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To make sure you get the
best advice, Hi-Fi Choice
employs the most
talented and experienced
writers in the business.

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

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

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

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

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

An award-winning journalist of
considerable experience,
David's sharp ears and equally
sharp powers of description are
a valuable mix for Hi-Fi Choice.
He also writes about cars, but
who needs to take the latest
Lotus for a spin when you've
got the finest hifi to test drive?

popped by the BFA's annual general meeting the

other day. A motley gathering of the industry's great

and good was present, all key members of the
British Federation of Audio, captains of the good ship
hi-fi and custodians of our sonic future. Throughout this
keynote occasion, the message was clear and direct — in
such challenging times as these for the British audio
industry, the need to work together to promote our
passion has never been greater.

Rapidly changing technology and shifting market
conditions have brought their own challenges to
purveyors of hi-fi artistry, but the desire to create
opportunities from such threats and push forward the
sonic arts remains undimmed. And we, the music lovers,
sonic acolytes and hi-fi end-users, are the beneficiaries.

A steady stream of gorgeous kit continues to stream
towards HFC Towers for our perusal, cherry-picked by
our reviewers to ensure our readers enjoy the juiciest
fruit from the hi-fi tree - all rigorously tested as only
Hi-Fi Choice knows how. This issue's highlights include
our main cover story — two new CD and amp pairings,
one from Britain, the other from Italy, both intended to
provide compact, desirable and beautifully engineered
solutions to high-quality, hi-fi sound - as perfectly
formed as a Breitling watch or a Lotus chassis.

Innovation, quality and service are prerequisites for
manufacturers looking to sell their wares in this day and
age, but any lack of demand will
stifle supply. You and |, dear reader
must take the role of evangelist,
spreading the hi-fi gospel. If you
love music, you owe it to yourself
to love real hi-fi = so keep on

Tim Bowern editor

spreading the word..

Star products in this issue

38 FOCAL-JMLAB DIVA 40
UTOPIA BE Loudspeaker

Universal disc player

48 COPLAND CSA29 67
Hybrid integrated amplifier

Loudspeaker
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and X-80 integrated amp
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and integrated amp
38  Focal-JMlab Diva Utopia Be loudspeaker
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and SR-12S1 multichannel receiver
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48  Copland CSA29 integrated stereo amplifier
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55  The Chord Company Signature interconnect
and loudspeaker cable
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and 540A integrated amplifier
59  Pro-Ject Phono Box LE phono stage

60 ULTIMATE GROUP TEST
LOUDSPEAKERS £250-£500
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63 KEF Q4
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65  Monitor Audio Bronze B4
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24 BEAUTIFUL SYSTEMS

A high-end set-up of genuine sonic beauty...
This issue: high-tech grace and power courtesy of
Wilson Benesch and Audionet
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A look back at the groove-cosseting genius of
the Shure V15 phono cartridge
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The proto punk of Patti Smith's Horses reappraised
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is your essential guide to audio
excellence in the home, from vinyl records to the
latest digital music formats. For 29 years, our unique
tests have brought you the most thorough and reliable hifi
journal around. And our mix of rigorous group tests and in-depth
solo reviews continues to ensure that is the magazine you
can trust. Published 13 times a year, it's the smarter hifi read...

34 AUDIO ANALOGUE PRIMO
CD PLAYER AND INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER

30 MUSICAL FIDELITY X-RAYV3/ X-80
CD PLAYER AND INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER

[P —

E=.4

PRMOBELLO

60 ULTIMATE GROUP TEST
LOUDSPEAKERS £250-£500
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The ultimate guide to high performance
hi-fi and AV - our favourite products for
your perusal. Your shortlist starts here...
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PUKKA
PERFORMANCE

HIGH-END SPEAKERS FROM
MORDAUNT-SHORT FINALLY READY

After three years in the making,
Mordaunt-Short is launching its
new high-end Performance
loudspeaker range at last. The line-up
consists of two floorstanders and a
standmount, plus a dipole surround
speaker, centre channel and subwoofer.
Three significant features form the
backbone of the range. The first is a
proprietary polymer resin cabinet
construction that allows quite radical
sculpting of the enclosure. In addition,
an injection-moulded 'monocoque’
design is said to offer an inherent
mechanical strength along with
improved sound quality. Equally
innovative is the ATT (Aspirated
Tweeter Technology) — an elongated
metal diffuser that floats freely from
the cabinet as a mechanically isolated

structure. The shaft is vented along its
length, allowing the tweeter to almost
literally ‘breathe’.

All Performance models use M-S's
CPC (Continuous Profile Cone) alloy
drivers — with the £3,500 flagship
Performance 6 floorstander (pictured)
sporting a single 100mm bass/mid
unit and twin 165mm bass drivers, all
mounted on a sound-deadening steel
chassis with bespoke silver wiring
throughout. Each driver on the
Performance 6 has its own enclosure
and is mounted on the rear of the
chassis, isolated from baffle coloration.
The products will be officially launched
at the High-End 2004 Show in Munich,
Germany later this month (20-23 May).
= 01753 680868
4 www.mordaunt-short.co.uk

BIG BRITISH
DIPOLE DIVAS

A NEW SONIC APPROACH FROM MCA

A new high-end speaker range featuring

dipole operation is on the way from
British brand MCA. The flagship system is
the Segovia Trueno 38 (pictured), featuring
a pair of three-way dipole floorstanders
called the Segovia, two Trueno 38 dipole
bass units, an electronic crossover and
equaliser, plus a set-up kit. The Segovia
features a ribbon tweeter and aluminium
mid and upper bass drivers, while the
Trueno uses a 380mm Kevlar and paper
driver. Priced from £9,700 for the full rig,
Segovia Trueno38 has been created to
combat room-induced bass effects through
the use of an open, dipole design said
to offer a true 20-40kHz
response. Dealerships are still
under negotiation, but the
speakers are available online
with a 30-day home demo.
= 020 8670 3770
& www.design3dw3.co.uk
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PICTURE PERFECT

ARCAM LAUNCHES FIRST BRITISH DVD
PLAYER WITH HDMI CONNECTIVITY

Class-leading sound and picture quality is the promise made

for Arcam'’s new £1,000 HDMI-equipped DVD-Audio/Video
player, the DV79. This bold claim may be substantiated by the
HDMI (High Definition Multimedia Interface) output, which allows
digital video data to be streamed directly to suitably equipped
plasma screens and projectors, alongside the latest audio processing
componentry. Included in the spec is the Zoran Vaddis 5 decoding
engine with its built-in progressive scan video capability, plus
four-layer circuit boards and improved power supplies.

For audio, the DV79 uses the latest Wolfson DACs and boasts
comprehensive bass management and low-jitter audio clock circuitry.
The DV79 is also HDCD-compatible and will play MP3 and WMA
files from CD. The player is available now.
£ 01223 203200 & www.arcam.co.uk



RADIO GA-GA

RED OR DEAD - THE LATEST DAB TUNER

Design guru Wayne

Hemingway, of fashion label
Red Or Dead, has teamed with Pure
Digital to design an extraordinary
new DAB tuner. Called The Bug, it's
said to be the most fully featured
DAB product available. It allows
replay and recording of MP3 files via
an SD (Secure Digital) memory card,
and also sports an optical digital
output for external recording. A key
feature of the tuner is the ReVu
technology, which enables users to
pause, rewind and record live DAB
radio. The stereo Bug also has alarm
functionality, timer recording and a
scrolling radio data display. It's

available this month, priced at £150.

= 01923 260511
# www.thebug.com

PURE

BEST ORTON
HIGH-END AMPLIFIER
FROM SMALLSCALE
BRIT OUTFIT

RETRO POWER

MF'S ‘'MU-VISTA' 500-WATTER

Musical Fidelity's meaty

new integrated amplifier
carries on the firm's tradition for
high-power ampage. The kW500
is a hybrid design based around a

newly sourced tube, the mu-vista,
(or 6112). Don't let its retro looks
fool you — the kW500 can deliver
500 watts into eight ohms, and
almost a kilowatt into four ohms!
The amplifier will be limited to
500 units at a cost of

£4,000 each.

= 020 8900 2866

@ www.musicalfidelity.co.uk

thoughtfully has an IR
remote sensor at the rear

for custom install
applications. Soneteer has
hinted at a forthcoming

power amp to match.
= 020 8286 6661

“£www.sonneteer.co.uk

BLING BASS

UPMARKET LOW END FROM FRANCE

Focal-JMlab has added a matching active subwoofer, the Sub

Utopia Be, to its flagship Utopia Beryllium range. It's said to offer
reference-grade bass performance and can deliver a 20Hz signal at 120dB
of sound pressure, with further extension to 16Hz. Focal's sandwich
composite cone technology has been employed in a massive 400mm
(16-in) woofer, claimed to be ten times stiffer than the best alternative
driver material. Onboard electronics provide 1,000 watts of power from a
BASH digital hybrid amp under licence from Indigo. It's available now,
weighing in at 55kg and requiring the weighing out of £4,000.
= 0845 660 2680 € www.focal-jmlab.co.uk

the German electronics

specialist has just released a new
7.1 FireWire external PC sound
card aimed at gamers, musicians
and home cinema enthusiasts. The
Aureon has 24-bit/ 192kHz signal
processing, various analogue line-
level inputs, including phono,and

igital optical input. There's
also a headphone connection and
microphone input with
front-mounted volume control.
The Aureon costs £245.
= 01252 870726

will be adding a
6.1 receiver to its acclaimed budget
Azur electronics range. The 540R
(£250) is the brand's first foray into
the home cinema receiver market.
Under the lid lie Crystal multichannel
DSPs and 24-bit/192kHz DACs with
on-board decoding for Dolby Digital
and DTS formats. Power delivery is
6x80 watts, and further features
include an AM/FM tuner and a full
complement of connections.
&2 020 7940 2200

is one of a
handful of brands now offering a
range of aftermarket HDMI
cables. The Monster 400 range
includes long lengths, backwards-
compatible HDMI-to-DVI
solutions and a number of format
adapters. Lengths range from one
to 15 metres, with pricing
between £90-£150, depending on
length and configuration.
= 01923 431634

is the latest online
consumer electronics store promising a
wide range of electrical items at low
prices. It's said to offer consumers a
personable and easy-to-use website.
Find out more at www.epinx.com

has unveiled two new
speakers designed to complement
plasma and LCD screens in AV
systems. Hailing from Germany,
both the floorstanding CD300
(front) and CD360 F (flat rear
and centre channel) speakers use
aluminium drivers in a two-and-a-
half-way configuration. Prices
start at around £390.
2 02392 501888
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amplifiers and
loudspeakers will be reduced in
price by 20 per cent for the
foreseeable future, according to
UK distributor Precious Music.
The cuts have been enabled
because of the strength of the
pound against the dollar, and
they apply across the entire
product range.
= 0141 353 0509

speakers of Essex has a new
£400 subwoofer called the Mercury
Mk2. With bass extension to 30Hz, the
new sub is reflex-ported with a
downward firing 250mm (10-in) driver.
Output power from the onboard
MOSFET amplifier is rated at 75 watts
and the product comes with a
three-year guarantee.
@ 01702 206870

AFTERBURNER

HARD DISK PLAYER/ RECORDER WITH CD-R DRIVE

Home recording just got easier thanks to rate. The unit also allows recording to MP3 (up to
Perception Digital's new 40GB hard disk 320Kbps) from any line-level audio source, plus
jukebox player/recorder, which comes complete with  there is a USB 2 connection for the fast transfer of
a CD-R burner. The PD-480 costs just £300 and can music files from a PC. The model replaces the
copy CDs to the hard disk in linear PCM for optimum  original PD Jukebox and allows users to burn audio
quality. The huge 40GB hard disk also allows you to to CD-R/RW directly from the hard disk, in either
store and organise up to 10,000 songs if compressed on uncompressed form.

T On 2, a double CD ) ) .
wos TR 2 8 couve compressing files to MP3 at the popular 128Kbps @ 0870 900 1000 # www.richersounds.com

celebrating the singles that never
- quite made it to

No 1, brings
together Oasis,
Roxy Music, Simply
Red, The Jam and
(of course) many,
many more
including quite a

few surprises. For your chance to

win, write in to: | Love Number

i-Fi Choice, Future

Publishing, 99 Baker Street,

London W1U 6FP.

Closing date is 11 June.

Hi-Fidiary

20-23 High End 2004
Munich, Germany
The dog’s danglies at the
former Frankfurt show

Cedia Expo 2004

ICC, Birmingham

01462 627377
Custom-install showcase

24-26 The Hi-Fi Show and AV Expo
Heathrow, London
020 8774 0847
London'’s established hi-fi show

23-24 Home Entertainment Show
Manchester
01524 36991
Premier show in the north west

Audio Jumble
Leatherhead

07730 134973

Go for a rumble in the
Audio Jumble
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WATTS
COOKING?

NEW SUNFIRE SUBS
AND AMPS HIT UK

US marque Sunfire is back in the UK

with a new multichannel amplifier and
subwoofer range, courtesy of distributor Veda
UK. The Sunfire product range starts at just
£1,500 and contains some immensely
powerful products such as the flagship True
Sub-woofer EQ Signature - a compact sub
with a 330mm (13-in) driver, which boasts
2,700 watts of on-board amplification.
Equally competent is the range-topping
Cinema Grand Signature 400 power amp,
capable of 7x400 watts (continuous) into
eight ohms and 7x800 watts into four! The
full range of products is available now.
= 01279 501111 % www.veda-uk.co.uk

GALLO'S POLE

SPHERICAL SPEAKER
SPECIALIST'S NEW REFERENCE

Reference 3 is Anthony Gallo’s striking new

reference speaker. Priced at £2,400 per pair,
it combines two 100mm carbon fibre midrange
drivers with a huge 250mm side-facing bass driver.
Both midrange units are mounted independently
in their own steel enclosures, with the bass driver
acoustically loaded into the speaker's cast
aluminium chassis.

The patented CDT treble unit (Cylindrical
Diaphragm Tweeter) has a 300-degree radiation
with extension to 50kHz - beyond the range of
many integrated super-tweeters. Additional bass
reinforcement can be achieved with a bass
augmentation module - a 2x240-watt amp that
can power a second voice coil, independent of
the units driven by the main amplifier.

@ 0870 3501348
4 www.anthonygallo.co.uk
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www.audio-t.co.uk

www.audio-excellence.co.uk

AUDIO EXCELLENCE and AUDIO T work together to bring you
the benefits of buying from a large dealer: highly trained staff,
long guarantees, competitive prices and the security of 61 joint
years in business. But please don’t think we're a chain of clones -
each of our stores is run as an individual specialist shop with it’s
own opinions and stock profile. You'll find us enthusiastic and
friendly because we think that buying hifi should be as much fun
as listening to it!

CUSTOM INSTALLATION If you want your Hi-Fi/Home Cinema
integrated seamlessly and/or invisibly into your home we have a
dedicated team who do this to the highest standards. Call us for
advice on how you can enjoy music and films all round your home.

61 YEARS JOINT EXPERIENCE

e 3 YEAR GUARANTEE ON HI-FI
SEPARATES

FULL DEMONSTRATION FACILITIES
PRICE PROMISE

10 DAY EXCHANGES

30 DAY NO COST PENALTY UPGRADES
PART EXCHANGES

INTEREST FREE OPTION ON SALES
OVER £250*

« HOME LOANS AND HOME
For your FREE copy of DEMONSTRATIONS

o EVENING DEMONSTRATIONS
MUS_IC AT HOME BY APPOINTMENT

The Ultimate Guide 2004

FREEPHONE 0500 101501

(quote ref HFC04))

music at home

ThE LA TRARTE GUDL

*Subject to status. Written details on request

PRICE * PROMISE

v, WE KNOW YOU WON'T FIND
BETTER SERVICE.

or vist our web site at
www.music-at-home.co.uk

For the very latest information
please check our web sites:
www.audio-t.co.uk
www.audio-ex

BASINGSTOKE 01256 324311
2 Feathers Lane
basingstoke@audio-t.co.uk

BRENTWOOD 01277 264730
30 Crown Street
brentwood@audio-t.co.uk

BRIGHTON 01273 609431
69 London Road
brighton@audio-t.co.uk
BRISTOL 0117 926 4975

65 Park Street
bristol@audio-excellence.co.uk
CAMBERLEY 01276 685597
173-175 London Road

camberley@audio-t.co.uk

CARDIFF 029 2022 8565
134-136 Crwys Road
cardiff@audio-excellence.co.uk

CHELTENHAM 01242 583960
38 Winchcombe Street
cheltenham@audio-t.co.uk
CHESTER 01244 345576

88/90 Boughton
chester@audio-excellence.co.uk
EASTBOURNE 01323 731336
4 Albert Parade, Green Street
eastbourne@audio-t.co.uk
ENFIELD 020 8367 3132

159a Chase Side
enfield@audio-t.co.uk

EPSOM 01372 748888

15 Upper High Street
epsom@audio-t.co.uk

EXETER 01392 491194

156 Sidwell Street
exeter@audio-excellence.co.uk
GLOUCESTER 01452 300046
58 Bristol Road
gloucester@audio-excellence.co.uk
HIGH WYCOMBE 01494 558585
30-32 Castle Street
wycombe@audio-t.co.uk
LONDON: W. HAMPSTEAD
020 7794 7848

190 West End Lane
hampstead@audio-t.co.uk
OXFORD 01865 765961

19 Old High Street, Headington
oxford@audio-t.co.uk
PORTSMOUTH 023 9266 3604

29 London Road, North End
portsmouth@audio-t.co.uk

READING 0118 958 5463
4 Queens Walk, Broad Street Mall
reading@audio-t.co.uk

SOUTHAMPTON 023 8025 2827
10-12 Hursley Road

Chandlers Ford
southampton@audio-t.co.uk
SWANSEA 01792 474608

9 High Street
swansea@audio-excellence.co.uk

SWINDON 01793 538222
60 Fleet Street
swindon@audio-t.co.uk
TUNBRIDGE WELLS

01892 525666

6 High Street
tunbridge@audio-t.co.uk
WORCESTER 01905 619059
Independence House

The Trinity
worcester@audio-excellence.co.uk

All shops are closed on Sundays
and Mondays

MAIN BRANDS
STOCKED:

ACOQUSTIC ENERGY
ALPHASON
ALR/JORDAN
AMX

APOLLO

ARCAM

ARCAM FMJ

ASH DESIGN
ATACAMA
AUDIO TECHNICA
AUDIONET
AUDIOPHILE BASE
AUDIOVECTOR
AVI

B&W

B&W NAUTILUS
BANDRIDGE
BEYER DYNAMIC
BLACK RHODIUM
BOSTON
BRYSTON

CABLE TALK
CELESTION
CHORD COMPANY
CHORD ELECTRONICS
CLASSE
CRESTRON

CURA

CYRUS

DENON
DYNAUDIO
DYNAVECTOR
ELAC

EPOS

GOLDRING
GRADO

HUTTER

ISOBLUE

ISOTEK

IXOS

JAMO

LIVING CONTROL
LOEWE

LUTRON

MJ ACOUSTICS
MANA ACOUSTICS
MARANTZ
MERIDIAN
MICHELL
ENGINEERING
MILLER & KREISELL
MISSION

MUSICAL FIDELITY
NAD

NAIM

NEC

NORDOST
ONKYO
OPTIMUM
ORTOFON
PANASONIC
PARASOUND
PARTINGTON
PIONEER

(o]

QUADRASPIRE
REGA

REL

ROBERTS

ROTEL

ROYD

RUARK

SELECO
SENNHEISER
SHARP

SIM 2

SONANCE

SONUS SYSTEMS
SOUND STYLE
SPEAKERCRAFT
SPENDOR
STANDESIGN
STANDS UNIQUE
SYSTEMLINE

TAG McLAREN AUDIO
TALK ELECTRONICS
TANNOY

TEAC

TIVOLI RADIO
TOM EVANS
TOTEM ACOUSTIC
TOWNSHEND AUDIO
VAN DEN HUL
WHARFEDALE
WILSON BENESCH
YAMAHA

Not all brands are
stocked at all stores.
Please check before
travelling

CEDIA

@eaea
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INDUSTRY & TECHNOLOGY NEWS

IAG BUYS TAG MCLAREN

The International Audio Group (IAG)

which owns both Wharfedale and
Quad has acquired the business and
intellectual property of TAG McLaren Audio
(TMA). Under the terms of the deal, IAG is
now responsible for the sale of all remaining
TMA stock, along with the servicing and repair
of existing products.

However, the deal only allows IAG to use the
TMA brand for a year, so the company will not
be manufacturing any new components under the TMA
banner. According to IAG's Julian Maddox, the long-term plan is to use
its Chinese facility to manufacture TMA's range of AV components under the
Audiolab brand, the latter being included as part of the deal. So just as Audiolab products
were once rebuilt as TAG Mclaren Audio devices, now the opposite could be on the cards.

For TMA-related enquiries, customers should now call 0845 458 0011 or +44 1480 447700,
or email: tmahelpdesk@internationalaudiogroup.com.

' MICROSOFT TAKES DAB TRAIN

digital TV services via Windows
Media Video 9 on DAB. Nick
Jurascheck from Pure Digital, which
is supporting the trial said: “The
software we have developed for the
trial enables our digital radio tuner
to receive the 5.1-channel audio
stream from the DAB data broadcast
and to send compressed audio from
the tuner over a USB connection to
the user's PC."” The current Pure
DRX-702ES DAB tuner features a
USB port so users who have
downloaded WM9
..e Pro software will
PURE it (h be able to enjoy
. ® e _ ¢ S this first-time

— experience.

4 Computing giant Microsoft

‘ has joined the World DAB

| Forum and is currently involved in
trials broadcasting multichannel
audio in London and Cambridge
using the L band. By using Windows
Media 9 Professional encoding
(compression), it's possible to
transmit a 5.1-channel signal using
a bit rate of 128Kbps. Capital Radio
will be supplying the content for the
trials which will also include
broadcast of

|
|
|
|

—

DOLBY PC

Expect to see the

Dolby logo next time
you are shopping for a PC.
The company has formed a joint
venture with Intel to promote the
latter's High Definition Audio codec
for creating improved sound quality
from a PC. HD Audio will be able to
utilise Dolby's Headphone, Virtual
Speaker, Digital Live, and Pro Logic lix
technologies for up to 7.1-channel
surround sound. Intel states that the
format allows for up to 193kHz

Volume Dynamics
— —

Brilliance
s

Solo Clarity
preets )

Dasp Bass
-

sampling and 32-bit resolution,
putting it on a theoretical par with the
best that traditional audio formats
can offer. Dolby will be licensing Intel
HD to PC makers, hence the likelihood
of its logo joining the increasing
numbers of such things to be found on
contemporary computers.
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'3 REM is now playing on ¥irgin Radio - Microsoft

Higher quality web radio will soon
be available thanks to Virgin
Radio's agreement with RealNetworks to

broadcast a live AAC signal over the
internet. Offering higher sound quality
than MP3 streams, AAC can be decoded
by the recently released RealAudio 10
player. Virgin, which claims to be the
UK's only commercial rock music station
(something that DAB station Planet Rock
might take issue with) will be streaming
AAC at 128Kbps and higher.

