth, colour and groove
than most regular albums. Keenly orchestrated reworkings of TCO classics sit
alongside fresh material to produce a lush sonic landscape that simply
oozes style.
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£8|m & 08705 111999 & www.sony.co.uk

SONY SCD-XA3000ES saco pLaver

hile other manufacturers are producing universal DVD-Audio/SACD players, Sony's new
WSCD-XA3000ES is resolutely an SACD product. This is far removed from universal play,

with no video component at all. To paraphrase TV's The League Of Gentlemen, this is an
audio player, for audio people.

Naturally, with no on-screen user interface or menu system, setting up the SCD-XA3000ES could
be complicated. Fortunately Sony doesn't attempt to baffle the user with a range of superfluous
set-up parameters, but allows some control over bass management and has up to eight speaker
size settings. The XA3000ES takes all the best influences from top-notch Sony SACD players of
recent years and mixes them together while slashing the price. It takes its styling cues from the
SCD-XA333ES and has the same expensive six-channel ‘Super Audio’ DAC configuration seen in
the SCD-XA777ES. Most players tend to convert the ‘pure’ SACD bitstream into more conventional
PCM data at some stage, thereby compromising the format's original DSD (Direct Stream Digital)
ideal for the sake of convenience features or a single multi-format DAC solution. In the SCD-
XA3000ES, Sony sticks to its guns — by using these Sony ‘Super Audio’ DACs, the data stays
bitstream throughout the player.

This dedication to SACD performance is reflected in the sound quality, producing a SACD
performance that cannot be bettered for the money, and beats the sound of any universal or
SACD-compatible DVD player in this regard. The Sony simply creates vivid, liquid and very, very
real multichannel music with effortless, almost ghost-like imaging. It's excellent in two-channel
mode too, and should not be ignored for use in a stereo set-up to replace an ageing CD player.

If you are really serious about SACD, hang the expense and the extra boxes — choose this Sony
for CD and SACD, and get a DVD-Audio/Video player for the other tasks. Reviewed HFC 248

TRY IT WITH THESE

MULTICHANNEL RECEIVER
Pioneer VSA-AX5i > £1,200
The Sony's equally at home

with good stereo amps and
top-end AV models, but for
full-on multichannel SACD

you won't find a better

amp than this at the price.

FIVE-CHANNEL SPEAKER SYSTEM
Tannoy Sensys DC package > £1,400
Mixing DC2 floorstanders

and the DCC centre

speaker at the front with

DC1s behind, this package

is superb value in both two

and multichannel modes.




REGA RADIO 3 rm/am raio TUNER

Source Components

THE HI-
AWAHUFSI

lectronically, the differences

between outstanding and

unremarkable FM tuners can often
seem quite subtle — many of the same
parts will be found inside all of them.
Rega has clearly applied some serious
thought to optimising the performance
of the parts in the Radio 3, then,
because it is a rather obvious cut above
a goodly chunk of its competition. It's
certainly simple enough in its outward
aspirations, with the only feature
beyond the absolutely basic set being

the ability to tune in 25kHz 'half steps'.
Ergonomics can be a little odd but the
manual explains it all and once tuned
in it's something of a star.

Most significantly, you'll hear more
detail through the Radio 3 than
cheaper models will reveal, and as long
as there's enough signal coming in (like
any FM set, it likes a good antenna!)
you can enjoy uncluttered, crisp and
pure sound across the band, from the
solid and tuneful bass — yes, FM can do
bass, given a chance - to the open

ARGAM DiVA CD73T copuaver

ew dedicated CD players under

£500 are a rare breed these

days. While the big boys chase
the DVD dollar, smaller brands are
looking to more specialist upmarket
territories to remain competitive. But
Arcam clearly believes there is still life
left in the sub-£500 CD player,
finding time to introduce the CD73T
as part of its range-wide updates.

This has traditionally been a strong

area for the brand, a succession of

ALBUMS OF THE YEAR #2

MAHLER: SYMPHONY NO 6 ‘TRAGIC'
BENJAMIN ZANDER (COND) TELARC (SACD)

“What’s really
remarkableis
the sheer
clarity of sound,
with some of
the finest
stereo imaging
available.”

CD73

24 847 DAC.

popular players duking it out with
some equally successful models from
Marantz over a goodly number of
years. Indeed, up until now Marantz's
long-running CD6000 KI Signature
has been our favourite dedicated CD
player around the £500 ballpark, but
its imminent demise has left the door
open for Arcam’s latest model to steal
a gong at this year's HFC Awards.

The CD73T's great strength is that it
has none - or rather that it shows

2] © 60 0

LoAD LAY

“The CD73T’s
great strength
is thatit has
none - or rather
that it shows
competence in
allimportant
areas.”

treble. The balance is just a little on the
bright side, which may seem initially
disconcerting with speech in particular,
but it's not bright enough to interfere
with listening pleasure. But what's
really remarkable is the sheer clarity of
sound, with some of the finest stereo
imaging available via FM backing up
an admirably precise separation of
instruments. There are some stunning
bargains among really cheap tuners,
but this one is still well worth its
modest extra. HFC 242

000

competence in all important areas
rather than emphasising one. Its sound
is smooth, substantial and works well
with a variety of music types and
recording qualities, remaining
musically expressive throughout. It
may not have quite the articulation of
the CD6000 KI Sig, but its smoother
sound and all-round mix of attributes
make it a worthy Award-winner on its
own sub-£500 terms.

