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WELCOME TO HI-FI CHOICE

To ensure you get the best information, opinion and advice, Hi-fi Choice

employs the most knowledgeable and experienced hi-fi writers in the business

“Music digs deep into our emotional core like no
other art form. It touches the soul and makes
grown men weep. Hi-fiis simply a means to a
musical end - it provides the conduit for its

| energy and detail, delivers scale and space,
ensures you get closer to the tone and impact of the original
performance. It makes music seem more real and hence achieve
its emotional goal. Quite simply, the music that moves you,
moves you more.” Tim Bowern, Editor

ART DUDLEY

One of the most respected
commentators on the
American hi-fi scene, Art
has written for numerous
titles including Hi-Fi Heretic,
Sounds Like, and Listener.
Among other things, he is
currently ‘editor-at-large’ of
US journal Stereophile.

RICHARD BLACK
Richard is a proféssional
musician, an experienced
recording engineer and a
highly knowledgeable hi-fi
analyst to boot. He has a
particular knack for writing
about complicated subjects
in a comprehensible way -
and he only writes for HFC.

DAN GEORGE

Dan is a huge hi-fi nut
whose dream came true
when he became HFCs
reviews editor. Armed with
a bristling contacts book
and a pair of razor-sharp
ears, he ensures that only
the most interesting
products make it into HFC.

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

ALVIN GOLD

Alvin cut his hi-fi teeth in
retail, and has been writing
about his obsession for
more than 20 years. In that
time he has contributed his
encylopaedic knowledge to
almost every hi-fi periodical
you can think of (and
several more besides)

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 cherry-picked kit, rigorous group tests
and in-depth equipment reviews
continues to ensure that is the
magazine you can trust. Published 13
times a year, it's the smarter hifi read...

X S
JIMMY HUGHES
Jimmy got ‘into’ hi-fi in the
sixties and after ten years
in retail his first article was
published in 1979. He's an
avid tweaker and his ‘firsts'
include solid core cables
and, er, listening to your
speakers back to front -
well, you can't win ‘em all...

PAUL MESSENGER

A former HFC editor, Paul
has been writing about his
beloved hi-fi hobby for
nearly 30 years. In that
time he has become one of
the world's most respected
sonic scribes and probably
the UK's foremost
loudspeaker reviewer.

ALAN SIRCOM

After a stint selling hi-fi,
Alan began his journalistic
career at HFC some 12
years ago. Now a successful
freelancer, you too can
benefit from his extensive
hi-fi knowledge, from purist
two-channel stereo to the
latest multichannel gear.

ESTABLISHED 1975 HIGHLIGHTS INSIDE >>

the collection

This very special edition of Hi-Fi
Choice is rather different from the
norm. From p23 onwards, following
our regular AudioFile news and views
section, the entire issue is dedicated
to the finest collection of high-end
hi-fi ever assembled on these shores.
This encompasses 44 in-depth
product tests, some of which (the
single-page reviews) are old favourites
revisited, while others are reviewed
here for the very first time. Enjoy!

the collection 2004 | HI-FI CHOICE



SUPER NATURAL BEING

HELICON 400* SELECTED
Nature never ceases to amaze us! Whenever on the lookout for truly innovative solutions, FEATURES
nature constantly proves itself to be miles ahead of the technological ratrace — thus

continuing to serve as an unlimited source of inspiration to us all: artists & engineers alike... > Low loss

LOW COLORATION ENCLOSURE > Wide dispersion

Thick layers of lavishly polished lacquer emphasise the breathtaking beauty of our select
natural Cherry or Rosenut veneered Helicon enclosures. From a performance perspective,
the multiple layers of pressure-bonded fibreboard in combination with healthy internal : Tirtie: coheront
bracing result in a virtually coloration-free enclosure. The solid, laminated hardwood front

baffle simply underlines the fact that occasionally it does make sense to knock on wood.

* Optional 7.1 system available > Amplifier optimised

» Ultra-fast drivers

IN ADMIRATION...

www.dali.dk
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Burmester 001
Chord Bluand DAC64. ... ... ...
Clearaudio Master Reference ...................
dCS Verdi La Scala, Elgarand Verona. ............
Koetsu Urushi Gold .
Krell SACD Standard
Kuzma StabiSD........... ... ... .. ... ....
Linn Unidisk 1.0 ... ..o 0o
Magnum Dynalab MD 106T....................
Meridian 800 V3 and 861 V3 ..................
Naim CDS3 and XPS2. ... ... ..o

Roksan TMS2. .. ... ... ... .

SME Model 20.2A. .. . sssmmmisiannsssussnane

Theta Compli.. ... ... .. ... ...

Wadia 861se . ...

AMPLIFIERS

Audio Note Ongaku . ...
Audio Research Reference 2 Mkll and VM220 ... ..
Border Patrol Control Unit and S20SE . ..........
Arcam FMJ C30 71 and P1 ... ... ..........
Chapter Preface and 11+ . ......................
Conrad-Johnson Premier 18LS and Premier 3505A ..
Halcro dm10 and dm38 ....... IR
Hovland HP-200 and RADIA .. .................
Karan Acoustics KAS 270 .....................
Krell FPB 700CX .. ..o
Krell HTS 71 and TAS .. ... ... ... . .........

Linn Klimax Kontrol and Klimax Chakra 500 Twin

Naim NAC 552 and NAP 500 ..................

LOUDSPEAKERS

ATC SCMTS50ASLPro ...
B&W Nautilus 800 ........... ...,
Bang & Olufsen Beolab 5 ................... ...
Beauhorn B2.2 Revelation......................
Focal-JMIab Grande Utopia Be ..................
JBLK2S9800 ..ottt
Living Voice Airscout .. ...
MartinLogan Prodigy . ....... ...
Neat Ultimatum MF9 .........ccoiiininaneene.
Quad ESL-989 ...
Sonus Faber Stradivari Homage .................
Tannoy Dimension TD12 .......................
Triangle Magellan .......... ... ... ... ...
Wilson Audio System 7 ...
Wilson Benesch ACT .. ...

§
The juiciest new fruit from the hi-fi tree

Hot stories and events from
around Planet Hi-Fi

12 DISPATCHES
Fresh opinion from the hi-fi
commentators with clout

Top hi-fi gadgets — tested just for you

Avid Acutus ... ... ...

.. 90 s
..102 B ERER

.78
.38
.70
.74
.53
.32
..106
.94
.86
.29
.46
.58
..65

128 DEALER GUIDE
Looking for some new kit? Make sure you
peruse these ads from some of the UK's
leading dealers and suppliers

Find a hi-fi dealer you can trust with
our essential directory

Reviews of the most vital new kit, plus a free Naim
CD, all in our next issue — on sale 1 September

the collection 2004 | HI-FI CHOICE
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“This amplifier can blow your house over but
|oses nothing from the music™

Your Guide to Hi-Fi and Home Cinema, January 2004, Stan Curtis

“l‘.umhininﬁ clarity with control is virtually a
three word encapsulation of the KAVAOOXi”

Hi Fi Choice, November 2003, Alvin Gold
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KAV- 400xi

KAV400xi

“If | had to choose one SACD

“The new pla[yer not just delights player, (refardless of rrice), “A unit capabile of delivering

with the still quite rare SACDS, it I'd go for the Krell.” performance at the very tng in the
also knows how to please with CDs™  Stereoshie. December 2003, Michae Fremer reproduction of CD and SACD”

Audio, Germany, September 2003 “'",le 'sta“dam' 'S a |l|ayer wnhguts" Audio Review, Italy, November 2003, Franco Guida

Diario de Noticias, Portugal, September 2003, JVH
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SACD

KRELL'S ANGELS

From its arrival with a single power amplifier in 1980, Krell's exclusive product range has evolved into a total
system concept. Because it is now recognised as the premier high-end audio and home theatre brand, Krell
has been compelled to create the ultimate in audio-only and audio-video systems from front to back. Its
range of amplification devices have been augmented
over the years by CD transports, digital converters and
audio/video processors. In 2004, the concept reaches
fruition with the ascendancy of both definitive source
components — the SACD Standard and the DVD Standard —
and a range of loudspeakers suitable for pure music or
multi-channel cinematic pleasure.

“There’s a timeless quality to
all-round excellence, and the
EPB 700cx has just that”

Hi Fi News, June 2003, Martin Colloms

Krell has also expanded its catalogue vertically, with the KAV and Showcase ranges for entry-level and mid-
level systems, and the rare and exotic Reference Series for systems without limit. Regardless of the model,
however, a component must attain the highest standards of sonic performance, ergonomic excellence,
superior build quality and long-term dependability before its front panel is graced with the Krell badge.

............................

absolutesounds Itd.
58 Durham Road, London SW20 OTW T:-+44 (0)20 89 71 39 09 F:+44 (0)2088 797962 www.absolutesounds.com info@absolutesounds.com
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® NEW PRODUCT SPOTLIGHT

e AN

TOWNSHEND AUDIO TA-565 UNIVERSAL DISC PLAYER

Take a look at hi-fi guru Max

Townshend's new ‘audiophile’ universal
disc player — a fully modified machine based
on a Pioneer DV-565A chassis, designed
specifically with high-end audio performance
in mind. Max has 40 years of audio experience
under his belt and his key mods include
changing the integrated circuit amps,
upgrading the critical resistors and capacitors,
and providing separate power supplies for the
audio stages and D/A convertors.

Beneath the player a separate case contains
the switching, mains filtering and external DC
power supplies. All this luxurious aural
indulgence resides on the latest version of
Townshend's isolation platform, the justly
renowned Seismic Sink. Max claims his latest
baby is the best disc player at any price, and
redefines the meaning of high-end digital
audio. We can't wait to hear if he's right...

To find out more, see our exclusive in-depth
review in the next edition of Hi-Fi Choice

PRODUCT Townshend Audio TA-565

TYPE Universal disc player

PRICE £2,500

KEY FEATURES Modified Pioneer DV-565A
universal DVD player © Plays DVD-Audio, DVD-Video,
SACD, CD © Modifications include special power
supply and integrated Seismic Sink isolation platform
CONTACT @ 020 8979 2155

& www.townshendaudio.com

the collection 2004 | HI-FI CHOICE 7




file

NEW PRODUCT HIGHLIGHTS

AVR-2805

Hot on the heels of Denon's excellent £1,000

AVR-3805 multichannel receiver (see review,
HFC 256) comes the new, lower priced AVR-2805,
claimed by Denon to offer "a new price/performance
benchmark”. It replaces last year's AVR-2803 and
comes with a microphone for automatic set-up and
room EQ. It also sports the latest codecs and DSPs,
and as usual Denon claims a musical performance
that's much better than average for an AV product.
Price £700 Due Now
@ 01234 741 200 4 www.denon.co.uk

I
i%
ﬁiﬁ I lji
WATERFALL KRYSTA
:>; Waterfall has made ‘clear’ that revisions to its transparent glass Krysta speaker nBI +,TBZ+IFB1+

range have resulted in significantly better performance. The French speaker
brand, whose speciality is cabinets made from 6mm-thick glass, has introduced a new PMC has introduced changes to three of its key
titanium dome tweeter designed specifically for its requirements. The tweeter joins a &/ domestic models, said to result in a wider
newly enhanced crossover in both the Victoria (pictured) and Iguascu floorstanders, off-axis dispersion, higher power handling and
which use drive units from fellow French firm Triangle. significantly lower distortion. The DB1+, TB2+ and
Price Iguascu: £1,500 per pair, Victoria: £2,000 per pair Due September FB1+ replace the original models and now feature the
& 020 8863 9117 # www.bbg-av.com same 27mm soft dome tweeter used by PMC in more
expensive models (and also the recently introduced
GB1). PMC says the modifications give its entry-level
speakers the same ‘sonic imprint' as their bigger
brothers — exhibiting high signal definition, extended
frequency response and tonal consistency. The new
tweeter has also enabled improvements to be made
to the crossovers to give greater power handling.
Price DB1+: £625 per pair, TB2+: £795 per pair,
FB1+: £1,625 per pair Due Now
@ 0870 444 1044 # www.pmc-speakers.com

Sony will be entering
the DAB digital radio

radio market for the first time

in September with the launch of

the XDR-S1 DAB table-top radio. The
Japanese giant claims its new radio will
"define the top end of the market” thanks to
its extensive feature set, digital connectivity
options and superior sound quality. In addition to
standard DAB and AM/FM reception, the unit has
L-band capability — useful in those European countries
where this band is set to carry DAB stations, both now and in
the future. You can also save scrolling radio data, such as website

addresses and phone numbers for later use, and wake up to DAB with the alarm function.
Price £200 Due September

@ 08705 111999 & www.sony.co.uk
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ARCAM [

L]

CD192

Arcam’s new upsampling CD player sits at the top of its entry-level DiVA range and promises

market-leading technology and a host of design upgrades. In fact, the company's managing director
Charlie Brennan goes as far as to say, “We don't know of a better sounding CD player.. close to this price".
Features include 24-bit/192kHz upsampling, four Wolfson DACs per channel and upgraded ‘audiophile’
components throughout. The upsampling techniques used are said to effectively ‘upgrade’ CD sound quality.
Price £850 Due Now @& 01223 203200

LUMLEY LAMPROS
CONCERT GRAND

Lumley's enormous Concert Grand speaker

has been designed to reproduce the
dynamics and scale of an orchestra with concert-
level sound performance. The British-made speaker
boasts a complex custom driver array with four

(count 'em) ribbon super-tweeters, four tweeters,
four midrange units and a 30cm (12in) bass driver,
with a further two full range drivers at the back.
Price £30,000 per pair Due Now

2 01892 539245 & www.metropolis-music.com

& www.arcam.co.uk
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RV-8
American high-end AV specialist Lexicon has
unveiled its new flagship multichannel
receiver with independent zone monitoring, which
provides control of audio and video sources in three
room zones. The RV-8 sports eight configurable
inputs, a radio tuner plus a 140-watt output across
each of its eight channels.
Price £5,500 Due Now
@ 01423 359054 & www.lexicon.com

PM-11S1

Marantz's dedication to two-channel audio

continues with the latest addition to its
upmarket Premium range. The PM-1151 is a
100-watt integrated amp “built for audiophile
purists” and designed to exploit the potential of
high-resolution audio by offering greater channel
separation and frequency response. Vinyl lovers are
catered for with a high-quality phono stage and it's
said to be able to drive difficult loads with its low
impedance power supply and huge energy reserves.
Price £2,500 Due September
@ 01753 680868 www.marantz.com

BLACK RHODIUM has a new £250
interconnect called the Opera
that's specifically designed to
exploit the Eichmann bullet plugs
it uses. Bullet plugs use a
small-diameter connector which is
said to improve the audio signal
by ensuring eddy currents and
internal reflections are removed.
The Opera uses a 0.9mm-diameter
pure silver wire for best results.
= 01332 361390

SUPRA is the latest cable company to
release a range of HDMI/DVI cables.
It offers DVI to HDMI leads and
adaptors, with proprietary HDMI
connectors. Cables are available in
lengths of up to 15 metres with prices
starting at £40.