Hayden Laboratories is about to

become Denon UK. Although Hayden
Labs became a subsidiary of Nippon Columbia
and latterly Denon Ltd in the early nineties, it
has stuck with its original, well-established
name, until now.

Cyrus Electronics has officially

launched Cyrus Audio and
CyrusLink products in North America. A
major distribution contract with the
Sound Organisation of Dallas, Texas
means that this long-established brand
will finally be available in the US.

The price of music downloads is coming

down thanks to Wippit.com. Offering
150,000 songs supplied by record companies
BMG and EMI, Wippit's prices start at just 29p
for selected tunes, rising to a standard rate of
49p for most songs and a still extremely
reasonable 79p for premium titles. For
download junkies, £50 per year gets you access
to the full catalogue.




PROVOnance

Hi-FiNe

-np - —
THE vEAR UES

Provo, Utah’s hi-fi ans. the speaker builders of Wilson Audio,
have now been at the top of the high-end tree for three decades.
Recent recognition of their achievements tells us that
complacency has vert to affect David A. Wilson’s enthusiasm. As if
challenged bv rave reviews and countless awards, David has
launched a new flagship to supplant the legendary WAMNM —
surely the longest-running, true high-end speaker design of all
time. The Alexandria has already been acknowledged as the
grcatest cost-no-object speaker available today. Its sister speakers
in the WATCH range achieve the ultimate in home theatre sound

plavback.

As the Alexandria paves the way for new and exciting advances in
music reproduction, so. too. does the Wilson WATT Puppy System
7 remain the benchmark for consumers who desire compact
speakers that demonstrate zero compromise. It is with great

pleasure we note that the WATT Puppy, closing in on 20 yvears of

production, was awarded the honour of High End Product of the

Year 2003 by Hi-Fi News. Now that’s what we call provenance.

absolutesounds 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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BEATS'N'PIECES

TIME MACHINE
FIVE YEARS AGO
Hi-Fi Choice
July/ August 1999
Arcam’s Alpha 8R was on the
cover as the winner of our
amp group test (our mailbag
frequently confirms that
many of you are
still enjoying
them). We also
tested the current
crop of turntables
with Wilson
Benesch's Circle
and Michell's

Orbe SE stepping
up to the podium. Elsewhere,
Panasonic/Technics
announced details of the first
DVD-Audio players to hit the
UK market, predicting that
the format would take over
from CD by 2007. Hmm...
And PMC's still current and
still cracking FB1 floorstander
received its first ever review,
while ATC's SIA2-150
integrated amp earned our
coveted Ed's Choice badge.

TEN YEARS AGO
Hi-Fi Choice
July 1994
HFC wasn't afraid to dip its
toe into the AV lake (then,
just a puddle really). We
tested the latest receivers
when Dolby
Pro-Logic was at
the cutting edge,
and elsewhere in
the issue, Paul
Messenger
questioned the

need for 5.1

speakers in
audiophile circles - the
debate still rages. Meanwhile,
Kenwood publicly attacked
the International Federation
of Phonograph Industries
(IFP1) after claims it had
acted to prevent the launch
of Kenwood's latest CD-R
recorder. The IFPI was
concerned about copyright
issues, and with hindsight, it

may have been right.

SYSTEM BUILDER

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

THE FACES

A Nod Is As Good As A Wink... wamer

Before Rod Stewart started chasing the middle-aged
spend, and Ronnie Wood got lured into the Strolling
Bones, they were at the most musically exciting stages
of their careers. It was 1971 and The Faces' third
album, an authentic, raw, rock 'n’ roll record drew
influence from the band members’ former outfits -
The Small Faces and the Jeff Beck Group. Stewart's
glass paper vocals suited the distorted electric blues of
the young musicians and this album spawned the
unforgettable Stay With Me, which became something
of an alternative seventies rock anthem — and their
only real hit. Produced over three decades ago, it's
displaced from high fidelity but rich in musicality and
organic charm. To hear it at its best, we've assembled a
balls-out system that won't tip-toe around the
unrefined production and gritty presentation, a system
worthy of some of Britain's best-loved rock stalwarts.

Enjoy the Music.com
njoy Glacie, 5
v Search For. Atma-Sphere &

LINN
UNIDISK 2.1 r———-—-——v Gilmore Audio

Le Festival Son et Image de Montréal 2004

&r @\&T&

Review Magazine Industry News Classic Web Site
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CD PLAYER

CYRUS CD8/ PSX-R £1,350

The brilliant optional power supply is undoubtedly a key
factor in the success of Cyrus's latest disc spinner. It's one
of the best players for detail and dynamism around.

AMPLIFIER

NAIM NAIT 51 £699
With grit, grunt and
musicality, the 5i takes
no prisoners in its quest
for an emotive and
animated message for
the listener. This is hi-fi
with rhythm, yet also
no shortage of finesse
- a true Brit-fi hero.

SPEAKERS

PMC FB1 £1,410

A lively, transparent
and dynamic sound
from this domestic
speaker with pro
tendencies. Easy to
drive, it's another really
solid musical performer.

WEBSITE OF THE MONTH

www.enjoythemusic.com

This quirky US site is an amusing blend of music and
product reviews, news, tweaks and show reports from our
American allies. Associated with US mags such as The
Audiophile Voice and The Absolute Sound, it's great for
keeping up to date with hi-fi happenings from across the
pond and for staying abreast of some of the more serious
brands that make all the right noises. The site has a real
enthusiast's feel and there are some useful features such
as a hifi glossary as well as more light-hearted guides like
the Dude/English dictionary. The show reports stretch
from several years back up until the present day and cover
virtually all of the US shows that we'd all like to attend!



READERS' DEMO DISCS

YOUR FAVOURITE MUSIC FOR HI-FI AUDITIONS
MICHAEL JACKSON

Thriller (Remastered)

Have you heard the remastered version of
Thriller? 1t's not as if the original needed
any polishing, but someone did it anyway.
From Billie Jean with its rapid transients
and tight bass to the uncoloured crooning
on The Girl Is Mine, Thriller is a complete
hi-fi audition disc with unrivalled production values and wide dynamic
range. It's also got Eddie Van Halen's guitar on Beat It, and a title track
that's just loaded with effects which | find gives systems a thorough
workout. I'll bet anyone who reads this either owns it or knows someone
who does, so there's no excuse not to use it at your next dealer demo.
Barry English via email

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

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

JIMMY'S TWEAKS #21

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

Lights out!
Although the Display Off facility on many CD
players (and some amplifiers and receivers) is
often included for reasons which are more
aesthetic than sonic, it's nevertheless the case
that sound quality improves when the lights go
out. Why? Well one reason is that the light
places a very small drain on the power supply.
But a more significant reason is that lights create noise which finds
its way to the supply rails. The result is a slightly fuzzy, edgy sound.
Get rid of the lights and sound quality improves, becoming firmer
and cleaner with superior focus and fine detail. It's probably true to
say that the adverse effects of lights and displays is far less than it
used to be, as manufacturers now take steps to minimise any
potential problems. But you can often still hear some benefit with
the lights switched off. Try it!

ON THE OFFICE STEREO

MUSIC THAT AMUSED US WHILE CREATING THIS ISSUE

Todd Rundgren Liars

Loretta Lynn Van Lear Rose
Kathryn Williams Relations

Sun Kil Moon Ghosts Of The Creat
Highway

Youssou N'Dour Egypt

The Veils The Runaway Found
Sweet Laredo Sweet Laredo
Kenny Dope Strange Games And
Funky Things Il

The Charlatans Up At The Lake
Joss Stone The Soul Sessions

© BEATS'N'PIECES

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

Title:

Release date:

1,000th Window was in effect a
Robert del Nadja (3D) solo album. But
the good news is that he's now back in
the studio with fellow Massive founder
Grant Marshall (Daddy G) working on
the follow-up. There are even
unconfirmed rumours that Andrew
Vowles (Mushroom), the third member
of the original triumvirate who quit
two years ago, may get re-involved.

Title:

Release date:

According to Michael Stipe, after an
extended spell of recording in the
Bahamas, REM have completed 16
tracks out of 22 written for the follow-
up to 2001's Reveal. Clearly not all
will make the final cut. But Stipe says
having so many songs to chose from is
a luxurious position for the band.

Title:

Release date:

Incredibly, it's seven years since The Fat
Of The Land. That album made the
Prodigy one of the few British acts to top
the American charts in recent years, so
they could clearly afford to take their
time. “We now sound sexier," is singer
Liam Howlett's only terse comment.

Title:

Release date:

The long-awaited follow-up to Harvey's
2001 Mercury Music Prize-winning
Stories From The City, Stories From The
Sea was recorded in Devon and

co-produced with long-term collaborator
Head. The album finds Harvey playing
everything except drums. Suitably scary
song titles include The Life And Death
Of Mr Badmouth, Who The Fuck?, The
Slow Drug and The Darker Days Of Me
And Him.

Title:

Release date: summer

Sweden'’s Hives have been somewhat
overtaken by other garage noise
merchants such as The Vines and

The Strokes since 2002's Your New
Favourite Band. That was actually a
compilation of their Swedish releases
so their forthcoming album is their
first since 2000. “It's fairly basic stuff
again,” says the band's frontman,
Howlin' Pelle Algvist. Which is exactly
why their fans love them.

ALSO COMING SOON...

Lenny Kravitz Baptism (June), The
Bees tbc (June), Kid 606 Who Still
Kill Sound? (June), Badly Drawn Boy
One Plus One Is One (June)

McCoy Tyner Illuminations (June),
Nancy Wilson RSVP (Aug), Robert
Spano Berlioz Requiem (Aug), Ali
Farka Toure tbc (late 2004)
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The new Densen B-350 monoblock

For all at Densen the birth of the B-350 is a significant moment. For Densen the B-350 has for several years been
the internal reference, and therefore is a pleasure to be able to show audiophiles all over the world the true
musical world of Densen. The design process has taken a staggering 4-5 years. And in periods Thomas Sillesens
insisting on a true breathtaking product has delayed the process, which has been further enhanced by the
fact Thomas seemed more interesting in listening to the B-350 than finish it for production.

The B-350 is build using surface mounting technigues, and the components are mounted with a precision of
0.02mm (1) using silver solder. All solderings are made in an artificial atmosphere, consisting of nitrogen, to avoid
oxidation of the solderings. The powersupply is massive and consist of a 750VA transformer and a storage
capacity of 100.000uF with 4 separate rectifiers of which the 2 of them are capable of 3.000VA. All resistors are
laser trimmed metalfilm from Vishay with a precision of 0,1%. The B-350 delivers 125W at 8 ohm and 250 W in 4
ohm.

The B-350 also represents a new direction in cabinet design at Densen. It is the first time the heatsinks of a
Densen products are visible. They integrate with the cabinet, and allow perfect cooling of the outputstages.

The B-350 will be retailing for GBP 2500/per unit.
Like all Densen products the B-350 comes with lifetime warranty.

Densen e Lundevej 10 ¢ 6705 Esbjerg @ e Denmark
Phone: (+45) 75 18 12 14 ¢ www.densen.com

Acoustic Arts
\"Weliiel(e]
Tel. 01923 245250

Audio Counsel
Cheadle
Tel. 01614 916090

Audio Counsel
Oldham
Tel. 01616 332602

Hi-Fi Studios
Doncaster
Tel. 01302 725550

Kevin Galloway
Audio
Kilmarnock

Tel. 01563 574185

Midland Audio
Exchange
Kidderminster
Tel. 01562 822236

Mike Manning
Taunton
Tel. 01823 326688

Mike Manning
Yeovil
Tel. 01935 479361

New Audio Frontiers
Loughborough
Tel. 01509 264002

Phonography
Ringwood
Tel. 01425 461230

Progressive Audio
Gillingham
Tel. 01634 389004

Zen Audio
Hull
Tel. 01482 587397
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ESSENTIALS ovur regular round-up of hifi accessories

Clearaudio Music-Pickup
Test Record !

The term ‘test record’ could be misinterpreted here: there are no test tones

and no mid-Atlantic accents saying “left channel”, just a pleasantly mixed bag
of musical excerpts from the respected Opus3 label. Clearaudio usefully points up in
the notes exactly what each track can tell you about the performance of your system
and what the salient characteristics of the sound are — transients, dynamic range and
so on. All very nice, though what's as much of a draw for most vinyl junkies is the
sheer pleasure of owning such a beautifully produced and presented document.
Pressed on fine-quality 180g vinyl and served up in a chunky gatefold sleeve, it shows
just what vinyl can achieve when care is taken at all stages of production. One to
cherish and haul out when some doubting visitor needs convincing about black discs!

* ChoiceBits 0870 240 7228 < www.choicebits.co.uk

Kontak contact cleaner

Unlike Caig's contact treatment products (like DeoxIT - see Choice Bits, p117),
Kontak is designed to remove contaminants and chemical impurities from the
surface but not to leave any kind of residue, merely a squeaky-clean surface with

nothing to impede electron flow. Re-oxidation will slowly occur, but if male and female

connectors are treated at the same time and then firmly mated, it will take a while —
Kontak recommends reapplication about every six months.

Light tarnishing is quickly banished, along with fingerprints and general grime. Older
tarnishing on long-unused phono plugs took a little scrubbing, while two decades of
black sulphide accumulations on some lab connectors (silver-plated) weren't completely

removed. Aged mains plugs will need emery paper first, but in all reasonable cases the

sonic benefits are quite audible, with an improvement in resolution and those details
that help with imaging. A little more work than Caig, but similarly effective.
Kontak Audio 01733 327929 < www.kontakaudio.com

Kimber V21 antenna lead

Not all antenna cables are created equal. Size is a pretty good indicator, but

for a given size differences still exist thanks to the usual cable variables —
screening quality, materials and so on. The standard stuff used to connect an outside
FM twig to the wall outlet isn't bad, but some of the cheap bits to connect from the
wall to your tuner are pretty poor, with crummy connectors shoddily assembled.

This is quite the converse — a good bit of cable supplied with your choice of
high-quality connectors, professionally fitted. Apart from anything else, having the
right connectors on each end is worth a good deal, as any type of adapter will lose a
little RF signal. In short, at its modest price this very rugged cable is a steal, and if
you've any need at all for an aerial lead it's hard to see how you'll better this.

Russ Andrews 0800 373467 < www.russandrews.com

Russ Andrews ClearFM
Antenna

If you're stuck with the requirement for an indoor FM antenna, you probably

won't be over-enamoured of the standard wire T draped untidily around the
curtain rail. To the rescue comes Russ Andrews, with this tastefully attired indoor antenna
disguised as, er, a picture of a radio set.

The picture is purely omamental and can be replaced within the hardwood frame.
Behind it, a flat antenna is terminated in an F link, which is ideally piped to the radio
with a bit of V21 (see above). This picks up less signal than the wire ‘T, but is easier to
site (wall hanging may not give the best signal, but you can have it freestanding and
orientate it to suit conditions) and more attractive. A practical, cost-effective solution to a
widespread problem — just don't expect it to transform reception in difficult conditions.

Russ Andrews 0800 373467 <= www.russandrews.com
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Because we

Can Sony's new HI-MD digital recording technology bring
genuine high fidelity to MiniDisc? Richard Black investigates

iniDisc has been around for a decade

and has always struggled for true hi-fi

acceptance. Nor has it managed to
dominate the portable market, with many
potential users going straight from cassette to
MP3. Given the prodigious amount it must
have spent developing and promoting MD in
the first place, Sony doubtless viewed the
prospect of its early demise with alarm — but
not with despair. The Sony labs have been
busy and MD has emerged with more than
just a facelift — more like an entire new
physique. Enter Hi-MD...

There are so many new aspects to the new
system that it's hard to know where to begin,
but the most exciting news for the sound-
conscious is that Hi-MD now includes Linear
PCM recording. Uncompressed, un-ATRAC'ed,
full CD-format digital, from analogue or digital
input to 64mm disc. What's more, data
density has been given such a boost that you
can record for over an hour and a half.

In addition, the same pocket-sized recorder
has been made to function as a USB-
connected external back-up device for any
PC, squeezing a whole 1GB of data in
any format you care to use on to a
single removable disc. As usual with

16  HI-FI CHOICE

USB, no special drivers or software are needed,
just connect up and drag 'n’ drop data.

For sheer convenience this is hard to beat. At
the end of a day's work, connect your Hi-MD
to your office computer and copy all the files
for tomorrow's presentation or working-at-
home day, then plug your earphones into the
same little device and toddle off to the train
with full-fidelity music playing.

What's the catch? Apart from the fact that
like everything else portable and sophisticated
this gets through batteries a bit (not too bad,
though, several hours — depending on model
and operation mode - from rechargeables or
disposables), there isn't one. In fact there's a
good deal more to rejoice in. Before we get
too deeply into that, let's have a little look at
how this has all been made possible.

TECHNOLOGY

Recordable MiniDisc has always been based
on 'magneto-optical’ technology. Recording is
done to disc with the aid of both a laser light
spot and a magnetic head, while readout is

got H;

purely optical. With available lasers, the limit
on data density was set by the wavelength of
light to much the same as on a CD, which is
why MDs never stored as much data as CDs
and hence relied on data compression to get a
reasonable amount of music in there. However,
magneto-optical recording is capable of
recording much finer details than it can read
back, at least using conventional methods.

The breakthrough that has enabled Hi-MD
to store and read back 1GB (against MD's
170MB or so) is a trick called ‘Domain Wall
Displacement Detection’. The subject of
patents by both Canon and Sony, it is in
essence a means to enlarge the tiny spot
representing each data bit as it passes under
the reading laser. The disc is a three-layer
sandwich, one layer of which is heated by the
laser sufficiently to change its properties so
that the state of the area underneath affects
the top layer, over a somewhat larger area -
large enough to be readable by the laser. This
whole process of heating and transfer happens
in fractions of a microsecond so that a data
rate of several Mb/s (Megabits per second)
can be supported, enough for data and Linear
PCM (the term for CD-format digital audio,
uncompressed) applications.

That's the revolutionary part. Evolutionary
developments in data storage have also been
applied so that data is packed and read back
more efficiently too, and these are also
applied when a Hi-MD machine is used with
conventional discs, resulting in a substantial
increase in capacity to 300MB. Yes, Hi-MD

players and recorders are fully compatible

with existing recordings and blank discs,
though the new Hi-MD blanks (1GB)
and recordings made by a Hi-MD
recorder on regular MDs will not
play on old-style MD machines.
Along with the hardware
developments, new software has
been applied to give more
efficient data compression.
ATRAC was originally
intended to use quite
modest compression
ratios (around 5:1) but
in the years since it
was introduced new
compression tricks




HOW IT WORKS

T
CONVENTIONAL MAGNETO-OPTICAL PLAYBACK (STANDARD MD

4 V4

4 Vi

DISC (SINGLE LAYER)

DISC (3 LAYERS)

Beam spot smaller than domain size ~ domain state (I or O) can be read back by examining reflected light

DOMAIN WALL DISPLACEMENT DETECTION (Hi-MD)

The area under the beam spot is heated with varying effect:
Memory Layer unaffected
Switching Layer loses magnetic properties — memory and displacement layers no longer linked
Displacement Layer domain under spot stretches to larger than spot size — information now readable

MAGNETIC DOMAINS

DISPLACEMENT
LAYER

_ SWITCHING LAYER

MEMORY LAYER

SMALL DOMAINS

In any magneto-optical storage system data is written magnetically and read back optically. It is possible to write
data very small indeed by magnetic means but the size that can be read back depends on the wavelength of light

used. Domain-wall displacement detection (DWDD) is one means that can be used to magnify minute magnetic
data temporarily so that it can be read back. Data density can be increased by as much as ten times.

and more precise criteria have enabled ‘codecs’
(coder/decoders) to offer higher compression
with little or no sacrifice in quality. We've
already had some experience of ATRAC3 in
MD recorders (in Long Play modes) and hard
disk recorders. Hi-MD devices will play ATRAC3
MDs but record in ATRAC3Plus, with a choice
of compression ratios. For highest quality (short
of Linear PCM) there's a 256Kbps mode with
about 5:1 compression, while for vast playing
times at something like MP3 quality one can
use 64Kbps (20:1) or even, taking a slight
quality hit, 48Kbps (30:1), at which rate a
single disc will store 45 hours of audio.

The other bit of new software is ‘SonicStage’,
a PC-based application that encodes audio
files to ATRAC3Plus and downloads at high

speed to the Hi-MD deck via USB. Transfer
speeds of up to 100x are claimed (that's a CD
in 40 seconds) at the highest compression
ratio, but even using 256Kbps it should be
possible to download an hour of music in
under four minutes. It also allows uploading
from Hi-MD to PC, so if you've been doing a
spot of field recording you can easily upload it
to the PC for editing.

POTENTIAL

There are some restrictions, mostly based
around copyright control and Digital Rights
Management. For instance, you can't
download Linear PCM files to Hi-MD via USB.
But if you're an audio professional wishing to
transfer audio from one computer to another

audiofile

® SPECIAL REPORT

you can transfer the files as (non-playable)
data. Apparently it's not possible to upload
recordings made on an old-style MD via USB,
though they can be copied to the PC via a
digital link. All recordings are protected from
‘excessive’ copying with Sony's own Digital
Rights Management system, MagicCate and
OpenMG: doubtless some will find this an
unwarranted intrusion on civil liberties but if
you think intellectual property has any validity
at all it seems reasonable for copyright holders
to be granted some means of protecting it.

On the whole, then, this looks like a very
clever solution to a number of related
problems. ‘Convergence' is a bit of an overused
buzzword but if Sony is hoping that our lives
will to some extent converge on Hi-MD it
seems to have good reason. Yes, things are
beginning to converge on the home computer
but, immensely capable though that device
can be, it's not very handy. Even a laptop is far
from being the pocket-sized gadget of choice,
but an MD player is a lot nearer the mark. If
we can integrate it swiftly and conveniently
with the PC, thereby bringing together music
we've bought on CD, downloaded off the
internet and recorded off the radio, it's a very
strong contender to be an essential gadget.
That it also stores data off the same PC (and
in future incarnations may turn out to include
a camera and who knows what other features
- the possibilities are near endless) is some
pretty serious icing on an already tasty cake.