HFC 247

If one release made the case for multichannel classical music this year, it was
this utterly compelling, beautifully measured account of the Sixth by the
Philharmonia Orchestra on SACD, arguably Mahler’s finest purely orchestral
work, packaged with an explanatory CD.
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YAMAHA CDR-HD1300 co 2 Harb DisK PLAYER/RECORDER

s hard disks creep into the

collective audio consciousness,

Yamaha has produced this slick
and beautifully thought-out
multifunction machine. You can use it
as a jukebox, with a capacity of about
120 hours of music. You can play CDs
from it directly, just as you can with
other jukeboxes, and if those functions
are all you want it is still a good
choice because it is the easiest to use
of all of the hard disk machines we've

@YAMAHA .-

ROKSAN RADIUS 5 rurntasLe anp arm

oksan's new vinyl-spinning

baby is a stunner in more

senses than one. First, the
Radius 5 is a visual KO. The dual-
layer transparent acrylic plinth and
matt-textured acrylic platter, with
matching acrylic headshell and
bearing housing on the supplied
Nima tonearm, are part of the
equation. But so is the superb
standard of finish, and the detail
design which helps prevent handling
damage to the main bearing -
essentially the same one used on the
flagship TMS2. Equally impressive is
the way that, despite being a
suspended player with a unipivot arm,
set-up is scarcely more onerous than
a non-suspended deck with solid arm
bearings. There are no suspension
settings to make, and the unipivot
arm bearing has a lock position that
is easily engaged and disengaged.

ALBUMS OF THE YEAR #3

BJORK
LIVE BOX ONE LITTLE INDIAN
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seen and sound quality is definitely at
the front of the pack.

But Yamaha has added some
significant extra functions. For a start,
the CD drive is a recorder too, and the
hard drive part adds the ability to edit
recordings smoothly and accurately.
This makes assembling custom
compilations a much easier task than
with, for instance, a twin CD/CD-R
deck. It's not just any old CD recorder
but an audiophile special, with the

“The hard drive
lets you edit

CD recordings
accurately,
making it easier
to assemble
compilations.”

PRODUCT OF THE YEAR
[ [T

Good looks are no cover for
indifferent performance, however.
Happily, the Radius 5 has an easy,
natural and fluid voice, with rock-solid
pitch stability and no hint of ducking
under transient or sustained loads,
despite the extra mechanical drag.

“The Radius has
an easy, natural
and fluid voice,
with rock-solid
pitch stability.”

option of burning discs with slightly
larger pits than normal, the idea being
to enhance playback quality and disc
longevity. And there's the invaluable
option of recording to hard disk under
control of an external timer, making
the 1300 the answer to every radio
addict's prayer — what to do about the
too-frequent broadcasts of important
programmes that coincide with work
time, holidays, business trips, sleep...?

Even DAT only gives six hours
maximum recording time — hardly
competition with 120 hours — and you
can edit out unwanted bits too, and
then burn your broadcast seamlessly
to CD. The same goes for old
cassettes, all this facilitated by
particularly fine analogue inputs. A
joy to use, a great-sounding product
and a genuine niche-filler, this one
deserves to run and run.

HFC 243

Surface noise (clicks
and pops), if not
completely benign -
this is an established
weakness of vinyl replay
after all - is muted. Low
frequency noise is also handled well,
and the player is decently immune
from footfall noise and other
unwanted low-frequency artefacts, as
long as it is supported by a stable
platform which is well anchored in the
vertical plane. The Radius 5 is a grown-
up, stable-sounding turntable, and at
today's prices, a notable bargain.
HFC 248

Each of these four CDs features a snapshot of the live show Bjérk took on
the road for each of her previous studio albums. Each is successfully

reinterpreted, reshaped and in many instances superior to its studio roots.
Beautifully recorded too.




£85“ © 01753 888447 & www.denon.co.uk

DENON DVD-2900 universaL ovo pLaver

enon’s DVD-2900 wasn't the first universal DVD player, but it is one of the best,

especially when no-compromise performance is needed without spending a

king's ransom. This big, golden machine covers all the bases — from good ol' CD
to DVD-Video and the latest SACD and DVD-Audio multichannel music formats —
and there’s even the chance for periodic self-improvement via Denon’s firmware
upgrades on CD-ROM. It may lack the AL24 processing and 14-bit twin video DACs of
the huge (non-universal) Denon DVD-A1 flagship DVD player, but this 8.1kg machine
does include support for the latest DTS 24/96 recordings without compromise and
features a high-end 12-bit/ 108 MHz video DAC in its own right. It even has a ‘pure
direct’ button with two addressable modes that can be assigned to disable the video
output, digital output or panel display (or all three) — such flexibility is rare at any
price, but marks out the DVD-2900 as a very special player indeed.

