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Walrus Systems 11 New Quebec St, London W1

tel: 020 7724 7224 fax: 020 7724 4347 email: mail@walrus.co.uk web: www.walrus.co.uk

We are your
local...

S We're quite sad to notice
that a lot of our fellow retailers seem to have forsaken the ways of true
two channel high fidelity and been seduced down the path of multi-
~  channel surround sound systems. Sure, the films might be good, but
the sonic merits of these digitally-processed many-speakered marvels
can be summarised on the back of a postage stamp (not that we'll be
seeing those for much longer the way things are going).
Meanwhile, truly decent sounding audiophile gear is blossoming,
especially in the current climate of revival of the Vinyl LP.
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Duevel speakers are winning more
and more friends as customers
realise how brilliant these difficult to
ignore speakers are!

From our old friends, EAR, comes the
beautiful 864 MM/MC phono preamp
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The Klimo Beltaine monoblocks, from
Germany, with outboard power supplies are
about as purist audiophile as it gets!

The Shanling CD player is a superb
example of the quality coming out of
China nowadays.

Another Chinese line, Consonance
looks set to sweep aside better known
brands both in styling and sound.

BREGY

The UK's very own Papworth, with their Stax, legendary headphone

bargain Class-A valve integrated. manutacturers, present their
valve driven Omega

electrostatic ‘phones

s

.

[ Benefits of dealing with Walrus |
[ (apart from the very best
sounding gear) -

] Aha! Bit misleading this one - The
. . \ . ol B Sonneteer Byron CD - fabulous sound,
The Heart modified Marantz CD with tube We don't believe in "hard sell”, and not a tube in sight

output stage is a genuine bargain. you decide in your own time.
In-house service on many items,

sometimes while you wait.
We understand audiophile
equipment, especially vinyl
playing and valve amps inside
out, and have many years
experience to draw on.
Big accessory range.
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From Serbia, the Korato line of valve amps Interest Free Credit on many
are incredible value for money. Audiophile lines, subject to approval. The famous Musical Fidelity X-CAN
quality at pocket money prices (almost!). And so on, and on .. valve headphone amp, now in v3 form. .Turntable
Walrus has never, ever, dreamt of being seduced by all this multi-channel Specialist!

nonsense, we prefer to leave that to others. Of course we like a good film as ~ 22¥e: =’ ¢e: e nasang

We cant bear the thought of 2 mych as anyone, but we love realistically reproduced music much more. And entirely serious?

little leftover space in our ads Heaven forbid! Us, not

Every lasttiny comerhastobe  @s the ultimate, most engaging reproduction usually comes from vinyl sources serious? You cannot be

filled righ ith ful ™ P i
ot amplified by a decent valve amp, this is what we unashamedly do. An ever  sefious (. McEnros). We are
fo Of o‘ma)'( u | - o seriously serious guys.

WLl LS increasing number of satisfied customers thankfully agree and tell us we are Serious about our shop, our
medium. So we fill it up, further . B . . products, our wine, and above
and further, till aimost all the cutting edge in audio reproduction. Funny old world, eh? all, our customers!
white is gone.
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infinity jbl k2 klimo korato lavardin loricraft lyra michell engineering morch musical fidelity neat acoustics
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shun mook shanling shelter sme sonneteer spendor stax sugden sumiko tci cables tivoli audio tom
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ere'’s never a dull moment

ith digital! Just when you've
got used to the idea that
Bitstream is better, you're

~

david price

told multibit was more musi-
cal. Then we find that a |6bit
format, Compact Disc, sounds better
with 24bit convertors. And what of
upsampling, without which it’s seeming-
ly impossible to sell a CD player any-

more? Confused?

Well, times may change and fashions too, but a properly engi-
neered CD spinner is forever. On p52 we've compared two great
machines - one contemporary and the other from 20 years ago —
and found that neither is comprehensively better despite all the
aforementioned developments in digital audio technology since!
Makes you think, doesn’t it?

The fact is that much of the talk about digital is precisely that —
talk. It's great advertising copy and the stuff that PR dreams are
made of — but just because a CD player has all the latest tech
doesn’t necessarily make it any better — just different. This is the
message of this month’s special digital issue.

Want to record your prized CDs, LPs and tapes to MD, CD or
hard disk? Our supertest on pl | shows that there are some fine
bits of kit out there, but despite all the clever digital trickery, soni-
cally nothing compares to analogue - as the Nakamichi cassette
deck we threw in as the ‘joker’ of the pack had the last laugh. It's
only in terms of convenience that digital comes up trumps.

DVD-Audio is really cranking up now, but everyone seems to
prefer the sound of SACD, despite its technical inferiority. On p19
we've found a really sweet sounding DVD-A player from Yamaha,
always one of Japan's most impressive manufacturers. Then, if you
want music to play on it, turn to p97 for our countdown of 2003's
greatest ‘high resolution’ releases.

Apple’s new iPod (p34) is a stunningly styled hard disk portable,
using Advanced Audio Coding for thousands of hours of music in a
case no bigger than a cigarette box. It's an amazing piece of packag-
ing and one of the most significant digital audio products 3
for years. As far as most digital developments are ) Q(((,a
concerned, don't believe the hype - but with (\)NA&
the new iPod at least, be amazed!

how we test the products:

@ Hi-Fi World has its own advanced test laboratory and acoustically treated
listening room.

@ Hi-Fi World has a dedicated in-house team of experienced listeners. We
review thoroughly by extensive auditioning, rather than by quick-fire
group listening tests.

@ Hi-Fi World's engineering team designs a wide range of products in-
house. No other hi-fi magazine is so expert and dedicated.

WORLD VERDICTS:

As a rule we only review products we find interesting, so don’t expect too many low
scores. Likewise, five globe awards will be few and far between because there’s only
one superlative product of its type. The £ sign denotes great value for money.