So far we've had no opportunity to sample
the sonic delights of Hi-MD, most intriguing of
which, perhaps, is the ‘Hi-SP* mode, 256Kbps
ATRAC3Plus — will this fulfill the promise of
near-indistinguishability from Linear PCM?
With over seven hours on a disc it's very
attractive. Availability of Hi-MD is promised
around June, with machines starting around
£150 and discs apparently near a fiver. And as
a final mouth-waterer, consider this — even
now, Sony's research papers point towards
2GB and even 4.7GB capacities using the
same disc size. Of course, there's no reason to
restrict this to MD applications, and the
implication is that CD-sized discs with DVD-
grade optics could store something like 50GB,
maybe even more. Blue lasers? Mmmm, loadsa
gigabytes. Feature films on MD, super-hi-res
video - the possibilities are endless! HFC
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Beauty

The new home cinema series
from Vienna Acoustics

The ultimate combination of
style and power, in a word

awesome

and the Beast

Distributed by: Henley Designs Ltd, 01235 511166, www.henleydesigns.co.uk, info@henleydesigns.co.uk



HI-FICHOICE

COMPETITION

WIN Audio Note’s fahulous Oto SE
valve amplifier worth £1,600!

udio Note put in a class-leading effort in our valve amplifier exceptionally clean and coherent midband, and seemingly ‘right’ sound.

Ultimate Group Test last month, romping home with a Best Buy Its particular strength lies towards the sparser, more acoustic end of the

accolade for the sublime Oto SE integrated amplifier. The musical spectrum, with voices and simple accompaniment sounding
company's affinity for valves has been well documented over the years — gloriously fluid, open and real. But with any kind of music, few amps at
its proprietor, Peter Qvortrup, is an enthusiast of immeasurable its price point are able to match its blend of delicacy, coherence and
proportion, whose distinctive range of electronics and loudspeakers has dynamic integrity, making the Oto SE a firm Best Buy and a real taste of
eamned an enviable reputation within the hi-fi fraternity. During our valve heaven. For your chance to win one, simply answer the question
group test, the Oto SE amplifier charmed our panel's ears with its below correctly — a winner will be drawn from the hat. Good luck!

How To ENTER. What type of hi-fi product you intend to buy next?
L]

Answer the question by circling the correct answer,
then fill in your name, address and daytime telephone
number below. Please also take the time to fill in our
small questionnaire — we want to make Hi-Fi Choice as
good as you deserve, dear reader.

QU ESTION Please tell us if there's anything you don't like.
What did the Oto SE do to our panel's ears?
a) Charm them

Which brands would you most like to read about?

Would you like to see more expensive or less expensive kit reviewed?

What would you like to see more of in Hi-Fi Choice?

COMPETITION RULES

The closing date for this competition is 11 June 2004. Winners of the Audio Note competition will

b) Clean them be judged from all correct entries submitted, and drawn at random after the closing date. Winners
. . will be notified by post. The Editor's decision is final and no correspondence will be entered into.
C) Make them more appeallng to the OPPOSIte sex The Audio Note competition is not open to employees of Audio Note, Future Publishing Ltd, nor
their suppliers, agents or associates. We regret this competition is only open to UK residents. No
YOUR DETAILS (BLOCK CAPITALS) cash alternatives will be offered. By entering the competition you will be bound by the rules. We

reserve the right to substitute alternative prizes with equivalent value to those shown, in the
unlikely event of stock being temporarily unavailable. All entries must be on this official coupon,
Address but photocopies are acceptable. Only one entry per household.

Send your entry to:

Audio Note Competition, Hi-Fi Choice, Future Publishing,
DateofBith____ Daytime tel number 99 Baker Street, London, W1U 6FP.

Title Initials Surname
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AUDIOPHILE VINYL

NIRVANA
Unplugged In New York
Geffen/Simply Vinyl g
Music: Part of MTV's remarkably
successful Unplugged series, this 1994
recording is once again available on
vinyl ten years after Kurt Cobain
decided to end it all, big time.
Compared to the studio cuts
this is Nirvana lite but taken
afresh it's an extremely good
collection of songs, which
have strengths that aren't
always apparent on the original
cuts. The use of acoustic bass guitar is
a particularly nice touch and not one
that many Unpluggers dared try. There
are a couple of unusual cover versions,
including Jesus Doesn't Want Me For A
Sunbeam and Bowie's The Man Who
Sold The World. Though fans will no
doubt feel the DVD brings the event
closer to home, the lack of visual
distraction makes this collection all the
more compelling. %%
Sound: A live recording using acoustic
instruments, this couldn't really sound
much better. The Scott Litt production
is rich and deep with superb bass.
*dk ok JK

JEFF BECK
Blow By Blow
Epic/Simply Vinyl 180 y
Music: This 1975 album preceded the
apex of Beck's career, Wired, and is a
fine example of his work. A George
Martin production, it combines
funky tracks like You Know What
I Mean, soulful tunes like Stevie
Wonder's Cause We've Ended
\\ As Lovers and moments of
\ sheer genius like Diamond
Dust. Beck was and still is a
musician who is capable of
great things and was once ranked third
in the guitar universe behind Clapton
(?) and Hendrix. This album reveals
why with its breadth of styles and
power of expression, yet at its heart it's
a fun and melodic record with a band
that plays as a cohesive and fluid unit.
An album for more than just jazz rock
enthusiasts. k&
Sound: Not as compressed as many of
the recordings from this period, this
Simply Vinyl pressing has plenty of
energy and decent bandwidth. It has a
very seventies sound but that's no bad
thing. %% JK

These and other audiophile LPs are available from
Simply Vinyl: @ 0208 545 8580
www.simplyvinyl.com
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buts

This month's varied musical morsels

Reviews by Dan George, Alvin Gold, Jason Kennedy, Dave Oliver,
Mark Prendergast, Phil Strongman, Nigel Williamson

COMPACT DISC & VINYL

MICHAEL NYMAN
e mans Coptonet

MICHAEL NYMAN
The Draughtsman'’s Contract
Virgin/EMI

Michael Nyman'’s first score for
film director Peter Greenaway proved
to be one of their best. All burping
horns, relentless grounding basses and
sonorous strings, it's still one of
Nyman's most striking scores, produced
by David Cunningham and full-
sounding in its spritely, immediate way.
Listen to the wafting beauty of The
Garden Is Becoming A Robe Room to
get the picture. It's reissued as part of
the 'Nyman at 60’ remastered series
which includes a first CD release of
Decay Music (1976), plus of course
The Piano (1993). k44

The original sounded up there
but the 24-bit digital remastering at
Abbey Road has really brought out all
the baroque nuances - a crisp, clear
sound that captures all the music's
atmosphere. MP

PATTI SMITH
Trampin'
Columbia

To maintain your poetic vision over 30
years is some achievement. To continue to marry
your art to an uncompromisingly punk attitude
over that time is probably unique - at least,
now that Joe Strummer has gone. At 58, Patti

JONATHAN RICHMAN
Jonathan Richman
& The Modern Lovers
Beserkely

This was the 1976 album when
Richman signaled that he weren't no
ordinary Joe. While everyone was
expecting a set that followed the
classic modern rock lines laid down by
the Roadrunner (Once)/It Will Stand
45 — thankfully both sides are included
here - he instead offered 11 cuts of
pure melodic fun aimed at youngsters
of all ages (Here Come The Martian
Martians, Abominable Snowman In
The Market, anyone?). The credits even
announce the fact that he “sings” in
inverted commas. Tongue in cheek
pop? Maybe, but what cheek - and
what pop. % % %
Sound: Crystal clear separation,
despite the deliberately thuddy drums,
that actually lets you hear Johnny-
boy's vocal reeds. *% PS

Smith is still one of life's militants, summoning the troops to arms on such
roaring, semi-improvised epics as Radio Baghdad and Ghandi. The first is a
gripping, 12-minute anti-war tirade that builds to an insurrectionary climax as
she repeatedly sings, “They're robbing the cradle of civilisation”. The latter
recalls The Doors as she howls, “Long live the revolution!” There's plenty else,
but those two alone are worth the admission price. # %% %

Yin and yang. Raw and visceral on Radio Baghdad and Ghandi. Languid
and pretty on Mother Rose and Trespasses, which even features pedal steel
guitar. But her sense of poise between them is masterful. %% * NW

B

Wilco « o ghost i boew

WwILCO
A Ghost Is Born
Nonesuch

Wilco have come a long way
since their days as American
alt-country pioneers. 2002's Yankee
Hotel Foxtrot was an experimental
sonic adventure into the avant-garde.
The follow-up is more straightforward
but no less thrilling. There are piano
ballads on which frontman Jeff Tweedy
sounds not unlike Ryan Adams (At
Least That's What You Said), crunching
Crazy Horse-style guitar excursions
(Hell Is Chrome), jaunty Beatlesque
orchestrations (Hummingbird) and
outrageous garage rockers (I'm A
Wheel). The diversity is dazzling and
the tunes gorgeous. % % %

Co-produced by Sonic Youth's
Jim O'Rourke, there's a definite George
Martin feel — then you read the credits
and discover the album was mixed at
Abbey Road NW

GRAND NATIONAL
Kicking The National Habit
Sunday Best

The first album by the west
London production duo is a quietly
uplifting mix of dancefloor beats, indie
guitars and unexpected instrumental
treats. The album recalls prime era
New Order more than anything else,
but it's New Order with less angst, and
a more catholic attitude to the
dancefloor, picking and choosing from
a range of styles, from the deft electric
pulse and Happy Mondays-esque
stoner vocals of Talk Amongst
Yourselves, through the pop ska of
Boner, to the electrified Northern soul
stomp of Cherry Tree. % % %

Less than high-tech, the blend
of samples and analogue instruments
is for the most part deftly handled but
with enough rough edges to benefit
from a forgiving system. * %% DO



HOT TUNA Hot Tuna RCA Victor

PRINCE

Musicology

NPG/ Columbia

Music: Widely regarded as having 'lost it'
sometime after or even possibly during the
time of Sign O’ The Times (back in 1987, in
case you'd forgotten), Prince seems to have
finally found something worth listening to on
Musicology. The pulsating purple ego is still omnipresent but for the most
part he's reined in the excessive funk workouts and paranoid lyrical
obsessions to concentrate on getting back to what he does best. So there are
killer grooves on Life O The Party and the title track, and even a successful
return to the psychedelic pop of his late eighties heyday on A Million Days
and Cinnamon Girl. % %4

Sound: Slick of course, but heavily nuanced with a stripped-back, basic sound
that you know took ages to achieve, it sounds like the best of Prince has always
sounded - like a modern take on Sly Stone's future funk, underlaced with some

THIS MONTH'S CLASSIC HI-FI TEST DISC “Atmosphere so thick you can almost smell it

Music: This live all-acoustic recording marked the inception
of a band that was originally formed by two members of
Jefferson Airplane, Jorma Kaukonen and Jack Casady, who
fancied playing some blues in smaller venues. Originally
called Hot Shit they clearly rated themselves, and listening
to these tracks you can hear why as they play a loose,
natural white blues that is immediate and full of warmth.
This album is particularly appealing because it dispenses

smart pop hooks and his own distinctive sense of import. % %% % % DO

AviEsocan Crassics

VR
CARTER
Svmuphomy No. 1 + Piano Concerto

ELLIOTT CARTER

Holiday Overture, Symphony No 1
Kenneth Schermerhorn (cond),
Nashville Symphony Orchestra, Mark
Wait (piano)

NAXOS American Classics 8.559151

Music: Expanding the scope of the
excellent American Classics series to
Elliott Carter brings in one of
America's most challenging composers.
The early Holiday Overture is
reminiscent of Bernstein's ebullient
Candide Overture, but is marked by an
extraordinary rhythmic inventiveness.
The symphony uses a similar but wider
expressive canvas, but still firmly tonal.
The piano concerto however is
uncompromisingly atonal, with a vital,
astringent quality. % %

Sound: The playing is always polished,
and the soloist sounds very secure in a
recording which has great presence
and clarity of line. * % *x* AG

William De Rosa
Li)

BRAHMS, STRAUSS,
SCHUMANN

Brahms Cello Sonata in F, Strauss
Cello Sonata in F, Schumann Adagio
and Allegro

William De Rosa (cello), Li Jian (piano)
Audiofon CD72045

Music: These three were known to
each other, and as fine lieder
composers, appear to have had a
special affinity for the baritonal
richness of the cello. The Brahms is a
particularly assured and mature work
of real stature. The Strauss is slighter,
but lively and interesting, while the
Schumann is a subtle, elegiac piece
originally written for French horn, but
which perfectly suits the expressive
range of the cello. * & %+

Sound: A first-rate recording by Peter
McGrath, capturing the finely structured
and expressive playing of the soloist
and accompanist. * x x % AG

with electric instruments — Casady plays an acoustic bass, as
well as drums — making it more akin to a folk album yet
clearly it ain't. And the atmosphere is so thick you can
almost smell it. Hk sk

This album has provided our myriad systems with a
source of great sounds for many years. The acoustic bass is
rich and juicy, great for finding out just how natural those
speakers really are. %% k%% JK

ELEANOR MCEVOY ——
Early Hours e -

Market Square ¥
Music: Following the success — in hi-fi circles at least — 3
of Yola, McEvoy's latest album has gone straight to
SACD with a multichannel mix for good measure.
Sounding significantly more relaxed and at one with
herself, her Irish accent comes through noticeably more

strongly on all 13 of these songs. There's a good variety
of styles on offer here, from romantic to rock 'n’ roll to
folksy, and an outstanding cover version of Memphis Tennesee taken at a
much more languid pace than Chuck Berry would have considered. The
playing is still as polished but seems more emotionally confident and this is a
much more engaging album than Yola. % % %

Sound: A purebred DSD recording is still a rare thing these days and the result
is pretty impressive even if you can't use the surround mix - heck, it even
sounds great on a CD player. If you can play the multichannel though, you'll
find it subtle but very effective. % %% * JK

e —

MAHLER

Symphony No 3

Benjamin Zander (conductor), Philharmonia Orchestra,
Lilli Paasikivi (mezzo-soprano), Ladies of the London
Philharmonia Choir, Tiffin Boy's Choir

Telarc 3SACD-60599

Music: Mahler's third is the longest of his symphonies,
but it's also the most mercurial in mood and structure,
which makes its enormous scope, spread here over two
discs and involving a massive orchestra, two choirs and a
solo mezzo-soprano, seem if anything too short. Good news then: this Super
Audio CD set (which sells for the same price as a single SACD) comes with a
third discussion disc, narrated by the conductor and illustrated with orchestral
and piano excerpts. It's a work of often exquisite beauty and tremendous
stature - “laughing through tears” is a memorable phrase quoted in the
discussion. # % % * *

Sound: This version features great ensemble playing and passion from the
Philharmonia, and a generally spacious and very truthful sounding, if not
always very elegant multichannel SACD mix. * k% * AG

TEXAS
Careful What You Wish For

Mercury

The way Texas reinvented themselves in the late
nineties was genius, renouncing their wannabe stadium
rock image in favour of laid-back grooves and catchy
soft soul tunes. Their latest album is a high-energy
electronic rock and dance epic with a mixed flavour and
plenty of diversity. There are some great crowd-pleasing
tracks but this collection is largely (relatively) uncommercial. Singer Sharleen
Spiteri has an ear-hugging voice and here it's alluring as ever, carefully laid
over a collection cunningly engineered new tunes. % % %
Sound: A shining example of how contemporary rock/pop/dance can be
manipulated for engaging 5.1 sound. The engineer has got the vocal just right
- it's placed bang in the middle of the music with the other instruments
radiating from all angles. The rear channels chime into song right on cue, yet
slip away to nothing come the ballads. * %% DG
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Write to: Hi-Fi Choice, Future Publishing Ltd, 99 Baker Street, London W1U 6FP
Or email your letters to dan.george@futurenet.co.uk

“It seems that
in Holland MD
is dying -
what'’s the
situation in
England?”

fit: If music in the car is
a must, the Nakamichi will
give you excellent results

BOLD IS BRAVE
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I'm going to stick my neck out and say that the law of
diminishing returns kicks in at around £800. Think of all the
hot new product out there at this sort of money — Denon's
DVD-2900 (Best Buy, HFC 248) Arcam's DIVA A90 (BB, HFC
250), Roksan Radius 5 (BB HFC 248) and Rega's Ela
speaker (BB HFC 250). Create a system for this sort of money
and you'd have to spend a lot more to get a substantial
difference. Fork out £1,500-£1,700 on one component and
is it twice as good? Of course not, you'd be lucky to get a
50 per cent improvement, and don't even get me started on
cables! | challenge anyone to pick out a £250 interconnect
from a bunch of £30 cables under blind conditions.

One of the key features of SACD/DVD-Audio with its
24-bits to describe amplitude is an improved dynamic
range over CD. But given the huge variety in dynamic
range found on CD, is it possible to notice the
difference? The best moments on CD are already so
impressive, what can SACD give us to top it?

I was playing John Elliot Gardener's recording of the
Holst Planets on CD and actually got to the seventh
movement without getting bored. The dynamic range on
offer was awe-inspiring - in seconds the orchestra went
from full-on explosive sound to almost silent, without so
much as a twiddle of the volume knob. This got me
wondering if an SACD from the master tapes would give
me anything more than | already have?

N Thornhill via email

The term dynamic range is much abused. All it
means in this context is the difference between
maximum level and residual noise level. CD can
manage a weighted figure of around 100dB, while
SACD and DVD-A can better 110dB. Most amps can't
beat that, so all the high-res formats give you (apart

Power
on

AF

FMWAM

Track/<< » Tune/Seek

L

Clive Burr via email

FRNakarnichi

It's true to say that there's some very strong product on
the market for around £800, and we've also seen a solid
performance from some much lower cost gear in recent times.
Actually, diminishing returns probably kicks in even earlier
than you suggest - you can't expect a £400 component to be
exactly twice as good as a top £200 one - but there are
undoubted and significant improvements to be had all the
way up the audio price ladder: sound, build, ‘desirability"..

from greater bandwidth, which is another thing) is
lower noise; that is, the ability, in principle, to hear
more details within the music. Musical dynamic range
such as you describe is completely unaffected.

| currently use MiniDisc in the car, but here in Holland it
is difficult to buy the software. It seems that MD is
dying — what's the situation in England? Is it better to
buy a CD-R recorder and make CDs for the car?

Robert Holland via email

Sony says MiniDisc is doing well - 20 million
discs have been sold since launch and hardware sales
grew 17.2 per cent in 2003. There's also the new
Hi-MD technology (see p16), which should inject more
life into the format as a recording/ storage medium.
We feel the background noise when driving will limit
the small difference between ATRAC compression on
MD and bit-for-bit audio on CD-R. But it's worth noting
that CD is still the dominant format for the car, and
audiophiles can get excellent results with Nakamichi's
class-leading CD-400/ 500 head units (around £500).

Mobile Receiver/CD Player CD-400

Mute/oo Disp. TA



WIRELESS FOR SOUND

I'm looking for some good-quality wireless headphones.

I like clarity as well as depth, so what should | look for?

When manufacturers say products have a range of 30

metres, does that mean the signal can go through walls?
Ken Banks via email

HFC: Try Vivanco's wireless headphone range and
Sennheiser's new RS110/120s. The 30-metre range
manufacturers describe will be reduced by walls and
large objects, though the radio signal will go through,
so check how far you need to go. Interference is
common with wireless systems, so there's no
substitute for conventional wired cans. One of our
favourites is Beyer's superb DT990 (HFC 245).

CRYSTAL BALLS
| got into an argument with a friend about the future of
audio. We each took sides on stereo vs multichannel, but
agreed that, in the future, entertainment would move to
a central computer/server with intemet connectivity,
and away from discs. He argued that stereo is about to
die and that multichannel music will be the next big
thing. He even claimed his simple DVD player sounded
better than his CD player, citing that being enclosed by
the music was better than the 2D presentation from
stereo. | argued that having multiple speakers playing
the same instruments isn't natural, as involving as it may
seem. Who is right and what does the future hold?

Carl East via email

HFC: Fascinating though its potential is, multichannel
music is still a niche pursuit. However, arguments for
the involving experience 5.1 music provides are valid,
and if mixed well, an album needn’t sound unnatural.
We find it hard to believe that stereo is about to die,
considering the extent of UK consumers' CD (and
vinyl) collections. CD sales rose a further 7.6 per cent
(to 121 million) in the UK in 2003, according to Music
Week Multichannel sound doesn't yet offer consumers
the incentive to replace all their existing albums.

SWEET AND LOWDOWN

| have been considering getting a second-hand Sugden
Masterclass integrated amp and some B&W Nautilus
804s. But I'm not sure if the 34 watts per channel from
the Sugden will be enough to power these speakers?
Because of neighbours, I'm never likely to get vast
volume out of this set-up, so it would be useful to know
how the Nautilus 804s cope at lower volume levels.

HFC: We like your style. Both are excellent and the
Masterclass's 34 watts should be adequate for most
low-level listening. But remember that the 804 likes
to be played loud. It would be like buying a Porsche
and never going over 70mph. Stick with the Sugden
and get something a bit easier for extra dynamism at

neighbour-friendly levels. Consider the Castle Howard
3 at £1,350, the Graves Audio Koronglay (a valve
lover at £2,000) and the Spendor 'S’ series.

Spanner via email

GARBAGE IN...

After ditching my home cinema system, | decided to
go back to stereo. | had an Arcam CD72 connected to
my AV amp, which | retained as the starting block

| listened to a few tracks on my iPod using my Grado headphones. | then listened to the
same tracks through my Musical Fidelity X-Ray CD player and X-Can¥2 headphone amp
and | could barely tell the difference. How can this be? Ted

HFC: Try plugging the iPod into a conventional system with speakers and
re-examine. We suspect that the headphones might be masking the limitations of

Apple's portable darling.

- WOrks  mese
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The Canadian Government has passed into law at the request of the music industry that
in return for allowing free copying of music, the recording industry would get a royalty
from the sales of blank media (something that was only an understanding in other

countries, including the UK). Mikehit

HFC: It's true - The Canadian Copyright Act has made provision for a levy on blank
media sales to compensate authors and performers who own musical copyrights.
The total runs into tens of millions, though how much of that will actually make it

back to the artist is another matter.

Try to listen to your CDs starting from track six — I'm pretty sure that you will find quite a

lot of interesting tracks you never reached. Croc

for a new system. After reading many hi-fi magazines
and visiting countless dealers, | was getting more
confused. My wife suggested | buy a budget amp and
speakers until | found the kit | liked. So | did, and when
| connected them to the Arcam the results were unreal.
The system sounded a million times better and started
me thinking about an issue | read about in one of my
father's hi-fi journals: spend the best part of your budget
on the source, and any old amp and speaker will do, as
'garbage in' surely is ‘garbage out'. What do you think?
G Hatcher via email

HFC: The old turntable-derived wisdom of ‘garbage in,
garbage out’ still carries some weight, although these
days CD sources are more consistent in performance
terms, so we'd take a more balanced view on how to
spend a budget. The ‘source first' principle is valid, but
equally, we value spending money on speakers - the
most influential part of a hifi system tonally. As a
general rule, split your budget three ways; that is, CD,
amp, speakers and allow ten per cent for cables.

“Spend most
of your budget
on the source,
and any old
speaker and
amp will do.”

