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Rotel 06 Series Take a look. Imagine that
it looked a bit more extravagant. You
know: LEDs to light up the room. Knobs,
buttons and sockets in abundance. If we
gave the 06 Series looks like that on top of
its sublime sound, you would have to pay
maybe four times as much for it. The thing
is, we don’t think you should pay excep-
tional sums for exceptional sound. And
thanks to our policy of spending every
penny maximising the performance of our
separates, it just means there isn’t much
left for unnecessary design flourishes. We
think it’s all about the music. Take a listen
and judge for yourself. www.rotel.com
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Exceptional sound
No exceptions

B&W Group (UK Sales)
T +44 (0)1903 221 500
uksales@bwgroup.com

www.rotel.com
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Theinternetis barely out of nappies, yetit's changed
0 much already. The burgeoning concept of digital
music piped directly to our homes, not packaged on
physical media, is just one example. But for hi-fi
fans, is this a threat or an opportunity?

Think of it this way. We've always had a choice of music formats; in days
gone by, cassette was the mass-market format of choice. In absolute
terms it was relatively lo-fi, but that didn’t stop the concept of
hi-fi flourishing during the 1980s. It’s all about choice — convenience
and affordability versus high-performance at a premium price. The
technology may change but the choice, in essence, is the same; given
sufficientdemand, therewill alwaysbe thosewhoofferhigh-performance
alternatives for the transmission, storage and playback of media.

Digital technology evolves constantly, and with evolution come new
opportunities. Magazines, for example, can offer readers the chance to
interact with each other and receive content via purpose-built websites;
Hi-Fi Choicehas a hugely popular online forum and later this year we'll be
giving our website a thorough upgrade. Like any paper-based magazine,
our challenge is to ensure that our online presence complements our
physical product, while maintaining the kind of engaging, informative
and accessible content that only a paper-based journal can deliver. '

So, enjoy the issue and your free Accessories Handbook. Until next time...

B

Tim Bowern Editor

Alvin has
about hi

D hi-fi nut whose
dream came true when
his beloved hi-fi he e HFC's

Richard is a prof
ian, record

Alan began his
Journalistic career in the
)90s. Now a

more than 20

* Since 1975, Hi-Fi Choice has delivered the world's most thorough,
no-nonsense guide to buying high-performance hi-fi

We now publish 13 issues a year, including two special editions:
The Collection, an issue dedicated to the finest high-end
components, and The Hi-Fi Awards - the most important annual
awards in the hifi calendar.

Every issue contains a potent mix of the latest hi-fi news, views,
music, interviews and in-depth tests, brought to you by a prestigious
team of expert writers from the UK and around the world.

We only review the most interesting and worthy new hi-fi
components - high-performance audio products across a wide
range of price points. We obtain more genuine hi-fi exclusives
than any other magazine - if it's worthy of your attention, you'll
read about it first in Hi-Fi Choice.

Our tests are the most rigorous in the business, conducted by the
UK's most experienced team of hi-fi reviewers

Alongside in-depth component reviews and accessory round-ups,
every regular issue of Hi-Fi Choice features an Ultimate Group
Test on a core hifi product category - from source components to
amps and speakers.

Each Ultimate Group Test is conducted using a uniquely thorough
three-step test regime. This consists of carefully controlled 'blind" and
sighted listening sessions, a full set of laboratory tests and extended
'hands on’ testing by the primary rev r. No other magazine goes
to such lengths to ensure accurate comparative reviews.

Components that best meet our exacting standards are listed
in the Buyer’s Bible section - the world's most reliable reference
guide for the hi-fi buyer.
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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.
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® NEW PRODUCT SPOTLIGHT

PRIMARE CDI 10 STEREO CD RECEIVER

The CDI 10 is Primare’s answer to hi-fi

in a box. The sound of the Swedish
company's upmarket CD players is said to
have trickled down to its new stereo CD
receiver, thanks to the high-performance
transport and the 24-bit/192kHz DAC
charged with analogue conversion across CD
and DAB. At its heart lies a 75-watt, Class D
(switch mode) amplifier design, where all
incoming signals are balanced to remove
noise before the power amp stage. There's

also a DAB/FM tuner, RS232 communications
input, a large graphic display and buttons for
direct access to commonly used functions.
Primare makes much of the "intuitive user
interface” (meaning it's easy to use) and the
special attention paid to the quick connection
of MP3 players. There's even an line-in socket
on the fascia. If it sounds as good as it looks,
it'll sell better than Tamiflu in Fife.
To find out more, see our in-depth review in
August issue of Hi-Fi Choice

PRODUCT Primare CDI 10

TYPE One-box CD player, amp and DAB/FM tuner

PRICE £1,500

KEY FEATURES 24-Bit/192kHz DACs © DAB/FM
tuner © 75-watt Class D amplifier © Comprehensive
range of connection options

CONTACT 2= 01423 359 054 £ www.primare.net

july 2006
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Lyngdorf CD-1 player/transport
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in excess of £50,000, and it will not let it down.
- If its reliability is as solid as its construction,

the CD-1 will see most of you out in the way

that Quad gear used to go to the grave with

its first owners. The user-adjustability will keep

‘enthusiasts’ permanently amused, and the sound

is, well, delicious. Good grief, wha(:adebut!

Ken Kessler, Hi-Fi News March 2006.

Lyngdorf SDA2175 Power Amplifier

“This is one silky sounding amplifier, stable as hell
in its delivery, detailed and dynamic across the
midband, and with superb imaging and staging...
Supremely smooth and well balanced in every
respect, this amplifier starkly shows what other

_ solid-state does wrong. Brilliantly engineered, it’s
nothing less than an epoch-making audio product.”

: Lyngdorf SDA2175 Integrated Am’pllﬂer

“Build quality is equally brilliant for the asking
price while the visual design is my favourite of
the group as it expresses a buttoned-down
discretion that can only come from first-class
craftsmanship. In some respects, this product
sounds like ‘superfi’; its refinement, subtiety,
unflappability and sheer control are remarkable.”

2005 Power Amplifier of the Year, Hi-Fi World Hi-Fi World, November 2005

Stillpoints Resonance Control

“Approaches that seek to combine isolatlon witn the sinking of internal energy are becoming increasingly
common, but the most sophisticated and universany applicable comes from Stillpoints. Underestimate them
at your peril — or alternatively, invest in some serious support technology and finally realise the potential in
the equipment you already own.”

2005 Product of the Year, Hi-Fi+
ExactPower Conditioners

"Remove the ExactPower from the supply chain and the soundstage collapses, the images shrink and congest,
the sound goes edgy, thin and tinny. ... Whilst there are those that will find the regulated supply smoother and
less exciting, I say listen a little longer, ‘cos in reality there’s plenty been added and nothing taken away.

In fact, dynamics are quicker and wider, they’re simply more natural.”
Roy Gregory, Hi-Fi+, 2005

AudioDeskSysteme CD Improver

“This is a ‘'must have’ product for anyone really interested in maximizing the potential of their CD/SACD
collection. The price is reasonable and the construction and presentation of the product is outstanding.
The results are simply quite staggering.”

Richard S. Foster, Hi-Fi+, May 2006

sullpolnts and AudlobeskSysteme CD enhancers.

We also compliment these products by offering/dealing with a very few,
select components such as the award winning DALI speakers,
Vertex AQ accessories and the new range of JAS audio

speakers and Final electrostatic panels. tel: 0870 9 100 100

www.lyngdorfaudio.co.uk
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© NEW PRODUCT SPOTLIGHT

GREEK EVO CD PLAYER AND INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER

Creek's new EVO series picks up where

the 43 series left off back in 2002,
and represents the new entry point for Creek
ownership. Designed in the UK by founder
and owner Mike Creek, the EVO models are
built in the Far East, and have been made to
look similar to the upmarket Destiny range,
even down to the 12mm solid aluminium
fascia with machined alloy control buttons.

EVO's integrated amp features a massive

| toroidal transformer, delivering 85 watts per
channel. Overseas readers will be pleased to
learn that it also boasts an external voltage

S

selector, for use in other territories. Up front,
there's a large Vacuum Fluorescent Display
(VFD) and - as with all Creek amps — you
can fit an optional phono board.

The matching CD player has had much
emphasis placed on the master clock to
eradicate jitter. Despite the 24-bit/192kHz
capable DACs, Creek eschews upsampling,
citing a lack of performance advantages
unless done correctly. Is this the best hi-fi
this side of £500?

To find out more, see our exclusive in-depth

review in August issue of Hi-Fi Choice

PRODUCT Creek EVO
TYPE CD player and integrated stereo amplifier
PRICE £495 each '

KEY FEATURES (CD player) low jitter master clock
© VFD screen © Same ATAPI CD-ROM mechanism
as Destiny CD © (Amplifier) Rated power: 85 watts
per channel © four inputs plus tape © optional
phono stage © external voltage selector

CONTACT = 01442 260 146
& www.creekaudio.com

jul 2006 | HI-FI CHOICE 9
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NEW PRODUCT HIGHLIGHTS

D200

Parasound, the US-based audio/video specialist,
has launched a new, competitively priced
universal disc player at the nursery slopes of the
high end. The D200 uses a newly engineered transport
and is compatible with a wide range of formats
including DivX, MP3, DVD-R/RW and DVD+R/RW.

On the audio side, the player features comprehensive
bass management for SACD and DVD-Audio, alongside
its 24-bit/192kHz DACs. Video, meanwhile, is well
served by a high-grade 12-bit/216MHz DAC and
Faroudja DCDi processor, with 1080p upscaling and
HDMI digital connectivity. Usefully, the video circuits
can also be powered down for serious music listening.
Price £1,300 Due now
@ 01423 359054 # www.parasound.com

ROTEL 06 SERIES

Rotel's long-running, entry-level 02 Series has been replaced with a

comprehensive new line-up, intriguingly called the 06 Series (named after
the year of launch, perhaps?). Key improvements to the range include 24-bit
processing for CD (up from 20-bit), loudspeaker protection for amplifiers, plus the
development of Rotel's Balanced Design Concept of exhaustive component
selection across the portfolio.

The 06 Series comprises a CD player, a DAB tuner, three integrated stereo amps
and a pre/power combo. Heading up the integrated amps is the RA-06, a 70-watt
design complete with MM phono stage and separate pre/power amp sections
within the same chassis. Six line-level inputs and twin speaker outputs are among
the facilities provided. Expect definitive HFC reviews of the key components soon.
Price From £250 to £500 each Due now = 01903 221 500 & www.rotel.com

German speaker

specialist Canton'’s
mid-priced Ergo range
has been revamped to
include drive units from
the upmarket Vento
models. The three-strong
floorstanding line-up
boasts a brand new
cabinet design, in-house
drive units and hand-built
crossovers. An alloy of
aluminium-manganese is
used for the tweeters,
with black aluminium
chosen forthe bass/mid
drivers. Ergo is due to
expand soon with

matching 5.1 speakers
A32 and smaller stereo
This Nordic newcomer is Primare’s mammoth A32 stereo power amp. Conservatively models for more compact
rated at 250 watts per channel into eight ohms, the powerhouse uses balanced listening rooms.
transmission to banish interference from the signal path. It's based around a massive power Price From £1,000 to
supply with four separate windings — two for each stereo channel. Features include both £1,600 per pair
balanced and single-ended connections, twin speaker terminals and a nifty feature called Due now
‘Audiophile Standby', which means the amp is always ready to go with no warm-up period. = 023 9250 1888
Price £3,000 Due now @ 01423 359054 #: www.primare.net # www.canton.de

10 HI-FI CHOICE | july 2006
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ST7001

The recently introduced, entry-level 7001 product range from Marantz has expanded to include a new
DAB/FM radio tuner, complementing the SA7001 CD/SACD player (reviewed on p56) and PM7001
integrated amp (reviewed in HFC 279). The tuner joins forthcoming Kl Signature versions of the player and amp
to complete the line-up. The ST7001 features the latest DAB electronics, with a high-grade 24-bit/192kHz DAC
from Analog Devices, and Marantz has used a circuit architecture similar to that of its CD players to maximise
sound quality. There are over 200 presets, a jog-dial control and an RDI optical digital output, allowing future

reception and decoding of radio data when connected to a PC or set-top box.
Price £310 Due now @ 01753 680868 # www.marantz.com

L

RUSS ANDREWS has launched three new
mains conditioning products. They
comprise a stand-alone unit called the
Ultra Purifier (E300), and two mains
extension blocks - the Ultra PurifierBlock
(£501) and the Ultra PurifierBlock-Ag
(£975), which is internally wired with pure
silver Kimber mains cable. All three
products use Russ Andrews' proprietary
mains technology and come with a 60-day
money-back guarantee.