With such configurability, the on-screen menu is comprehensive and at times
bewildering, but it's worth the effort — bass management and black level settings
make a big difference for both audio and video performance. And it's here where the
DVD-2900 lives up to its weight. It's a fantastic all-rounder, probably the best
high-res universal playback solution currently available, short of spending thousands.
DVD-Audio music sounds excellent, with a fast, powerful and room-filling delivery.

SACD is impressive too, almost as good as top-notch audio-only SACD
players, and DVD-Video playback is simply superb. Even CD is well
above average for a DVD player. An all-round audio/
videophile bargain! Reviewed HFC 246

TRY IT WITH THESE

MULTICHANNEL RECEIVER

Harman Kardon AVR 5550 > £900
Hi-fi-quality multichannel
amps don't come cheap,
but this one's great value —
a strong surround sound
performance and unusually
good in two-channel mode.

FIVE-CHANNEL SPEAKER SYSTEM

Castle Conway 3/ Bastion (x3) > £1,920
An unusual choice perhaps, B :

but this package delivers

superb musicality in both

multichannel and plain

stereo, and subtle yet

powerful movie sounds too.

HIFICHDICE
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AVID DIVA

he toughest player on the increasi
entry-level Diva is a striking stain
engineering quality is unusually
forms the mechanical hub of the turntable
the bearing, tonearm and three suspension pof
take a second arm if you feel the need.

Once the vinyl is clamped to the platter the fun begm :

Diva has a strong, definite sound that is more confident than most at the pnce It has good solid
bass allied to a distinct sense of assurance — eschewing soft romance for power and detail.

You can hear all the instruments and voices in the mix and the latter can have considerable
presence. The tonal balance is on the stark side, with a warts-and-all approach that cuts straight
to the chase, meaning it only sounds as good as your vinyl — there are no allowances made for
knackered LPs here. Yet it can open up compressed-sounding pressings and reveal their inner
power, which is a rare and entertaining skill.

The Diva has a coherency and drive that most CD players would kill for. You can hear right
through the music, which enhances dynamic range and allows fine detail to shine through. It has

a confident and solid sound and in the context of its competition, this makes it a hard act to beat.

Reviewed HFC 247

TRY IT WITH THESE

STEREO AMP

Roksan Caspian M Series > £1,000
This wonderfully engaging

amp is a great partner for

the entry-level Avid, in

tandem with a good

off-board phono stage like

the Tom Evans on p56

STEREO SPEAKERS

Castle Conway 3 > £930
Castle has always made

great looking speakers, and
its best models sound

equally good - this
beautifully balanced design

is a perfect example.




MERIDIAN 507 coruaver

he Meridian 507 is a CD player

with exceptional refinement and

poise, particularly given that it
costs less than £1,200. It's the brand's
entry-level model but it's still equipped
with a CD-ROM transport mechanism
driving a double buffering technique
that's designed to minimise jitter. This
is combined with a DVD-Audio-style
24-bit/ 192kHz digital-to-analogue
converter. The analogue output is
produced by a direct coupled (DC)
output stage while the digital feed is
precision re-clocked.

In operation, the 507 produces a
precise sound. It's not hard or bright,
which 'precise’ can sometimes indicate,
it's more of a measured and exacting
reproduction of notes that suggests
that there is very little distortion. It is
particularly acute at a micro dynamic
level, the variations in level and tone
of different notes is very clear. Imaging

M N 507

24-bit CD Player

“Precision
timing allows
the instruments
to produce
energy that
other players
miss.”

Source Components

is likewise precise with the placement
of instruments and voices varying
considerably according to the recording
- Tori Amos stands out a mile from the
speakers while Eminem seems
relatively constrained. The atmosphere
and tension produced by both
performers is, however, fully intact.
Precision timing allows the

instruments to enhance each
performance and produce energy that

IMERGE S2000-80 naro nisk music Server

ou may well ask, with Yamaha's

hard disk recorder costing

£600, and some such devices
clocking in well below £400, why on
earth should you pay so much for
this one? Mainly because it's so
much more sophisticated and
versatile — and in fact it's hardly the
same colour of a horse at all. The
main clue to its abilities comes in
the presence of three separate
analogue outputs, each of which can
play a different recording from the
hard disk simultaneously. Simply add
wire, some amplification and
speakers and you've got a super-
flexible multi-room installation.

Now you could put a CD player in
each room. Fine, but you'll be forever
chasing round to find favourite discs
and you'll miss out on the multitude
of control possibilities that the
$2000 offers (including the

ALBUMS OF THE YEAR #4

DAMIEN RICE
‘O’ EAST/WEST

automatic cataloguing of tracks by
name, via an online database), not
to mention the sheer convenience of
having a substantial library of
recordings instantly available in
every room. You'll also miss out on
some fine sound, because Imerge
has put considerable effort into the
audio parts of this device and it
shows (though you'll want to avoid
the heavier data reduction settings if
you care about sound). Used on its

T g 1A Disk Auoio mvaTen

- ——

“Used onits
ownit’s a tricky
beast to master,
but as part of
awell-planned
system, its

full flexibility
becomes
ohvious.”