/: A Sugden amplifier
shows a classy taste
in product

MASTERCLASS
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WILSON-BENESCH CURVE LOUDSPEAKERS ~ AUDIONET ART V2 CD PLAYER

AUDIONET PRE 1 G2 PREAMP  AUDIONET AMP 1 POWER AMP  £12,200




Hard

| Beautiful Systems

to follow

Wilson-Benesch’s *half price ACT" anchors this
high-performance, high-tech combo

ou want solid? Here's solid. You

want heavy? The CD player in this

Anglo-German ensemble is so
heavy, you'll feel like a seven-stone
weakling just lifting it on to the stand.
(If you're a seven-stone weakling,
welcome to the immovable object.) You
want sharp lines? The power amps
could splice a human hair at 20 paces.
You want high-tech? Any higher and
you'd need an oxygen mask.

What we have here is a high-end
stereo system dedicated to function,
form and performance in pursuit of the
musical truth, and nothing but the
musical truth. If it's romance you're
after, you've come to the wrong place.
Likewise wood: this is essentially a
timber-free zone (unless you really insist
on veneer trim panels). Aluminium and
carbon fibre composite sound like a fair
swap? Yeah, does to me, too.

It's what Sheffield-based, high-end
speaker and turntable manufacturer
Wilson-Benesch uses to build all of its
speakers — and it's what makes them so
distinctive, both visually and sonically.
Innovative design and advanced
materials are very much the foundation
stones on which W-B has built its
reputation. Moreover, the speakers (and,
indeed, its Full Circle turntable) are all
engineered from raw materials under
the one roof. And with painstaking
precision — carbon and aluminium
demand nothing less and W-B's CNC
machining facility is capable of
repeatable tolerances of down to
0.005mm. Ask any Formula 1 team
how important that is.

The lean and gracefully understated
Curve is Wilson Benesch's latest
loudspeaker design and something of a
landmark product for the company,
borrowing numerous design elements
from its acclaimed, and rather fabulous,
circa £10,000 ACT floorstander, but
fascinatingly costing only half as much.
Another way of looking at it is as an
elongated version of its entry-level
Arc standmounter (they have the same
plan view). But as the Arc comes with
its own dedicated stand, the Curve is
actually slightly shorter and just as
room-friendly though, at 48kg, it's
remarkably weighty for its size.

PINPOINT ACCURACY
Perhaps the greatest endorsement for
the Curve, though, lies in its maker's
claim that, along with the ACT, it's the
most accurate transducer it's ever made.
The ACT's main contribution to the
Curve is its Active Composite Technology
'monocoque’ curved-back carbon cabinet,
which is enormously rigid and has near
ideal internal damping properties. W-B
reckons the structural integrity is an
absolute benchmark and delivers clarity
and precision that would be impossible
to achieve with conventional speaker
materials and technology — and in the
light of last month's HFC review we'd be
inclined to agree. As well as its advanced
composites, the Curve uses steel,
Neodymium Iron Boron magnets for the
170mm Tactic bass and bass/mid drivers
and advanced polymer diaphragms.

A 25mm silk dome tweeter completes
the driver complement of this
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£4,900
Drawing heavily on
technology from the
twice-the-price ACT,
the Curve remains
true to its maker's
high-end ideals.
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£2,300

One of the heaviest
CD players available,
there's nothing
flabby about the
ART's sound, which
is extremely
transparent, fast and
detailed.

o

£2,000

Slim casing doesn't
stint on features,
with six inputs,
microprocessor
control, balanced/
unbalanced
connects, tape loop
and twin outputs.

£3,000
A juggemaut of a
power amp with
oodles of power on
tap. What really
impresses is its
transparency,
resolution of detail
and unerring poise.
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two-and-a-half-way design which,
with its rear-firing port, is designed for
free-space siting. W-B claims an on-axis
frequency response of 36Hz to 24kHz
+-2dB, 88dB sensitivity and a nominal
six ohms impedance.

PERFECT PARTNER

What to use upstream of the Curves is
a decision Wilson-Benesch is only too
happy to take for you. After all, it was
keen to discover complementary
electronics itself, both to demonstrate
its speakers to best effect at shows and
recommend (even sell) to its customers.
The search for a philosophical and sonic
soul mate ended in Germany with a
company you probably wouldn't
otherwise have heard of — Audionet.

Audionet's mission statement is to
provide an engineering solution to an
emotional pursuit, a sentiment that
might have been written by W-B itself.
True, it's a very Teutonic thing to say,
but what blew W-B away was the build
quality, the engineering and, of course,
the tell-it-like-it-is sound quality.

The thing that strikes you first
though, is the way these things are put
together. In the £2,300 Audionet ART
V2, for instance, we have a top-loading

CD player of truly terminator-class
build, and it's something to savour. The
manual sliding lid and magnetic
stabilising puck are quirky and nice, but
it's the ART's sheer weight that makes it
such a singular product. At 18 kilos, it
isn't just by far the heaviest CD spinner
ever to be included in a Beautiful
System, it's heavier than most serious
power amps. Blame the resonance-
killing ten-kilo slab of granite that
forms part of the bass, on to which the
electronic components and the clock
circuit are mounted in ‘floating’ form.
The idea is that the mass damping gets
a stranglehold on error-inducing vibes
at their root.

Upstream of the 24-bit/96kHz
delta-sigma DAC, Audionet's super-trick
“intelligent sampling” circuit not only
upsamples the CD signal but claims to
eliminate clock jitter in the process.
Signal processing has two settings —
‘Lagrange’ (primarily for timing and
rhythm merchants) and ‘Audionet’
(which tends to be more laid-back and
airy overall). The output stage sports
MOSFET solid-state devices run in
Class A, and the transport and
converter are fed by a separate 50VA
toroidal transformer.

WWW.WILSON-BENESCH.COM

WWW.AUDIONET.DE

The £3,000 Amp 1 power amplifier is
even more imposing, while the £2,000
Pre 1 G2 preamplifier is an object
lesson in contrasting svelteness, though
technically it's every bit as
uncompromising. Audionet says that
the Pre 1's circuit board track layout
has been optimised specifically to
achieve the shortest possible signal
paths and, therefore, effective immunity
from any type of electromechanical
interference. Microprocessor control
takes care of the six source inputs and
is flagged up on the blue vacuum
fluorescent display.

As a visual statement, the Amp 1
power amp should leave no-one in any
doubt whatsoever that it means
business, not least because its cliff face
of a fascia is made from half-inch thick
aluminium. The projected image is of
immaculately controlled power, and lots
of it. It's no idle boast — the Amp 1
pumps 200 watts per channel into
eight ohms, 300 watts into four ohms
and 450 watts into two ohms.

The six-ohm Curves should be a walk
in the park, but it's not all brawn and
no brains. Audionet uses a digital
control circuit to measure and maintain
signal accuracy in real time; it also




monitors DC, HF, temperature and
overload, and will shut down the amp if
necessary. Like the preamp, ultra-short
signal paths and eliminating
electromechanical interference set the
scene for a design philosophy that
Audionet claims allows it to set new
standards in linearity, reflux damping
and speaker control.

SLOW HEAT

And what does that sound like, exactly?
Well, a little chilly to begin with. A
word to the wise: this is kit that needs
more warming up than an Olympic
sprinter in the middle of winter - the
speakers in particular don't appreciate
that early-moming, cold-room feeling.
Even then, you may experience a little
disquiet for the first hour or so of
serious listening. With many of the
high-end systems so far featured in
these pages — especially with those
hailing from Italy - part of the allure

has been a comfortable, almost balmy,
euphony; a beguiling warmth and
smoothness you just don't get with less
expensive hardware.

This system refuses to pull that trick
however. It's too honest, too
transparent, too accurate. So initially,
there is no wow factor, no artificially
enhanced rosy glow. And to be honest,
it's a bit of a disappointment. It's rather
clinical - you think, more Spock than
rock. Give it time, though, and you
realise that all you're missing is a sense
of exaggeration.

This combo has simply stupendous
resolving power and musical insight
married to enormous speed and grip. If
it sometimes sounds a little cold or
bright, it's merely a reflection of the
recording — George Benson's
Irreplaceable, his latest outing on the
GRP label, for instance. Spin up
something with a warmer balance -
say, James Taylor's exquisitely produced

[ Beautiful Systems |

October Road for example — and the
system responds magnificently, putting
the music first and the hi-fi second. The
results can sound ordinary and they can
sound utterly enthralling, and they can
sound all points in-between. It depends
on the music, the performance and the
nature of the recording.

So much so it's hard to attribute the
system with much of a sound at all.
What's so extraordinary is that it does
nothing extraordinary. It's wide open,
dimensionally anchored, finely textured,
dynamically unhindered and as fast as
a Ferrari Enzo. Bass guitar has
believable weight, power, extension and
drive. Pace and control are beautifully
conveyed. It all contributes to an
almost-tangible presence - scalp-
tinglingly so when the music demands
it. In short, here's a system that
connects on every level. It's a
thoroughly modern marvel.

David Vivian

volume
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High

performance.

Small

C horal. Small, but perfectly formed.
|

A discerning range of compact

statire.

system components that will captivate

you, delight you and intrigue you.

¢ ‘DAC64’ Digital to Analogue Converter
¢ ‘Symphonic” Phono Stage

e ‘Prima’ Pre-Amplifier

. ‘Mezzo 50" Power Amplifier

e NEW ‘Blu” CD Transport

To find out more about our hand-crafted
audiophile products, please contact

us on 01622 721444, email
sales@chordelectronics.co.uk, or visit

www.chordelectronics.co.uk

Chord Electronics Limited
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~ ULTIMATE GROUPTEST
LOUDSPEAKERS £200-£500

Focal-JMlab Chorus 714 S
KEF Q4

64 Mission m35

65 Monitor Audio Bronze B4

 EQUIPMENT REVIEWS 66 Mordaunt-Short Avant 904

30 Musical Fidelity X-Ray¥3 : - Ll 67 Tannoy Fusion 4
CD player and X-80 . .
integrated amp

Welcome to the HFC hardware reviews section — the only place
for definitive tests of the latest hi-fi components. Our unique
combination of extensive listening, unsighted comparisons and 62
scientific lab reports, conducted by the UK’s most experienced 63
set of reviewers, ensures you're holding the most comprehensive
and reliable guide to high performance hi-fi in the world.

Audio Analogue Primo CD
player and integrated amp

Focal-JMlab Diva Utopia
Be loudspeaker

Marantz DV-12S2
universal disc player and

SR-12S1 receiver

ATC C3 multichannel
loudspeaker system

Copland CSA29 hybrid
integrated stereo amplifier

Tannoy Yorkminster
loudspeaker

The Chord Company
Signature interconnect
and speaker cable

Cambridge Audio Azur
540C CD player and
540A integrated amplifier

Pro-Ject Phono Box LE
phono stage

OUR RATINGS EXPLAINED

You tan 710d e civilised players for tne.
money. But few combine dynamies with fine
timing skills as effectively as this. HFC

Percentage ratings for

various different criteria, The things we like most

like sound quality and
value for money

pare tms win waramzs £800 player, the
17 Mkil M, which has exceilent build and
€ 3 very good impression in HFC 243. At
>3me price these’s also the Cyrus 7, a
ng all-rounder in @ compact case.
“ter trying the Heart with the standard
s we switched over to the Siemens
Jrade, a comparis
we fact that it

savae had 0.
Our overall conclusion
“Hirough. The S
n Snappier
den e
fidence and ease. It even seems o be

recommend you

HEFICHOIE]

OVERALL SCORE

Jason Kennedy about the product

The things we think
could be better

The product's final
score. All criteria are
taken into account
but the emphasis is
on performance.
Components scoring
more than 85%
may qualify for an
HFC Award Badge

>> 84%

Editor’s Choice

A component

1 receiving the coveted

| Hi-Fi Choice Best Buy

‘ Badge has been

1 judged to deliver

| excellent performance
at its price point,
thereby offering

outstanding value
for money.

This Badge is awarded
only to those
components that are
judged to deliver
reference-standard
performance, regardless
of cost. These products
may be considered
among the very best of
their kind.
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Musical Fidelity X-Ray" CD player and X-80 integrated amplifier |Review |

MF's new rectangular X-Series CD and amp replace the old ‘pipe’ models. But how do they shape up?

Musical Fidelity X-RayV? and X-80
CD player and stereo integrated amplifier
£900 (CD player) £600 (amplifier)

(CD player) Size (WxHxD):
22x10x35cm © Weight: 5kg © 24-bit CD player
Dual differential, 8x oversampling DAC © 96kHz
upsampling @ (Amp) Size (WxHxD): 22x10x34cm
Weight: 6.5kg © Rated power: 55W per channel
Inputs: three line-level plus one record loop

@ 020 8900 2866
# www.musicalfidelity.com

usical Fidelity's original X-Series

products changed the shape of hi-fi

(literally) and turned round the
fortunes of the company. Beginning with the
X-10D CD-enhancing transformer in 1998,
people stopped thinking about hi-fi as simple
black or silver rectangular boxes. The
tube-shaped X-10D and the rest of the X-Series
might not have been the first products to break
the mould, but after the massive success of the
X-10D and the rest of the range, hi-fi started
changing shape and Musical Fidelity couldn't
make enough X-Series products. That success
heralded Musical Fidelity's return to form,
funding projects such as the Tri-Vista.

It's back to basics with the new X-Series...
almost. The boxes are squared off, with a
thick, chamfered alloy front panel and solid,
extruded black cases behind. The
now-traditional exposed chrome-plated Allen
bolts (first seen on the original X-Series and
now featured on all MF products) square off
the front panel, and constitute almost more

panel ‘furniture’ than the controls. Both
products are extremely minimalist in approach
- three buttons and one volume knob on the
X-80, six buttons, one display and a transport
on the X-RayV3. The minimalism extends to
the labelling too - you may have a blue LED
telling you which input has been selected, but
the inputs are labelled one to four with no
further differentiation.

The backside of the products is just as
minimalist, with only a pair of RCA-phono
sockets, optical and electrical digital outputs
and a mains socket on the CD player, while
the amp has just six pairs of phono sockets
(three line-level inputs, one tape loop and a
passive pre-output) and two sets of speaker
outputs. And they're compact too - side-by-
side, they take up about the same amount of
shelf real estate as the average big CD player.
Neither run particularly warm, so it's possible
to place them close to one another. All this
minimalism means there's next to nothing to
the job of installing either product and as
such the manuals are rather sparse. They tell
you the basics of use, but don't say much
about the products in functionality terms.

The X-RayV3 is an upsampling 24-bit Delta
Sigma-based player, sporting the same
dual-differential 8x oversampling chipset seen
in all Musical Fidelity CD players, but this
time featuring a Philips CD mechanism. It was
designed from the outset to keep the demon
jitter at bay, thanks to a well-developed
internal clock and a good, solid PSU. Power
supplies are a big thing at Musical Fidelity

and the X-RayV3 is no exception. This
independently drives the different stages of
the player, such as the logic mechanism and
the D/A converter. Musical Fidelity makes a
bold claim, here — the company suggests, from
a technical standing at least, that the
performance of the X-Ray"3 is "pretty well as
good as any regardless of price”. Perhaps this
needs a touch of de-hyping, as these days the
technical, measured performance of most well
designed, straightforward players is “pretty
well" close. However, the two-deck blue display
is pretty and informative, the remote and front
panel are easy to drive and the player looks
the part. It also sounds the part, too.

You might think the ‘80" part of the X-80
amplifier's name referred to its power output,
but strangely not. The amp delivers 55 watts
into eight ohms and 85 into four; less
significant to specification seekers, but possibly
of greater importance to those who like a
decent sound, the amplifier can punt out a
healthy 28-amp peak current. It's essentially
very similar to the equally new and more costly
X-150 amplifier (it shares the same circuit, with
half the number of output devices per channel
delivering slightly less power, and no MM
phono stage). In fact, UK owners of the X-80
can have their amp transformed into an X-150
at a later date, by paying the price difference
(plus an extra £50). Once again the power
supply is well catered for, with a separate
transformer winding on the preamp stage.

These products, along with the X-150, form
the core of the new X-Series. But there is O3
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Musical Fidelity's grand
fromage Antony
Michaelson discusses the
new X-Series components

HFC: What made you
change the look of the
X-Series?

AM: There was obviously a demand for that size
of product, but the original X-Series was a bit
too adventurous for some people’s taste. We
wanted to come back with something
aesthetically slick, but still something that
satisfied the oblong box requirement.

Do X-Series buyers upgrade to full-sized MF
equipment, or would you say that it's a
different market?

The X-Series buyer is not a hard-core audiophile,
although the product has full audiophile
performance. But X-Series has an upmarket
appearance, without the hair shirt, and it
genuinely appears that sophisticated urbanites
are keen on this.

What difficulties does the constraint of the
X-Series case place on the amp designer?
Nothing particular! | think it's the same sausage,
just different lengths! You have to focus your
brain as to how to make an amplifier at this size,
so if you turn the X-80 on its side, you'll find it's a
normal amp.

How do you cope with heat dissipation in so
small a case?

Easy! The whole casework is a heatsink and we
are not going for mega power. As a rough general
threshold, when you start delivering above 100
watts in a design like this, only then does the
heatsinking becomes an issue.

What about the CD player? Does smaller mean
‘scaled down?

Not at all. The X-Ray¥3 is an exact equivalent of
the A3.2%R CD player, and that is technically one
of the best players ever made. You can argue
about sonics, but from a technical standing it's
one of the best players ever!

Essentially, the products are proper high-end
MF products that happen to be in smaller cases.
You know what they say — good things come in
small packages.

What's next for the X-Series?

In September, there will be an X-DACV3 digital
converter, an X-Pre preamp and a matching
X-P160 power amp, which will be able to deliver
about 220 watts in monoblock form. Before that,
in August, there will be a limited edition (of
4,800) of the X-10V3 CD buffer, using some
fantastic military-spec tubes we have. We sold
48,000 of the original X-10D in a very short time,
so get in quick! Finally, in November, we will see
the X-30,which is a six-channel version of the
X-10 for multichannel systems. This will also be a
limited edition of 500. X-cellent!
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“The sound is crisp and detailed, with a hig
scale and palpable sense of vibrancy to the
performance, whatever music you choose.”

& more to the range, in the shape of the X-
CanV3 headphone amp and X-LPSY3 phono
stage (both reviewed in HFC 248). There's also
mention of an X-Plora tuner in the X-Ray¥3's
manual. And there's another future product in
the wings — a return to where it all started with
a new version of the X-10D CD-enhancing
transformer. We've briefly auditioned this
product in prototype form, and it perhaps has
even more relevance today than it had back in
the late nineties. Back then, it was aimed at
improving CD audio, but today it has to help
bring DVD in line. Sadly, we will probably have
to wait until the autumn for this to appear.
This is a hugely important range for Musical
Fidelity. This CD and amp combo represents
the brand's entry-point, its meat and potatoes
against the fillet mignon and dauphinoise of
the A308 and Tri-Vista. If the products are
uncompetitive, the company loses a significant
revenue stream. If they are merely so-so, there
is stiff competition from similar products from
elsewhere. In short, the X-Series must kick ass.

SOUND QUALITY

The Musical Fidelity combo's strongest suit is
its synergy — this CD and amp match
perfectly. They aren't bad apart, and the X-80
in particular is a great component in its own
right, but together are something special.

The sound is keen and dynamic, with plenty
of energy and good soundstaging. Play a
simple, sparse recording like Damien Rice and
the player handles the disc beautifully, likewise
with something more dense and complex. The
sound is crisp and detailed, with a big scale
and palpable sense of vibrancy to the
performance, whatever the music you choose.
This attention-seeking style comes from both
the CD player and amplifier, but curiously the
two combined do not make the sound too
‘over the top' in this regard. This is rare - often
the combination of keen-sounding CD player
and amp can be too brash and forward.




Musical Fidelity X-Ray* CD player and X-80 integrated amplifier |Review]

From the early days of MF, that big, rich and
engaging sound was always a strong point,
and it remains a strong point here. Those who
think music should be polite, elegant and a
little bit soulless will find little or nothing to
attract them in the sound of this X-Series
combo. This is nature, red in tooth and claw.
Listening to music is a physical, visceral
process through these products, especially the
X-80 amp. There's something of the 'Krell
sound' here, albeit Krell in microcosm. It's bold
and confident sounding with a good, but not
rigidly enforced rhythm and speaker-enlarging
bass. It doesn't have the tremendous drive
capabilities, the transparency, the flexibility or
the price tag of something expensively
Krell-like, but it has that same sense of
musical ‘rightness’ to it.

This manifests itself as an absence of
artifice or emphasis on a particular aspect of
the musical performance, preferring instead to
merely drive the speakers honestly. That's
what makes the duo special. Of course,
honesty only extends up to a point, then
musicality and a fair chunk of grunt kicks in.
This is not the antithesis of the cerebral
amplifier designs that always seem at the
forefront of classical music tastes. On its own,
and with a raucous CD player in tow, the
X-80 may be small but can seem like a bit of
a bruiser. The big, wide soundstage allies with
bolder, brasher players to make a sound that
is all energy and not enough articulation.

When carefully partnered with the right CD
player, though, the transformation is sublime.
Music is just so enjoyable and vibrant that the
fine imagery and detail almost go unnoticed.
Instead, the listener is firmly fixed on the way
the sound entertains.

Unquestionably, the X-RayV3 is one of those
players you could class as ‘right'. Its sound is
similarly detailed, powerful and on its toes —
whether you play Fauré or Funkadelic, it
makes almost all the right noises. It can make
sense of Schoenberg, discovers the design
within Eric Dolphy and could probably even
find music in the Macc Lads (although the
last is unlikely — anyone still listening to the
likes of Sweaty Betty in the 21st Century
should be quietly euthanised.

Where the X-Series CD and amp diverge is
at the bottom end. The sound of the CD

Detail - CD player

CD transport
mechanism

Oversized power
transformer

High quality
phono terminals

D/A conversion
and output stage
below transport

Detail - Amp

Control amplifier
section

Motorised volume
potentiometer

Large power
transformer for
an amplifier of
this size

Preamplifier
driver stage
board, separated
from power
amplifiers

Power output
devices along
both sides of
the case

player is smoother and more harmonically
inclined in the bass, whereas the amp is more
forthright and muscular. Perhaps that's why
the two go so well together. One complements
the other in outright musical terms in an area
where most products act antagonistically. The
combination of harmonic structure and sheer
balls does act as a perfect combination and
gives the right kind of synergy for engaging
sound with purpose and refinement.

Lest we imagine the system is perfect, there
are downsides. Naturally, the combination is
not as good as one costing several times the
price. More importantly, the combination is not
as rhythmically precise as the similarly-priced
Naim system, not as elegantly detailed as
Quad's system, not as bright and immediate as
a Cyrus system, not as pretty as the Rega
sound or as ‘comfortable’ as the Arcam sound.
However, none of these have Musical Fidelity's
sense of ‘power’ and few have the X-Series
combo’s ability to cut through the artifices of
hi-fi and get to the power of the music.