Q0 OO @ OUTSTANDING -

Simply the best.

QO0O®@®  EXCELLENT - Extremely capable.
o000 GOOD - Worth auditioning.
o0 MEDIOCRE - Unremarkable.

o POOR - Seriously flawed.
£ VALUE - Kaenly priced.

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

www. hi=-fiworld.co.uk
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SUPERTEST 11
David Price puts MD, CD and HDD digital
recorders from Sony, Pioneer, Yamaha and
Perception Digital against one another — and
throws in an old Nakamichi analogue cassette
deck to show how much better things are
these days — not!

YAMAHA DVD S$830

This is one of the most unusual sounding
DVD-A players we've come across —
inasmuch as it sounds as smooth and sweet as
SACD, says Noel Keywood!

19

APPLE IPOD G3 34

There was little to touch this seminal slice of
industrial design when it first came out - but
the latest third generation version is better
still, argues Patrick Cleasby.

MERIDIAN MCD
PRO vs. 507 52

We've had Bitstream, 24bit convertors and
upsampling, but is Compact Disc actually
getting any better? David Price compares two
superb Meridian CD spinners from 1984 and
2004 respectively...

vinyl

MICHELL

TECNOARM (A) 59
The last project John Michell was working on
before his sad death was the revised
TecnoArm (a), and he sent us the very first
prototype.Albert Lee listens in.

amplifiers
SUGDEN HEADMASTER
MUSIC MASTER 55

David Price listens to Sugden’s unusually
engineered pure class A pre-power amplifier
combination, and is most impressed...

DENON AVR-2803

Noel Keywood is takes to Denon’s latest
seven channel, Dolby Pro Logic Ilx toting
surround-sound receiver.

36

loudspeakers
MARTIN LOGAN
CLARITY 50

An electrostatic hybrid with gorgeous good
looks and sonics to match? David Price thinks
so.

tuners
CAMBRIDGE AUDIO

DABS500 25

Noel Keywood turns on and tunes in to the
strains of this affordable new Digital Radio
tuner. ..

pacET19

| SEVENTH HEAVEN

Surround sound aficionado Noel Keywood

40

examines Dolby’s latest Pro Logic lIx format,
with no small degree of admiration.
FORMAT WARS 23

Patrick Cleasby's predictions on where the new
*advanced resolution’ digital DVD-A and SACD
formats are heading...

FROM BACK, TO THE
FUTURE 71

The second in Noel Keywood’s two-part feature
on the history of Britain hi-fi manufacturing. For
the first, see the December 2003 issue of Hi-Fi
World.
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ACES HIGH!

KEF Audio’s new flagship ‘lifestyle’
loudspeaker, the KHT9000 ACE, claims an
impressive technical specification for ‘true
audiophite quality’. The 165mm KEF Uni-Q
driver array is the same unit found in KEF's
high-end Q and XQ Series, and on either side
is a matching pair of long throw bass drivers
with KEF's Acoustic Compliance
Enhancement (ACE, geddit?) technology,
claimed to give a level of bass extension
normally only obtainable from much larger
speakers. There’s a choice of two subwoofers;
the PSW3000 (300W) and the high-end
PSW4000 (500W).There’s an option of wall
brackets or infinitely adjustable desk or floor
stands, plus a choice of compatible powered
subwoofers. The speakers are sold individually
for flexibility, and cost £499.99 each.
Adjustable height floor stands are available at
£124.99 each, and adjustable height desk
stands at £99.99 each. For more details, call
01622 672261 or click on www.kef.com.

news

HUGE TUNES

Apple Computer says its version of iTunes for Windows has proved
extremely popular. The software, freely downloadable from Apple’s
website, is said

to have been 0- e
embraced with

great enthusiasm iLife.
according to the . _ =
company’s chief |Tu nes 4 = = =
executive Steve your music. : : 1
Jobs. Apple’s
director of
marketing, Peter
Lowe, added
that, "the
downloads have
been going full
tilt constantly...
we've been
delivering a lot
of Windows
software over
the last 24

—
s} o iis
) o et o Wi

hours". iTunes is =
commonly

agreed to be one of the very best computer audio applications ever.
Windows users can get version 4.1 for Mac and Windows from
www.appl ditunes. It requires a Mac running Mac OS X
version 10.1.5 or later, or a PC running Windows XP or Windows
2000. [See p34 for a full review of Apple’s all-new iPod.]

CLOCK THIS

TEAC’s new CD Radio, the SR-L50, is part of its new Compact Audio range of quality
hi-fidelity products. A mere £179.95 buys you a quartz PLL synthesized AM/FM stereo
tuner, digital clock with sleep and daily timer and a quality CD spinner. A dimmable,
backlit LC display is fitted, along with a 3.5mm chrome plated headphone jack. A built-
in sub-woofer with variable bass control is featured, and the unit comes with a sleek

remote control. Call or click on ik for more details.
F il FiILl
- =
TEAC
0o 0o o \ e ©
o o 9 4 °

|
I
i

CORRECTION

TRUE COLOURS INDUSTRIES

Powerblock & Powerlead, reviewed in Dec 03 issue page 57
The correct telephone number is: y
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Arcam’s new £699 DiVA DV78 claims "stunningly natural 'film-like' video performance” and "class leading audiophile
sound from CD and DVD".The highest quality PAL 625p Progressive Scan and 6 x 54MHz video DACs with 12 bit
internal processing make for moving pictures, and special attention has been paid to sound quality and particularly to
CD replay via the analogue outputs. Arcam’s John Dawson commented, "When most of the world is chasing universal
replay we introduce a pure DVD player. Why! Because by not wasting resources on the warring new formats, we have
been able to engineer a DVD Player with picture quality better than many at twice the price and one that sounds
better playing CDs than many universals do playing SACD or DVD-A". So there! Call 01223 203203 or visit

W o.uk for more details.