THE HI-
AWMIBEI

other players miss. It's not the most
exuberant sound for the money but it is
very convincing in terms of fidelity to
the material, and in time its perfectly
balanced charms see off all threat of
competition. Its transparency succeeds
in letting the passion and vitality of the
music through alongside the detail —
with the 507, Meridian is offering high-
end CD replay at a price no-one can
afford to ignore. HFC 238

own it's a tricky beast to master, but
when installed as part of a well-
planned system, as it certainly
should be, its full flexibility becomes
obvious. It's beautifully made too.
With plentiful connection options
and an upgradeable future, this is
one of the most attractive servers on
the market and worth a look even if
you don't yet think you're in the
market for multi-room!

HFC 243

PRODUCT OF THE YEAR |
1 BRG]

Wrangling the singer-songwriter title back from whiny complaint-rockers,

Dublin-born Damien Rice mixes Nick Drake and Terry Callier, sprinkles in
liberal doses of Ryan Adams and comes up with something haunting and
new. Great recording too.
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ARCAM FMJ DV27A ovo-aunio/vipeo pLavER

rcam has been especially active

this year, and the keynote

introduction is its fully updated
FMJ series DVD player, which now
includes DVD-Audio and PAL
progressive scan video compatibility. In
the first case there has been a dearth
of worthwhile software releases
(though some interesting titles have
crept out this year in the rock field). But
the DV27A shows just what DVD-A is
capable of, and it sounds clearly
superior to most so-called universal
players, so far at least. What's more, the

DV27A is also an accomplished CD
player, not quite up with the best
component CD players in the Arcam
range, but not disgraced by them
either. Perhaps the biggest surprise of
all, however, is that it is an extremely
capable DVD-Video player. This might
be unexpected as Arcam’s background
is audio rather than video, but perhaps
the use of broadcast-quality video
chippery and unusual attention to
clocks and power supplies makes it less
so. Progressive PAL owes its existence in
part to Arcam's advocacy, and a

s

MAGNUM DYNALAB MD102 rm rapio Tuner

or purists, the truly analogue FM

stereo tuner has never been

matched by more recent digital-
synthesis techniques. The MD102
might be more costly and have fewer
features — remote control is hard to
implement, and carries a £300
premium over the £2,200 base price
here — but its sound has a glorious
delicacy and transparency which more
‘modern’ technology can't touch.

Canada's Magnum Dynalab

HI-FICHOICE

ANTENNA

2

PRODUCT OF THE YEAR |

" Synalab

ALBUMS OF THE YEAR #5

REM
IN TIME: THE BEST OF 1988-2003 weA (DVD-AUDIO)
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specialises in analogue tuner
technology, even to the extent of
including valves in its more upmarket
models. Besides the quirky but
effective remote control, its only other
concession to modermity lies in a
digital readout of the tuned frequency.
However, its five-stage analogue
front end combines very good
sensitivity and selectivity. The audio
circuitry uses oxygen-free copper
wiring, and there's a fine selection of

“The DV27A
shows just
what DVD-Audio
is capable of
andis also an
accomplished
CD player.”

“The MD102’s
raison d’étre
liesinits
very superior
sound quality,
especially

athigh

frequencies.”

combination of the DV27A and a good
projector/screen will be a revelation to
many. Hi-fi video already!

The DV27A is also a player with a
future — and a past. Owners of previous
models can have their players
upgraded, and future enhancements
will also be available. The firmware is
fully upgradeable, in part to deal with
disc problems that arise from time to
time, and also to programme the
player's ROM to deal with CD anti-
pirating strategies like Cactus Shield
and Key2Audio. HFC 246

‘traditional’ features, including two
large 'swinging needle’ meters.

The MD102's raison détre lies in the
very superior sound quality it delivers,
especially at high frequencies. It really
comes into its own when dealing with
live classical music, such as the annual
summer Proms season, but it also
provides a remarkably clear and open
window onto the many new and very
stimulating musical experiences that
Radio 3 can provide, and was equally
impressive with speech on Radio 4.

Digital DAB radio might offer more
stations, but a high-class analogue FM
tuner will always deliver the best
sound quality from the major network
stations under good reception
conditions. The MD102 simply makes
radio more communicative and
informative, as well as incorporating
convenient remote control operation.

HFC 241

Grammy-winning recording engineer Elliot Scheiner deserves a medal for
services to multichannel for his effective and engaging treatment of these
already great guitar-driven tracks. The immersive high-res 5.1 soundfield on
this DVD-Audio release makes CD seem dire.




£I ,599 2 01903 750750 4 www.classeaudio.com

CLASSE CDP-10 copuaver

he middle market for CD players has seen an aggressive year with a lot of good new players

coming in, but this Classé is (forgive the pun) a class act and managed to beat all in its price

range by a wide margin. This beautiful Canadian has a full-width chassis containing a Philips
transport mechanism, a low jitter clock and PCM1738 Burr-Brown D/A converters running at
24-bits/192kHz. All top-notch stuff.

This is a superb player with a midrange to die for. It reveals everything no matter what you play,
allowing you to easily follow each instrument in the midst of a busy passage of music. None of
the competition manages this degree of coherence and engagement coupled with such strong
focus on the different elements of the music. Voices offer up new layers of character — the more
subtle they are the more the Classé seems to dig out of the recording. The CDP-10 is relaxed yet
precise, the timing spot-on and the performance highly convincing. It's particularly adept at
bringing to light notes and sounds that are lower down in the mix, which means that every
‘familiar’ disc becomes a voyage of sonic discovery.