Comparisons between these Musical Fidelity
products and the similarly sized and equally
new Audio Analogue components reviewed
overleaf is inevitable. And both come out
surprisingly well. There is no hands-down
winner — the two are different, but not that
different. The Musical Fidelity is more bold
and forthright, while the Audio Analogue is
warmer and more laid back... it all comes
down to personal taste. But both have
elements of the other; both are beguiling in
their own right with excellent levels of detail,
fine soundstaging and extremely good vocal
articulation. They don't mix particularly well

however — the Audio Analogue CD player in
particular sounds overly soft when taken away
from a same-brand context, while the X-Series
pair look and sound so good together, why
would you partner them with anything else?

So does this fulfil the task — do the X-80
and X-RayV3 kick the proverbial? Mostly, yes.
The components are small and lovely to look
at, yet their sound is so big you find yourself
drawn to the music, not the hi-fi. Both visually
and sonically they complement each other
beautifully — it's not the warmest of sounds,
or the most rhythmic, but its combination of
virtues serves heady brew indeed. The X-80,
in particular, is a bright new star. HFC

Alan Sircom

VERDICT - X-RayV3 CD player

SOUND >> 85%
EEEE I

FEATURES >> 75%
(TTTET ]

BUILD >> 85%

A perfect foil for the amp
(but also pretty good on
its own); a musical and
exciting CD player that
never sounds artificial.

OVERALL SCORE

VALUE >> 85%

VERDICT - x-80 amplifier

SOUND >> 88%
= A big, powerful sound
without a big, brutish
| FEATURES >> 70% perfhorma'nce, Harld to beat
EEE: BEE at the price... unless you

hate minimalism.

OVERALL SCORE

BUILD >> 85%

VALUE >> 91%
(T T |
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[Review| Audio Analogue Primo CD player and integrated amplifier

PRIMO BELLO

This cute, well-dressed Italian combo is a paragon of stylish minimalism

PRODUCT Audio Analogue Primo CD and Primo Settanta
TYPE CD player and stereo integrated amplifier
PRICE £475 (CD player) £475 (amplifier)

KEY FEATURES (CD player) Size (WxHxD): 21x8x37cm
© CD-ROM combined transport/conversion system

© (Amplifier) © Size(WxHxD): 21x8x37cm © Rated
power: 70W per channel © Inputs: four line-level plus
one record loop © surface-mount power transistors

CONTACT @ 01753 652669 & www.ukd.co.uk

his must be one of the most minimalist
component duos ever. The Primo
Settanta amp has just two buttons and a
volume control, while the matching Primo CD
player goes one stage further and does without
the volume control! And it's not as if the
remote control adds much functionality, either
- the slim handset (identical on both models)
has the barest minimum of buttons and allows
only slightly more control over the system.
Such minimalism does have a big payoff in
the pretty stakes, though. In two almost
identical alloy cases, offset by smooth front
panels with very little to clutter up the fascia,
this CD and amp combo looks as elegant as
you might expect from a well-dressed Italian.
Both models have a captive mains lead
instead of the more commonplace IEC
sockets. That's a problem if you want to
upgrade your mains leads without opening
the cabinet and invalidating the warranty, but
it cuts down on the socket count on the back
(though you could hardly get less on the back
of the Primo CD, with just left and right RCA-
phono outputs and one electrical digital link).
The Primo Settanta integrated amp has just
five inputs (one of which is one half of a tape
loop and another of which can be upgraded
to an MM/MC phono stage) and delivers 70
watts per channel. Unlike the Musical Fidelity
model in the previous review, there are no
preamp outputs for additional amps. All you
get is the six sets of stereo phono sockets, two
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pairs of speaker terminals and a mains lead.
The front panel has practically no buttons, but
does have an array of LEDs to illustrate
volume level and the source selected. This uses
an entirely digital volume control - you flick
the auto-returning knob to the right and the
volume raises by one LED 'notch’; turn it to the
left and hold it and the volume drops back to
nothing. It works smoothly, but it's arguably
less tactile than a standard rotary control.
Unlike the entirely sealed box of the Primo CD
player, the amp does have some vents cut into
the top panel. The silver alloy casework of
both products looks solid, and also gives the
boxes the industrial feel of lab equipment.

Scaling a CD and amp down to this chassis
size is not easy, so Audio Analogue has taken
an innovative build approach. The CD player is
essentially a CD-ROM drive, with a quality
analogue stage added. So all the processing
(bog-standard 16-bit/44.1kHz Red Book stuff)
is done in the CD-ROM mechanism, not in a
D/A convertor elsewhere inside the player.
Similarly, the amp scales itself down by using
surface-mount 'PowerPAK' MOSFETs instead of
discrete devices with all the heatsink space
they entail. As Jeff Rowland and others use
PowerPAKs, the Primo is in good company.

The Primos will ultimately spell the demise
of some of Audio Analogue's Composers
range, including the successful Puccini amps.
The small price differential between the Primo
and these amps makes it difficult to sustain
the two products, and it's unlikely that Audio
Analogue would want to raise the price... the
anger which followed TAG Mclaren's original
price hike of revamped Audiolab products
showed how popular that would be.

SOUND QUALITY

Audio Analogue has set the Primo duo to
deliver "high end at a sensible price”, and it
largely achieves this goal. The sounds it

produces are typically high-end — warm, fluid
and alluring. Just the sort of thing that makes
audiophiles think there is still life below the
£1,000 mark.

The first thing that strikes you about the
Primo gear is the imagery. The two present an
expansive and highly attractive soundstage,
which sits very wide and deep of the speakers
and makes the sort of sound that attracts hi-fi
enthusiasts like a magnet. The ‘walk in’
soundstage so beloved of American high-
enders is hard to replicate without extremely
expensive electronics, but this gets closer than
most, especially if used with complementary
speakers. It's here that the two punch above
their weight, capable of partnering more
expensive speakers than you might expect
given a £475 amp. Its natural partner is the
classic British speaker — even-handed with
similarly good imagery. Partnered poorly,
equipment such as this can give a soft, almost
spongy sound, but when used properly the
results are substantial and mellifluous.

There is a strong sense of warmth to the
performance. Music is not as precisely
presented as in some systems, but people who
like this musical presentation would find much
hi-fi too sharp and aggressive. A quick blast of
Miles Davis's In a Silent Way demonstrated
why this works well. The laid-back Sssh...
Peaceful wasn't as precisely detailed or as
sharply focused as it can be, but the effect




BEST BUY

HIFICHDICE,

was nonetheless
harmonious and lifelike,
as if a bunch of drugged-up
jazzers from the early 1970s had
just invaded your living room.

A big part of this warmth comes from a
sublime smoothness. It's an overused term in
hi-fi, but few product combinations at this
price sound so ‘liquid". This is how the Audio
Analogue defines ‘musicality’ — refined sounds
from top to bottom, flowing together in a very
satisfying manner. This tends to push one must. On a less
toward the jazzier, folkier and more classical banal level, even the

end of the spectrum. It's good with rockier most swamped vocals of
stuff too, but is not the first choice for Bob Dylan come to life on his
someone obsessed with compressed pop, hybrid CD/SACD Desire. Without
death metal... and it's hardly the sort of looking up the lyrics, it was possible to
vehicle to delve into the lo-fi humour of Welsh understand more than half of His Bobness's
wiggaz, Goldie Lookin’ Chain, for example. drawl - it was like a whole new record.

That said, the Audio Analogue pair are Dynamically, the amp is the better of the
extremely articulate, and could delve into every two models, though not by a huge margin.

nuance of the Newport accent, if you really The CD tends to soften transients more 3



[Review| Audio Analogue Primo CD player and integrated amplifier

We spoke to Stefano
Blanda, Audio Analogue’s
MD, about the genesis of
a new product line

HFC: What was the
rationale behind Primo?
SB: We decided to do with Primo something
different but better. We wanted to make
something in-between full-size hi-fi and style-led
systems, which retained a ‘high-end’ sound.

What difficulties did you encounter?

It's an entirely new circuit. With little room inside
the cabinet, we do circuitry that gives good results
without big heatsinks. For the Primo amp, we
decided to use surface-mount semiconductors in
place of output transistors, and for the CD player,
we take the audio signal direct from the CD to
the output stage without any conversion...

Do you mean there is no digital conversion in
the Primo CD?

In practice, digital to analogue conversion is made
within the CD-ROM drive itself. So, we just add a
good analogue output stage. We made some tests
before making the final version and found we got
fine performance from standard 16-bit/44.1kHz.
We are the first to do this, | believe.

Do you see any application of this technology
outside of the Primo range?

| think it can be a good solution for a product
which is small and competitive. The CD-ROM drive
is very good for audio CDs, at any level, although
high-end players sound better if used with a DAC
- if you have room inside the cabinet!

Why not make an all-digital Primo amplifier, to
keep the size down?

We considered using a digital amp, but we found
in tests they couldn't give the same performance
as the PowerPack semiconductors (used by Jeff
Rowland). We found they gave a better result.

Will there be more products in the Primo line?
The next product will be a tuner. After that,
perhaps a special edition of the CD and amp. We
are also thinking about a Primo-sized multichannel
integrated AV amp, but this is difficult. A universal
player the same size as Primo is also possible, and
we are studying multi-standard players to see the
best way to do it across all our lines. But | am not
sure about a separate preamp and power amplifier
at this low price.
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“Both the Primos have their strengths, but
it’s the amp that will gain the real fan base.”

& than the amp, although neither is
especially strong dynamically. On the plus
side, this gives both components a fine sense
of musical 'flow". But it also spells a sound
that seems to stay on a single dynamic level,
even with music that starts and stops with
precision (Chrono from Kraftwerk's Tour De
France Soundtracks, for example).
Performance-wise, the amp’s dynamic
advantage pushes it ahead of the CD player,
making it something of an ‘affordable high-
end' star — not unlike the old Puccini. It could
become the staple solid-state amplifier for
dealers that sell a lot of valve amplification,
because despite its solid state origins its
warmth and fluidity could be likened to the
strengths of the breed. It's much less costly
than any decent valve amp, of course, and
such comparisons can only ever be superficial,
but those who appreciate the ‘valve sound’ will
find much to appreciate in the ‘organic’ sonic
approach of both the amp and CD player here.
It is worth comparing these Primo models
with Musical Fidelity's equally new X-Series
products (see p30), similar in size and concept
as they are. They have very different clientele,
and focus on very different aspects of music -
the MF kit highlights detail and energy, while
the Primos emphasise warmth and beauty.
Both the Primo products have their strengths,
particularly when matched together, but it's
the Settanta that will gain the real fan base.

While the amp is a strong contender to partner
an existing CD player for anyone who craves
warmth and fluidity, the Primo CD is much
more likely to be bought by people who like
the amp and want the player largely because
it's a great visual match. That said, there will
be those who warm to the Primo player's
approach, and when used together these two
components pull in the same musical direction
to delightfully mellifluous effect. HFC

Alan Sircom

VERDICT - Primo Settanta amp
' SOUND >> 86%

Audio Analogue has done
it again! This will entice
another generation of
amplifier buyers with its
valve-like smoothness.

FEATURES >> 70%
EEEE EEE

BUILD >> 82%

OVERALL SCORE

VALUE >> 92%

1 SOUND >> 75%

| A fine, smooth-sounding

= CD player, albeit one that’s
too minimalist for its own

FEATURES >> 50%
IEEss - mEmmm oo it an excellent
| partner for the amp.

BUILD >> 82%
OVERALL SCORE

>>
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SLIMLINE DIVA

Focal-IMlab introduces a sleek new f/oorstander to its acclaimed flagship range

Focal-JMlab Diva Utopia Be
3-way floorstanding loudspeaker
£7,600 per pair
Size (WxHxD): 25x110x53cm
© Weight: 38kg © 'W-type' cone drive units: 1x165m

midrange, 2x210mm bass (side-firing) & Beryllium
tweeter © Sensitivity/impedance: 90dB/8 ohms nom

NTACT @ 0845 660 2680
& www.focal-jmlab.co.uk

ocal-JMlab believes it has identified a

gap in the market. The thinking behind

the Diva Utopia Be, the latest model in
this brand's ultimate range, is that there are
music lovers out there with a taste for high-
end sound, and presumably the funding to go
with it, but a disinclination to fill up their
listening or living rooms with ‘proper’
loudspeakers. Hence this new floorstander is
priced higher than a B&W N802 for instance,
yet is virtually half the width. This puts it in
quite a compact niche — there is competition
from the likes of Wilson Audio with its
WATT/Puppy System 7, Sonus Faber's
Cremona and Amati and the Wilson Benesch
range but it's still a pretty select club. Created
for European-scale homes, the Diva Utopia Be
is a tall, slim and superbly finished speaker
that incorporates the many high-tech features
of Focal-JMlab's flagship Utopia Be range.

Essentially this is a Micro Utopia Be (see

HFC 245) that has been inverted and placed
on a passive subwoofer system — it's not that
simple of course, but that's the gist. The
midrange unit, though the same size as that

in the Micro, does not have to operate over
such a wide range because twin bass units
cover the band from 180Hz down, so the mid
cone is slightly different. The remarkable
Beryllium tweeter is the same unit that you'll
find throughout the Utopia Be range, hence
the suffix. In order to keep the profile of this
speaker slim, Focal-JMlab decided to place the
bass drivers on either side of the cabinet,
operating them in push-push mode where both
drivers push simultaneously — if they didn't
they would tend to cancel their own output.

Two 210mm bass drivers were chosen
because they have the same efficiency as a
300mm (12-in) driver but are a better match
in terms of dynamics with the midrange unit.
These 'W-type' cone drivers, made with
Focal-JIMlab's preferred glass fibre/foam/glass
fibre sandwich construction with its low mass
and impressive self damping, are placed at the
base of the speaker in order to use the
reinforcement offered by the floor and avoid
colouring the midrange. Bass range is claimed
to extend to 30Hz (-6dB).

The midrange is another W-type cone, this
one being driven by a so-called Power Flower
multi-ferrite magnet on the back of its
165mm chassis. The tweeter is the jewel in
Focal-JMlab's crown, a pure beryllium inverted
dome that's only 25 microns thick and has a
bandwidth that extends from 1-40kHz,
making it a tweeter and super-tweeter in one.
This is driven by a twin magnet system
consisting of a Samarium Cobalt principal
magnet reinforced by a Neodymium 'Focus

“The higher frequencies in particular are
very explicit - you could almost identify
brands of cymhbal with this speaker.”
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Ring". Unlike B&W, which is in many ways
Focal-JMIab's British counterpart, there is no
apparent attempt to gently attenuate the rear
output of this drive unit.

If you were to cut the Diva Utopia Be in
half you'd see that each drive unit -
midrange, treble and twin bass — has its own
enclosure. You can't see through the gaps as
you can on the Grande Utopia Be but the
divisions are still there. Cabinet design
incorporates the same principles you'll find in
the range-topping Grande Utopia Be, with the
baffle for the midrange angled slightly down
relative to the tweeter to produce the ‘Focus
Time' alignment designed to ensure that
signals from both drivers arrive
simultaneously at the listening position. The
placement of the bass drivers does not strictly
conform to this approach but the argument
that such low frequencies have very little
stereo information is a valid one.

SOUND QUALITY

It didn't take long to realise how the
placement of bass drivers at the bottom of
the cabinet makes the height of the speaker
critical, thus we weren't able to use the
Townshend Seismic bases that usually isolate
speakers from a suspended wooden floor
because the extra 40mm made the speaker
distinctly bright. Once that was established,
positioning was surprisingly easy, the only
important issue being to avoid firing the bass
units at a nearby side wall. However, toeing
them in a little got round that nicely.

That sorted, the fun began and the Diva
Utopia Be didn't disappoint. This is a
remarkably clean and revealing loudspeaker
that displays less perceived distortion than
the vast majority of models to come our
way — basically, lesser speakers sound coarse
by comparison. Imagine sanding a piece of
wood — while most decent speakers might
give you a 250 grit type of finish, these up
the ante to 1000 grit or higher. It's a fine
sound that reveals all the small sounds that
make up the bigger ones, the harmonics and
decay of notes that make the overall sound so
much richer. As a result, piano notes have a
shimmer but are solid and powerful as well,
and brushed drum strokes have a realism
that's uncanny. The higher frequencies in
particular are very explicit - you could
identify brands of cymbal with this speaker if
you knew what you were on about, but even
if you're not interested you'll enjoy the
acoustic around them.



Focal-JMlab Diva Utopia Be loudspeaker |Review |

The bass is likewise very effective, and it's
difficult to imagine how a more conventional
front-mounted system would improve on this
without something very similar for comparison.
As it stands the low frequencies are deep, full
and rich yet they time as nimbly as the rest of
the speaker — which is fine, very fine indeed.
This is a highly insightful design - you can
hear precisely what Radiohead were up to in
the studio when they put together multilayered
tracks like Airbag, the different treatment in
each channel made startlingly apparent.

Another work of studio mastery, Kruder and
Dorfmeister's K&D Sessions usually sounds
lush and spacious, but here the extra
resolution reveals the nature of the reverb
manipulation that creates such round, sexy
bass. Because this is a pretty efficient
loudspeaker it does dynamics well, which
means that normally compressed sounding
albums like the Mahavishnu Orchestra's From
Nothingness To Eternity (you don't get titles
like that anymore!) can open up and deliver
their full, explosive impact.

Dynamics as much as bass is the area where
the Diva really puts its £3,500 Micro Utopia Be
sibling in the shade. You might be able to add
low frequencies to the Micro with subwoofers
but you'd never get the freedom of dynamic
expression on offer here. The ease with which a
pair of Divas reproduced dense jazz rock such
as Zappa's The Ocean Is The Ultimate Solution
(you can't argue with that) was highly
gratifying. Terry Bozzio's drum work is
phenomenal and with these speakers you can
appreciate precisely how phenomenal his sonic
gymnastics are — the energy is addictive! The
bass is good enough to warrant the description
‘visceral', not perhaps as much as a great active
speaker such as the ATC SCM50A, or B&W's
‘ 802 with big watts behind it, but more so than
H 'F ‘ any similarly slimline speaker we've heard.

magazine This is an exceptional speaker and if you
value the cubic volume of your living room
highly enough it makes a very convincing
argument for the elegant approach. HFC
Jason Kennedy

SOUND >>93%

PRO
Such vanishingly low
% | distortion combined with such
wide bandwidth and stunning |
__| dynamics in such an elegant |

BUILD 96% speaker is rare.

(Crr— | 5N

- | You can get bigger, bulkier
| speakers to equal it for less;
VALUE 85% there’s no option to bi-wire

(T | | via the single-pair terminals.

CONCLUSION

Another convincing argument for the Utopia Be range, the
Diva combines remarkable transparency with fine dynamics
and gorgeous bass, all wrapped up in a stim, shapely package.
It's as good a case for slimline speakers as we've heard.

LFIf = 0 2
!)l\!EII:zIALL SCORE >> {
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Marantz DV-12S2 universal DVD player and SR-1281 multichannel receiver |Review |

AV FOR AUDIOPHILES

Top-of-the-line universal player and receiver aim at the heart of the multichannel audiophile market

PRODUCT: Marantz DV-1252 and Marantz SR-1251
TYPE: Universal DVD player and multichannel receiver
PRICE: £2,000 (player) £3,000 (receiver)

KEY FEATURES (Player) Size (WxHxD): 46x11x39cm
© Weight: 15kg © Encrypted DVI-D digital video
output © RGB video output via Scart, component video
© PAL/NTSC progressive scan video & (Receiver) Size:
44x18x48cm © Weight: 26.5kg © 7.1-channel THX
Ultra2 specified © FM/MW RDS radio tuner

CONTACT: @ 01753 680868 4: www.marantz.co.uk

he rather gorgeous DV-1252 is
Marantz's flagship multi-format player.
While its predecessor, the ‘1251, was a
straight DVD-Audio/Video player, this new
‘universal’ model is intended to appeal to as
wide a market as possible by adding SACD to
DVD-Audio, DVD-Video and CD, all replayed
to a standard that's rare with any DVD-based
machine. The partner in this ambitious
enterprise is another Marantz flagship
product, the SR-1251 multichannel receiver.
Both are members of the Marantz Premium
range and have THX Ultra2 certification.
Even leaving the universal disc capability
to one side, the DV-1252 has most of the
trimmings. The audio circuitry is high-spec, with
HDAM high-speed discrete operational amps
on all six (5.1) channel outputs. The power
supplies are vast, with discrete audio and video
subsections. D/A conversion is handled by
Crystal 24-bit/192kHz Delta Sigma DACs on
each channel. Video is equally impressive, with
highlights including PAL/NTSC progressive
scan, two Analog Devices noise-shaped
14-bit/ 216MHz DACs, and for an all-digital
video signal chain with appropriate displays, an
encrypted DVI-D output. This substantial
hardware complement is housed in an equally
substantial housing, constructed largely from
die-cast aluminium panels with a double-layer,
low-resonance base and extensive copper plate
screening. It's one of those beautifully built,
to-die-for products that Marantz is so good at.
Indicative of the attention to detail you'll find
throughout is the ability to set up the player
through the menus to automatically defeat the
video and digital output circuits when a pure
audio disc (CD or SACD) is inserted. In fact, the
set-up options also include many video-related
adjustments, such as contrast, gamma and tint,
along with three overall user settings, which
(and this is just an illustration of what's
possible) could be programmed for
monochrome, Technicolor and animated films.
The SR-1251, a high-performance
7.1-channel receiver, is equally well built, with

similar construction-related features and an
identical finish. It also has a similarly
sophisticated power supply design, as well as
HDAM output on each channel. Power is
rated at 160 watts per channel, but this isn't
a realistic figure in the real world - when
measured in a more stringent way over the
full audio band into eight ohms, output is
close to 100 watts per channel. With all seven
channels operating, however, this still
amounts to a lot of grunt. The amp uses
current feedback that is often associated with
a generous, wide-band power delivery into
low-impedance loads. Signal processing is by
high-speed 32-bit DSP, and ‘source direct’ and
‘video-off' features are available. Making it all
sing and dance is one of Marantz's impressive

reluctant to bite even when the music
demands), the beautifully poised, unusually
three-dimensional and expressive midband,
and a powerful, almost train-like bass.

The SR-12S1's role in this double act is of an
accomplished supporting partner with a very
similar personality to that of the DV-1252.
Through analogue connections the dominant
role will always be played by the latter, but it's
uncanny how the receiver perpetuates the
voicing of the player. Again, it has that
unusually clean and refined quality, the finely
detailed but never exaggerated sense of detail,
and the powerful, driving bass.

Sonic imagery is extremely well handled
when playing multichannel material through
the receiver's Dolby Digital/ DTS processor, but

“Playing CDs, the DV-12S2 far outstrips
sonic expectations for a DVD player.”

two-way communicating handsets (the
RC3200, also available separately) which tells
you what the player is doing, as well as
silently barking orders via infrared.