EIGHTH WONDER

Meridian has announced more
details of its forthcoming G08
CD player.The exquisitely styled
high-end machine boasts
upsampling, with its 24bit DAC
operating at 176.4kHz for
maximum performance. The
latest CD-ROM drive based
transport allows over ten times
better error correction than |x
drives. Balanced and unbalanced
analogue outputs are standard,
and multiple buffering is used for
minimum jitter levels. Meridian
says it plays any Compact Disc
from CD-RW to MP3 CDs (up
to 256kbps). A comprehensive
backlit learning remote is
provided. Watch this space for a
review, or click on
www.meridian-audio.com for
more details. [See p52 to find
out how Meridian’s original CD
spinner, the MCD Pro, stacks up
against the new 508!]

8 HI-FI WORLD & COMPUTER AUDIO JANUARY 2004

LUCKY SEVEN

NAD's new C372 is the latest in its range of affordable audiophile amplifiers. It
boasts a stonking 150W per channel into 8 ohms, rising to a peak of 460W into
2 ohms. There's a beefy Holmgren toroidal transformer, and all discrete circuitry
with short signal paths from input to output. Seven line inputs, switched by relay,
are provided. The amplifier is bridgeable (whereupon the power goes up to
350W RMS into 8 ohms), and boasts NAD's party-friendly Soft Clipping circuit. If
you want speaker-clobbering power on a budget, this could well be the one! For
more details, click on www.NADelectronics.c

EVIL NAME

What would you call your new digital-to-audio
convertor? It’s a tricky one, as it’s hard to get excited
about a small box of chips and a couple of sockets at
the best of times.Well, it looks like Apogee Electronics
has surpassed even ‘Digital Decoding Engine’ or
‘DACMagic’, with its cunningly entitied ‘Mini-Me’ —
which Austin Powers fans will recognise as Dr Evil's
diminutive partner in crime! The Mini-Me boasts two
channels of Apogee 24-bit, 96 kHz A/D conversion,
top-quality 2-ch mic/instrument preamps and line-level
inputs. This plug-and-play device connects directly to
any USB equipped computer. AES/ EBU and S/PDIF
digital outputs are fitted, as is a headphone output with
level knob. Find more info at

h

www.apogeedigital.com/products/minime phy

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk



THE THIRD COMING

Denon is becoming increasingly
prolific — no sooner do we
review one DVD spinner and it
has another out! The latest is the
£599.99 DVD-2200, a high quality
multi-format 'universal' machine
with DVD, SACD, DVD-Audio,
MP3,WMA and photo CD
compatibility. The baby brother of

e rrogreecing

Oy

the DV-2900 (reviewed in our October 2003 edition), it is Denon's third Universal player and boasts many of the
technologies and construction elements developed for the range topping DVD-AI |. For more information, call 0

0 or click on

HEAD-LINE NEWS!

Sennheiser claims that its new £299
HD650 is ‘one of the best sounding
headphones ever made’ — tough talk, but
anyone who’s lived with its previous range-
topping can, the HD600, might just agree.
The latter is a truly great headphone, but
lacks a touch of warmth and fluidity. The
HD650, says Sennheiser, addresses
precisely this criticism. Millions of Euros in
research and development have gone into
it,and new technology developed for the
£1000 MKH40 microphone is employed to
reduce distortion and deliver unprece-
dented clarity. Better still, the company
says the sound balance is based on its
now-discontinued £10,000 tour-de-force,
the Orpheus, so it should be very soft and
calming. An extraordinary frequency
response of 16-30,000Hz (+ | dB) is
claimed, along with low resonance
transducers with

damped fibre
frames, black
stainless

steel grilles
and a
high-
quality

titanium/silver
for

finish. Call
more info, or point your browser

WIRELESS WORLD...

Coming soon: Bluetooth hi-fi! Audio Processing Technology (APT) has

announced what it calls "the world's first digital audio wireless

solution, technology that is going to revolutionise the
personal hi-fi industry of the future”. The concept is to
provide the highest sound quality possible, wirelessly, using

existing proven standards. APT’s technology has applications

in wireless headphones, wireless loudspeakers, wireless PC

audio, true 'multi room' audio and device interconnectivity -

what it means specifically for hi-fi is speakers that can
operate without using wires. Although serious digital audio
processing is involved — with repercussions for sound
quality — expect to see it moving in at the lifestyle end of
the market soon. Indeed, APT is currently licensing its
technology to companies like Open Solution in Korea,
which is developing products for consumer electronics
companies such as Samsung.

ON AIR

The BBC switched on three more new national digital
radio transmitters across the country in October 2003
as part of its commitment to increase BBC national
digital radio coverage to 85% of the UK population by
mid-2004. Now the three transmitters are on air,
around 870,000 new people have been brought into
BBC national digital radio coverage and BBC coverage
now stands at over 70% of the UK population. The
three new transmitters are Angus (Dundee) with
320,000 new listeners, Blunsdon (Swindon) with
240,000 new listeners and Churchdown Hill
(Cheltenham/Gloucester) with 310,000 new listeners.
These join the ten others switched on in August and
September, which together have brought over 3.2
million people into BBC national Digital Radio
coverage for the first time. For advice on receiving
BBC Digital Radio listeners can ring ( )0123 or
£0 to www.bbc.co.uk [digitalradio