& 0845 3451550

C325BEE

For high-quality on a tight budget, consider

making a beeline for NAD's latest entry-level
integrated amp, the C325BEE. With a host of
proprietary technologies instigated by designer Bjorn
Erik Edvardsen (hence the BEE suffix), the new 50-watt
amp replaces the C320BEE. It incorporates familiar Lszs
NAD features such as PowerDrive technology for
generous dynamic headroom and Soft Clipping to
tame overdrive distortion, plus the new BEE clamp,
said to improve amp stability under difficult conditions.
Price £250 Due now

“Like a REF 3 on a smaller scale” is how Audio

Research describes its new LS26 preamplifier,
the replacement for the long-standing LS25MklI. The
pure Class A LS26 does look like a scaled-down
version of REF 3 and comes complete with a smaller
vacuum-fluorescent display. It has a massive power
supply and incorporates the REF 3's high-headroom
volume control and other technology filtered down
from the flagship. The display is capable of showing
remaining ‘tube hours' and has eight levels of
illumination, including display-off.
Price £3,000 Due now
@ 020 8971 3909 # www.audioresearch.com

TEAC's new AG-790 stereo receiver is a
full-width, 100-watt AM/FM model that
costs just £150. It has five line inputs, a
30-preset tuner and remote control. It's
finished in jet black and is said to be just
one of a new range of affordable stereo
TEAC products to come in 2006.

@ 0845 1302511

= 01908 319360 # www.nadelectronics.com

PHILIPS has enabled low-cost playback of

computer audio files through hifi systems
for consumers with wireless home
networks. The Universal Plug and Play
(UPnP) SLA5520i is a wireless audio link
that streams music from a PC to a hifi
using the 802.11g (Wi-Fi) connection
standard. It connects to music systems via
RCA inputs and has an LCD display to
view digital music files. Expect to pay
around £100.

@ 0906 1010016

CLASSE

7
e

7

TCI has fashioned a new entry-level
interconnect called the Tiger. Made using a
twisted pair configuration, the silver-plated
cable has TCI gold-plated phono plugs and
can be ordered with Naim-style DIN
connections for an extra £10 per end. The
phono-terminated cable costs £30 per pair.

CLASSE CDP-102/CDP-202

How about a bona fide high-end CD player with the added bonus of DVD-Audio/Video playback?

That's what Classé's new Delta Series machines are offering audiophiles: CD first, with DVD-A/V
compatibility to boot. There are two CD players to choose from, both of which are unique in featuring Classé's
touch-screen control and preview functionality on the front panel — users can navigate DVD-A menus without
the need to connect the device to a separate display. Both players incorporate a slot-loading TEAC DVD-ROM
mechanism with superior disc handling characteristics, reliability and flexibility, according to Classé. All digital
signals are routed through a CPLD (Complex Programmable Logic Device) and sample rate converter for
processing at 24-bit resolution, attacking jitter at source. Both players offer single-ended and balanced
outputs, two-channel downmixing for 5.1 audio and RS-232 control. Expect an exclusive review in HFC soon.
Price CDP-102 £2,950; CDP-202 £4,750 Due now = 01903 221500 & www.classeaudio.com

= 07710 196949

CRYSTAL AUDIO is a comparatively new
name in speakers to these shores. The
Greek specialist has a new model available
in the UK called the T3, which has some
individual design features such as the ‘free
air' tweeter that can be rotated to face ear
axis, making room integration easier. The
three-and-a-half-way T3 uses fibreglass
bass/ mid drivers, a silk-dome tweeter and
costs £600 per pair.

@ 0207022 2970
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HAPPENINGS

ED SELLEY
Job Title: Product and
technical consultant
Company: Cambridge Audio,
Mordaunt-Short and Opus

What's your most exciting product in
development at the moment?

Without a doubt, the Azur 840C - the matching
CD player for the 840A amp. We've been given
an opportunity to really push the boat out
technologically speaking, and | have very high
hopes for it

What's a really great album that you've
heard recently?

Sound Mirrors by Coldcut. A real surprise for me
as it has been so long since their last effort.

It's well worth a listen. Fans of the peculiar
might wish to check out the eponymous album
by Clor as well.

CD or vinyl - and why?

While | don't doubt that vinyl will still beat CD
under ideal conditions, I'm a child of the 1990s
and grew up with CD being the dominant
format. With a little effort, CD can enthral in a
good system — and then be used in the car once
you've finished.

Who do you think is the leading hi-fi
designer right now?

With the proviso that most designers are only as
good as the teams that support them, I'd give
the nod to Graeme Foy and his acoustics team
at Mordaunt-Short. The Performance 6 is a truly
brilliant speaker and the new Performance 9
subwoofer is quite sensational.

MAY
25-28 High End 2006
The MOC, Munich, Germany
+49 202 02022
A chance to expenience some of the
world’s finest hi-fi

SEPTEMBER

1-6 IFA 2006
Messe Berlin, Germany
Europe’s biggest consumer electronics
show makes its biannual appearance

23-24 The Hi-Fi & Home Entertainment Show
Renaissance Hotel, Heathrow, London
020 8726 8000
London’s longest-running hi-fi show
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Brothers in ATCs

20 years on from its release, the album that put CD on the

musical map has been remixed for SACD and DVD-Audio. Dire
Straits' Brothers In Arms — 20th Anniversary Edition has been remixed
by Chuck Ainley using ATC monitors, a project that has resulted in the
title being awarded Best Surround Sound Album at the 48th Annual
Grammy Awards. The high-resolution engineering work was performed &4

at Straits’ frontman Mark Knopfler's ATC-equipped British Grove Studios in London.

The monitoring system consists of ATC 300As mounted in a left-centre-right configuration, with two 300As
for rear surround on a unique track system that allows the engineer to place them according to taste. Dual ATC
SCMO0.1/15ASL PRO subwoofers alongside the main left and right channels provide the LFE (low frequency
effects) monitoring. “It's a total showcase studio, probably the best I've ever worked in," said Ainlay (pictured
above with Knopfler). “The ATCs [at British Grove Studios] are fabulous.”

Music Plus
Batteries

Living Voice has developed

Music Plus, a battery power
supply that takes the notion of mains
purifying to the extreme. Music Plus
uses a 24-volt charger to charge up two 24-volt cells,
each made up of 200 amp/hour 12-volt gel batteries.
The power from these cells is passed through a pair of
24-volt, 3,000VA sinewave-generating inverters run in
parallel to keep the impedance as low as possible. In
practise, this set-up allows you to run a system that
consumes 500 watts for between four and five hours

without it being connected to the mains. Not a compact

solution, Music Plus is designed to be housed in a
separate room, but has remote switching and a status
monitoring system to tell you how much juice is left
and how long it will last.

Designed for a customer in the Far East who had
problems with mains voltage consistency, the Music
Plus battery system is available to any audiophile who
wants the ultimate outboard power supply and has
£10,000 to spare. (For more on this story, see p20.)

Vinyl MP3s

In a bizarre turn of events, vinyl is finding
its way onto the download market,
thanks to some of the biggest brands in digital

music. MSN, Yahoo, iTunes and over seventy
other download sites are offering a ‘When it
was Wax' range of rare and unreleased music
that has only been released on vinyl. The
‘digital wax' program is coming from
independent music distributor The Orchard. It
uses a mouth-watering ‘mastering’ system
consisting of Simon Yorke's S7 turntable and
arm with a KSL 10-J cartridge, SFz silver step-up
transformer and M1000 preamplifier.

Similarly, See Why Audio in the UK is offering
DVD-Audio copies of classic vinyl through the High
Resolution Music Club
(www.pushband.com/
colin/hrmc/main). >
Members can trade
titles, if they own other ’ /

> g

legally purchased ones.

Online music sales will increase by more than ten times over the
next five years, according to a survey of European music buying
trends by Forrester. The survey predicts that the total online music
market value will be close to four billion euros by 2011. What is
perhaps surprising is that this figure represents only thirty per cent of
total projected music sales, expected to grow to 11 billion euros over the
same period. At present, the total market is worth 9.5 billion euros.

In an attempt to take a share of this market, Amazon — the online retailer — is
reported to be planning the launch its own music download service (see last
issue's AudioFile: Dispatches). The company is said to be negotiating with major

record labels and plans to offer a subscription service, where users can download
unlimited tracks for a fixed monthly fee. Rumours also abound about an Amazon branded
player made by Samsung, but so far the online giant is keeping things under wraps.




It's war!

The mother

of all format
wars is about to
kick-off in the US,
where the formats
hoping to replace
DVD are being launched e 4
this summer. So far, there are three HD-DVD titles and eight
Blu-ray discs confirmed for release. On the hardware side, Toshiba has
already launched its HD-XA1 HD-DVD player (pictured above) in Japan.
Samsung plans to launch a Blu-ray machine on the US market in June at
$999, Sony's BDP-S1 is expected in July for around $1,000 and Panasonic's
DMP-BD10 should be available in September for “less than $1,500".

While it is not mandatory for either format to playback music-only discs,
the HD-XA1 plays CDs, but neither SACD nor DVD-A. The new HD
surround sound technologies from Dolby (TrueHD) and DTS (DTS-HD) have
capabilities beyond those formats, but there is so far no news as to whether
record companies will be making compatible discs. The increased data
capacity of the formats offers great potential for the audiophile - a single
layer Blu-ray offers 25GB against SACD's 4.7GB, which means that lossless
24-bit/192kHz 7.1-channel sound is one of many theoretical options.

JIMMY’S TWEAKS #42

HANDY HINTS FROM JIMMY HUGHES - HI-FI'S SUPER TWEAKER
Keep your CDs Clean

Although compact discs seem largely
unaffected by things like fingermarks and
scratches, sound quality will suffer if discs
become heavily soiled. True, a CD player's
error correction circuitry can disguise
some of the problems, but only up to a
point. A badly-soiled CD may play without
jumping, but the sound will be rougher
and more congested than it would have been had the playing surface
been kept spotlessly clean. The brighter and shinier the surface of the
disc, the better it will sound. CDs are tricky to clean without causing
fine surface scratches. One way is to use a removable sticky label,
putting the sticky bit on the surface of the disc so that loose particles
are removed without the need to rub. Badly soiled discs can be washed
using a mild soapy detergent (like washing up liquid), and then gently
patted dry with a clean cotton cloth or paper towel. But the best advice
has to be this: don't let your discs get dirty in the first place!