SOUND QUALITY

The DV-1252 is more than just one of the
best-presented players around, it seems
constitutionally incapable of issuing a
discordant note. It was used as a test bed for
some excellent DVD-Audio discs, including
the Strauss Four Last Songs recording (Odense
Symphony Orchestra on Silverline Records)
reviewed in Choice Cuts last month. We've
rarely heard better from a DVD-Audio player,
and it's not far from achieving the same
standard from SACD. But ultimately, it lacks
the clipped incisiveness of the Krell SACD
Standard or the extraordinary precision of the
Sony SCD-XA9000ES in its all-digital mode.
The Marantz is dependent on its D/A
converter and the transparency of the
analogue electronics downstream, where the
Sony goes a long way to sweeping such
considerations aside. But there is an effortless
panache and a silkiness from the Marantz
that listeners will immediately warm to.

This is a very listenable player, and listening
fatigue should be practically unknown. This
applies also to CD, where the DV-1252 far
outstrips expectations for a DVD player,
though the relevant bypasses play a large part
in its success. Points to watch for are the silky
treble (which could almost be described as

it works particularly well in stereo too, without
the benefits of spatial processing. Imaging is
broad and deep, and instrumental focus sharp
even when auditioned from off-axis (assuming
you're using a speaker system that plays along,
which for this test was a B&W Nautilus
800-based set-up). The amp is clearly at its
best using the ‘source direct' facility, especially
through the multichannel input, and although
it is at its most convincing in multichannel
trim, this is one of the few multichannel amps
with something approaching heavyweight
stature in two-channel stereo. 3

5% $ 9 5. 3
B9 9.9 9 @ :.“‘ D-
vee @y d

july 2004 HI-FI CHOICE 41



[Review| Marantz DV-1282 universal DVD player and SR-12S1 multichannel receiver

HFC discussed the
background to the
development of the two
Marantz components with
Neil Gill, UK Product
Manager for Marantz UK

HFC: The DV12S2's predecessor supported
DVD-Audio but not SACD. How was the decision
to change it into a universal player arrived at?
NG: Marantz came to high-resolution audio
through SACD, in which our then parent company
Philips played a major development role. We are
now separated from Philips, and realise that both
formats have strengths and weaknesses that we
addressed with the DV8300, which established a
strong audiophile and videophile following. The
DV-1252 was developed to build on this, but with
improvements designed to improve stereo
performance as much as multichannel behaviour.

The original DV-12S1 was a DVD-Audio/Video
player, while the SA-12S1 was an SACD player
with DVD-Video compatibility. There was some
resistance to the SACD model from those who
understood that video circuitry and high-end
audio don't really mix. Hence the decision to
include a separate video power supply and the
ability to switch off the video circuits when not
needed. With video upgrades such as DVI-HDCP
and PAL Progressive, the DV-12S2 is one of most
desirable universal players available.

How do you view the rather faltering progress
of the DVD-Audio format?

DVD-Audio is technically good, but we've noted
that although there was a strong surge of interest
and new disc titles when Dolby Labs took over the
licensing for MLP, this has since slowed down.

What other trends can you identify in the
multichannel and home cinema market?

The market is moving towards home cinema, but
not at any cost. The trend now is towards a
smaller number of components that don't take up
too much room but can multifunction — universal
players, AV amps that work well in stereo and so
on - for which the second or third-time AV buyer
is willing to invest more money now. We see our
role as developing multichannel equipment that
retains the warmth and essence of our best
two-channel equipment, which doesn't have an
issue when playing stereo CDs.
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£ VIDEO PERFORMANCE

In video terms too, this combination is a high
flier. Such is the quality of the DV-1252, even
in its legacy analogue role — delivering video
from the S-Video, component or RGB outputs.
Composite video is quite a comedown, but it
should never be considered for anything other
than quick lash-ups for menu access and the
like when setting up. In fact, the component
output in particular is extremely fine, with a
genuinely fine-grain quality on screen,
exceptional tonal differentiations in the near-
blacks, and deep and dark pure blacks though
a good quality Philips glass tube TV. But the
real point of this player is flying solo through
the DVI-encrypted output, which was achieved
for this test by connecting directly to a Marantz
VP12S2 DLP projector. The projector is fully
DVI-compatible and gives a cleaner, even more
precisely articulated result, a lower level of
grain and a view on screen that is clearly
uncommonly cinematographic and involving.
This is what 'high-fidelity video' is all about.

In video terms, the SR-12S51 is a side issue. It
acts as a perfectly competent video-switcher,
with decent-quality video buffer amplifiers, but
no-one would choose to use an AV amplifier to
route video signals other than for convenience
reasons, and of course DVI is not supported.

The overall picture here is of a measured but
impressive performance from a well-matched,
high-end multichannel player/amp pairing
that's arguably short on gadgets but long on
engineering integrity. To say that the player is

the star of the show is a simple statement of
fact, and one that does not reflect badly on
the receiver, which has broadly similar voicing
to the player and which for video purposes can
be bypassed entirely when using the player's
DVI digital video output. The only residual
criticisms concern the basic architecture of the
system, which has no wideband digital audio
output to match the digital video capability,
but as such technology has already been
applied by Marantz's sister company Denon,
this must surely be on the roadmap. HFC
Alvin Gold

VERDICT - DV-1252 PLAYER

SOUND >> 88%
A universal player for
audiophiles, with
top-notch video playback
too. Sonically refined and
enjoyably understated.

> SUB RATINGS
CD'86% SACD 86% DVD-A 93%

VISION >> 91%

FEATURES >> 86% HI-Fl
OVERALL SCORE

VALUE >> 84%

VERDICT - SR-12S1 RECEIVER
SOUND >> 86%

A multichannel amp that
should be taken seriously
in stereo too. Resources
are in the engineering
rather than gimmickry.

>> SUB RATINGS
STEREO 84% MULTICHANNEL 87%

FEATURES >> 79%
EEEEC N

BUILD >> 92% H”:
OVERALL SCORE

VALUE >> 80%
([T [ |
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EAR/Yoshino 890 stereo amplifier
Ideal match with the 834L
pre-amplifier.

Resolution Audio Opus 21CD
player The improved sound wi

Pathos Logos integrated hybrid
amplifier A popular amplifier
with great looks.

Nottingham Analogue Space Deck
With the new, thicker platter and
upgrade kit it produces an even
more neutral and stable image

Finite Elemente Pagode furniture Amphion Xenon loudspeakers Exposure New Classics

For extracting the very best from Fast and articulate with neutral XXI1 CD player, XXl pre-amplifier,

your equipment. tonal balance. Slim floorstander XXIV power amplifier, XXVI phono
which does not mind walls. stage. Superbly controlled, dynamic

sound and tonally correct.

ACCUSTIC ARTS » AMPHION > A.R.T. LOUDSPEAKERS > BENZ-MICRO » CARDAS » CLEARAUDIO » CONRAD-JOHNSO NO > EXPOSURE

FERGUSON HILL » GAMUT > ISOL-8 > LAVARDIN > LYRA » MONO PuLSE > MOON > NORDOST > NOTTINGHAM ANALOGU 'PAGODE » PATHOS

QUADRASPIRE > ROGUE AuDIO > SME > SHANLING » SHUN MooOK 'f'Suspeiv > TRANSFIGURATIO! i RESEARCH » WADIA

Conveniently located between Reading and 7 Comet House, Calleva Park, Aldermaston
Basingstoke, we are approximately 15 minutes drive Reading, Berkshire RG7 8JA

from either Junction 12 on the M4 or Junction 6
on the M3. Free and easy parking, outside the
building. We have a home evaluation scheme for
those who might find this method more convenient.  www.audioconsultants.co.uk

T 0118 981 9891

E info@audioconsultants.co.uk

Demonstrations by appointment,
Mondays to Saturdays 10:00 to 18:00.
It is advisable to call us before visiting.

Part exchange welcome. Ex-demonstration and
previously owned equipment listed on our website.

AC/HFC/15
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ATC tumns its successful SCM12 loudspeaker into a full 5.1 system with a new centre and subwoofer

PRODUCT ATC Concept 3
TYPE Multichannel loudspeaker system
PRICE (5.1 SYSTEM) £4,877

SCM12 standmount speaker
(front/rear): £999 per pair © C3 centre speaker: £920
C4 active subwoofer: £1,959

@ 01285 760561 # www.atc.gb.net

hen Billy Woodman emigrated from
Australia to build his drive units for
PA systems in 1974 it's doubtful that

he envisaged his hardcore studio-oriented
approach finding a place in the home. Yet
thirty years later his company is making as
many speakers for the domestic market as it
does for the professionals.

The brand's latest offensive is in the
surround or multichannel market, an area
where sales are strong yet the amount of
companies making high-quality, dedicated
systems are relatively few. ATC's success in the
studio undoubtedly encouraged this - its
speakers were used to master the
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multichannel mix of Pink Floyd's Dark Side Of
The Moon for SACD and regularly find favour
with soundtrack mixers. John Kurlander mixed
the sound for Lord Of The Rings: Return Of
The King at Abbey Road on an ATC 5.1 rig.
That was inevitably a somewhat larger set-up
than the four SCM12s (reviewed separately in
HFC 253) plus C3 centre speaker and C4
subwoofer of the Concept 3 system assembled
here, but still with very similar characteristics.
With the exception of the subwoofer this
looks like a sensible enough system, not too
big and conservatively finished in real-wood
veneer with inset grilles to hide the business
end of things. The illusion of a domestically
friendly system is shattered somewhat when
you try to pick up the C3 centre speaker and
realise that it is a 30-kilo brute. It's only a
60cm-long passive speaker for crying out
loud! Clearly ATC has not cut any corners with
this or any of the other elements in this
system. The 150mm doped, woven polyester
drive unit that produces mid and bass in the
SCM12 and C3 has a 75mm voice coil and

177mm magnet — professional style build that
means you can drive it long and hard without
distortion creeping in. A 25mm soft-dome
tweeter covers the higher frequencies.

Given the AV orientation of this system it's
a little surprising to discover that neither the
centre channel nor any other speaker is fully
shielded. ATC's response is that few home
cinema enthusiasts who spend this much on
their speaker system will have a conventional
CRT TV set - other forms of projection and
display systems are not similarly sensitive.

The subwoofer in this otherwise sensible
system is also quite brutal. This piano-black
monolith is so dense that light cannot escape
its confines and at 52 kilos its take-no-
prisoners attitude is not to be trifled with. The
50cm cube includes a 650-watt amp which,
combined with a specially modified bass
driver, can produce a continuous 112dB SPL
(sound pressure level), though we wouldn't
recommend such in your average living room!

With a frequency range that drops below
20Hz, the C4's drive unit is @ 305mm (12-in)



device with the short voice coil/long gap
design that the company prefers for its
reduced distortion and high power handling.
The controls that roll-off the driver don't offer
the range you get with a REL for instance —
here you can pick between set points at 50,
70, 90, 120 and 180Hz, which seems slightly
odd given that the roll-off point of the SCM
12s is specified at 62Hz (-6dB). Ideally a
60Hz notch would seem to be appropriate,
but practically speaking you have to set these
things up by ear and the best setting in our
room turned out to be 50Hz - though the
70Hz position was quite fun too!

A contour control lets you select between in
and out-of-phase settings, with or without
some additional home cinematic lift in the
40-60Hz region. Connection is as with ATC
active speakers by XLR-balanced sockets only,
one for each channel, though given the largely
mono nature of low bass it's hard to see why.

SOUND QUALITY

HFC reviewer Paul Messenger checked out the
SCM12 in May and liked it enough to give it
an HFC Best Buy. Listening to a pair in stereo
it's not hard to hear why. It's a speaker that's
highly revealing of all aspects of recordings,
both good and bad, so compression is not
disguised but neither is great playing — come
one, come all seems to be the ATC way. It's a
hard approach to dislike if you prefer your
music on the loud side - the harder you drive
them, the better they sound.

ATC Concept 3 multichannel loudspeaker system [Review |

Moving over to Linn Kisto/2x5125
multichannel amplification, we kicked off by
adding only the sub to create a 2.1 stereo
system. Once the beast had been tuned in this
proved an extremely gratifying set-up, and we
found that the SCM 12s could be pulled out
into the room to create a more spacious
sound with glorious underpinning from the
sub. This is a very juicy sub/sat system; it
genuinely kicks the proverbial with its lack of
distortion at high levels and its overall
resolution. It's a vivacious, high-energy-but-
with-restrained-midrange balance that's
desperate to be turned up, yet if you get the
SPL meter out, isn't playing that loud when 3@

- -

/mneakers equidistant from (erﬂ%

POSITIONING

ATC recommends the classic ITU (International
Telecommunications Union) speaker set-up for the
Concept 3 system, illustrated above, which is
designed to recreate the same monitor
arrangement as that used in studios. Obviously, the
success of this approach depends on the layout of
your room, but if your speakers are arranged to the
same standard as defined it should be possible to
recreate precisely the same effects.

However, this is not necessarily the best set-up
for movie soundtracks where a wider positioning
of the front channels combined with surround
channels either side of the listener is generally
regarded as the more conventional route. System
set-up will of course also be affected by
practical considerations, especially with regard to
the positioning of the rear channels. If you cannot
set the speakers up in this fashion then you can
try to keep the SCM12s away from walls at the
front if not the back as well, and ditto for the C3
centre speaker.

The subwoofer meanwhile will work most
efficiently if placed near the corner of the room.
Setting the level and roll-off for the sub will be
largely room-dependent but we found that both
50Hz and 70Hz positions gave a good result. The
phase and level settings are best arrived at by
listening — you might be surprised at how easy it
can be to hear changes to either of these
parameters and find that you can arrive at a well
integrated sound without the inconvenience of a
great deal of fiddling.

If you're intending to combine some serious
music listening with some serious home cinema,
we would recommend that you try keeping the
front left and right channels at the same distance
from the listening position as the centre channel.
The rear channels are best placed behind the
listening position but if you can't get them far
enough away, try angling them toward each other.
In our experiments we found that rear-channel
output levels had to be reduced relative to the
front channels in order to obtain a seamless
surround experience. In general, when balancing
front to rear levels, more natural results are
obtained when the front channels are the musical
focus. Inevitably, recordings vary significantly in
this respect and some degree of trimming is
occasionally necessary.
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low pass filter and level, plus balanced inputs

m Integral 650-watt amp with controls for contour,—‘ Bi-wire

terminals

c4

305mm
(12-in)
bass driver
fires
downwards

58.2cm

50cm

Bi-wire
terminals

Twin bass/mid
units, identical
to the SCM12

25mm soft —
dome tweeter

| 22cm

25mm soft
dome tweeter

150mm bass/mid
driver with 125mm
treated polyester
weave diaphragm

39cm

21.2cm

“The synth hass positively revelled in the low
stuff while guitars hoth acoustic and electric
sounded startlingly real over the top.”

K you get there. Heavyweight tracks like
Aphex Twin's Windowlicker were surprisingly
relaxed - the speakers had no trouble
controlling the manic electronic bass sounds
that other systems can struggle with.

Bringing in the other three channels and
hooking up an SACD player for surround is no
less of an entertaining experience, the speakers
integrating as seamlessly as you'd expect given
the similarity of driver arrays. McCoy Tyner's
Land Of Giants disc was revealed to be a far
better recording than previously demonstrated
- other systems had given the impression of a
lack of clarity and dynamics, but the Concept 3
showed that it is unusually natural with plenty
of detail and great instrument tone. The sound
overall is less ethereal than the (much more
costly) Linn Akurate system tested in HFC 253,
partly because there are no super-tweeters
here, but when it comes to integrity it's highly
convincing. Timing is spot-on, which makes any
disc you care to spin sound engaging without
being thrust in your face, the subwoofer
balancing out the 'satellites’ perfectly, treading
the line between energy and control with ease.

Arvo Part's De Profundis revealed a degree
of solidity that provided a foundation to the
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voices and gave them more body - they
didn't soar up to the rafters as well as they
could but seemed no less real as a result. In
musical contrast, Frankie Goes To Hollywood's
Welcome To The Pleasure Dome employed the
subwoofer to marvellous theatrical effect, the
synth bass positively revelling in the low stuff
while guitars both acoustic and electric
sounded startlingly real over the top. Detail
was well served, the clatter of new acoustic
strings revealed in rich harmonic patterns.

Despite having heard Pink Floyd's Dark Side
Of The Moon numerous times it provided a
more engaging, musically satisfying experience
on SACD through these speakers than it has
for a long time. The headroom available
meant that it could be replayed at the proper
level without any sense of effort, the only
worry being that the subwoofer might be
damaging the structure of the house!

If you like your music at the 'proper’ level
(approaching live reproduction in other
words) and you appreciate a fine bottom
end, then this is a relatively unobtrusive yet
hugely entertaining system - real hi-fi for
music and movies. HFC

Jason Kennedy

SOUND >> 91%

>>SUB RATINGS
STEREO 88% MULTICHANNEL 93%

EASE OF DRIVE >> 71%
EEEE BN

3 PRO

Top grade drive units plus
rock-solid cabinets equal
exceptional dynamic grip and
subtlety. The new C3 centre
and C4 subwoofer complement
the SCM12 perfectly.

BUILD >>93%
EEEEEE. N

VALUE >> 84%

i CoN

Though well built and

relatively discrete, few would |
describe these speakers as
beauties. Lack of shielding

may be a problem for CRT TVs. |

ATC is extremely good at making highly engaging, high
power-handling, very revealing loudspeakers for a reasonable
price. This surround rig emphasises as much and provides 360

degrees of top-quality, heavy-duty entertainment.

HEHCHOIC

OVERALL SCORE
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Copland's latest amp seeks to deliver the best of both valve and transistor technologies

D Copland CSA29
aIve/tran5|stor hybrid stereo |ntegrated amp
£1,900

Size: (WxHxD) 43x11x39cm
Weight: 15kg & Rated power output: 85 watts per
channel @ Six line inputs & Optional plug-in MM
phono stage @ Remote control

@ 020 8971 3909
& www.absolutesounds.com

he popular Swedish high-end hi-fi

company Copland has been producing

high-quality hybrid electronics for some
years, but the new £1,900 CSA29 isn't like
most hybrids. Unlike valve amps that use
valves in the gain stages of the preamplifier or
power amplifier sections, the CSA29 has a pair
of 6922 double triodes in the input differential
stage. Copland seems to have a strong
doctrine of using the right components in the
right places and in this amp's circuit, there are
transistors, valves and FETs in key areas.

This 85-watt stereo integrated amplifier has

six line inputs as standard and an optional

RIAA TAPE TAPE  TUNER co
outr N

© 00 0O

DESIGN BY COPLAND DENMARK
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plug-in £150 MM-only phono module that
takes over one of the line inputs entirely.
Both the 85-watt power and the phono
module highlight why this isn't your average
hybrid or all-valve design - a hybrid
preamplifier would require a separate phono
stage instead of a 4cm-long card, while

the 85 watts could only be achieved with
half a dozen valves or more and a
transformer the size of a small toaster.

Not that the CSA29 is a lightweight. The
solid build (trying to prize off the top of the
case to insert the phono stage is practically
impossible) and big toroidal transformer give
the amplifier a healthy 15kg weight. It also
comes with a remote handset that can control
a matching Copland CD player, even if it looks
nothing like as sleek as the amp or player it
controls. Still, it usefully adjusts the volume and
source selection of the amp, and also drives the
balance control that can't be accessed from
anywhere on the main panel itself.

The overall look and operation of the
Copland isn't as sleek as that of previous

SPEAKERS

12V REMOTE

LEFT
RIGHT

RIGHT

models, but at least it isn't festooned with
Cello-like knobs. Instead, there's only one
knob for source selection and another for
volume control, along with two buttons for
tape monitoring and standby. In the centre of
the player is a big black panel that lights up
with red lettering to show standby status or
which of your sources is currently selected.
However, the panel is so large and the
lettering so small that this looks a bit
ham-fisted compared to the smooth looks of
the rest of the CSA29.

The amp has a 30-second warm-up between
standby and full power, and it's important not
to get impatient during this time. Frantically
switching the sources or power switch to
speed the process might blow the main power
fuse. (We did this once during the review!)

There's an obvious hybrid rival in the shape
of Pathos Acoustics, with models such as the
Logos, or the Unison Research SR-1. These use
an entirely valve preamplifier stage and
solid-state power amplification. And in the
past, hybrids appeared from companies like

OF ELECTAIC
0O NOTC amu

AC POWER

SERIAL NR:

l *m1

MAX v( WER CONSUMPTION. 500 W
506 23




Onkyo — those with long memories might
remember the AMC CVT3030. Then there are
the really large esoteric hybrid power amps
like the LAMM M1 and M2 (with the LAMM
L2 preamp), and Hovland's Sapphire power
amp. Technically, anyone found using a valve
preamp with a solid-state power amp (or vice
versa) is using a hybrid amplifier, too.

But perhaps the real challenges to the
Copland aren't simply hybrids, they're
upmarket integrated stereo amplifiers with any
sort of electronics base. Anyone potentially in
the market for a Copland CSA29 might well
compare it to a Sonus Faber Musica (all
transistor), an EAR 834 (all valve) or a
Lavardin Model IS (all transistor). Despite the
differences in technological approach, all are
equally relevant when it comes to choosing
one's ideal amp. But the question is: can a
hybrid like the Copland come close to offering
the best of both worlds?

SOUND QUALITY

The hybrid sound ethos is deftly
demonstrated by the Copland CSA29. It
manages to combine the smooth midrange
and deep, rich soundstaging of valve amplifier
systems with the weight, speed and precision
of solid state. It really isn't pitched in one
direction or another; it balances the valve
richness and transistor clarity perfectly.
Granted, there are times when it all dissolves
into rose-tinted ‘valve sound’ and others when
the steel of the solid-state shines through,
depending on the music being played. But
such times are extremely rare; for the most
part, the amplifier is the ideal antidote for
the amplifier Goldilocks among us.

Soundstaging is a particularly strong point
in the Copland's favour. And it also benefits
from the characteristics of valves. The imagery
is deep and tall, instead of wide and flat. This
gives a close-knit stereo image, but not one
that is particularly claustrophobic or shut in.
Height information is a rare beast in
amplification, and really makes its presence
felt in orchestral works. Stick on Beethoven’s
Ninth (the 1960s DG von Karajan version)
and the vertical layering of orchestra and
choir, in addition to that horizontal stereo
depth, makes the sound seem as if you really
are in front of hundreds of musicians and
singers. It also works on very small-scale stuff,
even as small as the guitar and vocals of
Damien Rice. You get a sense of the vertical
distance between guitar and voice in the
recording, something that's altogether natural
but very hard to replicate.