OBITUARY

John Michell, founder of Michell Engineering, passed away
on Friday 24th October 2003.As well as being a most
gifted designer, with an incredible eye for detail, he was
also one of the kindest and most sincere people in the
industry. John was proud of the fact that Michell
Engineering was Britain's longest running turntable
manufacturer. His brilliant craftsmanship and flair for
design resulted in some of the most striking looking (and
sounding) turntables ever made. He had been suffering
from cancer for several years, and showed tremendous
bravery and determination throughout. His family,
friends, colleagues and customers alike will miss him
dearly. DAVII K nn_o

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

New Sounds, New Styles
Why does so much hi-fi look
the same? Is there really no
other way to do a CD player
than a 430mm box with a
front loading mechanism?
Why are so many amplifiers
a carbon copy of one anoth-
er? Why do so few loud-
speakers ever bring anything
new to the party? February's
issue sees the team taking a
close look at innovatively
styled and proficiently engi-
neered audio. LJK Setright
bemoans the culture of com-
puter aided design. David
Price looks back at the glori-
ous contrivances of yester-
year. And we're also review-
ing some seriously seductive
kit:

MEL AUDIO RECHAV |
You've never seen anything like this
arresting ltalian CD spinner.

EAR 864/890
AMPLIFIER
Where valves get seriously sexy.

CLEARAUDIO
REFERENCE

The beauty of vinyl rediscovered.

FINAL
ELECTROSTATICS

the flat response in ‘speakers.
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Performance: get it out of your system.

Introducing an electrifying ‘first’ — a breakthrough for home
entertainment. Now A/V sounds as gcod as NAD. For 30 years the critics
have raved about NAD audio innovations. Winning awards has become

something of a habit for us. Now you have the advantage of NAD sound

quality in a more stirring, more emotion-packed A/V experience.

Our engineers call it PowerDrive™ and it's an NAD exclusive.
g

Film soundtracks truly come alive, music is maximized — suddenly your
entire cinematic experience is heightened with sensational sound.
To fully appreciate how NAD takes music and home entertainment
further, contact Lenbrook UK for your nearest specialist NAD A/V dealer.
Shown here: T562 DVD /CD Player and T752 Surround Sound Receiver.

www.nadelxtronics.com

NOW A/V SOUNDS AS GOOD AS

Lenbrook UK Ltd, Unit 2 Old Wolverton Road, Old Wolverton, Milton Keynes MKi2 sNP

tel: 01908 319360 e-mail: info@lenbrook.co.uk

World Radio History




A generation ago, people wishing to record their favourite albums
or radio programmes would need to pay hundreds of pounds for a
cassette deck, and then suffer a limited frequency range, pitch
instability and tape hiss. Digital recording has changed all that,
banishing the aforementioned nasties to the history hooks. But is
it as good as it's cracked up to be? David Price compares MiniDisc,
CD-R and hard disk-based machines from Sony, Pioneer, Yamaha
and Perception Digital — oh, and throws a classic Nakamichi
cassette deck into the mix for good measure!

he past few years have seen

some remarkable develop-

ments in consumer audio.

Although new recording

technologies have been

long talked about (for
example, recordable CD and hard
disk recording), it is only recently
that fully rounded, affordable domes-
tic products have got to market. Even
just a decade back, when the average
man in the street wanted to make
compilations, it was cassette or noth-
ing — and as every audiophile knows,
most cassette decks were pretty
dire!

Now, he has a real choice - he
can buy into the ageing but still very
convenient technology of MiniDisc
(MD), invest in a hi-fi Compact Disc
recorder (CD-R) or choose one of
the many hard disk (HDD) based
machines — or stick with his beloved
cassette!

This group test is an investigation
into which format is best suited to
domestic recording — making
compilations for friends, for the car,
or for yourself to save wear and tear
on your prized CDs or LPs.And
although this issue is a digital special,
we're still throwing the legendary
Nakamichi ZX-9 analogue cassette
deck into the mix. Why? Well, as one
of the very best exponents of the
Compact Cassette art, it shows
precisely what is (and was) possible
from the now moribund format. This
should give a sense of how things
have progressed — after all, wasn't
digital supposed to give pure, perfect
sound forever? The Nak isn't going
be a likely purchase for the man in
the street, but it shows what the
allegedly superb digital formats he’s
interested in have to do to match (or
beat) something that was designed in
1963 for dictation use.The shocking

top to bottom left: Nakamichi ZX-9, Sony MDS-JE480, Pioneer

PDR-609, Perception Digital PD Hercules, Yamaha CDR-HD1300..

Nakamichi ZX-9

Perception Digital PD Hercules

news is that this near-obsolete
format gives all the ‘high tech’
recorders something of a pasting in
some respects. Read on to find out
how...

www. hi-fiwerid.co.uk

COMPACT CASSETTE

DIGITAL AUDIO TAPE (DAT)

COMPACT DISC-RECORDABLE (CD-R)

MINIDISC (MD)

DIGITAL COMPACT CASSETTE (DCC)

MP3

Music compression codec developed by
Fraunhofer IIS as part of the MPEG
standard. 16bit, 44.1kHz, user selec-
table bitrates up to 320kbps. Stored on
computer hard disk (HDD) or in memory
(RAM)
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(used)

LI88 ) o the first candidate in this

"\ month’s digital recording

». special is an old, long delet-

““M ed analogue cassette deck?

[:‘Fi"v‘?' Surely some mis.takn! Well,

W as soon as | decided to
throw the Nakamichi ZX-9 into the
mix, | just knew things were going to
be fun.You see, this machine is one
of the very best exponents not just
of the Compact Cassette art, but of
analogue recording period. As such,
the Nak is here to show us just
what a pre-digital recording medium
can do,and how it compares to the
best of the digjtal rest.

Now, it’s not strictly fair to
compare the ZX-9 on a price for
price basis against the others here —
because not only was it dramatically
more expensive when new, but it is
still far more expensive when a

| couple of decades old! You'd be hard
pressed to find a good one second-
hand for under £500, and if you're
really keen you may pay twice that.
As such, think of this bit of kit as
something the others should aspire
too!