@ 01622 664070

SLAPPA is a new name in CD
storage systems. Its range
includes a number of robust
storage systems for music lovers
on the move. Its latest product,
the 360 Pro (£35) holds up to
360 discs in a hard-shell case
with industrial strength zips and
heavy-duty brass handles. The
case is claimed to be impact, heat
and water-resistant.
= www.slappa.com

MARK LEVINSON is back in
production after nearly a year's hiatus

following the closure of the Madrigal
factory. The first products including
the new 320S preamp (£5,995) will
be in the UK by the end of August.
& 01727 865488

ISOTEK has added two new
products to its mains cleaning
range. The new Gemi
and Orion (£295) mains
conditioners are part of the
brand's new Gl series, and
replace the old MainLine model.
Both units provide two
individually filtered outlets to
protect from mains spikes and
surges, and come supplied with a
25-year guarantee.
= 01635 291357

the collection 2004 | HI-FI CHOICE 9




HAPPENINGS

RICARDO FRANASSOVICI
Job title: Company founder
Company: Absolute Sounds

What is the current state of the
high-end market?

The market is split between the traditional
two-channel audiophile, and the successful
new entrepreneur, who seeks the finest
luxury goods and is prepared to entrust his
dealer to supply him with the ultimate AV.

Is multichannel selling better than
two-channel?

In the UK high-end market, the split is
approximately fifty-fifty.

Are there any trends emerging from
high-end custom installations?

Yes, consumers are creating dedicated
rooms incorporating audio, video, internet
and lighting elements, all channelled
through new ISP controllers.

What is the future for high-end music?

| believe it to be far greater than current
market expectations. The search for ultimate
sound reproduction will grow exponentially
in line with the general demand for high
quality product.

How do you think internet music
downloads will affect our industry?

It is hard to foresee the true impact, but its
introduction is certainly changing the way
people store their music and the way the
recording industry and musicians will
perceive their rights in the future.

SEPTEMBER

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

OCTOBER

23-24 Home Entertainment Show
Manchester
01524 36991
Premier AV show in the northwest

NOVEMBER

5-7  What Hi-Fi Sound & Vision Show
Novotel London West Hotel
020 8267 8378
Second year for this new home
cinema and hi-fi show

10 HI-FI CHOICE | the collection 2004
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Can-tastic

Texas Instruments, makers of the Burr-Brown range of digital to
analogue converters, has produced a high performance
headphone driver that's designed to make the most of
high-resolution formats. With both signal to noise and dynamic
range exceeding 120dB, the TPA6120A2 is fully equipped to
take advantage of SACD and DVD-Audio. It also has a
phenomenal claimed slew rate of 1300V/ps, which
in audio terms means that its transient response
should be swift to say the least. TI's Eric Droge
says the chip has “exceptional dynamics, detail
and harmonic accuracy”.
Designed for use in both professional audio
equipment and domestic hi-fi, the
TPA6120A2 has impressive driving power,
being capable of driving nearly a volt into
headphones with impedances up to 2kHz.
Enough to keep the deafest roadie entertained,
whatever type of headphones he uses.

New disc method

SRS Labs has a new system for converting stereo music into surround

sound. Circle Surround is an encode/decode system that can provide up to
6.1 channels of information from a two-channel source. Unlike Dolby's original
Pro-Logic matrix system, CS provides full-bandwidth, discrete channels and can be
transmitted via online streaming, FM radio and television broadcasting.
The first CDs with CS coding are The Celtic Circle | and I, produced by BMG
Hong Kong for sale in China. In the US, Lava Records has used CS on Uncle
Kracker's Seventy Two & Sunny.

The format has also found favour with radio broadcasters in China and
Japan as well as TV channels in the US. It can be decoded by some existing
matrix decoders but Circle Surround-equipped decoding chips can be found
in the latest components from Marantz, Kenwood, Theta Digital and
Accuphase, according to SRS.

Blu-ray recorders ahoy

Panasonic has entered the Blu-ray disc recorder market in Japan with a machine capable of

recording up to 50GB of audio/video data onto single and dual layer discs. Blu-ray is one of several
high-resolution video formats contending to replace DVD, with a 27GB per side recording capacity and a
high-speed data transfer rate of 36Mbps. It will also record AAC 5.1 channel sound where this. is available.
Panasonic's DMR-E700BD is capable of recording up to four and a half hours of high-definition (HDTV)
video (nine hours standard). It will go on sale in Japan for around £1,500, with rewritable S0GB blank
discs at £40. At present there are no plans to sell the DMR-E700BD in the UK because there is no HDTV
broadcasting to record — and even when it eventually becomes available it's unlikely that broadcasters will
allow copying at this level of resolution. It's as yet unclear if Blu-ray will offer any benefits from a sound
quality point of view but it is capable of storing multichannel soundtracks if they're broadcast.

Left: Panasonic’s Blu-ray
prototype from which the
DMR-E700BD has evolved



Copy wrapper

Specialist copy protection firm SunnComm has unveiled its latest
weapon for the record industry's fight against file sharing.
MediaMax Version 5 incorporates DRM (digital rights management)
coding which allows users to transfer songs from a protected CD to their
PCs and thence to a personal audio player (like Apple's iPod) without the
DRM "wrapper" being disturbed. In other words, it stops the file being
copied again, which is not the case with most existing systems. Until now
it has been necessary to supply 'pre-protected’ copies of each music track
on a CD to achieve this, a system which has not always been successful
in protecting the standard PCM (uncompressed CD audio) version.

MMS5 will also benefit SACD and DVD-Audio makers because as
Sunncomm puts it, this “will eliminate any potential publisher royalty
liability they might incur when a second, protected copy of every track is
placed on the CD."

JIMMY’S TWEAKS #24

HANDY HINTS FROM JIMMY HUGHES - HIFI'S SUPER TWEAKER

Take care of your ears (3)
If you love good sound, suffering from
bunged-up waxy ears can be hell.
Invariably, one ear tends to be more
bunged up than the other, which leads
to a lop-sided stereo balance, and
unpleasant ‘pressure’ effects. Somehow,
being able to hear less well out of one
ear is worse than being able to hear
badly out of both - it creates a sense of unbalance. In drastic cases
the only answer is to have your ears syringed.

This is an uncomfortable experience, and needs to be undertaken
by an experienced medical practitioner. But the difference afterwards
is phenomenal. Although your hearing (for a few weeks at least) is a
mite too sensitive, it soon adjusts. The simplest, least expensive way
to upgrade your hi-fi!

1 Sound Design: Classic Audio & Hi-Fi Design
David Attwood

Audio And Hi-fi Handbook lan Sinclair

The Complete Guide To High-End Audio
Keith Jarrett

The LP Is Back (Audio Amateur Press)

Record Collector: Rare Record Price Guide (Diamond publishing group)
High Performance Loudspeakers Martin Colloms

The Audio Dictionary Glenn D White

How To Set Up And Fine Tune A Turntable (Ringmat Developments)
Digital Audio Technology Jan Maes

10 Home Theater For Dummies Danny Briere
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IN THE STUDIO

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

OASIS

Title: thc

Release date: late 2004

Oasis have scrapped the album that was
being produced by Death In Vegas, a
rethink apparently occasioned by their
lukewarm Glastonbury performance.
“The moment has passed for that batch
of songs. So it's back to the drawing
board really. We've got to decide what
kind of record we're going to do now,
but hopefully it will be out by the end
of the year,” Noel Gallagher says.

ELVIS COSTELLO

Title: thc

Release date: 20 Sept

Elvis Costello has been in Oxford,
Mississippi with his band the Imposters.
The new album is said to have a strong
country flavour, with Emmylou Harris
and Lucinda Williams on guest vocals,
and pedal steel guitarist John McFee on
several tracks. On the same day, Costello
will also release I Sogno, his first
full-length orchestral work on the
classical label, Deutsche Grammophon.

THE THRILLS

Title: Let's Bottle Bohemia

Release date: 13 September
Dublin’s The Thrills are in New York
putting the finishing touches to their
second album, produced by Dave Sardy.
Reflecting their fixation with classic
American rock, guests include REM's
Peter Buck on guitar and mandolin and
string arrangements by legendary Beach
Boys collaborator Van Dyke Parks.

ED HARCOURT

Title: Strangers

Release date: 13 September

The most promising of the post-David
Gray clutch of British troubadours,

Ed Harcourt returns with his third

album. “There are a lot of love songs.
I'm feeling much happier about life
these days,” Harcourt says. The dozen
titles include Born In The 70s, Kids (Rise
From The Ashes) and Black Dress.

EMBRACE

Title: tbc

Release date: September

Coldplay's Chris Martin has written a
song for Embrace’s fourth album. The
other ten track s were written by the
band's Richard and Danny McNamara.
"We've always loved Embrace and
Danny is one of my best friends,” Martin
says. "When we wrote Gravity we
thought it sounded like them, so | asked
Danny if he wanted the song.”

ALSO COMING SOON...
JAZZ/ CLASSICAL

Pierre Boulez Ravel: Bolero (Sep),
Oliver Latry Midnight At Notre Dame
(Sep), Clare Teal tbc (Oct), Miles
Davis Seven Steps To Heaven (Oct)

DVD-AUDIO/ SACD

Carpenters The Singles: 1969-1981
(SACD, Sep), Crystal Method Legion Of
Boom (DVD-A, Aug), Jean-Michel Jarre
Aero (DVD-A, Aug), Lionel Ritchie Just
For You (SACD, Aug), Bryn Terfel
Mozart: Don Giovanni (SACD, Sep)
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David Vivian

Because | got high

he question isn't so much where does
high-end start but where does it all end?
Does it end at all or does the boat get pushed
out so far it's set adrift on the tides of excess
until it disappears off the edge of the radar?
The edge of sanity might be closer to the
truth. | have just listened to a system — a
simple stereo system mind you — worth in the
region of £160,000. One hundred and sixty
big ones. It doesn't matter how quickly you
say it, that's a drastic strain on the plastic.
Let's see. A fine house with breathtaking
views in north Wales could be yours for less.
Or how about a perfectly decent Linn hi-fi
with an Aston Martin Vanquish attached? You
could even have a stab at owning all the
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“I have just listened to a system — a simple
stereo system mind you — worth £160,000.”

music in the world, or at least 202,531 MP3
tracks from the new iTunes Music Store.

That system. Audiomeca CD transport and
Boulder 2020 DAC, Boulder 2010 preamp
and two pairs of ECA monoblocks, Lumley
Stratosphere turntable/Graham arm and
Boulder 2009 phono stage. Then there's the
Sequerra tuner and last, but very far from
least, a pair of Lumley Lampros Concert Grand
speakers (see AudioFile, p9), standing a
strapping 1.8 metres tall, weighing 140 kilos
each and costing a reassuringly expensive, but
entirely proportionate, £30,000.

Who owns a system like this? Why, John
Jefferies. Yeah, the 'Jefferies’ in Jefferies Hi-Fi,
the hi-fi shop he inherited from his dad that
put Eastbourne on the audio map. The name
will also be familiar to anyone who's had
dealings with John's The Sounds Of Music
stores in Tunbridge Wells or its sister business
Metropolis Music, which imports and
distributes such exotic hi-fi brands as Boulder,
Balanced Audio Technology and Hovland,

along with John's own brand of loudspeakers
and amplification, Lumley.