1. Krell FBI amplifier

2. Mark Levinson No 326S5/No 432 pre/power amps

3. Chord Media Engine CD/DVD/hard disk server
4. Linn Artikulat 350 active loudspeakers

5. Musical Fidelity
6. Audio Research

kW DM25 Super CD player
Reference 210 mono power amp

7. Jadis JD3 Evolution CD player
8. Martin Logan Vantage loudspeaker
9. Meridian 800 V4 DVD-Audio/ Video player

10.Sonus Faber Guarneri Momento loudspeaker

IN THE STUDIO

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

BLOC PARTY

Title : thc

Due: autumn

Art-rockers Bloc Party have already begun
work on the follow-up to their 2005
breakthrough debut, Silent Alarm.
According to singer Kele Okereke, the
second album will be “less brash, slightly
more considered” than its platinum-selling
predecessor. The band has already
previewed several new tracks from the as
yet untitled album live, including Hunting
For Witches, Uniform, Wet and Blue Moon.

MUSE

Title: thc

Due: 3 July

The follow-up to 2003's Absolution is set to
shock fans of Muse's pomp-rock with some
“drastic” changes of direction, according to
drummer Dominic Howard. “There's a mix
of styles, ranging from mellow jazz to
Prince-influenced, groove-based rock
weirdness," he reckons. The band rented a
chateau in France to write the album and
then relocated to New York to record it.

THE REPLACEMENTS

Title: Don't You Know Who | Think |
Was?

Due: 13 June

Sadly not an entire album of new material
from Paul Westerberg and his Minneapolis
crew of rabble-rousers but a ‘best of’
compilation. However, it does contain two
newly-recorded songs, the first time
Westerberg, Tommy Stinson and Chris Mars
have been in the studio together in 16
years. Fans are now keeping fingers crossed
for a full-on Pixies-style reunion.

PRIMAL SCREAM

Title: Riot City Blues

Due: June

“It's all high-energy rock 'n’ roll made for
playing live," says Primal Scream frontman
Bobby Gillespie of the band's first album

since 2000's XTRMNTR. “It's really ‘up’ from
start to finish.” Guests include Bunnymen
guitarist Will Sergeant and Alison Mosshart
from The Kills, who sings a duet with
Gillespie on Dolls. One source claims it's the
best thing they've recorded since 1991's
classic Screamadelica.

THE RAPTURE

Title: thc

Due: autumn

Brooklyn band The Rapture are in an LA
studio with producer Danger Mouse, who
topped the charts under the guise of Gnarls
Barkley. According to reports, the mood is
lighter than the Brooklyn band's dark debut,
2003's Echoes. "We wanted to do more of a
fun thing," says bassist Matt Safer.

ALSO COMING SOON...

JAZZ/ CLASSICAL

Triniti Triniti (May); Nicola Benedetti
Mendelssohn Violin Concerto (May);
Placido Domingo Italia Te Amo (May);
Puppini Sisters (July)

SACD/ DVD-AUDIO

Various True Audiophile — The Best Of
Groove Note (SACD, May); Sarah O'Brien
Harp Recital (SACD, May); The Byrds The
Notorious Byrd Brothers (SACD, May);
Gerry Mulligan and Scott Hamilton
Soft Lights, Sweet Music (SACD, May);
Bruce Springsteen We Shall Overcome
(DualDisc, May)
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Onkyo, a brand with over 50 years of audio heritage,
proves that Audiophile components can look as good
as they sound with the new 275 series.

Call us to arrange a demonstration at a dealer near you
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Bohcasting

What does the future hold for high-resolution music, in the time of HD-DVD and Blu-ray discs? We
ask the man with three decades of keeping his finger on the audio pulse: Meridian’s Bob Stuart

ounder and principal Bob Stuart has
Fheaded up Meridian Audio for the last
thirty years. In that time, the company

has turned from small specialist amplifier
maker into Britain's leading manufacturer of
high-end hi-fi and home cinema equipment.
Meridian firmly grasped the digital audio
nettle as soon as CD was launched, and has
pioneered innovations like
digital active speakers and
advanced multichannel
digital signal processing.

The development of MLP
(Meridian Lossless Packing),
which significantly reduces
the storage capacity
needed for digital audio
signals, has given Meridian
Audio a seat on the top
table, alongside the giant
consumer electronics
multi-nationals, in planning
future audio and AV
formats. This gives Bob a
unique insight into the way
technology is evolving.

Few are more aware of
the difficulties of
establishing a new format.
At the recent Bristol Sound
& Vision show press
conference, he archly
pointed out: “In the
confrontation between
DVD-Audio and SACD, the
iPod has come out the
winner". Although there are many DVD-A
players out there, and DualDisc CD/DVD-A
software is making some progress in the US,
Bob still regards the whole DVD-A/SACD saga
as an opportunity that was lost because
neither hardware nor software industries
reached a consensus to back a single format.

"Format success is determined by the content
providers. But without a single vehicle, you
simply don't get the content.” He states.
“People tend to sit on the fence, and even
those that do provide some support aren't
wholehearted. There's a Japanese proverb that
goes 'If we all cross the road together, nobody
gets hurt’, but because the industries didn't
properly back either SACD or DVD-A, neither
succeeded big time.

“Indeed, the introduction of ‘combi’ players
[those eapable of handling both DVD-A and
SACD as well as regular CD formats] was one
of the worst things that could have happened,
because it allowed the hardware makers to sit
on the fence instead of committing themselves
to one or other high-resolution format. DVD
succeeded because everybody backed it, and it

file
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Bob's current worry is that the industry has
failed to learn any lessons from the DVD-A/
SACD episode, and could well repeat the same
mistakes with the new Blu-ray and HD-DVD
super-formats. Meridian's MLP is an integral
part of both, giving high-resolution audio
options like eight channels of 24-bit/96kHz or
six channels of 24-bit/192kHz, so Meridian
stands to prosper whichever format succeeds.
"But having two rivals poses problems, because
those selling the software won't be prepared to
carry more than one inventory. The worry is
that we could end up downloading movies on
demand from the Blockbuster website to our
Skyboxes," says Bob.

We asked Bob whether he thought that there
was any chance these new high-definition
home cinema formats would be used for
high-band audio-only programming. “Though
it's technically feasible, | think it's commercially
unlikely. The vast majority of people are happy
enough with CD quality and already have large
CD collections. Although blue laser discs offer
potentially higher quality, a top-quality system
can deliver excellent results from CD. And a
high-quality dedicated CD player will have an
edge over a DVD player, which is why we've
recently introduced our GO8 and GO6
standalone CD players. In addition, the music
business is currently in some disarray, and is
really looking for good on-line business models
right now."

So, how does he see hi-fi developing in the
near future? "I think many people would like
their hi-fi, and especially their speakers, to be

“We started out simply intending to offer a
format with hetter sound quality, but
committees started getting in the way.”

offered an obvious and dramatic improvement
over videotape for movies."

It was different for music, says Bob. "With
DVD-A, we started out simply intending to
offer a format with better sound quality, but
committees started getting in the way with
other agendas. Some members wanted a new
format because sales of the old one were
lagging; others wanted something new
because the Chinese were taking over mass
sales of the older format.”

more discreet. In-wall and on-wall speakers
may have been around for years, but
performance has usually been compromised.
We're just introducing some in-wall speakers
with serious engineering content and are
getting excellent results — they actually avoid
some of the acoustic problems inherent in
freestanding models. Such speakers are already
very popular in the US, and the trend could
well spread to Europe." HFC

Paul Messenger
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Beauty and the beats

What hi-fi needs

poetry power!

“ ow do | love thee? Let me count

the ways," the poetess Elizabeth

Barrett Browning once said of her
hi-fi (apparently, and presumably not when her
other half was around). Appreciation of hi-fi
comes in many different shapes and forms, and
for most audiophiles, pride of possession is
made up of a mix of these headed up by the
most obvious — sound quality.

While specialist hi-fi is responsible for some
of the blandest boxes everto ‘grace’ a
bookshelf, there are companies which regularly
produce equipment that's easier on the eye —
take Michell as a prime example, or Opera.
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How do | love thee? Let me count the

ways,’ the poetess Elizabeth Barrett
Browning once said of her hi-fi.”

Build can be important in subjective appeal,
even though there's plenty of affordable hi-fi
out there where budgets have been aimed
squarely at sound quality rather than being
squandered on back-breaker casework. This
often seems to result in a bullet-proof fascia an
inch thick and enough heatsinking to cool a
small reactor without producing the goods as
far as the ears go. Whatever the sound and
looks of a component, though, you can always
be sure the same equipment will evoke
different opinions in different beholders, areas
such as cables yielding perhaps some of the
most entertaining.

One of the best bits of online spectator sport
I've witnessed occurred after someone had
carried out a double-blind test to see if they
could identify the difference between a
common-or-garden mains cable and one from
a hi-fi specialist. Claims that there was an

audible difference, and that listeners were
repeatedly able to tell the two cables apart,
drew ridicule from a hard-core of those who
believe that all cables sound the same
regardless and that said test was flawed and
statistically unreliable. It was only when
another contributor, who happened to have a
PhD in statistical analysis, weighed in to
confirm that the test had been correctly
constructed and executed that the temperature
of the debate cooled somewhat.

There is, however, a whole other appreciation
of hi-fi beyond subjective as defined by most
listeners, of a beauty which lies beneath the
metalwork. Among electronics engineers and
knowledgeable amateurs (or at least those
who don't slavishly follow a single, immutable
‘tradition’ of accepted engineering) there is a
passion and admiration for the elegance,
innovation and effectiveness of the circuitry



employed, the degree to which it has been
optimised to produce a superb set of test
results without any extraneous components,
and the ability to do so reliably and on budget.
In the world of objective measurement you'll
find the subjective too, as designers juggle
priorities and means to ends —what you might
call 'vigorous' debate is frequently the order of
the day. Long may it continue to be so, since it
is this debate which will produce tomorrow's
hi-fi. Elizabeth Browning's poem may have
ended, "and, if Cod choose, | shall but love
thee better after death,” but it looks as if
there's life left in the audiophile world yet.
has been happily addicted to hi-fi
for 20 years, especially since becoming a
member of the hi-fi press in the mid-1990s

Speaking out

have just spent some time at the Audio

Engineering Society's Audio at Home

convention, and subsequent public day, held
at Cambridge University's New Hall, at which a
number of technical papers were read and
discussed by an audience of industry movers
and shakers — bearded engineering types,
mostly. This column is the first of a two-part
skim over some of the major points of interest.

Several sessions were given over to
multichannel sound developments, for example
how many speakers are necessary or desirable
in a system, assessing some of the finer issues
relating to new formats, HD-DVD and Blu-ray
in particular, and in one memorable paper,
digital rights management.

One session (given by Peter Willison, of GCap
Media) was devoted to high-definition audio
broadcast. The paper was largely given over to
building a case to show that there was no
good reason or even the will to go HD, given
the way most people use radio. We are, in
effect, stuck with the mess that broadcasting is
in today, driven (for example) by the
commercial imperative of broadcasters to make
their transmissions loud/compressed enough
to make the inveterate knob twiddler stop on
their station rather than the one next door.
Another discussion centred on new

RETRO

HI-FI REVISITED

PIONEER CT-95
CASSETTE DECK

Cast your mind back over the
finest cassette decks you have
ever known or lusted over, and
probably just one name springs to
mind — Nakamichi. But good as they were,
Nakamichi didn't have the high-end cassette
market all to itself. Companies like Revox,
Tandberg and Sony, even our very own Arcam
made some superb decks, but none of them
mounted what might be described as a
sustained challenge to Nakamichi. The nearest
that any producer came to doing so was
probably Pioneer, which produced a sequence
of progressively better equipped and better
engineered models right up to the demise of
the format (as a high-end recording medium)
at the hand of recordable CD and also in
Pioneer's case, DAT.

The CT-95 was one of the last and best of
the Pioneer cassette deck dynasty. It went on
sale in the early 1990s, at a time when CD
was already firmly established, and as a
counter to the imminent perceived threat from
DCCand MiniDisc. It turns out that Pioneer
needn't have bothered, but it was not to know
that at the time.