The ZX-9 has no convenience
aids ~ rather, it’s stuffed with
features that let the user squeeze
the absolute maximum what
whatever tape he chooses to use.
The head assembly uses three
discrete heads, made by Nakamichi
and unavailable on any other rival
machine.The full logic controlled
transport is a three motor, dual
capstan direct drive affair with
pressure pad lifter and an FG servo
on the capstan. Dolby B and C noise
reduction is offered, along with a
defeatable MPX filter. The recording
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head azimuth, recording bias, and
levels can be optimally adjusted
before starting a recording — there’s
calibration mode with 400Hz and
|5kHz frequency generators.The 16
segment LED display reacts instantly.
The only concession to luxury is a
master fader and record mute
function!

Slot any tape — from TDK SA to
Sony Metal Master into this
machine, calibrate it and press the
record button, and you'll be amazed.
Switch the monitor to "tape’, and no
matter how high you run the
recording level, the sound simply
doesn’t seem to distort - { had TDK
D consistently hitting +8dB with no
adverse reactions! The other
astounding thing is the minute
difference between source and tape.
Whereas the Nak’s contemporary
rivals would invariably add hiss, bass
lightness and imprecision, the ZX.9
neither adds nor subtracts anything.
It's quite uncanny.

The result is a brilliantly
smooth, open, wideband recording
with masses of speed and slam
Midband is incredibly deep, with
oodles of detail and a ‘walk around
soundstage’. Treble is amazingly
sweet, extended and beautifully
finessed. Fascinatingly, all of this
remains no matter what type of tape
you use — the real difference
between, say, Sony ES |l (high bias)
and TDK SA (ditto) being the tonal
"flavouring’ of the music. There's also
the issue of the levels that individual
tape formulations can accept
without overloading — TDK AD, for
example, being capable of peaks of
nearly +10dB, while BASF Chrome

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

being capable of just +4dB.This,
ultimately, influences the perceived
dynamics of the sound, but still the
basic, architectural aspects of the
recording are pretty much identical,
no matter what tape you use.

Recording from CD, the
Nakamichi introduces a subtle
softening and smoothening of the
sound (especially with sweet tapes
like BASF Chrome), so rather like a
euphonic valve amplifier; it can
actually 'improve’ digital. However,
from vinyl or analogue radio, it is
superlative — its massive resolution
able to convey the extra information
available from these analogue
sources. It’s proof positive that
there’s nothing wrong with the
Compact Cassette medium - it's the
hardware that let it down oh so
very often.

If you're willing to shell out
serious money, you can get a
recording system that’s better than
any consumer digital format, CD
included. The problem is that it’s a
pain to use (add the Nak’s complex
calibration system to Cassette’s
fiddly serial access orientation) —
which is precisely why the likes of
MiniDisc arrived on the scene a
decade after the Nakamichi was
launched.

SOUND: 00000
EASE OF USE: @
DURABILITY: @O0O
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SONY MDS-JE480S

) iniDisc is on the

~ | || decline. Sales are
© L/ | slumping,and the

~ 1 | buzz that the format

el (o enjoyed in the late

! nineties is fast disap-

pearing. It's a shame, really, because
in many ways the format is better
than ever — if only the early MD
machines had been as good as this,
methinks they'd have achieved far
greater success. Think on this: in
1997, 1 reviewed the first ‘fourth
generation’ MD recorder, the MDS-
JE300, and was the very first review-
er to pronounce that, ‘err, actually
this doesn’t sound half bad at all'. It
might not sound such a big deal
now, but six or seven years ago,
MiniDisc was not thought of as a hi-
fi format at all. It was the days
before MP3 (and indeed DVD),
when any kind of compression — no
matter how well down — was seen
as sacrilege.

The MDS-JBESO was launched
over a year ago. Originally selling for
£139, it can now be had for under
£100 at Richer Sounds stores.Ten
years ago, a cassette deck that
sounded this good at this price
would have caused mass hysteria —
it's a sign of the times that digital
recording (often free, using PCs) has
put excellent sound within the reach
of the many, as such this Sony no
longer seems the bargain it surely is.

It’s obviously built down to a
price, but is packed with clever
features (which make the format far
more flexible than it was when first
released) and the latest ATRAC chip.
This is called DSP Type S, while ye
olde ATRAC3 (vintage 1996) is used

for the machine’s Long Play mode
which offers up to 320 minutes of
recording from a single 80m disc
(with dramatically reduced quality, of
course).

It also has Sony’s Time Machine
Recording which stores all incoming
signals in a buffer, so you can press
record a couple of seconds after
your programme has started and the
deck will still record it {it’s like ESP
Shock Protection in reverse), a pitch
control (lots of musicians use MD
for demo recording) and a sampling
rate converter.

Available in black or silver, it’s
neat. looking alright, although quite
small and light at 430x95x285mm
and 3kg respectively. All the buttons
are easy to use, and recording,
editing and titling follow the usual
Sony convention — meaning it's a
pleasure to live with.

Sound quality isn’t half bad. The
480 is bright and punchy but with a
decently smooth and couth
demeanour. It’s also impressively
musical, and really gets you into the
spirit of things. Frankly though, don’t
expect miracles through its internal
DAGCs, which aren’t the best at
either frequency extreme.

The sins are those of omission
though, meaning bass is light and
high treble a bit rolled off. Its
recording quality is good - clean,
smooth and detailed, only the
removal of some of ‘air and space’
signifies that this is compressed
digital audio you're listening to.
Generally speaking, there are no
obvious compression artefacts to be
heard, just a slight slimming of the
soundstage and shallowing of depth

www hi-fiwoerld. co.uk

perspective.