As you've probably guessed, John has a
personal penchant for big systems. This one is
absolutely huge, completely dominating the
spacious (23x19 feet), purpose-built listening
room in his pretty East Sussex cottage. But
then, for John, high-end hi-fi isn't about tunes
or tapping your feet in time, it's about scale
and believability. "I believe that to experience
great scale and believability in music, the size
of the speaker and, indeed, the number and
distribution of drive units is very important,” he
said. Quite. The Concert Grand doesn't look
like a speaker, it looks like a noise weapon.
Thing is, it doesn't sound like a speaker, either.
At least, none I've heard before. | came away
from John's utterly shocked. So this was high-
end. | guessed it might be better than 202,531
MP3s, but better than an Aston Vanquish?

has been wallowing in gorgeous
hi-fi and then describing its virtues/vices in
Hi-fi Choice since 1990
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All together now

t should have happened by now. Accented

by a peculiar mating ritual (and | mean
peculiar), digital convergence — a cross-
breeding of specialised consumer electronics
gear with your home computer — should have
already occurred. That Denon amplifier? It
should have an 802.11g antenna sticking off
the back of it like a soldier saluting his flag.
Canon GL2 digital video camera? Should be
Ultrawideband-friendly by now. And, for gosh
sakes, the ‘Net-Tunes' technology from Onkyo?
Should have jumped on the Wi-Fi bandwagon
ages ago. But, no, it's not quite happening.

That's right, digital convergence is still a
buzzword, not a reality. It's still too hard to
get MP3 files from the den to the living room.
Some of us have amassed a record-store's
worth of music files, dropping them onto
iPods and burning them to CD-ROM audio
discs (as a back-up, mind you). We're more
than ready for Sony and Marantz to add
support for internet streaming from Napster
and Real Rhapsody to their products.

Instead, we have to live with a bevy of
bogus bridge-gappers such as the SMC
EZ-Stream and Roku's almost-pro-level
SoundBridge. Curiously, few of these ‘digital
media receivers (a separate deck that sits next
to your amp and surround speakers) support
such high-end (and commonplace) cabling
standards as 'digital coaxial' and 'digital
optical'. Even if you recorded your MP3 files in
192kbps, you can forget about moving them
across a home network because most
receivers only go to 92kbps and sometimes
not even that high. Criminal!

So | was surprised to find out that D-Link
DSM-320 (www.d-link.com) not only lets you
stream the highest quality MP3 files from
your computer, but knows what to do with
them when they get there, by providing
optical and coaxial ports to maintain the high
fidelity stream across the channel.

The player also lets you stream video files
over the standard 802.11g connection (as
MPEG or AVI), listen to Radio@AOL, and even
watch a digital photo slideshow on your
television. The AOL radio feature is free for

RETRO

HI-FI

REVISITED

B&O BEOLIT

500

From 1965 to the present day,
Bang & Olufsen has been
known for some superb
portable radios with
technically elegant designs,
which set performance and usability
standards that have rarely been approached
by others. Perhaps the best of the bunch was
the Beolit 500, which was introduced in 1966
for a little under £50, a princely sum in those
days, and was finally laid to rest in 1975. By
any standards it was a remarkable radio, both
in its capabilities and in its limitations. It was
limited to FM only, which was pretty much
unprecedented at the time. In qualitative
terms the loss of AM was not a significant
issue, but it must have led to some interesting
conversations across the shop counter.

An exclusively preset radio with no manual
options, each of the five presets was tuned by
its own thumbwheel control in the base of the
set, which used a varicap diode front end. This
was a novel technology, and it required an
unusual high-voltage power source — 22.5
volts from a battery originally designed for
valve (!) hearing aids. It supplemented no less
than six D/HP2 size batteries which looked
after the other circuits, though they could be
bypassed by a nine-volt mains transformer.
The presentation was unusual too. The Beolit
500 could be hung from a wall, or used
laying down on a table top.

Internally, the Beolit was well endowed, with
a substantial metal chassis and an impressive
complement of components contributing to an
unusually heavy design. The controls consisted
of five large push buttons along one edge,
and a rotary volume control. Pressing any
preset button switched the radio on, and
pressing the volume control switched it off,
releasing the selected presets. There were
some extra facilities too — an AFC switch (to
prevent drifting) and a tone control. The Beolit
500 could even be used as an amplifier and
speaker for a record player - only one-watt
output though — or as an intercom when used
in pairs. The internal amp and large SEAS
loudspeaker drive unit produced a sound of
surprising sophistication and stature.

RADIO

bt ==

“The internal amp and
large SEAS speaker drive
unit produced a sound of
surprising sophistication.”

But 1966 was early days for this type of
product, and there were problems, partly
associated with the relatively primitive solid
state technology deployed inside. My own
family's Beolit 500 was extremely heavy on its
batteries, and the early varicap tuner front
end (which boasted the use of 'germanium
transistors' no less) was marginal. In anything
other than strong signal conditions, the B&O's
design was inadequate for hiss and
interference-free FM reception, even though
the radio was strictly monaural, which
demands a much lower input voltage. Heavily
used Beolit 500s didn't withstand the ravages
of time particularly well either. Eventually the
controls tended to became noisy, and the
complex mechanical interlocks for the preset
buttons became troublesome.

In the period since the Beolit 500 bit the
dust, few have attempted a portable radio
anything like as purist or as ambitious as this
model, a design that limits itself to the one
waveband capable of high-grade sound
quality, with an uncommonly elegant preset
tuning mechanism and aesthetic design. For a
brief but crucial moment in history, the Beolit
500 was the king of portables. In just about
every respect, it left the Roberts, Murphys and
other popular radios of the day looking clunky
and sounding distinctly inferior. HFC

Alvin Gold
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AOL users. (I would have preferred Real
Rhapsody streaming myself.)

Still, the D-Link is really bridging, not
integrating. What | actually want, and what
would solve this digital convergence problem,
is universal compliance and better digital
rights management. The partial answer to
that is Intel's INMPR technology, which is
supported by the D-Link DSM-320.
Adding a UPnP port to a high-end
receiver could allow you to connect a
DMR or adapter directly (not as a
bridge). The amp could read the digital
stream and understand it as local
content, giving you artist and track info.

Late this year, Microsoft will fix another
digital hole. Today, if you download a song
off Real.com as a WMA file, you can't stream
the file over a wireless network - but a service
pack to Windows will maintain DRM all the
way to your digitally converged device.

So, anyway, that's what's coming. Digital
convergence is on the way, for better or
worse (but it will get better), and I'm here
to keep an eye on both sides. Until
then, listen for the chick-a chick-a
dumb-dumb mating sound
emanating from the back of your Bryston. It's
trying to get a date with your computer.

is a US-based technology writer
with the inside track on digital convergence

l - ) Art Dudley

Gatshy’s gone

et me tell you about the very rich. They are
different from you and me." So wrote
F Scott Fitzgerald in the early 1920s — a time
when, ironically or not, the concept of
material wealth as an acceptable cultural
determinant began to take hold here in the
United States.

As far as very rich audiophiles are
concerned, the differences are certainly huge
- and | won't hesitate to flatter by suggesting
that those differences reflect well on you and
me and others of average means. There's no
denying the appeal of marvellous toys, but
most of us are in fact driven to home audio
by a desire to get more out of the music
recordings we already own, and to stimulate
an abiding interest in buying and hearing
more of same. By contrast, when the wealthy
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“You and | approach the recorded arts as we
would, say, a gallery full of interesting things,
but the rich see it as more of a theme park...”

wash up on our shores it's mostly owing to
their need to accumulate and display. You
and | approach the recorded arts as we
would, say, a gallery or museum full of
interesting things; the very rich see it as more
of a theme park: “Thank you for visiting Music
Land, now please remember to visit the gift
shop on your way out”. That the most
expensive things in the shop are trophies
should not be overlooked.

Which brings me to the here and now, here
being the Stereophile magazine-sponsored
Home Entertainment 2004 show at the New
York's Hilton, and now being, well, now. What
I have to tell you is this = trophy systems are
a dying breed.

By my admittedly unscientific count, the
number of crazy-expensive systems being
demonstrated at the show was half of what it
was at the last such event. Among the
missing were Krell, Mark Levinson, Rockport,
Nearfield (Pipedreams) and Burmester.
However, no absence was more conspicuous
than that of Wilson Audio, the Utah-based
loudspeaker manufacturer that has arguably
done more than any other to push the pricing

envelope — and has profited accordingly.
Among showgoers, Wilson is also known for
hyping its products with canned, rather than
spontaneous, demonstrations only. At past
shows there was no shortage of people
willing to stand in line for half an hour or
more to hear an expensive hi-fi — in the
crowded halls of the Hilton, those lines went
largely unmissed.

The real buzz at the show? The remarkably
good, and remarkably affordable, S5e
loudspeaker from Spendor. A lovely sounding
new SET valve amp called the Silverline Moto.
Cheap, musical tubed electronics from Tektron
in Italy. An affordable monophonic phono
cartridge from Benz. Alison Kraus on a Mobile
Fidelity LP. News of further SACD conquests.
And the long-awaited US debut of Cyrus.

I can only wonder: is the old boss dead and
gone? Perhaps — and if so, | suspect the new
one will be more Ché than Pinochet. As
Fitzgerald also famously observed, “There are
no second acts in American lives."

has written for Hi-Fi Heretic,
Sounds Like and Listener. He lives in the US
and works as Stereophile’s editor-at-large
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Clarity begins at home

Technology never stops moving. And it's
clear that one of the biggest trends in the
next few years will be custom installations.
Systems that are integrated into the physical
fabric of the home like never before, that can
feed music to any room from a central server;
systems, in other words, that fit our vision of
what life should be like in the 21st century.

The trend takes many forms — multiroom
systems, pre-wired houses, even complete
wireless systems.

But is all this falling over ourselves to get
pre-wired going to sacrifice our crucial values
of sound quality? Can the installation boom
continue the traditions of high-fidelity music
performance that we all dearly love?

Many would say not, and we should all have
a healthy spoonful of scepticism when it
comes to these 'smart home' technologies. We
already know that the increased digitisation
of music can lead to sound sacrifices that at
times border on the blasphemous.

Sure, MP3 can make organising your music
much more convenient (I know people who
now talk only of 'playlists’, never ‘albums').
But however cute a system is, the idea of
hearing compressed, tinny, digital music
spitting from my lovely speakers makes my
blood pressure higher than an MP3's bit rate.

However, some hi-fi manufacturers are
responding to this future shock, by developing
products that could combine the convenience
of system/home integration with the
demands of sonic purists like you and me.

Cyrus, for example, has created CyrusLink: a
central ‘Linkserver' sits in your hi-fi rack, and
contains a hard drive on which all your music
is stored. It then feeds your music wirelessly
to up to six ‘Linkport’ units in other rooms.

Cyrus claims the sound quality is equal to
its mid-fi products like the 6 and 8 CD
players. While some are sceptical, it's true the
CyrusLink system benefits sonically from
being created by a company with years of
experience focusing on sound quality.

So maybe it's not all bad. And besides, a
host of other serious hi-fi manufacturers are
getting in on the act — Denon (NS-100), Linn
(Knect Kivor) and Marantz (DH9300) all have
music servers of this sort, just itching to give
listeners the kind of control that could

MUSO

CLASSIC ALBUMS

BOB DYLAN
BLONDE ON BLONDE

It was one of the strangest
musical marriages in history.
Having controversially ‘gone
electric’ in 1965, Bob Dylan
had explosively become the hippest creature
on the planet as he redefined rock 'n ‘roll with
songs such as Like A Rolling Stone. But when
in early 1966 he began trying to record a new
album with his rock ‘n’ roll touring band the
Hawks (soon to become The Band), the
sessions left him dissatisfied. On the
suggestion of his producer Bob Johnston,
Dylan relocated to Nashville and Columbia's
Music Row studio to record the album with
the best sessioners that money could buy,
including guitarists Wayne Moss and Jerry
Kennedy, multi-instrumentalist Charlie McCoy,
Joe South on bass, Kenny Buttrey on drums
and blind pianist Hargus 'Pig' Robbins.

At the time it was an extraordinary move.
With his corkscrew hair and modish clothes,
Dylan was the epitome of New York bohemian
chic. To these good ol' country boys from the
backwoods of Tennessee, who were more
accustomed to working with Jim Reeves, he
resembled a creature from another planet. Yet
out of the unique chemistry generated by this
culture clash came one of the most radical
albums of all time.

The Nashville cats Dylan employed were
used to churning out formulaic country and
western hits to order. They were astonished by
his approach. Dylan thought nothing of
keeping them waiting around in the studio all
day and half the night on top union rates
while he finished working on new songs.
“They would be sitting there for maybe ten
hours while he wrote," recalls Al Kooper, who
played organ on the sessions. As he wanted to
record the musicians playing live, Dylan also
instructed the janitor to demolish with saw
and sledgehammer the partitions that divided
up the studio into individual sound booths.

"I thought the guy had blown a gasket, and
we were basically humouring him," Buttrey
later said. Charlie McCoy also wondered "what
in the hell this guy was trying to pull." At one
point they even got a ouija board to ask the
spirit world to divine Dylan's purpose. They

“This album took Dylan’s
work - and rock 'n’ roll

itself — to unimaginable
new heights.”

were even more baffled when he emerged
from his marathon writing sessions with songs
full of lines such as “the ghost of electricity
howls in the bones of her face". They'd never
come across lyrics like that working with Elvis
Presley and Roy Orbison.

Yet confused as they were, when they were
called upon they worked for their money.
Given only the most sketchy outline of what
Dylan wanted to do, they nevertheless cut
long, complex epics such as Visions Of
Johanna and Sad Eyed Lady Of The Lowlands,
the album's two comerstones, in single,
perfect takes. On such tracks you can hear
musicians used to playing-by-numbers being
stretched beyond anything they've ever done
before — and rising to the challenge.