The company already had a track record of
innovation in cassette related technology. The
CT-95 was a three-head model, with real time
off-tape monitoring. The tape was driven by a
beautifully engineered ‘slanted' dual-capstan
mechanism, which controlled the torque
applied to the tape within the loop. This loop
was defined by the lead and slightly slower
running trailing capstan. Dolby B and C noise
reduction were supplemented by Dolby S and
Dolby HX Pro, a short lived headroom
extension process. It was even possible to turn
the display off, an unusual refinement at the
time. A very narrow replay head gap, plus
continuous automatic head azimuth adjust
and special equalisation made it possible to
record up to 30kHz bandwidth with Type IV
metal tapes. However, some residual
granularity from a head gap of such
proportions led to some low-level unevenness
that was sometimes audible. But it is possible
thatthe variable coating of the tape was the
dominant factor.

was equipped with some of
the finest passive
components available.”

Another headline feature was a new tape
alignment process called Super Auto BLE,
which configured bias, equalisation and level
forall tape types to a very high standard. The
machine set-up was further tweakable by a
user-set fine bias control. Under the skin, the
deck was equipped with some of the finest
passive components then available, including
the capacitors used in the audio signal circuits
and the power supply. Pioneer made extensive
use of copper screening of the various circuit
blocks, even down to individual microprocessor
level in some cases. Finally, it was housed in a
drop dead gorgeous gold-finished housing. The
price — £1,000 — was far from excessive even
then, given the nature of the package.

Apart from the slight loss of consistently with
metal tapes noted above, the CT-95 was a
peach, with a clean, open and lucid sound, full
of musical detail, and no more subject to
audible speed variations than a CD player.
Curiously enough, what finally shut the door on
cassette technology for Pioneer was DAT, which
Pioneer did more to improve than any of its
other supporters, not least with its advocacy of
96kHz sampling. But while Digital Audio Tape
was used quite widely in professional recording
studios (unlike DCC and MiniDisc), it never
caught on domestically, and CD-R and hard disk
recording eventually sealed tape's fate.

Alvin Gold
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multichannel formats inspired by the
burgeoning interest in Digital Cinema. But, of
course, there were also topics of purist
audiophile appeal: powerful advocacy in favour
of active loudspeakers from Meridian's Bob
Stuart, and digital amplifiers from Steven
Harris of D2Audio Corporation among others.

One of the most intriguing presentations was
the closing one given by technical commentator
Keith Howard, who reminded us that purist
audio is a long way from being where it can be
described as job done. Among the arguments
he used by way of illustration was that some of
the better answers of the past have been in
effect ignored — Michael Gerzon's Ambisonics,
for example.

He also pointed to the more recent interest
in wavefield synthesis, which can be used to
create a stable soundfield over a large area -
an idea that works, but which is technically
difficult to achieve, though the use of
multi-exciter NXT panels was mentioned. One
of his main points wasto highlight the
opportunity lost when the Trifield algorithm
(an elegant way or reproducing stereo over
multiple loudspeakers arrays) failed to attract
significant support. Today, Trifield has only one
major protagonist: Meridian, Trifield's solitary
hardware licensee. Meridian, coincidentally,
was demonstrating Trifield very effectively the
day after AES at the public ‘fun day’, showing
how effectively the process firms up the central
focus of a stereo system.

began writing about hi-fi more than

20 years ago and has since become one of the

UK'’s most internationally renowned reviewers

David Vivian

Outta space

t's a surprisingly reliable rule of thumb that

the more bizarre an item of hi-fi looks, the

better it sounds. It's not foolproof - but,
like Max Townshend's rule of thumb that the
best tasting bottles of Aussie red have the
highest alcoholic content, it's usually right.

The history of hi-fi is littered with oddball

components that have knocked over the sonic
skittles: the Nakamichi Dragon cassette deck,
the Transcriptors turntable, the B&W Nautilus,
the Chord DAC64 and the Shanling T100 CD
player to name but a famous five.
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But, for me, there's one component that, for
sheer surreal impact, knocks the rest into a
17-sided sardine can, balanced on a bowler hat
floating in a sea of Mercury just of f the coast
of Ramsgate.

The Ferguson-Hill FHOOT1, a speaker that
looks like a space-funneling model of a black
hole. Its designer, Tim Hill, was always aware
of its utter weirdness. An elliptically-shaped
acrylic horn 1.65m tall and 0.72m deep was
never going to sit comfortably with those who
like their speakers bijou, boxy and tucked away
in the corners. But when people came up to
him and asked “do they sound any good?" -
assuming that they were mere lifestyle
confections — his brow furrowed. He made the
FHOO1s look the way they do because sound
quality (particularly Tim's dissatisfaction with
the performance of conventional speakers) was
his core consideration.

The thinking was that what normal hi-fi
speakers do well = principally, produce a wide
frequency response without too many peaks
and troughs — wasn't the main thing. Musical
realism has more to do with timing, pitch
accuracy, dynamics and, perhaps most
important of all, coherence. Tim felt that
putting multiple drive units in a wooden box
wasn't the most obvious way of achieving
these qualities. Crossover networks that hand
over between drivers can cause phase

anomalies and contribute to low efficiency
which, in turn, robs music of its dynamism.

But rather than look to new technologies to
restore the life and vibrancy to hi-fi
reproduction, Hill put a fresh twist on some
rather old ideas. Horn loading to increase
efficiency hails from a time before hi-fi itself
(the trumpet on a wind-up gramophone works
on the same principle), while the modified
full-range Lowther DX3 driver that sat just
behind the throat of the 8mm-thick, precision
moulded, toughened, see-through acrylic of
the horn was an updated version of a
super-efficient cult drive unit that had been
produced for over 40 years.

The twist was in the implementation. Partly
for the sake of practicality, some single-driver
designs load the driver from behind with a
space-efficient folded horn. Tim went for the
purist front-ended approach and the result,
because of the need to get the Lowther driver
to reach down to 150Hz, was a horn of
sublime elegance but conversation-stopping
dimensions. The comparatively tiny Lowther
driver sat in a support ring that was precision
machined from aluminium alloy. This, in turn,
was secured to the vertical pillar of the welded
stainless steel, satin-finish stand, which is
supplied with internal damping, integral spikes
and floor protector discs. That was it. Simplicity
was the key.

“A speaker that looks like a space-funneling
model of a black hole. Its designer, Tim Hill,
was always aware of its utter weirdness.”




The FHOO1 doesn't really do bass at all. Then
again, a flat frequency response isn't exactly
what made the Lowther driver famous. But
remove hi-fi preconceptions before engaging
with the FHOO1s. Because engage you do. If
your idea of hi-fi is instruments and performers
in your room that you feel you could reach out
and touch — plus dynamics hard-wired directly
to the hairs on the back of your neck - the
Fergies are sublime.

When they went back to their maker, | missed
the looks of disbelief when people walked into
room. But more than that, | missed the music.

has been wallowing in gorgeous
hi-fi and then describing its virtues and vices in
Hi-Fi Choice since 1990

l
High-end a bargain...

wanted to go and hear some music. David

Robertson and the St. Louis Symphony

Orchestra were scheduled to play the
Brahms Ein Deutsches Requiem at Carnegie
Hall at the end of March. Since the hall rarely,
if ever, sells out these days, | decided to visit
New York on the spur of the moment and treat
myself to a concert.

| live four hours from Manhattan, so hotel
accommodations were a must. But the lowest
price | could find for a decent room - by which
| mean a room with a full bath, an unstained
carpet, and a working lock on the door — was
just under $300 per night, excluding tax.

Parking was an extra $50, which is almost as
much as the round-trip train fare between my
little corner of the world and midtown
Manhattan. So | bought myself a train ride,
too: That was a real no-brainer, as they say.

Dinner and a drink in midtown Manhattan?
Another $50 or so. Taxi to the Carnegie?
About $9 each way, including the requisite if
ill-deserved tip. A single ticket in an area where
supplemental oxygen is not required? $55 plus
tax. The cost of staying up late the night
before and ironing a shirt? Inestimable.

To hear Ein Deutsches Requiem played
significantly less well than Fritz Lehman and
the Berlin Philharmonic did it for Deutsche
Grammophon's recording engineers in 1955
cost me a little over $500 — and the socialite
in the row behind me nattered incessantly.

CLASSIC ALBUMS

STEEL PULSE
ANDSWORTH REVOLUTION

The UK charts in the late 1970s

pogoed to the rough and ready

beat of punk. But there was a

sub-current that was gaining
ground - and it wasn't Saturday Night Fever.
Roots reggae was the positive music of choice
for the 'no future' punks. Groups like the Clash,
the Slits and the Ruts used its influence overtly,
and unlikely punk godfather John Peel,
responsible for breaking so many punk and
new wave records overground, regularly played
roots reggae records.

The punks weren't the only British citizens
who were listening, of course. Genuine reggae
groups were springing up around the country.
Among them, former child actor Brinsley
Forde's Aswad in London, and in Birmingham,
there was Steel Pulse.

Formed in 1975 by singer/guitarist David
Hinds with school friends Basil Gabbidon (lead
guitar, vocals) and Ponnic McQueen (bass) and
named after a racehorse, Steel Pulse originally
had trouble getting gigs on the British reggae
circuit on account of their Rastafarian beliefs.
So they ended up falling in with the punk
crowd, playing gigs with the likes of the
Stranglers and Generation X.

A more obviously appropriate partnering
with Rasta icon Burning Spear led to them
being signed to Island and, swelled to a
seven-piece, they produced their debut album,
Handsworth Revolution in 1978. As its title
suggests, this was no lover's rock or reggae
sunsplash. The main messages throughout the
album are politics and religion (with an
obligatory nod to the dance and the weed).

Handsworth Revolution offered a positive,
consciousness-raising message in stark contrast
to punk's nihilism, though it's not without
anger. Released just three years before the
outbreak of the first Brixton riots, David Hinds
later said: "It was a symbolic statement, the
way we saw it as Steel Pulse, we felt it was just
a matter of time before riots broke out in every
black city.”

But despite its revolutionary undertones, the
title track doesn't imply an armed uprising, but
a raising of consciousness and sense of worth
("Doesn't justice stand for all*). Ku Klux Klan is

“Their sense of melody, in
particular, is reminiscent
of Bob Marley and the
great man liked them.”

a reaction to the rise of the National Front in
Britain, ("Rape, lynch, kill and maim, Things
can't remain the same"). Bad Man, Soldiers
and Prodigal Son, meanwhile, are indictments
of imperialism and slavery, while Sound System
celebrates the healing powers of dance and
Macka Splaff salutes marijuana, a fundamental
component ofthe Rastafari religion, although
strictly speaking illegal in Britain.

Throughout, there's a keen melodic bite and
lyrical bounce, gorgeous harmonies as well as
an impressive level of musicianship and
rhythmic development for such a young band.
Their sense of melody, in particular, is
reminiscent of Bob Marley and the great man
liked them enoughto invite them on his 1978
European tour, although his initial reaction
when they were first introduced was, "What
kind of name is that?".

Steel Pulse have produced a dozen or so
albums since, and are still playing today,
creating new works in much the same vein. But
their debut remains their defining statement.

Handsworth Revolution hasn't always been
best served by CD reissues, the unforgivably
flat and compressed reproduction on the
Island greatest hits package Sound System,
which includes the three Island albums in their
entirety, being a particular offender. Track
down the original vinyl if you can.