Micro dynamics are well handled too — for instance, the variation in weight with which Tori
Amos plays each key in the quiet opening of Pretty Good Year is clearly audible, much more so
that through lesser players. The raucous outburst in the middle of the track remains strangely calm
and coherent, but this is because the player isn't phased by the sudden onslaught of energy.

This is a superb CD player, with the sort of high-end sound that usually costs twice as much.
You'll be hard pressed to get a more fluid and engaging result from CD. Reviewed HFC 238

HIFICHDICE

TRY IT WITH THESE

STEREO AMP
AVI Laboratory Series > £1,399
It might not look it, but
this neat little amp is rated
at a mighty 200 watts per
channel and offers grip
and drive in abundance,
and superb detail too.

STEREO SPEAKERS

Focal-JMlab Cobalt 816 Signature S > £999
This French maestro is a =
superb all-rounder, lively

and dynamic with an

essentially neutral sound.

You won't find a finer

speaker this side of £1,000.




£2,650 = 01722 332266 # www.naim-audio.com

NAIM AUDIO CDX2 copLaver

D players come in all shapes, sizes, types and prices these days, but those prepared to pay

good money will find that the very best CD-dedicated machines can deliver spectacular

results from the silver disc. Naim Audio’s £2,650 CDX2 is a splendid player in its own right,
and cleverly may be subsequently upgraded to a significantly better two-box machine with the
£2,300 XPS external power supply.

It has ‘triptych’ styling with very sturdy all-alloy (non-magnetic) build, and features careful internal
shielding, short signal paths and a number of separately regulated power supplies. The disc itself is
held by a magnetic puck. A pair of phono sockets augment.Naim’s traditional five-pin DIN
connections, the simple display provides purely basicinfo and a ‘system’ handset is supplied.

Connected to a suitably capable amp and.speakers, the standalone CDX2 does a splendid job of
replaying CDs. It combines beautiful:manners with Naim's characteristically coherent musical drive
and flow well in evidence, keeping the whole musical ensemble working properly together and
moving in the right direction. Everything holds together beautifully, and unlike some previous Naim
components it tends to sound equally superb when heard out of a complete Naim system context.

If the CDX2 alone is very good, adding the optional XPS external supply (for an additional
£2,300) produces a substantial and obvious improvement, with extra sparkle and separation that
must put this combination very close to the top of the class. Individual instruments are better
separated and defined, and the space around is larger and more believable. The CDX2 is an
excellent CD player — not least because it can be upgraded so effectively. Reviewed HFC 238

PRODUCT OF THE YEAR | J
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TRY IT WITH THESE

STEREO PRE/ POWER AMP
Sugden Masterclass AA > £5,600
A CD player of the Naim's
quality demands equally
fine amplification, and this
pre/power combo from
Sugden delivers musical
brilliance in abundance.

STEREO SPEAKERS

Living Voice Avatar OBX-R2 > £4,000
Like the Naim, this

speaker's roots lie in shear

sonic enjoyment. It may

not look particularly special

for £4,000, but it gets to

the heart of the music




ROKSAN TMS2 ruanmasLe

hegemony that the Linn Sondek

LP12 held over the vinyl market
with its first product, the Xerxes. The
TMS, originally introduced as the
flaghip ‘signature’ model, has
developed over the years into this
latest heavyweight, which stands
comparison with virtually any
turntable in the world.

What separates the TMS2 from the
rest is that it presents genuine
engineering solutions to the
challenges posed by black vinyl
replay. Unlike many of its
competitors, Roksan has not opted
for the obvious brute force approach,
for example using the flywheel effect
of a massive platter to dampen speed
variations. Although based on the
original TMS, which in turn was
informed by the Xerxes, the TMS2 is
radically different under the skin,

I t was Roksan that broke the

Source Components R'VEA'#[IFS'

sharing only the fundamental
design of the main
bearing (the
construction of
which has been
improved significantly)
and the platter. The
multiple-section
decoupled chassis has
been comprehensively
redesigned, and now offers
much better environmental
isolation. Mention should be
made too of the flecked finish of
the polymer composite chassis,
which is a real head-turner.
Because the TMS2 is as it is, it
combines two sets of qualities that
are very unusual in any turntable —

* “The TMS2 combines the solidity and
authority of a heavyweight with the
speed and agility of a featherweight.”

preferred partner, which was used for

the solidity, stability and authority of
a heavyweight, with the speed and
agility of a featherweight. Timing is
on the ball, and the Artemiz arm, its

our test, had the wherewithal to cope

with almost any high-end moving

coil, not least the test Roksan Shiraz.
HFC 246

MARK LEVINSON No390S copLaver

e've heard a good selection describes the instruments and voices “|mages are the bare minimum of distortion.

of top-flight CD players in in the recording with genuine and laced fore Images are placed fore and aft of

the last year but none of admirable vivacity. p the speakers and have a tangibility
them have had the measure of this There is a confidence and and aft of that is uncanny - you feel that you
awesome Mark.Levmson. RQV|ewed assurance about.lt that's hard to the speakers can .re.ach ogt énd Fouch the
last year but still the machine to pinpoint. Each disc reveals more dh musicians. Timing is natural, not
beat, the 390S is a stunning piece of  about the recording, so it's that and havea emphasised or relaxed, ‘just so’ in
kit that incorporates a digital character that you hear more of but tal‘lglhlllty that fact. The 390S is a top-notch CD
preamplifier, accepting digital feeds at the same time there's a calmness is ““canny-” player, one of the very best you can

from other sources (PCM up to
48kHz) and capable of driving a
power amp via its analogue volume X _J
control. Unlike digital volume ;
controls there is no sound
quality compromise at
lower levels.