During further sessions fitted in between tour
dates over the next month, Dylan and his
improbable Nashville crew refined what he
called “that thin, wild, mercury sound, metallic
and bright gold." Released as the first ever rock
'n’ roll double album in May 1966, Blonde On
Blonde's sophistication, power and lyricism
took Dylan's art — and rock ‘n’ roll itself — to
previously unimaginable new heights. It's since
been released on SACD, which corrected the
travesty of its original transition to CD during
which it was sacrilegiously cut to allow it to fit
on a single disc.

Nigel Williamson
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“Brit-fi used to he more focused on the lower
end of the price scale - hut this is changing.”

make our houses fit for the future without
ignoring the imperative to play music well.

So let's not ignore the trend: what we need
is more serious hi-fi manufacturers to cater for
the needs of the modern home while also
making products that sound good. And if that
happens, who knows? Soon we might all be
sitting in our fully automated homes,
wondering how we ever managed without
central servers and wireless technology.

is a freelance writer and
musician with a deep love of music and a
corresponding passion for hi-fi

Take the high end

Why British high end now looks the part

began this column by trying to work out a

definition of 'high end' in relation to hi-fi.
It's a phrase we all use, but what does it
actually mean? Does it mean high
performance? Expensive? Or just a huge
amount spent on the front panel?
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Certainly, most British hi-fi doesn't fit into the
last two categories but high performance
seems to be the norm. Of course, some Brit
products are better than others but even the
lower priced ones generally deliver great value.
British specialist hi-fi was traditionally more
focused on the low to middle end of the price
scale as Britain had the only budget audiophile
market in the world — but things are changing.

Traditionally the local stuff has been a bit
‘hair shirt" in the fit and finish department,
with the argument that "all the money has
been spent where it counts”. But recently
some of our favourite brands have realised
that to compete more effectively in world
markets, industrial design had to be improved.

The Brits are moving upmarket. Witness new
products from Arcam, Linn, Meridian and
Naim to mention a few, products that stand
up to scrutiny the world over and are no
longer cosmetically challenged. Loudspeakers
from B&W, KEF and Mission, as examples,
now have serious industrial design input, as
do turntables from Avid and Loricraft.

Better fit and finish costs money and this
must be reflected in the retail price but in
general it is balanced by increased
desirability. However, there will be a few
customers who feel that those companies
improving their cosmetic design have sold out
their original ideals and move on to newer
‘hair shirt' designs from other companies.

Manufacturing great hi-fi and AV products
in the UK isn't easy. The legislation involved is

horrendous and getting worse. The CE mark,
for example, is an indicator that the product
conforms to all relevant regulations. This
means safety, EMC - radiation of RF — and
possibly the 'topple tests' for speakers. The
WEE directive encompassing ‘electrical and
electronic waste' will come into force in 2006
and new ROHS regulations will effectively
ban lead-based solder among other things.

So UK manufacturers are doing a fantastic
job with products that do the job well -
against the odds. But their real achievement
is that they have moved on to keep up with a
changing world marketplace without losing
track of what the equipment is there for — to
deliver a performance that is world-beating.
That is ‘high end".

is chairman of hi-fi trade
organisation the BFA (British Federation of
Audio) and a former MD of Mordaunt-Short

Stuart M Robinson

Disc denial

What has high-res ever done for us?

ithout any doubt, both of today's

high-resolution digital audio formats
raise the bar in terms of fidelity — being able
to listen to studio masters in almost identical
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digital form on your home system was
unthinkable just a few short years ago. Among
‘audiophiles’, one would think such potential
would be welcomed with open arms, but the
audiophile is sometimes a breed bogged down
by endless technical arguments and prejudice,
just the sort of thing that stifles the progression
of the high-end rather than encourages it.

The first hurdles are the technical ones and
usually revolve around SACD's noise shaping
and DVD-Audio's watermarking. DSD, the
coding system used by SACD, has a non-
linear noise floor; across most of the audible
band the signal-to-noise ratio is between
122dB (at 20Hz) and 110dB (at 20kHz), but
at 50kHz performance is significantly
compromised and a signal-to-noise ratio no
better than 80dB can be achieved. Moreover,
SACD players are required to have a 43dB
per-octave roll-off filter before their analogue
outputs to avoid high-amplitude, high-
frequency noise from damaging downstream
components. To the audiophile these
numbers illustrate something bad is
happening. He's not sure what exactly, but
having rejected an amp with a THD of
0.00002% for one that boasts 0.00001 %,
nothing that measures so poorly will ever be
allowed in his system.

For 24-bit DVD-Audio, with its linear 143dB
signal-to-noise ratio to 96kHz, watermarking
is the primary issue, a process whereby the
captured audio is wantonly contaminated by
the record company so they can trace the
source of pirated discs. The fact that it's
optional, usually completely inaudible and
can also be applied to SACD doesn't lessen
the DVD-Audiophile’s pain — it's the principal!

The second problem both formats face is
that of the fuddy-duddy mentality, notions
such as multichannel being the spawn of the
devil and display devices having no place
within a system. Such prejudices blur the line
between personal predilection and objective
reasoning — you or | might prefer stereo to
surround, but arguing that multichannel is
nothing more than a gimmick demonstrates a
lack of understanding for real acoustic spaces.
Similarly, vinyl might be your favourite format,
but believing it is more "accurate” than either
DVD-Audio or SACD is misguided.

Today's high-res formats offer a wealth of
possibilities for the audiophile, but he must
be willing to keep an open mind. It will be
impossible to convince the most draconian
clicking and popping vinyl addict that DVD-A
and SACD have anything worthwhile to offer,
but for the rest of us, the promise of higher-
resolution sources, multichannel sound and
the ability to enjoy music in a whole new way
should be welcomed with open arms.

is editor and publisher of

HighFidelityReview.com, a website dedicated

to high-resolution digital sound

TECHND

TECHNOLOGY EXPLORED

IT'S ALL IN
THE TIMING

‘Timing' is a much-used term
in talking about hi-fi — and
justifiably so. Most music is
intrinsically rhythmic and
indeed studies have shown
that we recognise familiar tunes more readily
from their rhythm than from the melody alone
with equal note values. But to what extent
does audio reproduction equipment interfere
with the natural timing of music, and how
and why does it matter?

It's sometimes stated that the human ear is
not sensitive to phase distortion. 'Phase
distortion’ basically means timing errors which
cause some frequencies to be slightly delayed
relative to others. That assertion is certainly
false, as the following thought experiment will
demonstrate. Filter an audio signal to remove
the treble. Take the result and subtract it from
the original so that a third signal is produced
containing high frequencies alone. Adding the
second and third signals together will
reproduce the input, so we've not lost any
information. Now record those second and
third signals on two separate recorders, and
then play them back but start one replay a
second, or a minute, or a week, before the
other. This produces only phase distortion, but
its audibility is hardly a matter of conjecture.
The signal will be subjectively wrecked.

So phase distortion is audible in extreme
cases, and what's left is to determine the
smallest amount that we can still hear. This
isn't simple. The problem is that phase shift in
analogue filters is near-inextricably linked with
frequency response (amplitude) so it's hard to
know which effect one is listening to.
However, experiments with digital filters,
which with care can be made to operate on
amplitude and phase almost completely
independently, suggest that under some
circumstances we can hear phase shifts
certainly below the millisecond level.

Where does phase distortion come from? As
we've said, it is a byproduct of filtering
processes. In a complicated analogue
recording chain, there may be a dozen or
more amplifying stages, each with finite bass
and treble extension and associated phase

“Digital filtering can
restore the phase to some
extent, and help restore
the ‘kick’ to recordings.”

shifts, which all add up. Using a simple tone
control to compensate for the slight treble
and bass loss won't restore the phase
response, but careful use of digital filtering
can restore the phase to some extent, given a
few educated guesses about how far wrong it
might be, and this can be particularly
beneficial in restoring the 'kick' to recordings.

The other major source of phase distortion is
the speaker. Due to the nature of sound
radiation, some frequencies 'bounce around’
before being launched at the listener and this
can have a dramatic effect on their phase,
even when frequency response appears flat. In
fact, a very slightly bumpy amplitude response
is often a telltale indicator of a seriously
wobbly phase response. Could this be the
more audible part of the problem?

It could, and increasing numbers of speaker
designers are trying to do something about it.
But beware. Just because a speaker has only
one driver it's not necessarily phase perfect —
Eclipse models, for instance, succeed as much
because of their smooth shape as because
there is only one driver. And manufacturers
who claim improved phase response due to
'high speed’ cables may be badly missing the
point — differences there are several orders of
magnitude lower than those due to diffraction
and other loudspeaker maladies.

Richard Black
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PS AUDIO XSTREAM STATEMENT
£291 (1M PAIR)

Compared with the plethora of RCA-terminated cables, balanced

XLR-terminated ones are relatively rare. This is an upmarket example
using two separate coaxial wires to carry the signal 'hot' and ‘return’, with
ground being common. We've had mixed results with such a geometry in the
past, but this one gives excellent results in most departments, with a slightly
dark tone colour which doesn't detract from the excellent resolution and
frequency extension. Benefits of balanced operation are not always apparent,
but it convinced in tests and it seems a fine choice for high-res systems.
@ 020 7435 1222 # www.psaudio.com

CHORD COMPANY ODYSSEY 4
£34 (PER METRE)

Sitting near the top of the Chord Co's range, this bi-wire design

effectively doubles up on the standard Odyssey in a single jacket. Each
of the four conductors is of silver-plated copper insulated with Teflon,
paralleled in pairs at one end. It was tried in bi-wire mode and paralleled at
both ends, and while that's a matter of taste the basic character of the cable
seems consistent. [t's admirably ‘fast” and confident with great bass impact,
though low-frequency extension may not be the greatest. Treble is clean and
well defined, while imaging is precise but perhaps not quite as deep as some.
@ 01980 625700 # www.chord.co.uk
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FURUTECH RD-2
£200

The premise behind this device seems fantastically improbable - that
the ink on CDs can become magnetised, and that when that
magnetism is rotated, as the disc plays, it can create electromagnetic signals

within the CD player that interfere with the disc replay. Like all the best
snake oil it's near-impossible to prove or disprove, not least because after
treating a disc one can't ‘untreat’ it for further comparison. All the same, we
gave it several tries with various discs and players, and found that positive
results did seem to occur reliably with cheaper players - high-end two-box
machines seem less bothered. There's a definite improvement in clarity and a
general 'revitalising’ of the sound that's frankly alarming in its extent. With
treatment taking only 20 seconds per disc it's an easy tweak to apply and if
you can suspend disbelief you'll find a worthwhile lift in performance.

@ 0870 240 7228 # www.choicebits.co.uk

MARIGO LABS STEALTH
£80

The price might seem high for what you get, but this is a rather

high-tech device made from a composite material, including carbon
fibre and Kevlar plus fine silver wires. The combination of materials is alleged
to provide optimum mechanical damping of discs as well as cancellation of
electrostatic fields due to static charges on the disc, while the green colour of
the top surface should help absorb stray laser light (the bottom surface is
black). We tried the disc both ways up and found that it does indeed give a
slight improvement in detail and focus, more marked on cheaper CD players.
Worth a try, though other, cheaper, mats seem to do much the same.
@ 0870 240 7228 & www.choicebits.co.uk




INCOGNITO
£115

Rega's famous RB250/300 tonearm is one of the great audio

classics, but it has never carried particularly fancy cable. The
Incognito kit offers a fix for that, with a complete wiring loom from cartridge
to phono plugs made from high-quality materials. The 1.2m leads are of
shielded twisted pair design and terminate in good-quality plugs. The ground
wire is separate from the audio conductors and the whole affair is well made
and highly practical, taking only minutes to fit. And the sound? A very clear
improvement on the standard issue. A modified RB300 tested on a Pink
Triangle and on a Garrard 401 showed consistently better detail resolution
and solidity than an original version, with various cartridges. Noise seemed
lower and in an awkward installation hum was definitely reduced.
@ 01234 741152 & www.britishaudio.co.uk

EBEN ACOUSTI£C5_’S0 COLDRAY

~, Some feet aim to damp resonance, others prefer to exploit it
/' somehow. These are of the latter kind. An aluminium cone with a

small depression at its apex supports a steel ball, which in turn supports an
outer (hollow) cone, also of aluminium. All this undamped metal is
apparently tuned to “the frequencies violin designers look for". The result,
not surprisingly, is typically a touch of coloration added to the sound, but it's
extremely subtle and what one's more likely to notice is a particularly solid
and clearly focused sound, slightly more upfront than with damping feet. It's
not the sound for all tastes but it is worth a try, especially if your system
tends towards the over-full and soft-sounding.
= 0870 240 7228 # www.choicebits.co.uk

VAN DEN HUL INTEGRATION
£140 (0.8M PAIR)

Mr van den Hul likes to cast his net wide when selecting materials for
cables. He gave us carbon fibre audio wires, and now, with ‘Fusion
technology’, he's introduced zinc, adding it to more familiar copper and silver
and surrounding each conductor with Linear Structured Carbon. The idea is
to preserve low-level detail by reducing the alleged detrimental effects of
crystal boundaries. This remains unproven, and yet the sonic result, it must
be said, is outstanding. There's an ease and naturalness to the sound that
few cables — even among the wacky-prices stuff — can equal, and quite
flawless tonal balance from top to bottom. Likewise, imaging is truly
first-rate with very precise lateral placement and superb depth.