Dave Oliver
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At that rate, assuming one wishes to hear
great or good music on a fairly regular basis,
even an apparently extravagant audio
component such as a Lamm monoblock
amplifier can pay for itself in a little over a
year. A nice pair of Avantgarde horn
loudspeakers can pay for itself in seven or
eight months, and a Linn LP12 turntable can
perform the same neat trick in a matter of
weeks. The record, and thousands of great
ones like it, can be had for the price of a taxi
ride alone - or a drink. And the only nattering
you or any other consumer will hear is that of
the nitwit reviewers who thought you should
buy something else instead. And they're easy
to tune out, if that's what you want.

| wanted to go and hear some music. So, |
went into the next room and powered up the
amps. Maybe hi-fi isn't as dead as | thought...
has written for Hi-Fi Heretic, Sounds
Like and Listener. He lives in the US and works
as Stereophile’s editor-at-large

Paul Messenger

Assault and battery

Befinitive Audio means mains business

attery powered hi-fi isn't new. But few

go as far as the Definitive Audio

demonstration at February's Bristol
Sound & Vision show.

Proprietor Kevin Scott has developed an
elaborate and costly package that combines
high-capacity gel batteries and charger with
control electronics and mains inverters. Costing
around £10,000 (including installation), this
Living Voice Music Plus power supply allows
any hi-fi system to be entirely isolated from
mains power.

Why bother? Because the quality and purity
of our mains electricity has deteriorated over
the years. Blame it on electronics, from dimmer
switches to switch mode power supplies, all of
which contribute to ‘dirtying up' the purity of
the mains’ 50Hz sinewave.

As a result, mains quality is often a limiting
factor in system sound quality, and nowhere is
this more true than at a hi-fi show, where every
room is liable to add to the pollution affecting
every system. No surprise, then, that the very
expensive battery-powered Kondo valve system
playing interesting music in the Definitive
room sounded absolutely delicious.
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“An elahorate package that combines high
capacity gel batteries and charger with
control electronics and mains inverters.”

The whole business of mains supplies is
infernally complicated, conditions varying
dramatically from one country to another, and
between urban and rural environments. Mains
pollution can be created by your own electrical
equipment, or your neighbours, or even
through your mains wiring acting as an aerial
that picks up signals from increasingly busy
radio frequency bands.

Isolating the system completely from the
mains has obvious benefits in countering any
mains pollution effects, though there are
possible negatives associated with the mains
inverter unit that converts the 24-volt DC
battery output back to 240 volts AC. A mains
inverter is actually a form of switch-mode
supply, so it has its own potential to generate
high frequency pollution, and also has a
significantly higher source impedance than the
mains, which will reduce the speed with which
the supply can react. To help reduce the source
impedance, Kevin recommends using two or
three inverters in parallel.

The key question must therefore be whether
the advantages outweigh any disadvantages in
any particular application. Kevin has already
found the battery supply an invaluable tool in
speaker development work, because it remains
consistent from one day to the next, unlike the
mains. He also has a very satisfied customer in
Thailand, where mains electricity tends to be
rather unreliable.

It'stoo early to say just what impact the
Music Plus power system will have on the hi-fi
scene as a whole. The Living Voice package is
too expensive to appeal to more than a
wealthy minority, but mains deterioration will
continue, and | wouldn't be surprised to find
less costly alternatives appearing soon.

is a former editor of Hi-Fi
Choice and has been writing about his
favourite hobby for nearly 30 years

_Alan Sircom
Ripitup

Another CD collection turns virtual

was having dinner with some friends the
other day, when one of them asked if |
knew anyone who wanted a brace of CD
racks. Only last year, these racks heaved under
the sheerweight of polycarbonate. What on
earth happened?
"Oh, I've loaded everything on my PC, now."



The almost bloody steak fell from my fork.
Fortunately, it fell into my mouth.

The end came after one of those catastrophic
CD player failures that only occur during
holidays. On Christmas Eve, to be exact. So, he
ripped his discs onto a PC at a low
compression rate, used it as a server over the
holiday season and by New Year was a convert.
The discs were soon on eBay. He's even found
a method of ripping DVDs to hard disc and
now has eliminated most of his DVD
collection, too.

Of course, being an ex-IT guy who keeps his
finger on the techno-pulse helps greatly.
Everything was in place: a full-on wireless LAN
at home, with terabytes of storage and a
thorough grounding in the necessity of
backing up data. He now downloads all his
music, and his house has been disc-free for a
couple of months. Even the car's CD
autochanger is falling into disuse, now that the
iPod plugs into the car stereo. The quality of
the compressed recordings is not quite as good
as a CD, but falls within ‘close enough’
parameters for most people.

You might think this is the audiophile get-out
clause, that he doesn't listen intently enough
to count and his collection reflects this
lightweight approach to music. Sadly, nothing
could be further from the truth and he regaled
me with tales of 'discovering’ composers like
Bax and Finzi on Classical.com.

He might just be the future of music buying.
And if he is, we may have lost an audiophile.
The compressed sound, replayed on cheaper
separates Is tolerable; equipment capable of
resolving the differences between formats with
aplomb may not be so forgiving. Worse, now
those original discs are no longer in his
possession, the compressed format is all that's
left. | would be worried about doing this; | fear
these recordings would soon appear as old hat
as 640x480 pixel photographs (from six or
seven years ago) do in today's multi-megapixel
digital world.

But here's the real problem. If you know
someone who gives up collecting CDs, keep it
quiet. A collection of discs takes up useful shelf
space; if someone you know voluntarily gives
up that shelf space in favour of HDD storage,
you can guarantee you will hear the dreaded
‘'why don't you do that? from your partner,
spouse or significant other. And you will hear
that dreaded 'why don't you do that?' (and
variations on the theme) every time you buy a
disc, every time you go shopping for furniture,
every time you walk past Habitat and every
weekend until you give in.

To paraphrase the Manic Street Preachers: if
you tolerate this, then your CDs will be next.

began his journalistic career in the
early 1990s. He has since become one of the
hi-fi and AV industry's most respected scribes

TECHNDO

TEI:HNDIT&!EY EXPLORED

LOUDSPEAKERS: BIG OR SMALLY?

No hi-fi component comes in as
diverse a range of shapes as sizes
as the loudspeaker. From Anthony
Gallo's tiny aluminium globes to
Tannoy's huge monoliths, from tiny NXT panels
to huge Wilson Audio daleks, the variety is
enormous. Why do they have to vary so?

Obviously, fashion plays a part. Small
speakers are far more attractive than huge, tall
designs to a hi-fi neutral partner. Also, as you
live with this stuff in your home and you are
quite entitled to care about how it looks. But
even if you couldn't give two hoots about the
visual side of things, there are plenty of pros
and cons to both large and small speakers.
Some are more obvious than others...

It's often put about that big speakers give
you better bass. In practice, on average, this is
probably true. But there is no direct cause and
effect here. Instead, there is a three-way
compromise between size, bass extension and
sensitivity. In principle, a compact bookshelf
loudspeaker can have fantastic bass extension,
but it would be very insensitive and would
therefore need vast amounts of power to make
it go loud. Since most of the power in any
loudspeaker ends up as heat, the poor thing
would fall to bits or catch fire, and even before
reaching that point, it would almost certainly
suffer from high levels of distortion.

Distortion in loudspeakers arises from several
causes. At low frequencies, one of the main
ones is nonlinearity of the ‘'motor’, comprising
the voice coil and the magnet. At the rest
position, a given current in the voice coll
causes a proportional amount of driving force
due to interaction with the magnetic field. But,
as soon as the voice coil moves a bit, it finds
itself in a magnetic field of slightly different
strength, so the drive force alters. The further
the coil moves, the greater the nonlinearity. To
reproduce a low frequency at a given level, a
fixed volume of air must be moved, so a small
drive unit must move its cone furtherthan a
big one. Hence, small drive units tend to have
higher distortion. Round one to big speakers.

In the treble, none of that applies. Here,
limitations in performance typically have more
to do with diffraction effects, where

“Instead, there is a
three-way compromise
hetween size, hass

extension and sensitivity.” =

small-wavelength sounds 'bounce around' the
front of the loudspeaker cabinet, causing all
sorts of time-delay-related filtering, smeared
images and general upset. The bigger the
cabinet, the lower the frequency at which this
occurs. It's avoidable to some extent by the
simple expedient of putting the tweeter in a
separate enclosure, as done decades ago by
B&W, KEF and the like. Still, small speakers are
at something of an advantage here.

That leaves the midrange. Distortion and
diffraction may well be much of a muchness
for small and large speakers here, but it's in
the midrange that cabinet resonances make
themselves most obvious. The much larger
chunks of wood or whatever that make up the
cabinet of a large speaker give more scope for
resonances. Small speakers may be far from
blameless but, as a very broad generalisation,
they do emit less sound from their back and
sides than large ones, and because this sound
is subject to a time delay (in the nature of any
resonance), any improvement in this area can
be a great subjective benefit.

For all these reasons, and more, there is no
hard and fast rule about small or big speakers
being ‘better’ in any very general sense. Some
small speakers have great bass, some big
ones image superbly. They all have something
to offer.

Richard Black |




“THIS MACHINE IS PURE AUDIO RESEARCH:
HIGH-END, THOROUGHBRED AND UTTERLY MUSICAL.”

“SOUNDS ARE PRODUCED FROM

AN UNSHAKABLE FOUNDATION...

YOU FEEL LIKE YOU COULD TRIP
OVER THE MUSICIAN”

“THERE IS SOMETHING SPECIAL ABOUT THEIR
SIMPLE 1950’S STYLING; THEIR USE OF VALVES
AND THEIR UNDOUBTED ABILITY TO PRODUCE
MUSICAL SOUNDS THAT MAKES THE PRODUCT
EXTREMELY DESIRABLE.”

ARC ANGELS

“A SUPERB
ALL-ROUNDER AND
AN OBVIOUS BEST BUY”

“OUSTANDING SOUND
QUALITY AND EXCEPTIONAL
EASE OF USE”

AUDIO RESEARCH VM22(

P ANELFER
VACUUA TS

Audio Research has studiously applied the technology
gained from their Reference series amplifiers to every

model in their range, right

down to the entry-level designs.

The SP16 preamplifier, VS55, VS110 and VM220 power
amplifiers, the state-of-the-art CD3 Mk I CD player, the
multi-channel amplifier and the VSi55 integrated amplifier
are not only packed with knowledge gained from the
company's legendary flagship models, but they herald a
change in the way reasonably-priced hlgh end equipment
is perceived. The astonishing PH5 brings Reference
Phono performance to a remarkably affordable price
point. The LS25 Mk Il Pre-amp clearly shares parema?
with the Reference pre-amplifiers. And the VT100 Mk Tl

boasts DNA derived from
power amps.

the Reference 300 and 600

Now, there is new inspiration. Joining these classics is the
most radical product yet to wear the AudioResearch logo:
the Reference 3 preamplifier. An absence of conventional

controls, refined circuitry,

better sound.

The bloodline strengthens.

For details of the full range and your nearest dealer,
contact Absolute Sounds.

Audio Research: not a cautious choice, but a

considered one.

AUDIO RESEARCH REF 3

absolute sounds Itd
58 Durham Road, London SW20 0TW
T: +44 (0)20 89 71 39 09 F: +44 (0)20 88 79 79 62

www.absolutesounds.com

info@absolutesounds.com
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MUSIC INTERVIEW

Goodhye Grandad

In their fourteen-year history, Jason Lytle’s Grandaddy journeyed from lo-fi innovation to spacey, indie
Americana. Now it's time to stop the ride

ason Lytle wanders into V2's hospitality

lounge clutching a glass of red wine and

looking somewhat weary. He's spent a
whole day talking about his band's split, and
the farewell album, Just Like The Fambly Cat.
Grandaddy might not be touring to promote it,
but that doesn't mean Jason isn't proud of it.
When the decision to split came during its
making, Lytle felt he had nothing to lose
creatively, and pulled out all the stops. Hence,
there are plaintive piano laments, crunching
multi-layered guitars, emotive pop-injected
melodies, sensitive lushness, alternative
sensibilities and more. It sees guitars and
synths blended into a unique brew of tradition
and modernity that any hi-fi loving audiophile
will appreciate.