Aside from that, the CSA29 really doesn't
draw attention to itself — in all the right ways.
Detail is crisp and precise, but it fails to
register initially because it's easy to confuse
‘detail’ with 'bright’. You become aware of a
rich, inviting midband (again, like a good
valve amp), but this takes time to discover
because the sound is so honest; you find

Copland CSA29 integrated amplifier |Review |
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“You hecome aware of arich, inviting
midband, but this takes time to discover
hecause the sound itself is so honest.”

yourself forgetting that there's an amp to
review and continue playing discs! This is also
not overstated because there is a clean,
extended treble and a taut, rhythmic bass. It
isn't as rhythmic as the likes of Naim or similar,
but tidy and bouncy enough to cope with
some decent funk. This is how good amps
should sound — adding or subtracting nothing.
Then there's the plug-in phono module. It's
MM only and perhaps lacks the stark clarity or
the musical character of top-notch phono
stages, but it's perfectly matched for the rest
of the amplifier. It's virtually noise-free and
very faithful to the sound from the cartridge.
So when does it go wrong? You really have
to jump through a few duff hoops to make the
sound go bad. First, use a pair of out-of-the-
ordinary speakers, which are either very
efficient or deeply inefficient, and have an
uneven sound quality. Now partner these with
a cheap, shouty CD player or a really bland
one. Connect all these with fast, tizzy
interconnects and zingy speaker cables. Finally,
mix in something like Einstiirzende Neubauten
played at full tilt, or perhaps the like of Norah
Jones at a whisper. At these extremes, the
balance begins to shift toward valve (at the
too-quiet end) or transistor (at the balls-out
end). This is hardly a drawback, and for the

sort of CD players and speakers that befit the
Copland, price shouldn't be an issue.

In many respects, whether it's a valve amp
or a transistor amp is moot. Its sound exhibits
benefits derived from both technologies with
few of the stereotypical downsides, unless you
try hard to make it sound bad. In other words,
with the Copland CSA29, you really do get
close to the best of both worlds. HFC

Alan Sircom

Copland makes hybrid
amplification that works,

‘ combining a smooth, rich

| valve sound with transistor

SOUND >> 89% 1 PRO

T T

FEATURES >> 75%

EEEET 1NN ‘ grunt and detail. It's built like
_ | a tank, too.
BUILD >> 90% | 2 con

Remote control doesn’t look
| the part and the little red-on-
| black source lights are a bit

cheesy, especially compared to
| the overall look of the amp.

VALUE >> 87%

After a week, you'll forget the valves and bask in the sound
of a very fine integrated amplifier that happens to be a
hybrid. It might be minimalist on the outside, but the CSA29

has it where it counts.

!)i\!.EEtIALL SCORE >>
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Tannoy's retro Prestige models sell well in the Far East. Should we Brits pay them more attention?

PRODUCT Tannoy Yorkminster

PRICE £9,000 per pa@r B

KEY FEATURES Size (WxHxD): 62x102x45cm
© Weight: 62kg © Main driver has 250mm flared
paper cone and pleated fabric surround © Horn-loaded
tweeter with ‘pepperpot’ diffuser © Adjustable tweeter
energy and roll-off

CONTACT = 01236 420199 & www.tannoy.com

orty or fifty years ago, this speaker

wouldn't have looked in the least

strange. Pick up a 1950s copy of The
Hi-Fi Year Book, and there are plenty of
speakers that look a lot like this one.
Something similar could still be found in UK
hi-fi shops up until the early 1970s, but in
today's world the Yorkminster looks as out of
place as a vintage Bentley on the M25.

The laws of acoustics haven't altered one
iota, but the speaker market has undergone
dramatic changes down the years, for a
number of very logical reasons. Indeed, it may
well come as a surprise to some readers to
realise that speakers like this Yorkminster are
still being manufactured, so different are they
from the run of today's mill. Certainly you're
unlikely to find a pair lurking down at your
local hi-fi dealer, but visit a ‘high-end’
emporium over in the Far East and you'll very
likely find a pair of large retro Tannoys, and
very probably some other oddball retro
models besides.
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Nostalgia comes into it of course. Retro
style has its followers in all sorts of products,
especially domestic furniture, so perhaps it
should be surprising that there aren't more
‘traditional’ style examples around. But there's
much more to this Tannoy than merely an
old-fashioned 'heritage’ appearance.

Taking the long historic view, hi-fi has
repeatedly shown an all-too-regular tendency
to embrace new technologies with excessive
enthusiasm while being all-too-ready to
discard the old. Valve amps and vinyl discs
both came close to disappearing completely
at different stages. Both eventually bounced
back, and are now re-established as important
minority interests with their own appeals.

If Far Eastern enthusiasts are aware of what

in a 200-litre enclosure, while the £6,500
Kensington has a 250mm alnico Dual
Concentric driver in 105-litre box and the
£2,850 Sandringham a ferrite 200mm Dual
Concentric driver loaded by 48 litres.

This 'heritage’ Prestige line-up has parallels
with the three Art Deco-inspired Dimension
series models, the TD12, TD10 and TD8 that
we reviewed a couple of years back. However,
the differences between the groups are
equally significant. Whereas the Dimensions
use Dual Concentrics energised by large
ferrite magnets, sporting the ‘tulip waveguide'
tweeter plus top-mounted super-tweeters, the
top two Prestige models go back to the alnico
magnet Dual Concentric era, with ‘pepperpot’
tweeter horn and no super-tweeter.

“Delicious is the adjective that sprang to
mind with the Yorkminsters connected.”

modern speakers lack, perhaps it's now about
time that the British hi-fi enthusiast learned
to appreciate some of the classic virtues of
historic speaker technologies, which have
been all too hastily swept aside in the name
of progress and/or fashion.

The Yorkminster is the senior model of a new
Prestige-series threesome. All three are closely
related in style and content, the Yorkminster
using a 300mm alnico Dual Concentric driver

The difference in the magnetic materials is
crucial here, if only because alnico (an
aluminium/nickel/cobalt alloy) is a vastly
more expensive material than ferrite (a simple
iron oxide). Prior to World War Il, when alnico
was first developed, there were no permanent
magnets powerful enough for practical
loudspeakers. Instead, speakers used
electromagnetic ‘field coils' — very
inconvenient because of the need for separate




power supplies. Alnico became the magnet of
choice in the immediate post-war era, but
ferrite was developed in the 1960s, just
around the time the price of cobalt soared,
and speaker manufacturers were quick to
change over to the much cheaper material.

Alnico rapidly became rare, but some
enthusiasts have always claimed it sounds
better than ferrite, even though the reasons
why remain obscure. It might be because the
magnet shape is slimmer but deeper, reducing
the reflective surface behind the cone. It
might be because alnico is electrically
conductive, whereas ferrite is an insulator.

Magnets aside, the solitary drive unit used
here is really two-in-one. First introduced in
1948, the Dual. Concentric approach fires a
homn-loaded alloy dome tweeter through the
centre of the main cone. Said cone is paper
pulp, flared for stiffness, 250mm in diameter,
and terminated by a relatively stiff pleated
fabric surround. It's all mounted on a massive
cast-alloy chassis. Both drivers have 52mm
voice coils, ensuring more than ample power
handling — 150 watts RMS, with a
550-watt peak quoted.

The enclosure is very large
indeed. Loaded by two big

€20 6

Tannoy Yorkminster loudspeaker |Review |

rear ports, it encompasses some 200 litres,
stands just over a metre tall, is 62cm wide
and 45cm deep. Small rooms need not apply!
Though large, at 62kg it's not as heavy as it
looks, using a relatively lightweight 18mm
birch plywood substrate to avoid storing
energy, stiffened by complex bracing.

Looking very like a scaled down (!) version
of the company's gigantic horn-loaded
Westminster and Westminster Royal models,
the Yorkminster has the classic styling cues of
the 1950s, with the high-class, real-wood teak
veneer and mouldings, and mottled
brown/cream grille cloth.

Under the removable main grille is a flashy
gilt panel scribed in a ghastly mixture of
typefaces which provides five options each for
treble energy and roll-off. The terminal block
has five socket/binders — two for each driver,
allowing bi-wiring or bi-amping, plus an extra
one to earth the driver chassis to the amp.

%
PRESTIGE

('(-(wv.,

SOUND QUALITY
HFC has had considerable experience of
15-inch versions of this drive unit
flush-mounted into the walls of one of our
regular listening rooms, and fed via the
crossover from the Yorkminster's predecessor,
the Canterbury. These true infinite baffle
wall-mounts are delightful in themselves, but
we were quite shocked by the substantial
improvement wrought by the Yorkminsters.
It's all to do with crossover networks, and
our increasing understanding and
appreciation of the role and importance that
individual components play in the ultimate
sound quality of a serious speaker system.
We've learned a great deal about networks
since the Canterbury was originally put
together, and the consequence is a
considerable improvement in overall
coherence and transparency in this latest
variation on a long familiar theme.
Delicious is the adjective that most readily
sprang to mind when these speakers were
connected onto the end of a Naim
NAC552/NAP500 amp rig.
Delectable, delightful and
delicate would serve equally
well to describe a midband in
particular that's wonderfully
natural and communicative.

The Yorkminster has a
superbly wide bandwidth with
ample — perhaps a little too
ample — bass weight, and a
very well judged top end (we
oscillated between setting
both pre-sets to ‘level’, or
selecting ‘+2' on the 'treble
roll-off"). But it's the midband
that really stands out here. It
did a brilliant job with some
current playlist favourites, but
the true acid test of any
loudspeaker is how well it
communicates unfamiliar
material, which for this
listener often means tallying
up the amount of time spent
with Radio 3.

Operatic voices in particular
sounded that much more
believable, realistic and
engaging through a pair of
Yorkminsters, and far from
letting the orchestral stuff
burble along in the
background, they thrust it out,
demanding the listener's
complete attention.

It's not so much that they'll
play loudly — which they
certainly will, since the
available headroom is massive
— it's more that these speakers
are absolutely magical when
playing really quietly. Fine
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[Review| Tannoy Yorkminster loudspeaker

POSITIONING AND SYSTEM MATCHING

The large drive unit and enclosure are powerful
clues to this speaker's high sensitivity, and while
the specified 95dB/W does seem a tad optimistic
under our subjectively representative in-room
far-field regime, a still-high 93dB is definitely on
the cards. Furthermore, this is achieved in the
context of truly substantial output through the low
bass region, alongside a relatively easy amp load.

One reason for the strong low bass is that the
ports here are tuned to a low 30Hz. If the net
result in a given listening room is considered too
strong, there's always the option of blocking these
by inserting something like either (large) rolled-up
socks or a (small) towel.

Given their very hefty bass output (with or
without the port contributions) it's obviously best
to keep the Yorkminsters well clear of walls as far
as possible. However, with a speaker this bulky
and visually dominating, there might not be many
practical alternatives to choose between.

The impedance never falls below six ohms, and
is significantly higher than that above 500Hz, so
it doesn't draw excessive current in relation to the
amplifier voltage (i.e. volume). Alongside that, the
very generous sensitivity means it doesn't need
nearly as much voltage to generate similar
loudness to regular speakers either. The
Yorkminster is therefore particularly easy to drive
on two counts, and therefore very well suited to
operation with valve amps, including single-ended
and output-transformerless types.

For such a large loudspeaker, the overall
frequency balance is pretty good — and certainly
much smoother than Tannoy’s not too dissimilar
Kingdom 12 which we reviewed in 2001. The
balance is by no means flat, but the far-field
averaged trend does hold within very decent
+/-4dB limits across most of the band
(60Hz-7kHz, treble ‘level’). Within that it's a little
lean at 120-250Hz, and a little strong at
250-900Hz, with some unevenness, including a
pronounced 15kHz treble peak.

The treble pre-sets located under the front grille
offer an unusual extra flexibility with a
surprisingly large range of action. The ‘energy’
control has five settings covering a maximum of
5dB, hinged around 3kHz. The roll-off starts at
around SkHz with a much larger range at the top
end of around 14dB.

Big rear-firing
twin ports load

a very large
enclosure

Five
terminals
allow
bi-wiring/
amping plus
earthing

Classy teak veneer -
and mouldings

= Flared paper
cone has
pleated fabric
surround

Horn-loaded
tweeter has
‘pepperpot’
diffuser

Classic Dual
Concentric
driver has
cast frame
and alnico
magnets

— Gilt panel
includes
adjustable
tweeter
energy and
roll-off

“The superb midband delicacy is ideally
suited to the strengths of valve amps.”
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Kl details like the subtle texture of orchestral
strings remained clear and distinct even when
played at levels close to inaudibility.

Though most of the listening was done with
solid state electronics, we also tried them with
several valve amps. It proved a most felicitous
match, with the high sensitivity helping the
less powerful single-ended designs. The wide
bandwidth and dynamic range clearly
distinguished between the different models
and the superb midband delicacy was ideally
suited to the acknowledged strengths of
thermionic amplification. So much so, in fact,
that it initially proved difficult to return to the
solid state amps.

In one important respect the Yorkminster
differs substantially from the norm. The basic
laws of acoustics mean that this speaker's
large main driver cone and horn-loaded
tweeter give a much more directional sound
than the smaller drivers and direct-radiating
tweeters that are the market norm. When
listening to speakers in a room, you hear a
mixture of sound that arrives directly from the
speakers, and sound that arrives after being
reflected off the walls, ceiling and so on. With
the Tannoys you hear a higher direct-to-
reflected sound ratio than average, so you

hear more of the recording but less of your
listening room, and stereo imaging is
unusually precise. It's a matter of taste, rather
than right or wrong, but it does play an
important part in the total experience.

The Yorkminsters won't suit everyone, and
are by no means beyond criticism. Their sheer
bulk and massive low bass is obviously best
suited to large rooms. That large wooden
cabinet adds a fair helping of box coloration,
bringing a slightly ‘'woody' quality to the
proceedings (but bear in mind that coloration
is added after the event, and tends not to
affect the vital leading edges). In addition,
the tonal balance isn't completely neutral,
with some emphasis in the upper midband.

But these are relatively minor criticisms. The
Yorkminster's best trick is simply the way it
drags you in and cuddles you up with
whatever kind of music you choose to play.
Try (and enjoy) unfamiliar classical material,
and give a valve amp a go too. HFC

Paul Messenger

VERDICT

SOUND >> 95% | I3 PRO
EEEE | The subtler the de?a![, the
IEEE better it works. This spe
EASE OF DRI;E ;5‘7 a great communicator, with
© | wonderful orchestral tex
EEEEEE | High tivity and an easy
- lload very valve-friendly.
BUILD >> 93% CON
Costly and maybe too bassy for
| smaller room bulk and
retro s
and the soundstage ten
ignore the listening room.

VALUE >> 81%
T T 1|

CONCLUSION

Few can match the subtle inner detail delivered by this
updated version of an alnico-powered classic. Deliciously
delicate and expressive even at the lowest listening levels, it
still has massive headroom when you're in the mood.
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mono power amplifier

These power amps are very
impressive devices. They seem to be
extremely neutral, responding to every
nuance of the music in a clear, coherent
and swift fashion that lets the sound
breathe - in truth, they are highly capable

in all respects.

Jason Kennedy, Hi-Fi Choice

» €CS exclusive dealer

audio note // accuphase // nagra // dcs // bel canto // spectral // Focal-JMlab /I peak consult
siltech // densen // sme // quad // orelle // electrocompaniet // halcro /I lavardin // avi

vpi // orpheus labs // penn audio // ecs /I leema acoustics // roksan

T (01563) 574185
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W www.kevingallowayaudio.co.uk g "

E info@kevingallowayaudio.co.uk
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=> Arcam

DV8s+ & DV89

DV88+ Player
Was £999 Save £400

DV89 Player

£599

INTEREST FREE CREDIT!

© 0000000 O

— Was £1299 Save £510
The DV88 plus & DV89 DVD audio player are both

£789

on offer this month. But hurry, once they're gone

Arcam products offered to shop callers only

they’re gone! - Full two year warranty.

=0 Pioneer - PDP-43HDE Plasma

Save £200 +

£4295

Plus FREE DBR TF100 Receiver

et

it

© Purchase a fabulous PDP-43HDE 43" HDMI Plasma
and claim a matching DBR TF100GB Digital Free-to-view
receiver for FREE! Related product DVR 5100, see below.
(Call 08708 80 99 80 to check for Freeview coverage).

=> Pioneer - DVR 5100H (Multi-Region)
The DVR5100 s a direct digital replacement for your VCR. Out with tape,

in with DVD. An integrated 80G Hard drive for up to 100 hours of recording -
built in TV Tuner and DVD-RW recorder the 5100 means you record all your

programs in digital quality and archive the ones you want to keep on DVD.
Get the picture? - and play it back on the 5100. Photo Jpegs too!

Save £100.00

Was £699 £ 5 9 9

Now Only
80G Hard drive included
simultaneous play & record
4x DVD-R and 2x DVD-RW
Time shifting feature
Plays standard DVD's & CD's
192kHz / 24bit audio DAC
TV Tuner in 1 month timer

AN NN N N NN

> Quad - 99 series

Electronics & Speakers

Easy on the eye and easy on the ear, the 99 series is the perfect
partner for the L series loudspeakers combining digital clanty with

" an analogue appeal. It's easy to appreciate the superb cabinet fin-

900

ish of the speakers but we recommend you book an audition to
appreciate the sound . A Quad quality system is available for less
than £2000 and could be your start point to allow the true music
lovers dream to becorne reality. For 025 APR aptions see top right.

*> Arcam - DV79 HDMI DVD Audio Player

\EW

£999

« Dolby 5.1 for DVD-A, Dolby Digital & DTS
« Zoran Vaddis 5 progressive scan engine

« HDMI Digital video out interface
e / Interlaced & Progressive analogue video
v 24 bit 192Khz wolfson DAC all 6 audio ch

« Plays DVD-A.DVD.DVD-R.DVD +R.CD etc

Audition the fabulous new Arcam DV79 HDMI DVD Audio player

Please call for more information & availablity

> Arcam - Spring Promotion

CD73/A80 Amp - plus P80
power Amp half price (save £209)

— —
" o QOO Ywoo d
- -

)

. 0o e vuoeuu ‘ﬁ

o
Lo

Or, a Free T61 Tuner and (save £229)

Arcam products offered to shop callers only - available for audition

020 8318 5755

Save £200.00+

£1199

© A Spring offer not to he missed
Here's a spring offer not to be missed. Buy
the award winning CD73 with an A80 amp
and claim a matching P80 power amp for
half price or a FREE T61 Tuner. Or, how
about a CD93/A90 with a half price P90?
Call our sales team for details - and for
0% Interest Free options, see top right.
Save an extra 5% on speakers purchased
with this system - while offer lasts.

Auditions?...
We supply the finest
hi-fi, A/V & DVD in
London and you
can be sure that any
of the products you
see advertised here
are on display and
available for audition
directly in the shop
or in our comfortable
listening rooms.
Helpful experienced
staff are always on
hand to help explore
the many new possi-
bilities open to you.
Warranty?...

All hi-fi and A/V is
covered by our no
nonsense two year
minimum warranty
with many ranges
incorporating a five
year in house cover.
And... if you want to
upgrade, we offer a
part exchange ser-
vice so you are not
left with your old hi-fi
Where?...

We are on the main
A20 road between
Lewisham and
Blackheath BR
Stations. Buses: 122
321. Local parking is
available.

When?..

We are open
between the hours
of 10am to 6.30pm
Monday - Saturday
(Closed Sunday and
Thursday)

To your door
Next day delivery £5
call 020 8852 1321

0%

* Interest free credit or deferred credit
is available for purchases of £600 or
above over 6 - 12 mths. Call for details
single or combined purchases included
PRODUCT RANGE
Arcam * AVI % B&W * Chord Co * Denon
Linn % Naim % PMC > ProAc * Pro-ject

Pioneer * Quad * REL * Rotel * Spendor
Sennheiser ¥ Sugden * Vibe * Yamaha

THE A LIST

Denon DM31/SCM51 CD System ........ £249.00
Arcam DiVA CD73T CD Player .......... £399.00
Arcam DiVA CD82T CD Player .......... £599.00
Arcam FMJ CD33 CD Player ........... £1299.00

Arcam DiVA DV78 DVD (M/Region) NEW! .£699.00
Pioneer DV5100H DVD Recorder (M/Region) £599.00
Linn Genki CD Player ................. £995.00
Linn Kolector\LK85 Pre/Power ...........£950.00
Linn Chakra Twin Power Amplifier NEW! . .£4500.00

Linn Classik Music System ............ £799.00
Quad CDP99 CD Player ................ £999.00
Naim CD 5i Player NEW! . .............. £825.00
Naim Nait 5i Amplifier NEW! ... ......... £699.00
Naim NAC 202 Preamp ............... £1375.00
Naim NAP 200 Power Amp ............ £1345.00
Quad 99 Power Amplifier ............... £549.00
Rotel RCD-02 CD Player ............... £379.00

Rotel RA-02 Amplifier .................. £349.00

Goldring GR1 T/T inc RB250 arm NEW! .. .£149.00
Pro-ject Debut MM inc Arm/Cart ........ £115.00
Sugden Bijou Amp & Preamp .......... £1228.00

Sugden Bijou Class A Power Amp NEW! .£1249.00

B&W DM 601/3 Speakers .............. £249.00
B&W 705 Speakers NEW! . ............. £900.00
B&W VM1 lifestyle 5 Spkr+Sub.......... £850.00
KEF KTH2005-2 lifestyle 5 Spkr+Sub .. ... £799.00
Linn Katan Speakers .................. £650.00
Quad 11L Speakers ................... £379.00

Spendor S3E Speakers NEW! .. ......... £795.00
E&OQE - Arcam, KEF - Shop callers only

Ex-Display & Pre-Owned
Arcam CD62T CD Player - NEW (was 369) .£229.00
Arcam A85 Amp Phono Blk (was 909) ....£649.00
Linn Kolektor Pre Amp S/H (new 575) ... .. £295.00
Linn LK 85 Power Amp S/H (new 545) ... .. £290.00
Linn Trikan Centre Spkrs (was 549.00) ... .£349.00
Linn Keilidh R/nut inc Stands (new 995) .. .£395.00
Linn Espek AV Spkrs Blk (was 2800) . ... .£1795.00
Loewe 24" TV 16:9 High Def (was 999) .. .£549.00
Loewe Aconda Flat 32" W/S (was 1800) ..£899.00
Naim NAPV175 3ch P/Amp (was 1225) ...£895.00
Naim SL2 Speakers - Maple (was 4995) ..£3495.00
Naim NBL Speaker - Beech (was 7700) . . .£4995.00
Pioneer DV454 Multiplayer (was 149) ... ... £89.00
Pioneer DV656 Multiplayer (was 349) ... .. £239.00
Yamaha DVD 530 DVD Player (was 149) ... .£89.00
Yamaha RXV630 RDS AV Amp (was 459) . .£299.00
Naim CDS2/XPS CD-P/Supply (new 5975) £3275.00
Naim Nait 3 S/H Amplifier (new 780)
Naim Nait 5 Amplifier (was 875) ......... £639.00

Naim NAP180 P/Amp S/H (new 1225) ... .£795.00
2 Yr G/tee on most aoods.- U.K. 24hr Del £5 oer item. F&OF



The Chord Company Signature audio cables | Review |

COOL FOR CHORDS

Do The Chord Company’s new top-of-the-range screened cables live up to their reference status?