@ 01235 511166 # www.vandenhul.com

JAMES AUDIO FIDT6S
£1,495

This weighty unit comprises not just filtering components, feeding six

output sockets, but also a large isolation transformer. Such a device
has distinct advantages in cutting down common-mode interference, and as
a side benefit completely eliminates DC. There shouldn't be any of that on
the mains of course, but it sometimes appears and can upset mains
transformers in various ways, including inducing an audible hum. A good
isolation transformer will cope better, and this one seems very capable,
neither humming nor distorting the mains waveform. The result, with a
variety of equipment, proved to be a subtle but rewarding improvement in
detail and general dynamic liveliness of the music.
= 01782 511035
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Interactive Digital Programming
ultimate

Tannoy has undisputed expertise in the
reproduction of sound, having supplied
loudspeakers to the audio and film industry ever

since sound was introduced to film.

Optimising the performance of loudspeakers
within the perfect environment is one thing.
Unfortunately the listening environment always
affects the performance of loudspeakers - often
to their detriment. Now, working with the very

latest in cutting edge digital technology, Tannoy

is able to provide premium audio solutions with

the flexibility to adapt to your environment.

This latest technology is incorporated into the
elegant Eyris range of home theatre loudspeakers.
An Eyris iDP™ (Interactive Digital Programming)
home theatre speaker system offers perfect
matching to the listening environment through its

built-in room equalisation capability.

The fully active and stylish system comprises five
loudspeakers and a subwoofer, each containing
very powerful amplification and digital sound
processors. Each loudspeaker can be individually
optimised, taking into account its precise location

within the room and independently profiled to the

acoustic properties of the listening environment.

What this means in performance terms is the
most stunning audio experience you could possibly
imagine in your home. No need to worry about
installation either, because a home theatre
specialist takes care of this for you and adjusts

the system for your own personal preferences.

If you would like to audition an Eyris iDP™ home theatre system or would

simply like more details, please contact Tannoy by e-mail, phone or fax.
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For Sale

PERFORMANCE MULTI-CHANNEL
MUSIC/HOME CINEMA SYSTEM
containing four components, all
virtually brand new, complete with
original packaging & manufacturer's
warranties: high-fidelity CD player,
DVD (Audio & Video) player, SACD
player and a comprehensive AV
processor. A bargain at £2,995
the lot. (Same price as the Linn
UNIDISK SC player I've replaced
them with). For more info/specs
etc... phone 0500 888 909 and
ask for Ivor. I'm also open to offers
for my rather attractive multi-shelf
equipment rack.




Welcome to

he collection

he Collection was a concept born in the eighties, when Hi-Fi Choice first decided to
assemble a special issue dedicated to the finest hi-fi in the world. Several annual
editions ensued, creating a series much loved and fondly remembered by those with a
penchant for the highest standards of music reproduction. But in publishing few things
remain unchanged for long — while Hi-Fi Choice continued to evolve through the nineties,
The Collection did not and the last edition was published in 1992.

But now it's back, and we're proud to relight this torch for hi-fi's highest performers once
more. Throughout this very special edition you'll find no fewer than 44 complete reviews of
some of the very best hi-fi components on the market today, conducted by the most
experienced set of reviewers ever assembled. The result is a vast selection of state-of-the-art
products from many of the world's top hi-fi designers, each one constructed in deliberate
pursuit of the ultimate in sound reproduction.

So why now, in 2004, is The Collection reborn? Because as we sit on the cusp of something
radically new, the doyens of hi-fi's high-end are facing their greatest ever challenge. The way home
entertainment programming is delivered, stored and played back is changing, and the concept of
the ‘media server' will come to affect us all. And yet, there will always be those who demand the
highest levels of performance and the high-end hi-fi community is responding by producing the
most amazing range of dedicated components yet seen.

The results are fascinating. Original technologies like vinyl and valves remain in strong demand,
with decades of refinement culminating in exquisite form and function. Then there are the digital
dream machines, each one engineered to make the most of the format(s) it plays, from CD-only to
high-performance, multichannel audio/video tours de force.

We feel no need to apologise for the considerable price tags featured throughout this issue;
excellence has never come cheap. Like the finest watches or the most expressive motor cars, these
finely tuned, supremely engineered examples of audio art simply ooze desirability. It's always great
to dream, but if these top-end exhibits seem too far out of reach take solace: most of these
manufacturers also produce more affordable gear, often featuring ‘trickle-down' technologies
derived from these flagship components. You'll find such products nestling within the pages of
every other issue of Hi-Fi Choice...

As for us, there's only one problem with doing a special issue like The Collection — giving all the
fabulous kit back when we've finished.

Tim Bowern Editor
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Chord

CD TRANSPORT AND DAC

Once all the rage, Chord brings the two-box CD transport and DAC concept back with a bang

was something | spent the last twenty

years waiting for. For me, CD came of age
with the DAC 64; it finally legitimised CD as
a serious audiophile medium. Ever since the
launch of CD in 1983, I'd looked for a player,
DAC, or gizmo - anything! ~ that would
finally lay to rest all the niggles and
reservations | had about CD. But no joy.

Not that CD sounded bad - far from it. It's
just that, having kept faith with vinyl, | knew
CD had its limitations; it was good, but...
Having been disappointed so many times, I'd
sort of pushed the idea of a wonder product
magically transforming CD to the back of my
mind. To be honest, | felt CD's restrictions
were inherent — due to its limited 16-bit
441 kHz specification — and that this
effectively capped its performance

So, experiencing Chord's DAC 64 in the
autumn of 2001 came as a revelation. CD's
faults can be elusive. For all its sharpness and
detail, CD can often sound curiously bland
and lacking in subtlety and expressiveness.
Nor is it good so far as timing is concerned.
The DAC 64 changed all that. Suddenly, the
music had depth and width, drive and
dynamics, with something of that holographic
three dimensionality you get from good vinyl.

There was an inner clarity and separation of
parts I'd not experienced before. And the
sound was bigger; not just louder, but larger
in scale. Playing Randy Crawford's Street Life, |
at last heard a sound off CD that approached
the 12in single of this track for soundstaging
and scale. Okay, it still wasn't quite as vivid
and dimensional, but it stood comparison.

The DAC 64's secret weapon was something
called WTA - Watts Time Aligned filter. This
greatly reduced transient timing errors,
improving clarity and fine detail. But the
thing that really made the DAC 64 sing was
its RAM buffer, which re-clocked the digital
signal and virtually eliminated jitter. Sonically,
this made the DAC 64 largely independent of
its CD transport. Within reason you could use
anything, and still get a great sound.

Terrific! Unfortunately, this created a
teeny-weeny problem for Chord. How could
they make an expensive transport that fully
justified itself on sonic grounds? The answer
turned out to be long, technically difficult and
not cheap. And we have to say the results
were well worth the effort. Partnered by Blu,
the DAC 64 now sounds even better...

Unusually, Chord's Blu CD transport has
separate left and right digital outputs. And it
has upsampled outputs of either 88.2kHz or

I can truthfully say that Chord's DAC 64

CE: Blu: £4,195, DAC 64: £1,995 C#NTACT: Chord Electronics Ltd, The Pumphouse, Bridge Court, Farleigh Court, East Farleigh, Kent ME16 9NB

176.4kHz. The original accepts 88.2kHz, but
only the revised version works at 176.4kHz.
Actually, results at 88.2kHz are extremely
good — excellent by any yardstick — but the
176.4kHz option is that bit better again, and
delivers optimum performance.

Although the DAC 64's RAM buffer can still
be used with the Blu, now it's actually better to
switch it out altogether — basically, the digital
output of the Blu is so clean and jitter-free that
it doesn't benefit from further processing.
When used with the DAC 64's RAM buffer, the
Blu sounds noticeably less special — more like
an ordinary CD transport. You don't get quite
such good separation and dynamics, nor is the
soundstaging as three-dimensional.

SOUND QUALITY

But the trouble with hi-fi is — everything's
relative. Having said wonderful things about
the wonderful DAC 64, I'm now forced to say
it sounds even more wonderfully wonderful
partnered with the Blu. The improvement is
surprisingly large — a bigger sound with
increased dynamic contrasts, yet at the same
time, even subtler and more finely detailed. In
essence you're closer to the true sound of the
original recordings. Wonderful!

Sonically, the results produced by Chord's
Blu/DAC 64 really are quite remarkable.
Previously, it always seemed to me that CD had
a built-in glass ceiling - it promised great
results, but always fell short, as though it were
capped. Used together, the performance

“They’re not cheap,

transforming your entire

greatly exceeds what | once believed CD to be
capable of. They're not cheap, but then by
buying a Blu and DAC 64, you're effectively
transforming your entire CD collection.
Probably because of its limited 20kHz
bandwidth, and use of ‘brickwall’ filters, CD
invariably lacks true openness; that smooth
relaxed natural ease one gets with the best
vinyl. Not so now. Chord's Blu/DAC 64
rewrites the book, with a supremely natural
uncoloured sound that simply has to be
experienced. Maybe its still not quite as
effortlessly sweet and silky as a really good
MC phono cartridge, but for many listeners
the difference will be purely academic.
Perhaps the most immediately noticeable
quality is its superbly deep and powerful bass
performance. Put on a disc that (via lesser CD

01622 721444 www.chordelectronics.co.uk

players) sounds bright and thin, and nine
times out of ten you'll experience a power
and depth that was previously missing.
Instead of voices and instruments seeming
congested and 'flat’ dynamically, you'll sense
space, dimensionality, and separation. The
treble is particularly clean and focused.

Don't be surprised if you start hearing detail
never apparent before — bass lines that
suddenly become audible, or voices that
appear from nowhere. Actually, they were
always there — it's just that you weren't given
time to notice them. Because the Blu/DAC
64 sounds clearer, it's easier to listen to; your
ears don't have to work so hard. The music
sounds more coherent — listen to something
new and unfamiliar, and you'll find it makes
more sense — it's easier to comprehend.

Also notice the apparent ‘loudness’ of the
sound, its presence. CD often needs to be
played at high-ish volume levels to create a
sense of impact and presence. The Blu/DAC
64 is different — it sounds big without needing
to be played loudly. The music has more body,
extra weight, greater presence, increased power
and projection. So... make sure you audition the
Blu/DAC 64 at moderate volume levels — see
how the music comes to meet you, how it
projects without having to be played loudly.

Also notice the way the system images; how
the Chord combo creates the impression of a
realistically vivid, three-dimensional
soundstage — one that has depth as well as
width. Your very best recordings should sound

ut you're effectively

) collection.”

better than ever. But keep an ear out for
those recordings that previously sounded
disappointing. If your experiences tally with
ours, you'll find many 'poor’ recordings are
transformed by the Blu/DAC 64 combination.
Ultimately that's what makes Chord's

Blu/DAC 64 worth buying. It not only delivers
the very highest standards of reproduction
overall, it gives greater consistency. Not by
making everything sound the same, but by
ensuring you get the very best out of each and
every disc. It highlights the best points, while
making sure the negative aspects are not
emphasised or exaggerated. It can't make a
poor recording sound great, but it will make
sure all its virtues are fully revealed. And often,
that's all you need... HFC

Jimmy Hughes
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Sonus Faher Str

/, ’r
cel/eeticre LOUDSPEAKER

Homage

This gorgeous statement product from Sonus Faber simply oozes style as well as radical thinking

ong regarded as Italy's finest, Sonus

Faber is a company with all the style,

performance and flair one associates
with that country's famous sports car
marques, applying them instead to the world
of hi-fi loudspeakers.

This top-end model has been keenly awaited
for a number of years, its release held up by a
painstaking development and refinement
process. Unusual width is its most striking
feature, which certainly makes for a very room
dominating appearance, rather in the manner
of a large panel-type electrostatic dipole.
Despite appearances however, this is a regular
monopole design, the reason for the width
being to provide an 'artificial wall’ to load and
control the midrange and treble radiation.

Viewed from above, the shape forms a wide
ellipse, 65x25cm at the top, and it stands
138cm tall. It's beautifully presented and
finished, made up of several contrasting
sections and finishes. The core is constructed
from a succession of horizontal strips of a
lustrous grain-oriented ‘crimson’ real wood
veneer, beautifully laid and deep-gloss
lacquered. (A graphite finish option is
available at extra cost.) The black central
portion of the front, 29cm wide,
accommodates the four drive units, and is
covered by the clever transparent ‘elastic
band' grille. The outside edges are completed
by shaped, rounded and tapered sections,
wider at top and bottom than in the middle,
finished in deep piano black lacquer.

The enclosure is mounted on a large, thick
and heavy black steel plate, adding plenty of
mass and creating a large and totally stable
footprint. Chunky 8mm spikes floor-couple
each speaker's very considerable 75kg weight,
and can be adjusted for best image focus at
the listening zone.

This a three-way design, using two bass
drivers with 260mm frames and 190mm alloy
cones, plus a 150mm midrange unit with
100mm loaded plastic cone, and a 33mm
annular 'ring radiator' tweeter. The internal
wiring and network use suitably exotic
components, the crossover itself operating at
300Hz and 4kHz, and fed from a single
terminal pair. Both bass and midrange drivers
are separately enclosed and ported at the
rear, while the mid/treble section of the front
baffle is mechanically isolated from the main
bass enclosure.