There's a drop in sound quality
when recording via the analogue
inputs — especially compared to the
reference Nakamichi.The sound
thins a bit, and there’s a loss of air
and space. But doing a direct digital
copy via its TOSLINK digital input,
things are quite impressive — even
more so considering its price. The
Sony’s party trick is when you feed
it through a decent external DAC —
such as Musical Fidelity’s new Tri-
Vista 21~ whereupon it becomes
surprisingly smooth and sweet with
just a bit of fuzz to the midband and
splash to the treble.

The brilliance of MD is obvious
as soon as you choose to edit your
recording. Suddenly, nothing else in
this group test can compare, and this
tiny disc - only 64mm in diameter -
becomes the most versatile thing on
the planet. You can Move, Combine
or Divide your tracks, and enter
Title and Disc names. Despite its
age, if the ability to make fuss-free
compilations is paramount — the
Sony MDS-JE480 wins. If not, then
the story changes quite dramatically

- read on...
SOUND: 9.0)
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n a sense, this is as close as

you'll come to those old cas-

sette decks, of which the

Nakamichi is the ultimate

example. It's a purpose-

designed digital recorder that
works in real time (with a start but-
ton and a stop button), manual
recording level control (for analogue
and digital inputs).

It has basic editing functions, but
frankly it's not ideal for compilation
makers because you have to “finalise’
your recording at the end. And
appropriately enough - just like the
ZX-9 — it comes only in a very
purposeful shade of black.

For £190 (less if you look
around), it’s quite a stunning
proposition. It comes from Pioneer
— a company that’s famous in Japan
(at least) for its technology-driven
product range (the hi-fi equivalent of
Honda cars).Think on this: back in
1996 when Sony was still doing
wooden sounding, clunky and
overpriced MiniDisc machines,
Pioneer was selling state-of-the-art
CD-R recorders that did ‘bit for bit’
(i.e. direct and uncompressed) digital
recording with superb sound in its
domestic market for around £600.
The PDR-609 is the direct
descendent of these machines, and
isn't very different, save the massive
price drop!

In truth, it’s actually one of the
most advanced ‘real time' digitat
recorders around at or anywhere
near the price. It boasts a 24bit
digital to analogue converter
complete with Legato Link

Conversion (claimed to add ‘air’ to
the high frequencies), a high rigidity
chassis, ‘clean laser pickup circuit’
and three-Beam differential push-pull
laser pickup. It has a variety of
editing features (for CD-RW discs),
analogue and digital Synchro
Recording, DAT ID Synchro (useful
for DAT heads — and Pioneer also
makes some superb DAT machines),
fade infout, manual or auto track
numbering and full CD Text support.
The 14 segment level display is
almost as good as the Nakamichi's.

Of course, costing under £200,
don't expect heroic build quality —
but at 3.5kg the PDR-609 certainly
doesn't feel cheaply made
considering its slimline (420x 105x
295mm) dimensions. There's even a
great range of connection options,
including optical and coaxial digital
inputs and outputs, two sets of
analogue audio ins and outs a
system remote terminal and a front
mounted headphone socket.

Good as the Sony MiniDisc
machine is at its price point, it's only
when you do a direct digital copy on
this Pioneer that you're reminded
how good | 6bit, uncompressed
music can be. It makes copies that
are, frankly, very close to what's
being recorded. There’s a touch of
looseness in the bass, and softening
of the treble, but it really is just a
touch.

The midband becomes ever so
slightly less dimensional (with more
imaging around the plane of the
speakers), and there's a very slight
haze to the upper midband and

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

treble, allied to a thinning of the
lower midband and bass (which also
loses a little energy and articulation).
Overall though, it still is really close.
As I've said, by eighties cassette deck
standards this is stunning stuff.

Via the analogue inputs, things
aren’t quite so special, the A-D
convertors introducing a further
thinning of the tone and flattening of
the stereo image, but it’s still very
good. Only when you compare the
Pioneer to — yes, you've guessed it —
the Nakamichi that you realise it’s
‘merely’ a 16bit PCM digital machine
which lacks the holographic
soundstaging and ‘out of the box’
musicality of the ultimate in
analogue.

It's important to put this into
perspective. It's nowhere near as
good as the best that cassette could
bring, but beats the stuffing out of
MiniDisc and makes very close
copies of your favourite audio CDs.
It’s easy enough to use, but again
MD trounces it in terms of
immediacy and user friendliness. You
can't have it all, it seems, but if sound
per pound is what you crave, this
comes close. Superb.

SOUND: ecte
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YAMAHA CDR-HD1300

ne of its most impressive
% | aspects of this cool look-
- ing machine is the size of
~ its hard disk drive -
80GB is still twice as
: large as the top-spec
iPod about which everyone's raving,
and four times bigger than the
Perception Digital! Frankly, unless
you've a massive music collection
which you're determined to commit
- in its entirety — to HDD, then
you'll not want for anything better.

Being computer-based, it can of
course record in MP3 too (i.e.
compressed by a factor or five or
ten), so if you're prepared to accept
some sonic tradeoffs, then even John
Peel’s famed floor-bending viny!
collection could be stored ir the
CDR-HD 1300 Up to 999 albums
with up to 99 songs in each can be
recorded, unti! its 80GB hard drive
has swallowed some 20 hours of
music at 16bit, 44.1kHz resolution.
And if it’s insufficient, you can
actually change the internal HDD
for an even bigger one...