PRODUCT The Chord Company Signature interconnect
and loudspeaker cables

PRICE Interconnect: £499 (1m pair)
Speaker cable: £699 (3m pair)

CONTACT @ 01980 625700 # www.chord.co.uk

he Chord Company is a relatively low-key

manufacturer of cables that is

increasingly well liked by the
cognoscenti. There is a welcome lack of cant
about the designs in a field often weighed
down by unsupportable assertions and the
most non-scientific science outside astrology
and homeopathy. Cable claims really ought to
be taken with a pinch of salt, but then if a
cable genuinely delivers the goods, you
should probably ignore the pseudo-science
and buy the cable anyway.

The first of Chord's two top-ranking
Signature wires to be released was the
interconnect, a phono-terminated cable which
is unusual in that it consists of two entirely
self-contained, silver-plated, oxygen-free,
solid-core conductors, each with three layers
of screening: a flat braid, a foil and finally a
round section braid. The screens are allowed
to float unconnected at both ends, though
provision has been made with a flying lead
to join the screens to earth at one end. Each
set of conductor and screen is individually
wrapped with Teflon dielectric, so that each
single-channel cable appears to be made from
two cables bundled together.

The Signature speaker cable is a similarly
uncompromising design: it consists of
two thick round section cables that are

loosely twisted together. Each conductor is
constructed from nine strands of high-purity
copper with a combined cross-sectional area
of 2.74mm?, surrounded by a gas-foamed
polyethylene dielectric. This is, in turn,
wrapped in a dual-layer foam/woven braid
screen that claims to apply high levels of RF
shielding. The termination is exclusively 4mm
(single-wire pair) only for now, and it employs
an elaborate clamping arrangement that is
designed not to deform the cable, which had
been identified in the development
programme as a key quality choke point.
Neither cable could be described as
particularly tractable, but
the speaker cable can be
bent and unbent into a
required curve, without
apparent damage. The interconnect is
easier to handle.

SOUND QUALITY
Maybe it has something to do with weight or
thickness, but these two cables probably set
some kind of record for burning in. They were
run over some months (interconnect) and
several weeks (speaker cable), with the sound
perceptibly mellowing and improving as the
test progressed. Nordost Valhalla was used as a
control, and the hi-fi hooked up included Krell
and Boulder amps, Marantz and Advantage
disc players and B&W Nautilus 800 speakers.
Not that either cable actually qualifies as
mellow. In fact, where they have a fault is in
their propensity to impose their own,
occasionally slightly bolshie character on the
proceedings. Neither cable could be described
as backward in coming forward, but both
qualify as high-resolution cables. It is not only
very easy to hear what's going on, it is also
possible to place the sound in the
context of a believable acoustic
space, albeit a slightly differently
shaped and presented space
than is portrayed by some
other cables. Generally, it
comes across as more
expansive and airy than
some, but above all it is a
very physical, almost
tangible area, and despite
the spaciousness, the
Signature cable sound has a
clearly bounded quality, one
that you can almost walk into
and out of.
Most of all though, the cables

have the quality of reproducing music with a
strong sense of single purpose, a kind of unity
that suggests a real performance. Perhaps it is
an artifice, a subtle but very credible
coloration that flavours the music in a
particular way, but that's not how it feels. It
simply makes music that speaks with a
common purpose. The Signature sound is very
dynamic - it goes loud without strain (given
the wherewithal elsewhere in the system), and
the bass is muscular and powerful without
excess. The two cables work in broadly the
same way, but of the two, the speaker cable is
the one with the more dominant voice. HFC
Alvin Gold

SOUND >> 88% CONC N
EEEEEE. . W Stiff and not very pliable,

and multiple cables quickly

PRACTICALITY >> 77% look messy, but sound
- lity is mostly excellent,
EEEEEEsoEul ing abi

BUILD >>89%
OVERALL SCORE
VALUE

Snizc imall] D>

VERDICT - Speaker cable

SOUND >>92% co
EEEEET . B Thick, intractable cable is

marginally practical, but
build quality is very good
>719 quality Ty g
71% and the sound more than
justifies the claims.

HI-H
OVERALL SCORE

>> 84%

PRACTICALITY >~

BUILD >>93%
LT T T TS |

VALUE >> 79%
(ITTT. [ |
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R Combridge hudio
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BEST BUY

HFFICHDICE

AZURLIKEIT

Can you get real hi-fi sound for just £200 per component? Cambridge reckons you can...

Cambridge Audio Azur 540C and 540A
CD player and stereo integrated amplifier
£200 (CD player) £200 (amplifier)

(CD player) Size (WxHxD): 43x7x31cm
Weight: 4.6kg © Coaxial and optical digital outputs
Wolfson 24-bit/192kHz DAC © (Amp) Size (WxHxD):
43x10x32cm © Weight: 7kg © Inputs: 6x line-level
RCA © Outputs: 2x record, 1x pre-out © system remote

= 0870 900 1000
& www.cambridge-audio.co.uk

ambridge Audio is an incongruous name
for a brand that has its design team
headquarters in London and its
manufacturing facilities in China. But such is
the nature of brand names these days — if you
want competitively priced kit, then this
manufacturing model, which was pioneered by
companies like Rotel in the nineties, has proved
to be the only way to make truly low-priced yet
genuinely hi-fi quality components.
Cambridge has been proving as much
for some time, the presence in the recently
introduced Azur range of a progressive scan
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DVD-Audio player for just £250 being a good
example of the possibilities it offers.

The 540A and C models that are under
consideration here kick off the Azur range at
£200 apiece, and sit alongside the 540R AV
receiver and 540V DVD combi, as well as the
aforementioned DVD-A player. And so they are
the only stereo models until you step up to the
640 components (£250 a throw and reviewed
very favourably in HFC 249 and HFC 250).

Despite their identical appearance, there are
a couple of real differences between 540A
and 640A amps, namely a 50-watt rather
than 65 watts per channel power rating and
an absence of the polypropylene capacitors
that Cambridge, among others, prefers. But
when you are reducing your costs by 20 per
cent something has to give, and the all-metal
box, remote control and comprehensive
feature set are all impressive at this price. The
540A's closest competitor is the NAD
C320BEE, which has plastic buttons and
controls and looks decidedly more dowdy
as a result.

Internally, the Azur 540C CD player differs
rather more from its 640C sibling. A lesser but
still well-specified Wolfson WM8716 digital-to-
analogue converter replaces the WM8740 of
the 640C, but that said, both DACs are
24-bit/192kHz varieties. The associated filter
circuitry is a more down-to-earth, two-pole, low-
pass design, and in measurement terms you
get a 17dB-lower signal-to-noise ratio from the
540C. Power supplies are no longer separate,
and integrated and film capacitors have been
replaced by polypropylene alternatives.

The 540C is a very attractive player with an
LCD display, Sony laser optics in a Cambridge
transport, an acoustically damped chassis and
a low-jitter clock. Controls and outputs are




Cambridge Audio Azur 540C CD player and 540A integrated amplifier |Review |

azur 540C

azur 540¢

“It’s the sort of comho that makes you
wonder if regular theories of budget
allocation are in need of reassessment.”

pretty standard, but everything is on the
remote, including direct track access buttons
and the all-important drawer-opening facility.

The 540A amp offers Cambridge's CAPS
protection system, which is designed to stop
you from blowing up your speakers without
affecting the audio signal. It has two sets of
speaker outputs, bypassable tone controls, a
headphone output and the option of a phono
stage in place of one of the six line inputs. The
same attractive remote operates both amp and
CD player for that bit less sofa clutter.

Now that we are living in the Wi-Fi age, it's
questionable how useful a second pair of
speaker outputs is. They offer a crude variant
on multiroom hi-fi if you happen to have
handy holes in your walls, but a 50-watt amp
will struggle to drive two pairs of speakers
even if they offer an easy load. Wi-Fi is
currently not exactly of hi-fi quality, and
there's no Ethernet output here to connect it
to anyway. If you really must have the same
tunes in two rooms, get more efficient
speakers and turn up the volume for
multiroom audio on the cheap!

SOUND QUALITY

Having warmed up both Azurs thoroughly,
letting the player spin some Aphex Twin for
the recommended 36 hours of run-in (albeit
not via the amplifier — no one is that much of
a masochist), listening kicked off with the
540A amplifier. This is an open, engaging and

articulate amp with much of the same
character exhibited by the 640A. It presents a
good level of detail and is tonally very natural
for a budget design, going for a relaxed
balance that doesn't stretch the limited
reserves on tap, yet avoids sounding limp or
gutless. In fact, if you put on something
bangin’, such as the new Crispin J Glover
album Which Way Is Up?, there's plenty of
weight and energy on hand to deliver his
house/rock fusion in full-on fashion.

With the acoustic jazz vibes of EST the
piano sounded a tad glassy, but there's no
barrier to the engaging rhythms and gradually
increasing tempo. This is a transparent budget
amp with well-controlled bass and the ability
to reveal what's on offer from the source.

Bringing the 540C CD player in as the front
end did nothing to undermine this impression
of transparency, the limitations of the budget
player being quite clear in comparison to our
much more expensive Resolution Audio
reference. Nonetheless, taken on its own terms
the 540C is no slouch either — it may not be
quite so on the ball in its timing, but there are
more similarities than differences between it
and the 540A. Tonally, it makes a good stab
at Norah Jones's dulcet tones, and if imaging
is a little restrained, detail levels are high and
the midrange pleasingly transparent. Bass
matches the amplifier note for note, digging
deep while revealing the shape and texture of
each instrument, so that the hollowed-out

synth bass on Eminem'’s Kill You had much of
its artfully crafted character revealed.

The main competition for these Azur
components comes from another brand
extensively advertised by Cambridge Audio’s
retailing relative Richer Sounds, namely NAD.
Its C320BEE amp can be had for 20 quid less
than the 540A, despite a recommended retail
price that's 20 quid higher. The NAD is, in our
experience, a more characterful amp with a
fruity bottom end that works a treat with
many budget speakers. However, if you hope
to move up to more expensive, albeit
reasonably sensitive speakers, the Cambridge
might be a better bet with its clean,
transparent midband and tuneful bottom end.

The C320BEE's matching CD player, the
£220 C521BEE, is the budget player to beat
and it's a very close call between it and the
540C. The Cambridge is undoubtedly a
highly capable player, but its limited timing
skills means it's less of a giant slayer than its
more costly 640C half brother. The
differences between these two may be subtle,
but the results are easily discemnible.

Still, the 540C/540A pairing is capable of
stonking results. Richard Thompson's powerful
ballad Devonside is revealed in much of its
intimate glory via these two, encouraging
further investigation of the entire album.

While the trained ear can hear the
shortcomings in this pairing, in the context of
its price and build it looks like superb value —
the fact that we could play it at decent levels
through a pair of £7,000 Focal-J/MLab Diva
Utopia Bes without discomfort is remarkable.

It's the sort of combo that makes you
wonder if reqular theories of budget
allocation need reassessment. Normally, you'd
look to spend equal amounts on player, amp
and speakers, but with these we recommend
you spend £400 or more on speakers. If they
are a reasonably easy load, the results will be
highly entertaining — we guarantee it. HFC

Jason Kennedy

VERDICT - 540C CD player

SOUND >> 72%

Nicely made and presented

EEEE- Bl . :
player with a revealing,

0, open sound that’s clean

lacklustre in its timing.

FEATURES >> 85% f
OVERALL SCORE

VALUE >> 84%
mEEEE I o

VERDICT - 540A integrated amp |

SOUND >> 78%

: A well-built and fully
featured amp costing so
little shouldn't sound this
revealing - a superior
budget option.

BUILD >> 82%

([TTTE 1|

OVERALL SCORE
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VPI TNT HRX

The TNT HR-X is the TNT concept taken to the next level.
The HR-X features a triple laminated chassis (Acrylic-
Aluminum-Acrylic), integral air suspension (which rejects
up to 98% of acoustic feedback) and an inverted main
bearing incorporating a hardened steel ball running on
Teflon.

An outer periphery record clamp centers on the platter,
not the record, to provide vacuum-like hold down without
the problems inherent in a vacuum system. The drive
system uses two low-powered 24-pole motors driving a 7
pound flywheel, and the flywheel spins at 500 RPM and
has 62 times the inertia of a 25 pound platter. The drive
system and the periphery clamp result in wow, flutter, and
rumble that are all below measurability.

The included JMW 12.5 is bolted to the aluminum portion
of the chassis with a double base mounting, providing the
ultimate in rigidity and adjustability. The SDS power
supply (included) rounds out the package and provides a
pure AC signal to the drive system.

47 LABORATORY

For some it's Zen. For others, radical.

Call it what you will, but at the end of the track, it's all
about trusting your ears. About letting the simplicity of
design, the energy and flow of the music carry you away.
Small in size, big on sound, and more music than mere
audio jewels, 47 Lab distills technology down to its
simplest, purest form. And when you listen you'll know
that this path - your path - is the one to follow.

Why?
Because designer Junji Kimura preserves the life of the
music. There are no compromises. No unnecessary flash.

No B.S. Just dynamic, unadulterated music.

Radical? Maybe.

SONUS FABER

Stradivari. A 3 way elliptical design, virtual 2n radiation
symbiotic tuning system.

Acoustic  enclosure-multilayer, constrained-mode
damping, ally shaped enclosure formed using hand
selected wood layers, quality-graded and oriented for
carefully optimized resonance control, substructual ribs
are strategically placed for absolute rejection of spurious
vibrations.

Available in graphite and Stradivari's crimson.

dCs

dCS Verona Masterclock. The ultimate clocking solution
for multibox dCS applications. Calibrated to better than 1
part per million accuracy, synchronise up to 5 units with
(BNC) word clock interfaces. Standard clocking
frequencies: 44.1 or 48kHz Works with all dCS consumer
products fitted with word clock input.

dCS Verdi LaScala Is the latest solution to costly 2 box
scenarios in the dCS family, it uses the same High quality
dual laser mechanism as the Verdi. Low jitter on-board
clock Clock sync function with dCS Elgar Plus and dCS
Delius D/A converters DSD digital output via IEEE1394
interface using CD or Super Audio CD material 16 bit
44.1kS/s output via AES interface. Demonstration
essential call now to book your appointment.

www.midlandaudiox-change.co.uk
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GOLDEN BOX

Pro-Ject's budget phono stage is looking very shiny in its new
limited edition guise, but is there more to this revision than that?

PRODUCT Pro-Ject Phono Box LE
TYPE MM/MC phono stage -

PRICE £65

CONTACT @ 01235 511166
& www.henleydesigns.co.uk

n some respects, the packaging and extras

included with this little gold block rather

undermine its physical impact. On the one
hand, the carton weighs far too much for a
beer-budget phono stage, so expectations are
heightened, but when you discover that two
thirds is provided by a wooden box and a
framed certificate, you begin to wonder
whether the price difference between the
standard and LE versions is down to these
elements rather than upgrades to the
component. The LE changes more likely to
count however are the use of "selected
components of higher tolerances than the
standard Phono Box"

The sturdy wooden box is velvet-lined and
the certificate is signed by Pro-Ject president
Heinz Lichtenegger. The certificate declares
which of the 500 examples of the Box you
have and reveals that it was produced to
celebrate the 100,000th example of the
Phono Box breed. Which is pretty impressive
whichever way you slice it.

The Phono Box is just that — a compact
metal case containing electronics that amplify
the tiny signal produced by a phono cartridge
and apply the RIAA equalisation required to
tonally balance the end result. The gold
plating shouldn't change its sound (left-field

theoretician Peter Belt-style effects
notwithstanding), but does make a discreet
box rather more conspicuous.

On the back of the case are the usual in
and outputs, plus an AC input that plugs into
the accompanying wall wart supply. Under
the hood are various fiddly ‘jumpers’, which
offer two gain/impedance levels for moving
magnet or moving coil cartridges. Given that
the latter cost at least twice as much as this
unit it's not likely many will use the
combination, but it's certainly capable of
showing the strengths of the genre.

SOUND QUALITY

Using the Goldring GR1 turntable with its
Elektra moving magnet cartridge as a source
might seem rather an inflammatory choice
given that it was produced to compete with
Pro-Ject's own decks, but we had one to hand,
and a budget turntable is the most likely
partner for a budget phono stage.

The partnership proved fruitful. Eminem's
entertaining and beautifully timed lyrics
punched out of the speakers with clarity; the
track Business sounded weighty, dark and
reasonably detailed with the Phono Box in
tow. There could be more openness to the
sound and high frequencies seem restrained,
but the result is highly competent. Keith
Jarrett's piano reveals its slightly ‘hard’ tone,
even if the acoustic ambience of the recording
isn't fully revealed. The timing, which is core
to his playing, remains clear and draws you
into the piece — the music shines through,

Pro-Ject Phono Box LE phono stage | Review |

even if the subtleties of its recording don't.

Patti Smith’s coarse tones on Horses sound
a little lispy, but her carefully honed lyrics are
clear and brooding. Meanwhile, the guitar
continually threatens to let rip, but without
ever upstaging the star of the show. Again,
the Phono Box lets the cartridge get on
with its job effectively. Next to a good
budget CD player, the Pro-Ject/
Goldring combo sounds a bit

imprecise, the digital alternative
giving a characteristically tighter,

clearer sound. Nonetheless, actual
P/ detail levels are remarkably close.
¥ Moving on to an SME Model 20A
" tumntable with a van den Hul Grasshopper
moving coil cartridge proved gratifying, the
Phono Box revealing the improvement in
dynamics, clarity and imaging with ease. Bass
isn't fully investigated, but there's plenty of
welly despite the low output.

The Phono Box's competition comes from
NAD, Pro-Ject itself and lesser-knowns such as
Graham Slee's Gram Amp 1, the latter being
the strongest but costing another £20, while
the standard Phono Box is £20 less but suffers
a touch in refinement. The LE has a niche, a
wooden box and a framed certificate; if that
appeals, it's well worth a punt. HFC

Jason Kennedy

3

SOUND >> 75%

(T[] e
1 PRO

FEATURES 80% Works well with both moving

TT . 11 magnet and moving coil

cartridges... and it's a lot

BUILD >> 75% shinier than the competition!

EEEEE" 1NN CON

Sizeable price hike over the

basic Box. How much does a
shiny finish, a certificate and
a wooden box turn you on?

VALUE >> 85%
(T |

This shiny anniversary edition Phono Box offers decent sound
and is sensitive to the quality of cartridge that it's used with.
Spending more will reap sonic dividends, but for budget decks

it’s a solid buy and a nicely presented package to boot!

HI-H >>
OVERALL SCORE

july 2004 | HI-FI CHOICE 59



| Ultimate Group Test| Loudspeakers £250-£500

GROUP TEST & LAB REPORTS: PAUL MESSENGER

LOUDSPEAKERS

It's been a while since we took a long, hard, group test look at the sub-£500 speaker
market. With the arrival of some key new products, it's time to pay another visit

he six loudspeakers assembled

here all fall within a £250-£500

price span, and the fact that four
of the six carry price tags of £350 or
£400 shows just how competitive this
group, all pulled from the budget end
of the market, really is.

The biggest surprise, especially
considering the modest prices, was
the discovery that all six are
floorstanders — the first time in recent
memory that we've put together a
group that doesn't include at least
some standmounts. That such
generously endowed speakers sell for
such reasonable prices makes you
wonder whether perceived value rather
than performance has been the priority
of the design process.

The advantage of the floorstander is
aesthetic. They look attractively
all-of-a-piece, which many prefer to
the ironmongery that's involved in a
standmount. However, the much
larger enclosure will compound the
unwelcome effects of cabinet
colorations, which is inevitably harder
to control where the selling price is low

FOCAL-JMLAB KEF Q4
CHORUS 714 S £400
£420

60 HI-FI CHOICE | july 2004

and the manufacturing costs are tight,
while a tall column shape is acoustically
unfavourable too.

One floorstander bonus is that there's
plenty of opportunity to experiment
with drive unit configurations, several
examples of which are found among
our six. There's just the one, simple
two-way here, and the very compact
Mordaunt-Short MS904 is also
comfortably the least expensive at just
£250 per pair, with only one small
130mm bass/mid driver.

The more muscular Monitor Audio
Bronze B4 and Tannoy Fusion 4 are
both at £350, and both of them feature
twin 165mm drivers. The Tannoy is
actually a d'’Appolito two-way, while
the Monitor Audio has a two-and-a-
half-way configuration.

Of the other three models, none share
the same driver line-up. The Focal-JIMlab
Chorus 714 S and the KEF Q4 both
have two 130mm drivers, but the
former uses a two-and-a-half-way
configuration, whereas the KEF is a
three-way, its Uni-Q driver just used for
the midrange and treble here. The

ON TEST

MISSION M35 MONITOR AUDIO MORDAUNT-SHORT TANNOY FUSION 4
£400 BRONZE B4 AVANT 904
£350 £250

biggest model by a handsome margin,
Mission's M35 is also a three-way, this
time with a pair of 165mm bass drivers
plus a third similar driver doing the
midrange duties. HFC

EQUIPMENT USED

® Burmester 001 CD player
® Linn LP12 turntable
® Rega RB1000 tonearm
® Linn Akiva,
Dynavector XV-1 cartridges
® Magnum Dynalab MD 102 tuner
® Naim NAC552 preamp
® Naim NAP500 power amp
® Vertex AQ and Naim cables

MUSIC USED

® Tom Waits Alice

® Lambchop Aw C'mon

® Outkast Speakerboxxx

® Mari Boine Eallin

® LSO Live Shostakovich
Symphony No 11

® Grateful Dead Reckoning

® BBC Radios 3 and 4 were
also used extensively
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LISTENING TESTS

Loudspeaker listening poses more complex problems than
those involved in assessing other components. Speakers
vary greatly, and interact strongly and often unpredictably
with the room. The difficulty facing sequential unsighted
loudspeaker presentations is the tendency to judge each
according to how its balance differs from the previous
model. Accordingly, extended hands-on listening sessions
were adopted for this group, giving scope to adjust to the
changes in balance and to experiment with the positioning.

LAB TESTS

The speakers were tested under in-room conditions to best
represent real-world conditions. The equipment used
included a Neutrik Audiograph analogue signal generator
with synchronised pen recorder, which was used to plot the
far-field in-room averaged response traces and impedance
plots. Pair-matching was also checked at one metre.

No other magazine offers an equivalent test and
listening programme for comparative tests.

LAB REPORTS: THE BAR GRAPH

Our 3D bar graphs are a simple way of showing how the
speakers compare across quantitative and qualitative
measures. Individual parameters are assessed and shown
as better or worse than the group average.

1] Sensitivity: Sensitivity measures how loud a speaker
will go for a given voltage from the amp. It's scaled to
2.83V at 1m (one watt for an eight-ohm load). This figure
can be misleading, as sensitivity varies significantly and as
lower-impedance speakers extract more current and hence
power from an amp than higher-impedance ones.

2] Bass extension: A speaker's bass is heavily modified
by the room. To replicate ‘real world' conditions, our figure
represents the averaged bass ro