Our far-field averaged measurement gave a
generous sensitivity of 91-92dB, although this
is partly a consequence of an impedance that
falls to a low 2.5 ohms around 750Hz. An

~E: £22,000 per pair CONTACT: Absolute Sounds, 58 Durham Road, London SW20 ODE %2 020 8971 3909 # www.sonusfaber.com

amp with good current reserves is therefore to
be preferred, and valve amps might not make
a good match. The in-room measurements
look rather impressive, especially across the
broad midband, where the whole zone from
70Hz up to 2.5kHz is remarkably flat and
smooth. A modest presence notch at 3-4kHz
(close to the crossover) should ensure the
speaker avoids sounding aggressive, while the
treble proper is again smooth and well
judged. The bass end also looks well aligned,
if a little strong below 60Hz in our
4.3x2.6x5.5m room. A bigger room might
produce better results.

SOUND QUALITY
Happily, that mild low-bass excess by no
means spoiled the delicious music making of
this superb speaker. Indeed, if anything it's a
positive, adding impressive weight and scale
without any extra thickening, largely because
the bass is qualitatively taut and free from
overhang, with fine tonal discrimination.
Apart from being installed by a couple from
Pinewood Music (a dealer experienced in
products from UK distributor Absolute
Sounds), who knew how to do so with
optimum sonic performance and zero
enclosure damage, the Stradivari didn't

A sense of rightness and order permeates the
entire listening experience, as everything
sounding properly in place - tonality, dynamic
structures and stereo perspectives. And if the
overall sound is a little laid back and
restrained, that is almost certainly the sort of
presentation that the overwhelming majority
prefer. And it means you can wind up the
volume as high as you like, and the speaker
just gets louder, without tending to become
aggressive. It's maybe not the obvious choice
for hard driving rock and dance material, but
classical and acoustic music shows its delicacy,
sweetness and fine tonality to best advantage.

Cabinet coloration is clearly very low indeed,
probably because the irregular shape and
curved front panel successfully suppress
standing waves, and in consequence there's
virtually no 'boxiness'. Remarkably perhaps in
view of the shape, the sound has great
transparency, and stereo depth perspectives
are very convincing, though the focus of
specific instruments could perhaps be sharper.
The sound distribution or dispersion of a
loudspeaker has a major impact on the
listening experience, and the Stradivari's shape
creates a distribution pattern that's not only
probably unique, but also one that steers a
happy course between the opposite extremes.

“The Stradivari shows superh refinement
and delicacy right across the audio band.”

receive any special treatment. All too often,
makers or distributors of exotic components
insist on supplying complete systems, with
the avowed intention of showing a
component at its best. The consequence tends
to create more confusion than enlightenment.

On this occasion no special amps, sources or
cables were brought along, so the speakers
were merely connected to our reference Naim
NAC552/NAP500 amps, Naim CDS3 and
Burmester 001 CD players, a Linn/Rega hybrid
record player, Magnum Dynalab tuner and
VertexAQ and Naim cabling. The results were
very special indeed - all the more so because
the rest of the system was entirely familiar.

The first impression one gets is of a mild
degree of understatement in the way this
speaker goes about its business. That
underlying character remains, but is quickly
followed by the realisation that what one is
hearing is an almost complete lack of ‘nasties’,
with a balance and room drive that must be
very close to the ideal.

Narrow speakers with very wide radiation
include more of the listening room and help
create an illusion of bringing the musicians
into the room; while more directional designs
like horns and dipole panels give a precise
view onto the recording itself. Neither one nor
the other, the Stradivari is perhaps the ideal
compromise between the two.

Compromise is at the heart of loudspeaker
design, and the specific choices made by the
individual designer are even more crucial in a
money-no-object design such as this. No
design illustrates this better than the Stradivari
Homage, which shows superb refinement and
delicacy right across the audio band and
through a very wide dynamic range. No one
design will appeal equally to every listener,
and this speaker may well be a little too
gentle and laid back for some tastes. But that
is also perhaps its greatest strength, as it
delivers music with great subtlety and delicacy,
without ever seeming to try too hard. HFC

Paul Messenger
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Eidolon

Ascendant

Unique association of technical excellence and brilliant musical performance. Art, emotion and technology
combined in products of exemplary quality and visual distinction.

Acustica Applicata (DAAD) e Avalon Acoustics ¢ Avalon Music Systems e Benz-Micro e Cardas
conrad-johnson e Esopower e finite elemente ® Harmonix ® Karan Acoustics ¢ Kuzma e Magnum Dynalab
McCormack e Muse Electronics ® Reimyo by Harmonix e Tri-Planar
Distributed Exclusively by

|AUDIOFREAKS

DISTRIBUTORS OF FINE AUDIO +HOME ENTERTAINMENT EQUIPMENT

tel: 020 8948 4153 fax: 020 8948 4250 email: infol@audiofreaks.co.uk www.audiofreaks.co.uk



POWER AMPLIFIER

Krell's ultimate power amp rules in that special place where brawn, brains and overdrafts converge

PRICE: £14,998

stands for Full Power Balanced. In reality this translates into

'simply awesome'. The two ranges concerned consist of mono
and stereo amplifiers with a common internal architecture, the FPB
700cx being the biggest and most powerful of the stereo models,
sitting above the FPB 300cx and the FPB 400cx. The monoblocks
consist of the FPB 750Mcx, FPB 450Mcx and the FPB 250Mcx — in
each case the numerical designation represents output in watts when
driving an eight-ohm load. The FPB 700cx then is the most powerful
of the stereo models, and not far off the top monoblock for power
yield, with all the packaging advantages that accrue from being built
into one box rather than two. You may be surprised to know that FPB
is not Krell's top of the line amplifier range. That distinction belongs
to the Master series, of which it can truly be said that if you need to
ask, you can't afford it.

But that epithet would be a pretty useful way of getting to grips
with the FPB 700cx. Just consider — power output is 700 watts into
eight ohms, doubling to 1.4kW into four ohms and again to 2.8kW
with a two-ohm load from a massively endowed power supply which
includes an 8kVA transformer. Weight is a back-breaking 81.8kg
(which is more than 1.6 hundredweight if that helps), and it measures
48x26x65cm (WxHxD). But the most frightening statistic of all is the
cost, which is just one pint of beer less than £15,000. In the delays
before Halcro, this used to count as a lot of money. Of course, it's
beautifully made and as solid as structurally reinforced houses, though
I'm not so keen, practically speaking, on the unprotected heat
exchanger fins that run front to back down both long sides.

But the FPB 700cx story is not just about awesome power and the
ability to drive punishing loads (way below two ohms if it is called
for). This is an amplifier of real sophistication. Turn the 700cx on, and
the amplifier first tests the circuit connected to its speaker terminals,
and adjusts itself accordingly, the process being tracked by the three
front-panel LEDs. Balanced operation speaks for itself, but the Krell

T he FPB prefix that is used for two ranges of Krell power amps

Absolute Sounds, 58 Durham Road, London SW20 ODE 020 8971 3909

www.krellonline.com

also has a CAST Il interface option, which uses current rather than
voltage-mode transmission, complemented by internal current-mode
gain topology and Sustained Plateau Bias IIl circuitry. The latter
maintains Class A operation according to the Hall Effect sensing
circuit's analysis of the audio signal, causing output bias voltage levels
to be ramped up and (after a delay) down again as required by the
musical envelope. The result is an amplifier which runs no hotter than
a typical Class AB design. It is also unconditionally stable and fully
protected against pretty much anything short of a direct nuclear strike.

But this is an amplifier that is unflappable under all circumstances. It
does big scale, heavy duty music brilliantly. It is virtually impossible to
catch out, even with big current sinks like B&W's Nautilus 800
speakers. But the real beauty of this amplifier is that it wields its
power with such finesse - it's not just a bass delivery engine. The
whole frequency band is reproduced with real subtlety, and with an
exquisite sense of fine detail, which is properly constrained and locked
in place. Moreover it will work consistently at any volume level you
choose. It has the inevitably and the clout of a steam engine, but even
with the volume turned way down, it still somehow manages to sustain
the musical tension, and nothing about the sound tonality, dynamics or
anything else appears to change. In short, this is one of the very tiny
number of truly great high-power, high-end power amplifiers - fit to
form the beating heart of the most exilerating of audio systems.

Alvin Gold
See HFC 234 (November 2002) for our original review of this product
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Burmester 001

Can the sound of Burmester's belt-drive CD player match its gorgeous look and feel?

£9,000 Standesign Ltd, Unit D7, Heritage Business Park, Heritage Way, Gosport PO12 4BG

urmester has been a true high-end

brand in its home city of Berlin for more

than 25 years, though it's less well
represented in the UK. The company makes
four ranges, each distinguished from the one
below by an approximate doubling in price.
The least expensive Rondo models cost about
£2,500 per item, while the Basic Lines are
around £5,000 each. Next comes the Top
Line, including this 001, (around £10,000),
and then the top-of-the-ladder Reference Line
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02392 501888

at close to £20K. Incidentally, the 001
designation refers to the fact that this design
was 'signed off" in January 2000 - all the
Burmester components are identified by three
numbers, denoting the year and month of
their gestation.

The operation is still run by founder Dieter
Burmester, but shareholders with major
interests in German consumer electronics
retail help provide the modern production
facility in the heart of the city, giving easy

www.burmester.de

access to the high-class specialist engineering
operations that have always been part of the
Berlin industrial scene. Top-quality
engineering is at the heart of the Burmester
operation, as evidenced by the high-class
chrome-plated fascias that are the company’s
trademark, a factory visit revealing that all the
assembly and quality control is carried out
under the most careful and clinical conditions.
It was this visit that first introduced the 001,
a CD player of which Burmester is particularly



proud because it uses an unusual, made-in-
house, high-precision belt-drive disc-spinning
mechanism. Components for about twenty
mechanisms were set out on the bench where
these belt-drive assemblies are put together.
Come Saturday, when the factory and
surroundings are quiet, one expert comes in
to put them all together. He has a particular
feel for the tolerances involved, and actually
enjoys sorting through the hundreds of
combinations, dry-fitting as many as
necessary to get the best possible fits. The
true bearing tolerance is apparently better
than 1/3,000th of a millimetre and even the
manually placed disc clamp puck is selected
to match the individual mechanism.

Why bother to go to all the trouble of
building such an elaborate mechanism? Two
reasons were offered. The first and most

convincing involved Dieter going over to a
stack of equipment and playing the same CD
on first this 001 Top Line CD player and then
its junior Basic Line 006 equivalent. Both
players are apparently substantially similar,
apart from the fact that the 006 uses a
conventional disc drive, but the superiority of
the 001 was immediately apparent in its
dynamic expression and tautness of timing.
Burmester's explanation of why the
belt-drive mechanism sounds better is simply
that its ultra-precise bearing supports and
spins the disc much more accurately than a
regular 'bought in' disc drive, making it that
much easier to read the disc data accurately.
An integrated one-box CD player, the 001
follows the company tradition of a gorgeous
chrome-plated front panel with all the legends
deeply engraved. It doesn't make for
particularly easy reading, but does look very
smart indeed. It's a top-loader, the disc drive
mounted on a hefty alloy billet and hidden
under a thick alloy cover that slides beautifully
and closes firmly with a light magnetic tug.
The onboard DACs are doubled up in
balanced pairs, incorporate upsampling to
96kHz/ 24-bit resolution, and may be

lie codlectio s GDPLAYER

company's 948 power conditioner (a clever if
costly unit that cleans and purifies the mains
electricity supply) and the 032 integrated
amp (see review, HFC 252). This combination
went together hand-in-glove, and gave the
opportunity to link the source and amplifier
via the balanced connections provided on
both, using the company's high-quality but
exceedingly stiff Silver interconnects.

These two components duplicate essentially
the same electronic volume control, so the
001 was switched to ‘fixed' output mode. And
the combination certainly worked very well,
delivering an essentially very musical and
muscular sound with a rich tonal palette, and
a notably wide dynamic range with superior
low-level resolution.

Photographic requirements meant that the
032 amp didn't stay too long, so much of the
001's auditioning was done with unbalanced
connection and fixed output level to a Naim
NAC 552 preamp, NAP 500 power amp and a
whole variety of different loudspeakers, from
the inexpensive up to the seriously exotic.

One can rabbit on about the way specific
discs sound, but the much more powerful
observation is that this player simply makes

“The lushness and richness of the 001 are
what one tends to associate more with
vinyl records than silver disc replay.”

accessed by any of the four external digital
signal inputs. An optional 60-step electronic
volume control allows the unit to operate as a
full digital-to-analogue preamp, connected
directly to a power amp. Digital outputs can
feed an external DAC, and fixed or variable
analogue outputs include two phono pairs
plus one balanced XLR. Other features include
a switchable analogue filter (linear or soft
settings), plus switchable polarity. Carbon
fibre springs are fitted into the feet, while the
generous power supply arrangements include
a 50 VA transformer, backed up by 64,000 pF
of filter capacitance.

One point of criticism is that although the
remote handset works well enough, it's heavy
and cumbersome for one-handed operation,
with little button discrimination and small,
difficult to read legends.

SOUND QUALITY
If the 001 had sounded excellent at that
demonstration in Berlin, it didn't in the least
disappoint when a sample subsequently
arrived for review in a more familiar context. In
fact more than one sample has now been tried
over several months, showing fine consistency
as well as quality, and setting an impressive
benchmark for top-quality CD replay.