Hard disk based digital
recorders have another aspect to
them, which s that they're easily
editable, and the Yamaha is obviously
better than the PD. It stifl isn't quite
as easy to use as MiniDisc, but it's
darned close.You record what you
want on the hard drive, chop it up
using the editing functions, and then
burn your work to CD-R. it records
via analogue ins, or will ‘rip’ your
CD:s via its internal CD drive at up
to ten times normal speed. After
editing, you burn the compilation to
either CD-R or CD-RW on that

same CO drive at up to eight times
normal speed. Frankly, it's hard to
argue with convenience and
functionality like that... If this
product had come out five years
ago, many folk would find it so
advanced that they couldn't get
they're heads round such power and
flexibility - it blows the ZX-9, MDS-
JE480 and PDR-609 away.

And it’s really nicely made, too.
At 435x116x4[5mm and weighing
8kg, it has the feel of ‘pro’ recording
gear — but the Nak still trounces it
{there’s nothing here that even
comes close to its ‘Swiss watch’
quality). And aside from a rather
baffling strip of pulsating blue and
orange light under the fluorescent
yellow-orange display, it's a brilliandy
fuss-free design too.

Editing is simple: individual
tracks can be combined, split, faded
in/out, moved, erased and more —
and it’s all possible from your PC via
the rear panel RS232C port and the
free Title Editor software on the
Yamaha website, which comes as a
111KB ZIP file.

When you've made your
recording, there’s special technology
to ensure quality recordings from
the CD-R burner.Yamaha's AMQR
system is claimed to reduce the
fragmentation of recorded data,
increasing the linear recording
velocity from 1.2m/s to |.4m/s.In
this way, the disc has larger pits and
lands (the space between pits)
burned onto it, which are more
easily readable by other players and
cause less jitter. It also automatically
selects 4x recording, which Yamaha
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engineers believe to be "optimum".
When Audio Master Quality
Recording mode is used, several
minutes of disc recording time is
lost — 74 minute discs can record 63
minutes while 79 minute discs give
pust 68 minutes.

Hard disk copies aren't quite
identical to the original source CDs
- there's a small amount of treble
splash and fizz, a slight fuzziness to hi
that cymbals, along with a subtle
diminution of air and space. Bass is
also subdy lightened too. Still, the
Yamaha doesn't flatten depth
perspective like some other CD-R
machines. CD copies made from the
HDD were excellent, with a slight
softening ard smoothing effect
which complemented the hard
drive's tendency to do the opposite.
The result was a very respectable
sounding copy with just a scintilla of
low level detail and focus missing
compared to the original music CD.

Ultimately, Pioneer’s PDR-609
does ever-so-slightly better on direct
digital copies, and the Nakamichi is
ahead in absolute sonic terms, but
this is still a fearsomely capable all
rounder all the same.The one to go
for if flexibility is paramount.

SOUND: 22D
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puraBiLITY: @0009
VALUE: DOD
OVERALL: ( [ 1 [ )
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group test

HERCULES JUKEBOX Il £350

www.perceptiondigital.com

PERCEPTION DIGCITAL
PD Hercules Jukebox Il £==0

hereas Yamaha's

CDR-HD1300 is

probably the best of

the first generation

of HDD recorders,

this is one of the
cheapest. It boasts a 40GB hard

| drive, which can store around 1000
MP3 files (that’s about 50 full

I uncompressed CDs, no less). Unlike
the Yamaha, there’s no internal CD

; burner to copy albums onto CD-R
directly. Rather, you're supposed to
keep your entire music collection on
the internal HDD. Given the size of
most people’s music collections, this
is fair enough, but methinks many Hi-
FiWorld readers will find this a little

| limiting.

It's almost half the price of the
Yamaha, and frankly it shows — the
case is plasticky case and the fascia
is cheaper looking than the Pioneer
PDR-609, which itself is half the
price of the PD. Still, finish aside it’s
quite solidly made (at 6kg) given its
average (430x300x95mm)
dimensions. All the controls are on
the remote, with the minor ones
under a hinged front flap.The 16
character, 2 row backlit display is
small and not the easiest to read at
just 64.5x16mm, but it does the job,
I suppose.

The PD Jukebox works as a
normal CD player, but will also play
MP3 CDs. Either of these disc types
can be recorded to its built-in hard
drive in a choice of 128kbps or
320kpbs MP3 format, or
uncompressed WAV format. It will
not only copy songs from its HDD,
but record direct on to its HDD
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from its analogue inputs — great for
archiving your LP or cassette tape
collections. You can transfer existing
MP3s directly to it from a PC via the
USB link feature (shame it's not USB
2.0 or FireWire though), or dump
your favourite MP3s to SmartMedia
cards via the built in slot. There's
also a built-in, upgradeable,
Gracenote CDDB database that
contains full artist, title and track
information on over 600,000 CD
titles.

All this is very impressive stuff —
and it’s obvious that the manufac-
turers have thought long and hard
about how best to make their
machine as flexible as possible to
use. The trouble is that its user-
interface lacks the Yamaha's sheer
effortlessness when it's time to edit
your recordings or burn them to
CD-R. It’s not that its navigation and
control logic is obstructive — it isn't
— it’s just that it lacks the ease and
ergonomics of the Yamaha, which
feels like a well rounded and
ergonomic hi-fi seperate. Now this is
excusable, inasmuch as the latter
costs nearly twice as much, but
when you consider that it's also a
fair bit behind the £100 Sony
MiniDisc, that’s not so excusable.

What then of the sound? MP3
quality is good ~ particularly at
320kbps. Its 24bit Cirrus Logic
digital to analogue converter is
unusually rich and creamy, making
the Yamaha seem a little thinner and
more analytical by comparison. In
uncompressed mode it has a
pleasantly warm and sweet
demeanour.A little soft and
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rounded, it’s unable to show the
midband detail of either the Pioneer
or, to a lesser extent, the Yamaha.
But still things flow along nicely, with
a largish and soft bass. Soundstaging
is quite good too. There’s little of the
Yamaha's detailed analysis but it still
serves up an unusually expansive
soundstage, with very wide left-to-
right image placement.