From the moment you
press play it's clear that
this is a remarkable CD
player. The sheer
transparency and the
resolution are dramatic. It
reveals oodles of extra detail that

to the overall sound that suggests buy, with build quality that even the

most expensive struggle to emulate.

Timeless jazz classics brought bang up-to-date by the industry's hottest
producers and DJs. Never has the obvious connection between jazz and
modern dance music been so sensitively fused as on this impressive series.

ALBUMS OF THE YEAR #6

VARIOUS ARTISTS
VERVE REMIXED2 VvERVE MUSIC GROUP
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“We’re talking about a future classic”

“More than any other CD player,
the CD3 is the machine that renews
my enthusiasm, wrapping me up
completely in the musical event”
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“Sets a new standard of quality”

audio research

EDITORS CHOICE AWARD

AUDIO RESEARCH
LS25 MKII/VT100 MKIII
PRE/POWER AMPLIFIER

CULM TUBE MODEL VT100
POWER AMPLIFIER HIBH DEFINITION”

“If you yearn for that intangible
‘something’ that many modern amps
miss, then you must hear the VS110”

Audio Research apply the technology gained from their Reference 2 preamplifier and Reference 600 series amplifiers to every
model in their range, right down to the entry-level designs. The SP16 preamplifier, VS55 and VS110 power amplifiers and the
new VSi55 integrated amplifier are not only packed with knowledge gained from the company's legendary flagship models,
but herald a change in the way reasonably priced high end is perceived. Joining these classics are the state-of-the-art CD3
CD player and150M multi-channel amplifier. For details of the full range and your nearest dealer, contact Absolute Sounds.

Audio Research: not a cautious choice, but a considered one.

absolute sounds Itd

58 Durham Road, London SW20 0TW
T: +44 (0)20 89 71 39 09 F: +44 (0)20 88 79 79 62
www.absolutesounds.com info@absolutesounds.com
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The beating heart of hi-fi, with current coursing through its veins. From minimalist
two-channel stereo to complex multichannel processing, a weak amp means a
sickly system, but a strong one brings power and control.

GOING MULTICHANNEL?

A fundamental question facing anyone building a hi-fi
system these days is deciding whether it's best to stick
with two-channel stereo or to take the plunge into
multichannel. The latter is essentially surround sound,
using at least five speakers including a centre and rears,
an idea first popularised in the realms of out-and-out
home cinema but one that can now stake a legitimate
claim in real hi-fi circles.

One of the main reasons for this is that multichannel
amps are much better than they used to be. The best
models have been specifically designed to work well in
two-channel mode (with CDs and so on) as well as doing
a good job with full-on multichannel, while the standard
of digital processing modes has improved almost beyond
recognition. A strong influence on all this has been
DVD-Audio and SACD. The two new music formats may
be struggling to gain a mainstream foothold, but their
ability to deliver CD-beating high-bandwidth
multichannel music has created a need for suitably high
quality multichannel amplification, of both integrated
and preamp/ processor-plus-power amp varieties.

It should be remembered that hi-fi-quality multichannel
sound doesn't come cheap (which is why the amp
entry-point in this year's HFC Awards is £900 for the
Harman Kardon AVR 550 on p35). You're buying several
more channels of amplification for a start, not to mention
at least five speakers instead of two. If you've got a given
budget to play with it's simple maths - you're not going

to get the same level of quality per channel/speaker
(though the advantages of multichannel may arguably
outweigh this loss of quality). You're also going to have to
pay for all that processing whether you want it or not,
together with the cost of licensing incurred by the
manufacturer and passed on to the consumer. And the
sheer development and construction costs involved in
getting something so complex to sound half decent are
pretty immense. Mind you, the technology can have its
purist upsides — for example, piping all your digital data
(CD, DVD-A, SACD or whatever it may be) through a
single link for universal conversion by high-quality DACs
inside a multichannel amp is an elegant solution, now
made possible by high bandwidth-capable connections
like i.Link and Denon'’s proprietary Denon Link (see p37
and p38 for evidence).