"It was the attempt at combining elements
that shouldn't traditionally be combined,” he
explains. I had to paint the inside of my house
just recently, but before | did so | used to write
all these quotes, lines and stuff, on the wall.
One of the things | wrote was about what I'm
trying to achieve. | wrote that it was the
attempt to combine the unnatural with the
natural, to achieve the supernatural... shoving
the piano, and the synths and the drums and
drum machines together and somehow making
them co-exist peacefully is a challenge that
really gets me excited."

Naturally, it provides a challenge in terms of
production too. However, by getting a balance
between the warmth of recording to two-inch
tape and the digital world of Pro-Tools, he got
there. Along with the help of a few hi-fi
systems along the way.

"We have a pretty common man approach
when we're mixing,” he reveals. “There's a
benefit to listening to it on many different
systems. Literally, within a two-week mix
session, we would listen to it on maybe like
eight different sets of speakers, from the ones
in the mix room, speaker switch to the little
boom box, then my Toyota, and then back at

' ESSENTIAL GRANDADDY

Sumday (2003)

This album was descnbed at the time e
by one writer as ‘American

psychedelia nouveau'. Lush, dreamy

and very positive.

“llisten to music on the gear that | record
the albums on. | have a pair of Genelec
1031A monitors without the subwoofer.”

the hotel, and then someone's wife's car, and at
some friends'. We try to see how it translates
onto different systems. When it works on all of
those, that's when you step away from it."

For Jason Lytle, his goal is the creation of
music that's fun to listen to. Period. Hence,
even though the results of his home studio
set-up are to be admired for their multi-layered
production smarts, he remains modest about
the fact.

“| think the way | record doesn't really lend
itself to being considered audiophile type
stuff,” he shrugs. “They're recorded in such a
way that they're gonna be more of a listening
experience rather than a Ry Cooder or
something. Now that's like quality shit!”

Being a dedicated muso who's filled his home
with music making paraphernalia, Jason
doesn't listen to his own music heroes on a bog

Excerpts From The Diary of Todd Zilla
(2005) T
High-quality mini-album inspired by

Jason's dissatisfaction with

Modesto, the town he used to love. _

standard stereo. "l listen to music on the gear
that | record the albums on," he beams. "I have
a pair of Genelec 1031A monitors without the
subwoofer. | have a bunch of speakers too, like
little Tannoys, as well as JBLs. It's probably
overkill, but there's some things that | don't
mind spending extra bits of money on. But
there's a whole world of hi-fi that's freakish. I'm
really intimidated because | don't know too
much about it. Fifteen thousand-dollar
phonograph players and weird level stuff like
that. I've only seen it from afar and from the
glass of the stores."

Does he mean YOU dear readers? Maybe, just
maybe. If so, you could do much worse than
crank your system into gear with Grandaddy's
parting shot. HFC

Gal Detourn

Just Like The Fambly Cat is out on V2 on 8 May

Just Like The Fambly Cat (2006)
The farewell album. File under
‘sensitive indie-Americana with a
twist'. Variously lush, pop,

beautiful, charged and reflective.
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COMPETITION

rcam’s excellent FMJ CD36 CD player

not only proved itself fast month in our

Ultimate Group Test with a Best Buy
Badge (HFC 280), it went on to form the hub

that it was: “a finely conceived and engineered
bit of kit". A sentiment echoed in our Ultimate
Group Test just last month.

For your chance to win, simply answer the

of our Beautiful Systems feature in the same
issue. This flagship Arcam CD source is an
established pedigree performer representing

question below. The lucky winner will be
drawn at random.

—

some of the most accomplished CD sounds
money can buy. It's not hard to see why this is
Arcam's top player — it uses upsampling chips
from Analog Devices that feed four Wolfson
DACs to obliterate noise. There are two mains
transformers, comprehensive internal
screening, plus anti-resonance casing, which
features Arcam's proprietary Stealth Mat
material: a special mesh that provides a
continuous screen. In fact, Hi-Fi Choice first
tipped this player back in the September
2005 issue (HFC 271), where we concluded

24 81T/ 192 Wz

CONGRATULATIONS...

TO ENTER:
By Phone: Simply call 0906 403 1013 and follow the
instructions (maximum cost of call: £1.50).

QUESTION:

The Arcam player is an established
pedigree what?

A: Performer?

B: Dachshund?

C: Chum-making machine?

By Text: Simply send the text message ARCAM (followed by a
space) with the answer A, B or C to 80889. For example, if you
think the answer is C: Chum-making machine, then text
ARCAM C to 80889.

TERMS AND CONDITIONS

Employees of Future Publishing (including freelancers) and their relatives and any agents involved are ineligible to enter. The Editor's decision is final and no correspondence will be entered into. Prizes cannot
be exchanged for cash. Closing date for entries is 31 May 2006. The entries will be judged after the closing date and the winners will be notified by telephone within ten days of that date. Prizes will be sent
out within 28 days of notification by the companies involved, not Hi-Fi Choice or Future Publishing. Entering costs — BY TEXT: 1x 50p (including VAT) for each entry plus your usual text message cost. This
service is available to T-Mobile, Orange, Vodafone and 02 customers only. BY PHONELINE: Each call costs a maximum of £1.50. Please remember to get permission from the person who pays the bill before you
enter. No purchase necessary. Alternatively, please send your name, address and telephone number with the correct answer to: Hi-Fi Choice, Future Publishing, 2 Balcombe Street, London NW1 6NW. If you
have any problems making your call or sending your text, please contact the service provider, Opal Telecom. Tel: 0845 330 5002. Email: futuresupport@opaltelecom.co.uk
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AUDIOPHILE VINYL

GRANT GREEN
His Majesty King Funk
Verve/Speakers Corner
18
Music: Guitarist Grant Green
made his name on the Blue
Note label playing R&B and
what has become known as
soul-jazz - fluid and danceable
jazz that veers away from the
technical. It also stands the
test of time very well. This Verve outing
from 1965 finds Grant Green in the
company of organ player Larry Young
and tenor sax player Harold Vick laying
down some solid but smooth grooves
that get to the root of funk rather than
being overt about it. It takes a couple
of listens to get, but this is quality
music with more depth than many of
its ilk. Its five tracks cover all the bases
of cool funk. %% %%
Sound: As with all Speakers Corner
albums, the quality of the gatefold
artwork and pressing are exemplary —
only the weight of the vinyl tells you
that this isn’t an original (that and the
fact that it's new!). The sound is
excellent for the era and the originals
are unlikely to have ever sounded this
good. %k * JK
JOHN COLTRANE
Africa/Brass

Impulse/Speakers Corner

This 1961 Impulse
recording combine’s ‘Trane's
talents with a brass orchestra
featuring a who's who of jazz

musicians of the era. All three

tunes are arranged by Eric

Dolphy, who contributes alto
sax, flute and bass clarinet alongside
Booker Little and Freddie Hubbard on
trumpets, McCoy Tyner on piano and
Elvin Jones on drums among others,
which include multiple cor anglais and
euphoniums. This makes for a big
sound to back up Coltrane and Tyner's
solos and keeps the former from
straying too far from the script (the
playing is less extreme than later
albums). This may be the blues but few
could play them better. % % %
Sound: A Rudy van Gelder recording is
always a treat and this is no exception.
The placement of soloists in the left
channel with the rest of the band
spread across the rest of the stage may
seem old fashioned, but it still sounds
cracking 40 years later. %% %% JK
LPs were supplied by Pure Pleasure.

= 0208723 7297
www.purepleasurerecords.com
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Reviews by Alvin Gold, Jason Kennedy, Dave Oliver, Mark Prendergast,
Phil Strongman and Nigel Williamson

PAUL SIMON
Surprise
Warner Bros

It seemed unlikely that Paul
Simon would ever make another great
album. Yet in his 65th year, with Brian
Eno’s production assistance, he's gone
and done just that. Surprise is full of
great melodies and smart lyrics on a
bunch of highly autobiographical songs,
many of which deal with the advancing
years. Outrageous is the tale of a
middle-aged man doing 900 sit-ups a
day while "painting my hair the colour
of mud." On Everything About It Is A
Love Song, he looks back with wry good
humour on his life. Mature, heartfelt,
and beautifully sung, it's a surprise of
the very best kind.

Eno’s ambient textures take
Simon's songcraft into new territory
with often striking results - a perfect
example of a great producer’s
collaborative skills. NW

HAYDN, MOZART, BEETHOVEN
Sonata in C; Rondo in D (KV485), F
(KV494) and A (KV511); Sonata

Op. 27 No. 2 (Moonlight)

Havard Gimse (piano)

Naim CDO89

The Moonlight Sonata, is a work
of considerable harmonic richness, with
real technical difficulties that are
addressed here with real virtuosity and
grace. Ditto the Haydn, on whose
shoulders Beethoven is famously
depicted as having stood. The Mozart is
technically less challenging, and in this
case less musically interesting, perhaps
because they were written for aspiring
keyboard students.

The uses Naim's True Stereo
process. It has considerable vitality and
clarity, though the sound is dry, and has
little of the richness of the very finest
piano recordings. Though this may be a
function of the instrument or the venue
than the recording itself. AG

theWaterboys

-

£DITION

THE WATERBOYS
Fisherman's Blues
EMI

From the brilliant hoedown
opening of the title track to the heady
groove of We Will Not Be Lovers, you
know that you are into something
special here. From the beginning of
1986 to the autumn of 1988, Mike
Scott and the Waterboys, including ace
Irish fiddler Steve Wickham, brought
Irish Rock back to Ireland. Drenched in
a hundred sessions which criss-crossed
Ireland from Dublin to Spiddal, Scott
and co whipped up a heady brew that
produced their very best, bestselling
album. Van Morrison is covered, as is
Woody Guthrie but the killer track is
Scott's When Ye Go Away.

With a whole disc of out-takes
it's obvious that the band took some
time getting that 'wild mercury sound'.
And Dylan producer Bob Johnston is
on-board to boot! MP

GOTAN PROJECT
Lunatico

XL Recordings
The visionary fusion of tango and
electronic beats on Gotan Project's

award-winning debut album La Revancha Del
Tango gave them a leftfield cult hit three years
ago. The follow-up from the Paris-based trio

doesn't depart too far from the recipe (it would be unfair to call such a

| distinctive sound a formula), but the ingredients are given a subtly different
flavour. The dub and hip-hop elements are still present, but they're less in your
face. Somehow, the fusion seems more organic, reminding us why, before it was
hijacked by the ballroom dancing crowd, tango was called the sexiest music in

the world.

‘Real’ instruments such as the bandoneon and double bass dominate
the proceedings, with the digital wizardry there simply to enhance rather than
| to compete with them. This is a rare mix and sounds all the better for the

intelligent synergy. nw

LAaROCA

LAROCA
Friends In Far Away Places
Absolute Zero CD

Rob Pollard and Olly Wakeford's
first serious effort is a rich smorgasbord
of world beats, smooth electronica and
cinema/loungecore ambience. Cool
and atmospheric yet, in the main,
danceable, the duo's work has obviously
been influenced by everything from
Sufi, Afrobeat and flamenco to Eastern
European gypsy vibes and Sakamoto's
Merry Xmas Mr.Lawrence score. While it
may not be relevant to a hi-fi mag, it
does also come in a beautiful - and yes,
recycled - sleeve. All in all, it's good to
have friends in faraway places.