Initially the 001 came as part of a
Burmester package which included the

one want to play CDs, more often and for
longer. It's hard to put a finger on exactly why
this is, but also impossible to argue with the
basic observation. Perhaps it's the lushness
and richness that the 001 brings to the party
that is particularly persuasive, and more what
one tends to associate with vinyl records than
silver disc replay. The overall sound is
essentially neutral, but notably powerful and
punchy at the same time, with excellent timing
and drive, and very clean, quiet backgrounds.

The remote handset might not be
ergonomically virtuous, but the player itself is
thoroughly satisfying to use because of the
disc drive mechanism's splendid precision. It
may not be musically relevant, but changing a
disc does provide a certain tactile pleasure.

We preferred to use the 'linear’ filter option,
as the alternative ‘soft’ setting is just that,
with a rather more obvious, though still very
subtle, treble roll-off. Whichever, the top end
here is sweet and kind, with no hint of
harshness, though the ‘linear’ setting does
supply the most fine detail.

The Burmester might not offer extra musical
detail over the Naim CDS3 (see review, p36).
But it has a welcoming friendliness, even a
cuddly quality, that is very engaging and
involving, always inviting one to slip in a new
disc as soon as the previous one finishes. HFC

Paul Messenger
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PREAMPLIFIER AND POWER AMPLIFIER

i,

A valve amp company making one of the world’s best transistor amplifiers? Surely some mistake?

PRICE: Premier 18LS: £3,795, Premier 350SA: £8,000

he Virginian amplification expert

Conrad-Johnson is best-known for

making some of the finest valve amps
around. So, it would be easy to dismiss the
company's solid state designs as somehow
lacking ‘cred". Easy... but very, very wrong.

In fact, the Premier 18LS line-level preamp
and Premier 350SA power amp are two of the
best examples of amplification you'll find. In
another fact, the latter is arguably the best
power amp C-J has ever produced, regardless
of underlying technology.

The Premier 18LS is a FET-based (Field Effect
Transistor) design, using the C-J standard of
no negative feedback in the circuit. Though it
measures well, it doesn't possess the
vanishingly small levels of distortion found in
circuits that introduce negative feedback. Zero
feedback also produces a slightly noisier
circuit. But here the sonic advantages
outweigh the technical shortcomings; the
circuit sounds notably fast and dynamic as a
result. Most of the distortion and noise
inherent to no-feedback designs are said to
be overcome by C-J's proprietary auto-linear
gain blocks, which "achieve low distortion
with zero loop feedback by exploiting the
symmetrical distortion properties of 'n" and
‘p-channel’ FETs", according to the sales blurb.

The preamp has five line inputs, two loops
(for home cinema processors, equalisers or
tape systems) and one set of preamp outputs.
Everything is wired single-ended, so there's no
XLR balanced circuitry within. Nor is there a
power switch — the preamp is powered up
throughout. This means chopping and
changing cables must be handled with care;
you can send a thump through the system if
you treat the amp with less than the upmost
respect. The remote is worthy of note though
- it's a billet of solid alloy and feels expensive.

There is a common style to both products,
with the golden finish and scooped groove on
the thick front panel. The buttons and three
black discs on the front of the 18LS (two for
the volume LED read-out for left and right
channels, another below to disguise the remote
eye), along with the array of LEDs for source
and status display and the series of little silvery
push buttons give it a classic appeal.

The Premier 350SA power amp has less to
play with, just a big button and corresponding
LED, but has even smarter lines. It also has a
bigger case and runs warmer than the preamp
(still cool after several days), but features the

Audiofreaks Ltd, 15 Link Way, Ham, Richmond, Surrey TW10 7QT

same zero feedback design as the 18LS. It also
sports FETs, but this time C-J has used a
curious hybrid design, with FETs in the voltage
gain stage and bipolar transistors in the output
stages. The logic goes like this: FETs work well
in voltage gain settings (such as preamps and
input stages of power amps) because they have
the linearity of valves. Bipolars, in contrast,
deliver a lower output impedance than FETs,
making them ideal for the sort of speaker
control required in a power amp. And, with
350 watts into eight ohms (albeit at one per
cent THD - total harmonic distortion), that's a
lot of control. Once again, the Premier 350SA
is a single-ended design, with no balanced
input and only a pair of multi-way speaker
terminals at the rear. It also uses a 20A |EC
mains cable — although this plugs directly into
standard mains, the odd IEC socket makes
using aftermarket mains leads difficult.

The two products share more than just zero
feedback. Both use high-quality power
supplies and the highest quality components
within. Both invert phase, so the two should
cancel one another out, so the speaker
terminals will be wired normally (red to red,

020 8948 4153

www.conradjohnson.com

transistor design. It retains the typical C-J
sweetness and warmth but without roll-off of
the top end and doesn't appear euphonic or
artificial. There is some wonderful layering to
the soundstage and a vice-like grip over any
music, all of which help to ram home the
performance of the preamp.

And what does that mean in real terms? It
means this combination is so damn musical
that you just let the music play. Highlighting a
single piece of music to demonstrate what the
C-J duo does, however, is difficult in the
extreme. In a single listening session, the tastes
got catholic and nothing phased the duo. Bach
begat Radiohead, Radiohead begat Bowie,
Bowie begat Television, Television begat
Damien Rice, Damien Rice begat Thelonious
Monk, Thelonious Monk begat Sibelius, Sibelius
begat Tom Waits... and so on, ad infinitum.
Removing listener fatigue entirely makes the
listening sessions supremely satisfying — and
they stretch for hours on end.

Caveats are few, trivial and depend largely
on the sources and speakers used in the
system. Used with too-efficient speakers that
cannot handle this level of power delivery, the

black to black). It's worth remembering
though, that using either amp with a
phase-correct product will require a switch in
speaker polarity (red to black, black to red),
and with a pair of products of this level, it's
worth experimenting with phase anyway.

SOUND QUALITY

These amps represent one of the finest duos in
audio today. The two sound supremely
detailed, focused and very, very musical. Some
may say they're not the most exciting sounding
components around, but this entirely misses
the C-J point; this is music for the long term,
not just for a few minutes of audio fireworks.
Neither product lets the side down - the
preamplifier is dynamic and focused, the power
amplifier bold, powerful and satisfying.

While the preamp is magnificent on its own,
it's the power amp that is the real star of the
show. It somehow manages to combine the
rich refinement of a good valve power amp
with the speed and bottom-end heft of a fine

amps produce a hardening of the midrange
and upper registers. This happens because the
amps are so clean sounding, you tend to turn
up the volume and the speaker cones begin
to panic. Similarly, use the 18LS with anything
less than outstanding digital sources and the
overall performance suffers accordingly. The
C-J combo is nice enough to its surroundings
as to make the best of a bad job, but it is also
honest enough to make those failings in other
products all the more prevalent.

That has to be one of the best descriptions
of true high-end equipment; a product so
good that the only negatives are reflections of
the limitations of other products in the
system. And, according to that criterion, the
Premier 18LS and Premier 350SA are among
the finest high-end products around. People
should stop thinking of C-J as a 'valve'
company — it makes amplifiers and uses the
best components for the best job. Valves or
transistors, it knows how to do it right. HFC

Alan Sircom
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JBL K2

LOUDSPEAKER

This defiantly different 20 grand monster has awesome sonic capabilities

PRICE: £20,000 per pair CONTACT: Harman Consumer UK, 6 Elstree Gate, Elstree Way, Borehamwood, Herts WD6 1JD € 020 8731 4670 www.jbl.com

riginally developed for the Japanese home market, JBL's K2

S9800 is certainly very different from the speakers normally

encountered in Europe or the USA, though one can trace its
ancestry in JBL's past 'classics' going all the way back to 1938.

Even though construction and finish is impeccable, the type and size
of the drive units does much to determine a size and shape which is
certainly unfashionably wide, tall and unavoidably intrusive. The
enclosure is irregularly shaped and built from a mixture of 25mm
MDF and Sonoglass resin. Our samples came in a classy if rather
funereal high-gloss dark charcoal grey with black highlights - light
grey is an option.

It's essentially a giant two-way (bolstered by an extra super-tweeter
that comes in just above 10kHz), and all three drivers are very
unusual. The bass and lower mid (to 800Hz) is handled by a
port-loaded 380mm driver with paper pulp cone, foam surround and
Alnico magnet. A notably complex motor assembly ensures
exceptional self-damping. A 90x50 degree bi-radial flare horn driver
with 76mm beryllium dome compression driver takes over from 800Hz
up to 10kHz. The super-tweeter has a 25mm beryllium diaphragm,
horn-loaded by a 30x60 degree bi-radial horn. JBL has pioneered the
recent use of beryllium diaphragms, a metal which is incredibly
difficult to work, but has a very high stiffness-to-density ratio.

The crossover has high-power air-cored inductors, and uniquely (and
very cleverly) uses a 9V PP9 battery to pre-bias the twinned
capacitors, improving their linearity and avoiding ‘crossover'
distortions. Pre-sets allow very subtle adjustments to the balance.

“Some might find the K2 too
ruthlessly revealing, and prefer
something more restrained.”

First reactions were very positive. All speakers involve a collection of
compromises, and the K2 is no exception, but when it comes to
adding up the pluses and subtracting the minuses, this speaker is
massively in credit. It's exceptionally neutral and well balanced, and
while that isn't a totally essential requirement, it definitely helps.

Kept well clear of walls, the bass is full without becoming
overbearing, and is also beautifully agile and free from overhang. It
might not be the last word in grip or drive, but it knows how to carry
a tune, and remains clean and clear, even and unflappable, even when
being asked to play excessively loud.

Its best trick, however, is the way it handles microdynamics — the tiny
low-level detailing that conveys the subtle texture of massed orchestral
strings or provides clues to the size of a choir or auditorium, and
makes audience applause sound creepily realistic — even when the
speaker is playing very quietly indeed. A Radio 3 broadcast of
Esa-Pekka Salonen and the LA Philharmonic playing Beethoven's Ninth
generated a totally gripping dynamic tension from the very first bars.

Some might find this speaker a little too ruthlessly revealing,
preferring something a little more laid back and restrained. Certainly it
does have some aggressive tendencies, especially when it's being
worked hard, and it takes no prisoners among poor quality software,
sources or amps. But its ability to ‘suck in' the listener, and create
involvement in even unfamiliar material is, in this listener's experience,
unparalleled, and might well have something to do with choosing

drive units that allow the crossover to be moved two octaves lower
than usual, and therefore well clear of the presence zone.

By focusing the sound, horns deliver their sound through a relatively
narrow angle of dispersion/distribution. This increases the ratio of
direct to room-reflected sound reaching the listener, more so than one
encounters with conventional direct radiator designs, which in turn
contributes to the very precise imaging, alongside fine phase
coherence, impressive transparency and convincing depth perspectives.
The two drivers covering the top half of the audio band are both set
slightly above seated ear level, adding attractive extra height.

The K2 may be unconventional, with unfashionable size and shape
too. But it has strong historical precedent, delivers thoroughly
impressive measurements, and sounds absolutely wonderful too. It's a
shame the high price will put it beyond most people's reach. HFC

Paul Messenger
See HFC 235 (December 2002) for our original review of this product
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Naim CDS3 and XPS2

Naim’s latest ‘two-box-one-box’ flagship CD player offers improved style and refinement

Naim Audio Ltd, Southampton Road, Salisbury SP1 2LN

ost players handle CD replay in a

single unit, but as one moves

upmarket the two-box solution starts
to become an alternative, housing the disc
drive mechanism in one unit and the
digital-to-analogue conversion (DAC)
electronics in the other. Salisbury-based Naim
Audio, however, has always done things its
own way. When its first CD player, the CDS,
came to market in 1991, the two-box package
housed both disc drive and DAC in the same
unit, while the other was just an outboard
power supply, keeping mains voltages and
transformers well away from the player proper,

36 HI-FI CHOICE | the collection 2004

01722 332266

while feeding a number of separate low
voltage supplies to the player via a hefty
multi-way connector. It was certainly an
unusual = possibly then unique — approach
among CD players, but not exactly without
precedent, since Naim's top preamps and
tuner had long followed a similar approach.
The CDS I1/XPS succeeded the CDS in the
late 1990s, and that in turn has been replaced
by this CDS3/XPS2 combo, featuring the latest
‘triptych’ styling and chunky alloy casework.
Although Naim has produced less costly
single-box players along the way, these have
usually been upgradeable via external power

naim-audio.com

supplies, while the top-of-the-line CDS-series
has always stuck to a two-box format.

A CDS3 must therefore be used alongside
an XPS2 power supply, though said supply
unit is not restricted to this application. We
first encountered an XPS2 as an optional
upgrade to Naim's one-box CDX2 player (see
review, HFC 238), and while it made an
appropriately worthwhile improvement to that
player, it produced an even more substantial
upgrade when used to power a CDS Il player
in place of the latter's original XPS supply. A
CDX2 or CDS Il owner can therefore upgrade
either to a CDS3 in two stages, each providing




a significant advance in sound quality, first by
adding an XPS2, and then adding the CDS3
player itself at some stage in the future.

There's another reason why Naim prefers to
keep its disc drive and DAC in the same box,
and the clue will be seen on the back, or
rather by what isn't on the back. In addition
to a regular analogue stereo signal output,
the overwhelming majority of CD players
carry digital outputs, using the standardised
S/PDIF protocol for transferring digital data,
for use with an external DAC. There's no such
digital output on a Naim CD player because
the company believes that this S/PDIF link
corrupts the timing of the music and so
degrades performance. By avoiding using this
standardised universal interface, and keeping
disc drive and DACs close together, Naim can
implement much faster proprietary data
transfer from transport to DAC and ensure the
digital signals only travel a few millimetres,
for superior time domain accuracy.