Then there's the question of whether you really want to
put good quality full-range speakers all around the room,
and whether surround sound really suits your listening
habits at all. Remember — most of the music you're going
to be playing for the foreseeable future will have been
created in two-channel stereo and presented in a stereo
format, and even multichannel music discs and Dolby
Digital /DTS DVD-Videos can be played back quite
happily through two-channel systems. For many hi-fi fans,
two-channel remains the optimal system for their needs,
but don't dismiss multichannel out of hand because of
some misguided purist ideal — if you cherry-pick the kit,
as we do at HFC, the results can be startling. HFC
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ROTEL RA-1062 stereo NTEGRATED AMPLIFIER

any Japanese audio brands have seemingly abandoned two-channel audio development
in favour of home cinema. Rotel hasn't. Its recently introduced RA-1062 is one of the
best new stereo integrated amps we've seen in a long time. Actually, technically it's not
so new — it's the same basic circuit that was used in the successful RA-1060, but with extensive
changes to around 60 passive components. Rated at 60 watts per channel (but delivering a
healthy 95 watts into eight ohms and 145 watts into four ohms according to our measurements),
the amplifier extends up to 100kHz, making it perfect for two-channel DVD-Audio or SACD replay
alongside dedicated stereo sources like CD and vinyl. It even comes with an MM phono stage, a
useful addition for 21st Century turntable enthusiasts.
This is an amplifier that is powerfully built, with large WBT-like speaker terminals around the
back. That strength of build is reflected in the architectural quality of the sound, with music
" appearing solid and well constructed in front of the listener. Yet it's also detailed and thoroughly

involving, with plenty of rhythmic, foot-tapping entertainment on hand when the music calls for it.

Both bass and treble are notable, with plenty of bass depth and sweet high frequencies, while the
overall performance ensures the listener is fully engaged, whatever the music. Usefully, Rotel has
also included a ‘contour’ control, which permits bass and treble adjustment should a recording
require it, but does so in a more elegant way than conventional tone controls.

This is a crisp, dynamic and expressive-sounding amplifier. Ally this to the excellent build quality
and competitive price, and the RA-1062 will have the competition on edge. Reviewed HFC 244

PRODUCT OF THE YEAR

TRY IT WITH THESE

CD PLAYER

Arcam DiVA CD73T > £400
Arcam’s latest entry-level

player is a smooth and
substantial-sounding

all-rounder - an affordable
model capable of punching

well above its weight

STEREO SPEAKERS
PMC DB1 > £555

If you're seeking a small,
unobtrusive and affordable
speaker that sounds much
bigger than it looks, this
PMC is ideal... and a good
match for the Rotel too.




Amplifiers

MARANTZ PM7200 steneo INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER

or obvious reasons, the mid-price

integrated amplifier market is

hotly contested with plenty of
fine-value products around. Even so,
the PM7200's specification looks
quite impressive, with over 100 watts
on offer, plenty of inputs (including
phono) and the unexpected option of
switching between Class AB and Class
A operation. Now, 100-watt Class A
amps are necessarily pretty vast, so
output is curtailed in this mode, but
however one looks at it, having a
choice of two amps for the price of
only one seems pretty cool .

There's an irony here though, in that
operation in Class AB is so good that
Class A really adds relatively little. It's
a good 25-watt Class A amp but
technically and sonically it's an
astonishing 105-watt Class AB one. It
produces sounds of great refinement
and precision, with some of the

best-behaved bass you'll find for under ~ “J¢ manages to

a grand and very clean midrange and
treble. It also manages the tricky
business of keeping little details in
place while bellowing forth the guts
of some vast musical climax, so that,
for instance, you can still hear the
nuances of the solo guitar in some
classic rock wall of sound, or the inner

keep little
details in place
while bellowing
forth avast
musical climax.”
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chorus parts of an operatic finale. In
terms of controlling the trickiest
speaker loads it inevitably bows to big
high-end power amps, but no sane
individual would even try it in such
circumstances. All in all, it performs
well above its apparent station and
should be on every budget system
wish-list. HFC 248

HARMAN KARDON AVR 5550 murrichanneL Recever

he AVR 5550 comes on as a

straightforward, mid-price home

cinema amp with all the usual
trimmings and a rather overdressed
front panel. But this is an amp - a
receiver in fact, as it includes a preset
RDS tuner — that repays a little extra
attention. The features list has some
surprises under the skin, including
proprietary Logic 7 surround channel
processing which has matured well
over the years into something more
than just another selling feature. More
important, however, is the bass
management, which is quite
astonishing in its versatility. It not only
provides a vast range of crossover
frequencies, it also allows different
crossover frequencies for different
speaker groups. This feature can prove
remarkably beneficial even when
using identical satellites all round!
Extensive customisation is also

ALBUMS OF THE YEAR #7

BLUR
THINK TANK PARLOPHONE

possible for each of the surround
sound modes, and for plain stereo
listening, which can be
uncontaminated by settings required
for Dolby and DTS use. Last but not
least, look under the lid and you'll find
not one, but two massive transformers,
one for the three front channels and
the other for the remaining four.

This then is a receiver which can be

“It delivers
palpably more
detailed and
lively results
than expected
at the price.”

PO =2t 5 SCEU T

fine-tuned to the task in hand, and
which is less compromised than most
when used in stereo, and when driven
from a multichannel analogue source.
It's a unique combination of attributes
that requires some dedication during
set-up, but which can deliver palpably
more detailed and lively results than
expected at the price. A dark horse?
You bet! HFC 240

HI-FICHDICE

With its complex layers of sound and edgily compelling songs, Think Tank
finds Damon Albarn moving far beyond the reassuring simplicities of
Britpop to establish himself as the most adventurous British pop star of the
last decade.
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www.roksan.co.uk

ROKSAN CASPIAN M SERIES stereo iNTecRATED AMPLIFIER

or some years, Roksan's middle-market Caspian range has been a steady if unspectacular
seller, backed by a fair degree of critical acclaim. But the time had clearly come for a
revamp, which is what the new M Series products are all about.