Lush and layered even though —
or maybe because — this was mostly
recorded at home with the very latest
computer technology. Simon
Heyworth's mastering brings out the
very best of it. PS



GRACE JONES Nightclubbing island

Nightclubbing from 1981 is actually a dub album,
re-branded by bringing in a striking, androgynous non-singer
to give it commercial appeal. With careful song selection and
the production and playing skills of top dub stars Sly Dunbar
and Robbie Shakespeare, it proved a killer combination. The
Iggy/Bowie-penned title track is almost unrecognisable at
such a relaxed tempo and Bill Withers' Use Me has an even
dirtier feel than the original. With Pull Up To The Bumper,

THIS MONTH'S CLASSIC HI-FI TEST DISC ‘A very slick recording with a luxury feel"

imagination does not need to come into it. What keeps this
music fresh is the quality of playing and her style of delivery,
still a highly potent combination 25 years on.

This is a very slick recording with a luxury feel, but
plenty of energy to go with it. Dub is usually associated with
heavy bass, but this has enough dynamics and space to keep
the best of systems busy. And it sounds great on far more
modest ones, t0o. * JK

P

TOUMANI DIABATE'S SYMMETRIC
ORCHESTRA
Boulevard De L'Independence
Rough Trade

Arguably the most accomplished but
definitely the world's most celebrated kora
(West African harp) player, Toumani Diabate
made his international name from associations
with Spanish flamenco maestros Ketama, blues legend Taj Mahal and Blur's
Damon Albarn (though he later distanced himself from Albarn’s flawed Mali
Music project). For this album, Toumani Diabate returns to Mali and the Hotel
Mandé in Bamako, where a fortnight of sessions yielded these nine stunning
tracks. Diabate's lilting, melodic playing is absolutely to the fore. This can shift
in a heartbeat from delicately plucked lullaby melodies to searing, lightning
fingered runs. Of course, being backed by the horn section of funk legend and
former James Brown musical director Pee Wee Ellis helps, too.

The informal sessions have resulted in an intimate feel, beautifully
balanced and presented but with plenty of life and immediacy, as if you'd just

dropped in on a live session in a Bamako hotel. DO

MOZARY

MOZART
Eine Kleine Nachtmusik; Serenata
notturna; Lodron Night Music No. 1
Petter Sundkvist (conductor), Swedish
Chamber Orchestra
Naxos 8.557023

These are popular and attractive
works, padded out here by some
attractive but less familiar, and less
than profound, early works from his
Salzburg period. The disc works well as
a programme however, and is
performed with panache by the Swedish
Chamber Orchestra, who bring the
proper dance-like lightness of touch and
elegance to the proceedings. # % #

The recording was made at the
Swedish Chamber Orchestra's home
concert hall, and offers good sound,
with solid low frequency content, strong
presence and explicit stereo imagery.
Given the low price, this is a thoroughly
recommendable disc. AG

ARTHUR RUSSELL
First Thought Best Thought
Rough Trade

Arthur Russell's work varied from
pioneering electronic dance excursions
to exploratory classical compositions.
The first disc of this new compilation,
much of which was never previously
released, focuses on Instrumentals;
offbeat tunes and sketches, many of
which could have been turned into
downbeat pop songs, but were actually
intended to be performed as part of a
48-hour cycle of music. The second CD
is dominated by Tower Of Meaning, a
long, contemplative piece that evokes
Russell's native lowa.

Rightly revered in certain circles,
Russell never made much money from
his art, and recording tended to be
done on a hand to mouth basis. As a
result much of the material sounds less
than polished. DO

PEDDER AF UGGLAS
Autumn Shuffle

Opus3

Pedder af Ugglas may not be the first name that
comes to mind when thinking of Scandinavian jazz/rock
artists but this guitar player and keyboard tinkler has
been on the scene for some time. A lot of his work has
been for TV and film and as a result is very strong on
atmosphere, bearing more than a passing resemblance to
the film work of Ry Cooder and to his score for Paris,
Texas n particular. At other times, he's like Hendrix n bluesy mood and even
Mark Knopfler, yet there is an originality to his material which makes it distinct
from those influences. He plays with a band that includes trombone, double
bass, drums and even a didgeridoo, an ensemble that makes its playing sound
effortless but always engaging on this fabulous sounding disc.

Opus3 uses tube electronics to make its recordings, and the result is a
gloriously deep and open sound that oozes quality. Like the music, it's strong on

atmosphere and generous of tone. JK
RACHMANINOV T
Moments Musicaux ASH K EN A /Y

Vladimir Ashkenazy (piano) R Pt

Decca 475 6398

Ashkenazy is something of a Rachmaninov
specialist, but this recording includes a number of short
pieces he has never recorded before, plus Moments
Musicaux Opus 16 and Morceaux De Fantasie Opus 3.
These are early works, but Rachmaninov was already
developing a style of his own, as you can hear from
Prelude in C Sharp Minor, the earliest piece for which he was widely recognised,
and which is included as track eight in Morceaux De Fantasie. The performance
standard throughout is first rate, with stunning virtuosity where required - the
left hand playing in the presto of Moments Musicaux for example, but it is never
overplayed, and always at the service of the music.

Performed on a Steinway, the microphones appear to have been placed
fairly close, yet the sound breathes well. The rich, complex tonality is particularly
well formed in the SACD layer, with a real sense of warmth and grace. Imagery
is also three dimensional — an excellent recording. AG

GRETCHEN WILSON
All Jacked Up

Epic

A couple of years ago Gretchen Wilson's first
album rocketed to number one in the US country chart
(and number two in the pop charts) on the strength of
her white trash blue collar single Redneck Woman. Her
second album follows much the same pattern —
rabble-rousing country rock with full-throated singing, a
manure-kickin' band and lyrics that mark her out as more
than just another new Nashville clone.

The title track could easily refer to a busted vehicle, or the lady herself after
one too many Jack Ds. Other tunes like One Bud Wiser and Not Bad For A
Bartender give a fair idea of the kind of glass she views the world through. Half
full or half empty... who cares!

This is not an obvious candidate for the surround treatment, and in
fairness it is not too imaginatively done, but the band and especially
Gretchen Wilson's full-on vocal performance are good enough to make the
exercise worthwhile. DO
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1130

“It has the kind of performance that products
in the next price class upwards would

envy, yet has sacrificed nothing in build,
finish or usability in the process.”

I CD31

“If you want an elegant, superbly built top-
end player, Primare’s CD31 is an excellent
place to start. It sounds fabulous and

is built to sky-high standards.”

I SPA21

“If you're after the Holy Grail of home
cinema amps — great sound with baoth music
and movies - then the SPA21 is it. The
queue to pay homage starts here.”

AT

AWARDS 2005
STEREO AMPLIFIERS
BEST STEREO AMPLIFIER £1500-£2000
PRIMARE 130

SOUND AND VISION
AWARDS 2005

) CD PLAYERS
‘:é BEST CD PLAYER £1500-£2000
= PRIMARE CD31

SOUND AND VISION

AWARDS 2005

SURROUND AMPS /REC
BEST SURROUND AMPLIFIER
PRIMARE SPA21

Primare marries timeless Scandinavian design with impeccable build quality to www.csesolutions.co.uk
deliver sound and vision as large as life itself from elegant, compact audio and 01423 359054
video components that are as easy to install as they are to appreciate

Affordable high-end audio and video from Scandinavia




Write to: Hi-Fi Choice, Future Publishing Ltd, 2 Balcombe Street, London
NW1 6NW. Or email your letters to dan.george@futurenet.co.uk e

In last month's issue (HFC 279), | chanced
upon Jimmy's Tweaks, which | am told is the
41st such gem. My God, | am glad | haven't
noticed the others. Next to what looks like a
cartoon of Jonathan King wielding a spanner,
Jimmy (for it is he) informs us of the
importance of having our plugs fitted correctly.
We are persuaded that one should remove all

-

ofthe plugs and “check that all the screws in
the mains plugs are properly tight" and to also
remove and clean the fuse, as there may be a
build up of corrosion and dirt. We are assured
that this will result in an audible improvement.

As if this weren't enough of an insult to our
intelligence, he then goes on to assure us that
lining up the slot heads in the plug's screws
will actually result in yet another audible
improvement. Perhaps it
is Jimmy Hughes with
the loose screws?

| use a Lovan hi-fi rack to support my system.
However, | have wood flooring in my house
which is timber framed with stud walls. This is
causing me great difficulty, as | need to isolate
the turntable, which | have to tip-toe around at
the moment. Wall-mounted platforms don't
seem to work either. The only thing | can think
of is suspending the turntable from the ceiling.
There must be an easier way!

Jampal via email

By Jimmy's own
admission, this is "wacky
territory”, but what harm
can it do? His tweaks are

usually just that: tweaks.
They tend to cost nothing

Gerry Diamond Ireland

WHERE'S THE M-F REVIEWS?

| enjoyed your CD player themed issue last
month (HFC 279) and the reviews within,
but I often wonder why there are certain
brands you never seem to cover. Take Musical
Fidelity, for example. It is a big British brand
with a presence in other magazines, but |
rarely read about the company in Hi-Fi
Choice. It is not alone in being passed over
for reviews. These products seem to be off
your radar completely. Why is this and what
is your review policy?

Clive Johnson via email

It might be worth giving Townshend
Audio a call (020 8979 3837). Its
comprehensive range of Seismic Sink

to implement and are
merely ideas that may
bring an improvement to
your sound for very little air-spung supports may offer the kind of
effort. Whether you believe isolation your system needs in your difficult

in the efficacy of a tweak is
down to you, but there's
nothing to lose in giving
them a try. Although, we
admit mains screw alignment

is —as Jimmy states - "wacky".

room. If your budget will reach, the excellent,
re-vamped VSSS Seismic Sink Stand and it's
dual-tensioned load cells may help sort your
deck out. Hopefully, this could mean no
more tip-toeing around the turntable,
although it does sound fun to watch.

HFC We strive to put the best new products
into the magazine, but there are certain
manufacturers who simply won't supply
product to us. This might be because they
are intimidated by our rigorous test
programme, or have taken exception to a
less than flattering review in the past.
Often, however, if a product has done well
in another magazine, suppliers won't risk
‘diluting’ the perception of the product,
just in case subsequent reviews are less
complimentary than the first.

WIN CRYSTAL CABLE PICCOLO INTERCONNECTS!
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Readers’ letters

My preamp developed a hum problem, so |
approached my local dealer and left it with
them. A few weeks later, | returned to find that
the dealer had gone into liquidation. It seems
very unlikely I'll be able to get my amp back so
what would you recommend up to £1,5007 |
am looking for a natural, dynamic sound, free
from treble harshness.

Ray Lukic Cheshire

If you were given any kind of receipt to
acknowledge that you handed over your
amp it will make it easier to recover from the
liquidators dealing with the shop's affairs. If,
however, you do happen to need a new
preamp, we'd recommend Arcam’s FMJ C31
or Primare’s PRE30, both of which are
exquisite examples of amplifier excellence.

After the glowing review of the Marantz
PM7200 (HFC 248), | ended up buying one. |
have it connected to a pair of ATC SCM7
speakers, which | adore. The only issue is that |
think the amp struggles driving speakers with
such low sensitivity (84dB). I've read your

latest review on the amp's replacement - the
PM7001 (HFC 279) and would like to ask if the
latest amp is more capable of driving difficult
speakers? | love the Marantz sound as it seems
to play a variety of musical genres well.

Dinos Constantinou via email

Both amplifiers deliver around 100
watts, so the PM7001 is unlikely to be
dramatically different in terms of driving the
ATC's load. If you crave more grip and

dynamics from your sound, you may have to
look elsewhere for the extra ‘oomph’. We
would suggest looking upmarket for the
perfect partner to the ATCs - the AVI Lab
Series integrated is an ideal match. However,
Rotel's new RC-06 preamp with two new
bridged RB-06 power amps (180 watts)
might well do the trick without breaking the
bank. Expect a review in the August issue.