Naim's own circuitry amplifies and filters
the transport output before it is processed by
the Philips SAA7324 servo microprocessor,
while performance is further enhanced by
keeping the digital electronics in a quiet
environment, well away from electrically
‘noisy’ components like the transformer.

The CDS3 incorporates a number of other
interesting features. The player sits on three
hard feet, and incorporates the separately
spring-decoupled main circuit board and
disc-drive mechanism, set up by two sets of
transit screws. The central, top-loading Philips
VAM1250 disc drive mechanism is mounted
on an inert platform, suspended by a wire and
leaf spring suspension that's carefully tuned
to take account of the motor torques. A
lightweight magnetic puck grips the disc
firmly without increasing the low rotational
inertia, and all relevant surfaces have a
light-absorbing coating.

Operationally, the CDS3 makes no attempt
to do more than the basics, but does them
very capably, while deliberately avoiding the
potentially distracting frills often found on
upmarket CD players. Six rather small
illuminated buttons with tiny lettering control
the basic disc drive functions, while a simple
lightweight, easy-to-hold system handset does
the remote controlling, and adds repeat and
programme play plus display options. And
although this player follows Naim tradition
with no digital output, the company has
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CD PLAYER AND POWER SUPPLY

change could even be described as Naim's
most cost-effective upgrade!

However, the cable change was really just
the hors douvre compared with the
substituting of the actual power supply, which
unequivocally showed that the older CDS Il
still had a comfortable performance
advantage over the less costly CDX2, as well
as illustrating what a crucial role power
supply management plays in the total sound
of a component.

Some months passed before a CDS3
became available, so there was some pent-up
anticipation as the CDS Il was disconnected
and removed, and the CDS3 connected in its
place. However, past experience has shown
that Naim CD players take the best part of a
week to get properly warmed up and
stabilised, so the fact that it immediately
showed its superiority, especially in terms of
superior resolution and a wider dynamic
range through the lower midband, was
impressive. At the same time, it has to be
admitted that the differences between the
two players seemed rather less than the
improvement that the new power supply had
brought to the party.

As the first week elapsed, so the CDS3
steadily sweetened up and continued to
assert its authority over its predecessor. When
the player arrived, its output had been
configured for the phono sockets, so these
were used initially. However, a dealer tip-off

“Itimmediately showed its superiority,

ially in

espe

iperior resolution and a wider

dynamic range through the lower midband.”

bowed to market demands by fitting a pair of
phono sockets alongside its preferred five-pin
DIN signal output - a Flash handset is
required to select which output is active.

SOUND QUALITY

Our CDS3 actually arrived in stages. First
there was a CDX2 review to do, back in HFC
238, and this was carried out both with and
without adding the massive external XPS2
power supply, which gave a clear and obvious
upgrade in sound quality when it was used in
place of the player's smaller and less
elaborate internal supplies.

A CDS Il two-box player was also in regular
use at the time, using the earlier XPS
outboard supply, and it was interesting to use
the then brand-new XPS2 supply with the
older player. Indeed, following a tip-off, the
first action was to substitute the new
hawser-like Burndy connecting cable for its
predecessor, as Naim had improved the way
this was made up. Even changing new-for-old
here brought a worthwhile improvement in
delicacy and detailing. In fact, this cable

led me to select the DIN output instead, and
this did indeed seem to lift the sound a little
further — admittedly in the context of a
DIN-equipped Naim preamp. Quite why this
should be so is open to speculation, but
perhaps the common earth path, or even the
fact that all three conductors are carried
within the same sheath, have some
influence. A further surprise came when |
placed the CDS3 on top of a VertexAQ
Kinabalu granite support platform, as the
sound again improved, with superior ‘air'
and 'space’, despite the player's elaborate
spring-decoupling.

Well settled in, the CDS3 stands tall as a
genuinely great CD player. Above all, its truly
excellent top-end openness, delicacy and
transparency brings a naturalness to CD
replay that takes it remarkably close to the
strengths of vinyl. The consequence is to
make CD listening significantly more
interesting and involving than it was before,
so that the choice of which software format
to buy becomes altogether less critical. HFC

Paul Messenger
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Audio Research

New monoblocks and a reference-grade preamp from one of the world's finest valve amp specialists

Reference 2 Mkl

ometimes, no amount of room on the
page is enough to do a product justice.
In the case of the Audio Research
Reference 2 Mkll and the VM220 monoblocks,
we could take up the whole damn mag with
words and still hardly scratch the surface of
just how good this amp system is.
The Reference 2 Mkll is a large, complex,
remote controllable line-only preamplifier with
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Absolute Sour

the sort of distortion-free specification sheet
that most transistor preamps would struggle
to match. It features both balanced and
single-ended signal handling (and — unusually
- it's comfortable with feet in both camps
simultaneously) and its circuit board
complement is arranged vertically, like plug-in
daughter cards on a computer motherboard.
Whereas most line-only tube preamps might

td, 58 Durham Road, London SW20 ODE

020 8971 3909 audioresearch.com

have one or two valves in the circuit, the Audio
Research has eight — half a dozen high-spec
6H30 tubes, plus a 5AR4 and a 6L6GC in the
power supply. Every aspect has been
considered for the purposes of maximising
sound quality — volume and balance are
effectively rotating switches that adjust the
volume (or balance) upwards or downwards in
single steps, 125 in total, and there are




controls for almost everything a preamp
might do, all replicated on the remote control.
The brand new VM220s are a departure
from existing Audio Research mono power
amplifiers and from a design standpoint look
more like models such as the VT55. The
amplifiers are open-chassis affairs (a valve
cage is available as an optional extra,
although there is the feeling that the cage
must be supplied to maintain compliance
with European standards). Running both
balanced and single-ended, the large chassis
has two massive transformers sited at the
back, plus four 6N1P double triodes in the
input stage and four 6550 tubes in the
output section. At the rear of the chassis,
behind the array of large capacitors, are
speaker output tappings for four, eight and
sixteen ohms, a balanced and single-ended
input and biasing controls for all valves. There

PREAMPLIFIER AND MONO POWER AMPLIFIERS

isn't a great deal of functionality to the
VM220 — each monoblock has just a power
switch and LED on the front and a
balanced/single-ended switch on the back
panel. They take up a lot of floor space and
run hot, but they do deliver 200 watts.

This combination must hold some kind of
record for the largest soundstage in
Christendom. Whatever speakers you own,
they will be transformed under the influence
of the Audio Research rig. Speakers will sound
larger and better controlled, with a wider,
deeper and - yes — even taller soundstage
than you had ever imagined.

Then there's the detail. You better have a
seriously good source component and the best
cables you can think of in support. Because if
you don't, these amps will make mincemeat of
the rest of your system, laying bare every flaw
and blemish. But, partner this amp combo
accordingly (it does cost nigh on £20,000,
remember — consider a player of at least the
calibre of Audio Research's own CD3 and
high-quality wire of a commensurate quality)
and the detail off the disc is remarkable.

SOUND QUALITY

There's a term in valve technology that's used
all the time in guitar playing circles but hardly
ever heard in relation to hi-fi, and that's
‘creamy’. This Audio Research partnership is
creamy sounding. Not necessarily warm like
cheaper valve designs and not steely like some
transistor-based kit. Instead it is extremely
smooth and, well, creamy.

It also makes bass like a transistor thumper.
How deep? From a pair Sonus Faber Cremonas
playing the Gorillaz vs Spacemonkeyz album it
was deep enough to make ripples in my coffee
cup, a la Jurassic Park, an octave deeper than

usual. But this isn't simply bass boom, it's
controlled and musical, with harmonic structure
right down to where your bowels ache. This
bass, it should be noted, also comes with that
walk-in space and the sort of midband that will
play anything with delicate aplomb

Damien Rice's album sounded little short of
wonderful on test, with the rim shots and
violins taking on a real-world dynamism and
weight. There's an almost intangible feedback
on the end of the first chorus of Delicate as
the strings and guitar trail off. It's almost like
an error on the recording, but here it's given
due weight and attention. Surprisingly, this
only enhances the sense of performance and
adds to the pathos of the recording.

The amps are also extremely competent at
turning music from a series of converted digits
into a living, breathing entity — there is a
sense of musical flow that is a necessity to do

justice to the likes of Biber's Mystery Sonatas
and other early music. Less impassioned,
viscerally organic amplifiers turn this into
noodling on period instruments — here it
sounds like a quintet of players slowly building
the New Testament in musical form.

Even badly recorded or badly transferred
music comes across brilliantly. Stevie Wonder's
Talking Book may be one of the best records
of the 1970s, but the transfer to CD leaves
much to be desired. None of that is glossed
over via this amp system — the flat drums, the
splashy cymbals, the recessed horn section
and the bass guitar that sounds like it's being
played in a room filled floor to ceiling with
old socks - yet the combo manages to keep
the sound funky and make the transgressions
more forgivable. Besides, it gets through the
remaster mush and digs out the most
precocious talent of his generation. It's so
good, you start to wish Stevie's talent didn't
turn out to have a sell-by date.

What this manages to do is drag you into
the music like few other amps can. Background
music is a tough call on this combo - you sit
forward discovering what your music can do,
and even at low levels the tonal balance is
unchanged and ideal. So, no matter how
background the sounds, you will find yourself
being drawn into the music. This can be quite
disconcerting when trying to define the music
within deeply ambient stuff like Music For
Airports by Brian Eno, for example.

The balance between preamplifier and power
amplifier is just about perfect. The preamplifier
adds a touch of warmth and the power amps
bring zest to the party. Both are consummate
detail hounds and their natures perfectly
complement one another. Taken individually,
both are surprisingly similar in performance

terms. Perhaps the VM220s would be most
ideally suited to the cheaper LS25 preamp
(which is a closer physical, sonic and financial
match to the monoblocks). But the sheer
correctness of the Reference 2 Mkl can raise
the bar on any power amplifier and here it
makes the VM220s sing sweetly.

Just how good ultimately is the Audio
Research kit? It's about the best justification
for capitalism to have come out of the US of
A in many years. Some amp systems make
you dream of lottery wins — this one forces
you to redefine your economic outlook and
draw up ways of being more successful. Think
of it as the audio benchmark of success, like
being driven to work in your own Bentley or
owning a wardrobe of suits from Anderson &
Shepherd. You own Audio Research, especially
kit at this lofty level... you've arrived.

Alan Sircom
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Ve codlectve s LOUDSPEAKER

Tall, slim and handsome, Neat's top model has an unusual collection of drivers

PRICE: £8,995 per pair (high-gloss finishes £1,000 extra) CONTACT: Neat Acoustics, Unit 1, Stainton Grove Ind Est, Barnard Castle, Co Durham DL12 8UJ %2 01833 631021 www.neat.co.uk

urham-based Neat Acoustics is best known for its tiny two-way
Petite, but by way of contrast its tall and slim Ultimatum MF9 is
probably among the largest speakers most readers will be
willing to accommodate. It stands 1.5m tall and, given that the seated
head is normally about a metre off the floor, it will tend to loom over
the listener, even though the front view is a fashionably slim 22cm.
Handsome best describes a speaker which is certainly good-looking,
but in a rather severe way. A choice of various real-wood veneers
decorate the sides and back, but a matt charcoal front panel gives it a
serious, sober sort of look, whether or not the ‘stocking mask’ cloth
grille is used. A proper and exceptionally hefty plinth, carved from
thick black steel, adds mass, stability and elegance in spades, with
four large chrome bosses to accommodate very serious spikes.
Everything about this speaker is substantial, the total weight adding
up to 66kg. The enclosure is birch plywood, subdivided into seven
separate cavities that provide substantial internal bracing. The
driver-mounting front and top panels both incorporate a polyethylene

‘sandwich’ construction to dampen vibration. Although no fewer than
nine drivers are used, the crossover network is actually a very simple
five-element affair, because the speaker itself follows a relatively
simple two-and-a-half-way configuration (plus super-tweeters).

How come nine drive units? Five are on the front panel — four 165mm
drivers flanking an inverted-dome tweeter. Two disc-shaped ribbon-type
tweeters fire up from the top surface, and there are two more 165mm
units inside. In a 'double d'Appolito’ arrangement, all four 6.5-inchers
deliver the bass, top and bottom ones rolling off early so that just the
inner two carry on through the midband to meet that central tweeter.
The bass-only drivers are each backed up by a hidden identical driver,
operating in isobaric acoustic series in large ported sub-enclosures.

“This ‘garhage in, garhage out’
honesty isn’t for everyone, but
it’s what hi-fi should bhe ahout.”

In-room measurements show an impressive smoothness and
neutrality overall, and a bass region that's exceptionally even and
well extended by any standards. Best results, however, were found
with the speakers kept well clear of nearby walls.

The most obvious sonic ‘character’ is that the treble here is just a
little stronger than average. This may or may not appeal, but it
certainly makes for a very explicit and detailed sound, even when
the system is being played at very low levels.

A hallmark of the very best speakers is that they highlight and
communicate the essential differences between alternative sources

and even recordings. In this regard the Ultimatum MF9 turns out to
be a very good speaker indeed — it has an uncanny ability, borne
presumably of its fine neutrality, simply to get out of the way and let
the musical messages come through unimpeded and unobstructed.

There's no tendency to 'bland out' the material it's being fed. This

‘garbage in, garbage out’ honesty won't always please ever