The changes are modest on paper but turn out to be highly significant in practice. Power
output is up 20 per cent to 85 watts per channel into eight ohms, rising to 120 watts into
four, and the comprehensive, non-intrusive protection circuitry has also been improved.
Unchanged is the complement of six inputs including a tape circuit, two preamplifier
outputs and a power amplifier input, plus a repackaged remote control - the rather unsuitable
iMac look of yore has gone. The overall appearance of the amplifier has been improved with a
new self-indicating indented volume control and silver finish button tops. Internally the
- changes are more extensive, bringing the Caspian M closer in line with the Caspian

- preamplifier and monoblock power amplifiers. Mains filtering is now specified, and a number

ofi ‘roved passive components are used in critical areas.

new amplifier is a very superior animal. With similar basic voicing to the old

in M integrated amp has a new-found sureness of touch that is a clear step
predecessor's capabilities. It sounds cleaner and more detailed, delivering a

ng with greater punch. Timing is propulsive and complex rhythmic
‘almost disdainful aplomb. The original was always an entertaining
spian clearly provides a more involving and downright enjoyable
reater sense of authority, ultimately bringing the listener closer
n sound are in for a surprise, but it will be an

TRY IT WITH THESE

CD PLAYER
Meridian 507 > £1,100

A superb CD player -
refined and precise, yet not
the least bit mechanical
sounding. Forms a
formidable partnership
with the punchy Roksan.

STEREO SPEAKERS

Focal-JMiab Cobalt 816 Signature S > £999
With dull speakers the

Roksan'’s enthusiasm would

be wasted, but you'd be

hard pushed to find a more

enjoyable pair than this for

less than-a grand.

HI-FICHOICE




PIONEER VSA-AX5i muLricHANNEL RECEIVER

ioneer certainly stirred things up

with the VSA-AX10 multichannel

amp, which not only features an
effective automated microphone-driven
set-up, but which also premiered the
use of the i.Link (aka FireWire or
IEEE1394) digital interface to handle
the full bandwidth multichannel
output from a similarly equipped
SACD and/or DVD-A player.

The problem of course is price.
£3,000 is beyond the reach of many
of us, and the VSA-AX5i was recently
introduced to plug the gap. It retains a
slightly simplified version of the same
MCACC auto set-up regime, with
plenty of grunt for most situations,
and notably well-endowed surround
sound processing with no significant
missing algorithms.

But the i.Link feature is actually more
useful in the AX5i. Not only are there
two i.Link inputs rather than the one of

“It has plenty
of grunt for
most situations
and notably
well-endowed
surround sound
processing.”

the senior model, the VSA-AXSi's D/A
stage understands DSD data, the
native SACD data format, which the
VSA-AX10 doesn't. This means one less
conversion to analogue (unless bass
management is required) and a more
transparent sound from SACD. Other
associated benefits include full auto-
configuration to the disc type inserted,
auto-recognition of the i.Link-equipped

player, disc readout data and any
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CD/DVD Text replicated on the
receiver's display, and a clock link fed
back to the player to reduce jitter. The
result? A much more vivid and
transparent performance from almost
any kind of disc. Even CD replay is
transformed as the i.Link interface and
strong D/A conversion in the receiver
turns an unexceptional player into a
classy transport. A great all-rounder,
and great value. HFC 248

1R VSX-AXSI
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AVI LABORATORY SERIES stereo INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER

few months back, this amp hit

us like a bolt from the blue. We

knew that Stroud-based AVI was
capable of producing some impressive
hi-fi electronics, amps included, not to
mention a laudable range of speakers,
but this diminutive little monster is
something else entirely.

For a start, it has a ridiculously long
name — the Laboratory Series
Integrated Amplifier Type S21 M, to
give it its full moniker. But the amp
itself is rather more compact, its half-
width case adorned with bead-blasted
aluminium controls that neatly update
the traditional AVI schematic. Its looks
are deceptive, however, for under the
lid beats 200 watts of sophisticated
musical adrenaline.

It's incredibly rare to hear such a
small amp sound so big or exert such
iron-fisted control over almost any
speaker you care to throw at it. It

ALBUMS OF THE YEAR #8

ALISTAIR HINTON: STRING QUARTET
SARAH LEONARD, JAGDISH MISTRY ALTARUS

delivers grip and drive in abundance,
with an engagingly wide dynamic
range and deep yet controlled bass. It
helps make recorded music sound
palpably big and physical, yet does so
with considerable refinement and
attention to fine detail — a mix of
attributes that make you look twice at
this remote-controllable amp's
thoroughly realistic price tag.

It is not without competition, of
course. Some stereo amps under

“IUs incredibly
rare to hear
such a small
amp exert such
iron-fisted
control over
almost any
speaker.”

£1,500 may deliver a little more air
and detail, others a more overtly
punchy, rhythmic performance. But
you'd have to spend considerably
more to beat the sheer realism with
whi