I have a problem with my system. While the
sound quality is very good in the detail /voice
projection arena, the soundstaging lacks
front-to-back depth and height. Where do |
start in fixing this problem? Am | asking too
much from my modest Rotel system and if so,
how much would | need to spend and which
component would | need to replace?

Cliff Francis via email

Although it depends greatly on room
size and loudspeaker design, generally your
speakers should be about 2-3m apart and
3-4m from your listening position. This
should form a near isosceles triangle, with
your listening position at the apex. Aside
from possibly a rug, there should be nothing
inside this triangle, as reflections from
objects inside this space - especially
reflective surfaces such as glass coffee
tables - can subtly ruin imaging.

Now, try ‘toeing in’' the speakers.
Beginning with the front baffles pointing
directly at you from the listening position
(meaning the speakers are firing directly at
your ears), experiment with turning the
speakers toward one another (so an
imaginary beam from the tweeter passes in
front of your nose) and then away from one
another (so the same tweeter beam would
fire along the room). Make sure both
speakers are evenly toed-in and make small
movements until you are happy with the
soundstaging. Toe-in should offer the depth
you crave and finding the right amount is all
about experimentation.

Your Rotel system should be able to cope
with this. Tweaking what you have may be
better than throwing cash at the problem.
Let us know how you get on.

CHOICE |

SUBS HOTLINE

0870 444 8650 when you subscribe to

Onlineferum

Does anybody have
experience of Russ
Andrews or Isotek mains
conditioners? All | know
about them is that one
uses passive filtration and
the other is active. Does
the active filtration make
a big difference? |
currently have RA kit, but
| have been advised to
change over...
Windup600
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..see if you can dem the
Isotek stuff. If it's a dealer
suggesting this, then it
should allow you to try it
without obligation. This
kind of thing divides
opinion, and the best
advice is to try it for

yourself.

Analoguekidd

Can anyone direct me to a
good two-channel audio

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

shop that will allow me to
audition a full system at
my leisure? I'm looking at
a £1,000 system...
Paul Szpunar

... have always found
Richer Sounds more than
accommodating (though
some of there stores do
get very busy) and you
can book their audition
rooms for your use. The

Cambridge Audio range it
sells is good, too.
Smiiler

I've just taken possession
of a new Arcam CD73 CD
player that I will link up to
my Arcam AVR100 amp.
Which interconnects are
best suited to the Arcam
sound? | have around £50
to spend...

Nomadicwesti

)
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..Arcam isn't especially
cable-fussy, but with £50,
I would go for the Ecosse
The Conductor
interconnect. You can get
them on eBay for around
£50. Or one of the QED
interconnects — the Silver
Spiral works very well with
Arcam. In fact, you can't
go far wrong with any
QED interconnect.
Wolflinn




The New Gold Standard

Gold Signature

The PoWer of a Thousand Small Impressions

The radiating surface of Monitor Audio’s innovative RST®2 drivers,
used exclusively by the new Gold Signature speakers, is patterned with
hundreds of concentric dimples, meticulously fashioned to preserve
cone geometry at all volume levels. This means you’ll enjoy smoother,

distortion-free sound however hard you play music and film.

With a choice of slender stand, floor, centre and surround speakers,
expertly engineered in beautiful real wood and lacquer finishes, the new

Gold Signature range will make a big impression all round.

For details of the new GS Series please visit:
www.goldsignature.co.uk

mail: info@monitoraudio.co.uk

or call free on: 0800 0352032

(€12 MONITOR AUDIO
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MARANTZ SA-11S1 CD/SACD PLAYER | MARANTZ PM-11S1 INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER
MORDAUNT-SHORT PERFORMANCE 6 LOUDSPEAKERS | £8,000




Top gear

[Beautiful Systems ]

It costs as much as a car, but only a small car. For this system’s
true automotive equivalent, you'll have to look up market

ar analogies are usually resisted

here at Beautiful Systems. It's

probably a subconscious thing;
when I'm not doing this, | work for a car
magazine — it would be too easy to slip
inthe odd 'built like a Bentley' or 'slicker
than a BMW on a greasy roundabout
driven by David Cameron’. You see the
problem: car references are a pretty blunt
instrument if the intention is to nail the
often elusive character of a hi-fi system.
After all, a good many of the combos
featured in these pages cost as much as
a modestly-specced Merc. And the
asking price of a few systems could
frighten a Ferrari. As a luxury purchase, a
five-figure Beautiful System stands toe
to toe with any car; it doesn't need an
automotive context to justify itself or,
indeed, be understood.

That said — and don't tell me you
didn't see it coming - here's the car
analogy. If this month's Beautiful System
from Marantz and Mordaunt-Short were
a car it would have to be, without any
shadow of a doubt... a Lexus. Any
particular model? The hunky, handsome
GS300, | think. | won't labour the point,
but there's an understated glamour and
ineffable sense of nuggety, nth-degree
engineered solidity that informs both the
upper-medium sized executive saloon
from Toyota's premium-brand division
and this flagship coalition from Japan's
Marantz and London’s Mordaunt-Short.
Some of the jewellery is maybe a little
too conspicuous (very Lexus, very
Marantz) and some of it resides on the
cusp of tastefulness. But you feel sure
that your money has been well spent
and that the (ever so slightly glitzy)
beauty is more than skin deep

Let's start with that winning mix of
images and feelings conjured up by
Marantz at its most audiophile
orientated. Sensual: the kind of surface

and control tactility that could turn us
all into hi-fi fondling fetishists.
Comforting: battleship-by-NASA build
quality. Pampering: features and
functions that emphatically refute the
idea that less is more (underlined, in this
case, by tiny slabs of shiny metal and
softly glowing blue strip lighting).
Subliminal: the reassuringly cool
designer dress sense of brand
ambassador and impossibly talented
sonic sorcerer Ken Ishiwata. Then there's
the association built up over the years
that bright, brittle sonics and Marantz
occupy opposite ends of the audio ‘
universe. Everything we know about
Marantz suggests it isn't just Ishiwata's |
ears that are golden.

OUT OF THIN AIR

Question is, just how good does it get?
The SA-11S1 immediately sets the bar
up where the air is thin. A two-channel
CD/SACD player of weighty substance
and frankly fabulous build, you'll
encounter few disc spinners as rewarding
to place on a support table. All right,
£2,000 flies comfortably above the
mid-fi radar, but the SA-11S1 has the
look, feel and operational refinement of
a product that costs twice, maybe even
three times as much. The exterior
metalwork is double-take thick and
subtly bowed at the front. The control
buttons that flank the display/transport
drawer centre plate are lightly bathed in
ablue light, and the power-up button in
the centre of that plate is worthy of...
well, since we're not quite off the car
thing, an Aston DB9.

Under the bonnet, things get more
serious still with a copper-plated chassis
and copper shielding for key
components, including the TO-220 ‘
voltage regulators. The transport
mechanism is mostly metal (no

£2,000

There may well be a
better built disc
spinner out there,
but not for anything
like £2k. The
competition's tough,
but there's nothing
significantly ahead in
sound quality, either.

£2,500

The matching amp
may not be quite as
muscular as it looks,
but it's a gorgeous
thing to listen to
with exquisite treble
and an almost
valve-like midrange
It even has tone
controls fitted!

£3,500 per pair
The remarkable
Performance 6
marries technical
innovation with an
extraordinarily
transparent and
truthful sound. A
high-end bargain.
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flimsy plastic here) and the audio
circuitry all discrete (no rank and file
op-amps). You'll need the remote
handset — beautifully built, a dream to

use - to access the player's full panoply
of features. These include six selectable

digital filters (three each for CD and

of the digital filters for additional fine

recordings. Hard-bitten audiophiles
might find such ‘enhancements’

could argue that a little choice never
hurt anyone. The SA-1151 offers
balanced and unbalanced analogue
outputs as well as digital outputs
(16-bit/44.1kH only) of both electrical
and optical varieties.

stereo amp, the £2,500 PM-11S1, is
"derived from legends and built for
audiophile purists” and will "leave you
breathless”. That's true, it weighs a

we like our serious amps to be brutes

a side, backed up by oodles of current.
Copious amounts of copper again
feature in the areas of chassis

MARANTZ %2 01753 680868

MORDAUNT-SHORT & 01753 680868

SACD), switchable noise-shapers on top
tuning and even a DC filter for zapping

unwanted "added components"” in older

superfluous but, on the other hand, you

Marantz claims that its best integrated

wrist-clicking 26kg and, therefore, is an
obvious candidate for the bottom shelf
of any equipment rack. But that's okay —

and this one has an effortless 100 watts

construction and electromagnetic
shielding, while the outer casing is made
of an aluminium alloy and very attractive
it is, too.

In line with the cutting edge of
Marantz thinking, the PM-1151 (identical
styling to the CD player, just deeper with
knobs on and a smaller display) is based
around the company's current feedback
topology with a discrete HDAM buffer
amplifier between stages, short,
symmetrical signal paths and low
impedance, wide-bandwidth
choke-regulated power supplies. There
are five standard inputs plus a single
balanced input that can be fed from the
corresponding output on the CD player.

WHAT A PERFORMANCE

Does it get any better? Quite possibly. To
say that the Performance 6 & the best
speaker Mordaunt-Short (a company
most recently concerned with the budget
end of the market) has ever made is to
undersell it. To the considerable credit of
M-S, it might just be the best £3,500
speaker anyone has ever made.

See if there's anything here that in any
way sounds built down to a price. A
curved and tapering injection-moulded
monocoque polymer resin enclosure,
with sides of varying thicknesses to
eliminate resonances within the

WWW.MARANTZ.COM

WWW.MORDAUNTSHORT.COM

structure. Drivers that are ‘floated’ off of
the front baffle and connected directly
to the rear of the enclosure. And that
interesting-looking spike projecting back
from the enclosure at tweeter level? No,
not a coat hook. And not, perhaps more
surprisingly, a tube for absorbing rear
radiation, B&W style. The spike is vented.
It allows the radiation from the
aluminium dome tweeter to emerge
from a logarithmically spaced spiral of
holes, effectively removing the phase
information from the rear output and
thereby reducing the tendency for the
front output to 'beam’. The upshot is a
more consistent performance over a
wider listening area. The midrange and
twin bass drivers employ improved
versions of Mordaunt-Short's favoured
smooth-dish aluminium diaphragms. The
crossover is located in the bottom of the
enclosure, solidly attached to the thick
metal base that provides extra stability.
Three sets of very funky bullet-shaped
speaker terminals allow tri-wiring or
tri-amping if required.

What defines the difference between a
good hi-fi and a great music system? The
great music system is the one that
allows the real character of individual
recordings to shine through. The
contrasts, the playing and, most crucially
of all, the emotion. Here's a system that




grabs your attention on that level and
never lets go. The building blocks are its
clarity, speed, grip, exceedingly low
coloration —it's almost electrostatic-like
in this respect — and knockout dynamics.
With the right recording (say Pink Floyd's
Dark Side of The Moon on SACD), the
music has a shimmering, scalp-tingling
presence. Who needs the swirling,
hallucinatory, almost migraine-inducing
multichannel SACD mix, when stereo
gets this damn good?

SOUL SEDUCTION
It doesn't matter whether it's soulful and
seductive or raw and raucous, this
combo nails that narrowest of lines,
which exists between resolving detail
and fully encompassing the bigger
picture. The sound is finely revealing,
harmonically rich and rhythmically
coherent. Treble has brilliance and
definition but no glare or grain.

Bass has speed, shape, pitch precision
and tremendous extension b<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>