Considering its price, the
Perception Digital works superbly.
The Pioneer has the legs on it in
terms of overall focus and detail, but
of course can’t approach the
flexibility that having a built-in HDD
affords. It's comfortably better than
the Sony MiniDisc, and very close to
the more expensive Yamaha hard
disk based machine. It's only when
you put it next to the Nakamichi
that you realise that hard disk
recording at 16bit, 44.1kHz can't
touch what analogue’s capable of —
at least, not in this context. This
machine is a fine combination of
flexibility, convenience, sound and
price, but falls behind by trying to be
all things to all men. We'll watch
with interest the forthcoming
replacement, the PD480, which
could deliver the Yamaha a stronger
knockout blow.
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conclusion

efore | get into specifics,
I'd just like you to put the
last few pages into per-
spective. Think on this: In
the mid nineteen sixties,
when hi-fi hobbyists were
struggling to get the best out of their
extremely expensive, bulky, valve-
aspirated open reel tape recorders
(such as Revox’s G36 for example), if
you'd told them that two decades
later, they'd have all this performance
and more from a tape cassette about
the size of a cigarette packet, running
at just | 7/8ips (they'd be running
their Revoxes at | 5ips, at least),
they'd have thought you were mad.
And now ponder this: Back in the
mid-eighties, when the world was
struggling to get the best out of cas-
sette, if you'd told any audiophile that
twenty years later he'd be able to
buy a digital recorder using lasers to
record on to digital discs, giving
sound quality almost as good as a
Nakamichi — for less than the price
of a contemporary entry level cas-
sette deck (in real terms), he too
would have laughed in your face.

Amagzing, isn't it? Progress is such
that the four digital recorders we've
just tested seemed impressive to me,
but not mind-blowing in the least.
And | think this is because of
computer audio, which has well and
truly moved the goalposts.

For me, the loser was Sony’s
MDS-JE480 MiniDisc machine. It's a
shame, because I'm actually very into
this format. In terms of ease of use,
frankly | don’t think anything can
approach it (although the iPod on
p34 has a good go). It’s so small, cute,
robust and durable.You can edit
really easily on it,and powerfully too.
And the sound isn’t half bad —
especially when you bypass its built-
in digital convertors. But great value
as the Sony is, it has the feeling of a
brilliant but old design reaching the
end of its life — a bit like the old
Rover Mini did.

Just above the Sony comes the

Perception Digital. This is quite a fine
machine, and the fact that it's fourth
out of five is misleading — it’s just
that it's a good all rounder, but
doesn't really excel at anything. Its
ergonomics and editing aren’t bad
and its sound is fine but not up to
either the Pioneer or the Nakamichi
reference. Still, it’s nearly the best
value for money machine here.

Next comes the Yamaha CDR-
HD 1300, which is a deeply
impressive bit of kit. It's more
expensive than the Perception
Digital, but | think it’s worth the
extra on account of its massive hard
disk space (more than you'll ever
need, realistically), superb build and
ergonomics and very good sound. In
a sense though, its sonics are
disappointing, simply because the
process of slotting in a music CD,
ripping in to HDD (uncompressed)
and burning it to CD-R seems to be
a roundabout way of doing things —
it's not the purist audiophile way.

The Pioneer, however, is the
most focussed audiophile machine
here. It does make quite superb CD
copies (assuming you've got another
CD transport with a digital output)
when in direct digital mode. It’s
pretty well made considering its low,
low price, but in other respects quite
poor - it looks dated and its
ergonomics are fussy. Hi-Fi World
being what it is, we’ll set these gripes
to one side and go back to its single-
minded, purposeful orientation — to
make great CD copies — which is
precisely why it wins the accolade of
the best digital recorder in the
group.

Which rather embarrassingly
leaves the only analogue machine in
the group - mischievously thrown in
by yours truly to snap at the heels of
the tail-enders - as the winner. It's by
far and away the least convenient,
most fussy machine here but it
sounds sublime. Calibrated properly
for any decent tape, it walks it.
There's fantastic depth and

...and the winner is Pioneer’s PDR-609 - great sound per £!
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dimensionality, ringing harmonics,

sweet and well extended treble, taut,

tight energetic bass and a
wonderfully musical, emotive
character.The moral of the story is
that — as far as consumer products
are concerned at least - digital
recording hasn’t so much advanced
the fidelity available as dramatically
improved convenience and ease of
use, while lowering prices. Some
would say,'twas ever thus the way...

Nakamichi ZX9
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Sony MDS-JE480

Perception Digital PD Hercules Jukebox Il
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Rs the price of DVD-A players slides forever downwards, the worry is that the sound will
suffer. So Noel Keywood was surprised and delighted by Yamaha's new DVD-5830, an
unusually warm sounding machine for under £400...

I, VD players seem to have
| a mind of their own.They
resist my efforts to get
' them to work, but settle
A down in the end, perhaps
" realising | don't give up
easily - or so it seems! It’s just down
to menu settings, but Yamaha's DVD-
$830 put up more of a fight than
usual. It resolutely refused to switch
out of stereo until | noticed a multi-
channel light wasn’t on, whereupon a
little button pressing righted things.
The remote control wouldn't
work because it had dead batteries,
video out was switched to S-Video
and not RGB, giving a terrible
picture, and the ‘speaker level setup
test suggested loudspeaker output
levels were wrong when they were
right. | was using the digital output
whilst running the test tone; it works
via the analogue outputs only. Which
all goes to shew how complicated
DVD can be.All the same, once I'd
set up the DVD-S830 and learnt its
particular control methodology, life
started to get interesting. Yamaha
make great chims for good sound -

that | wouldn't dispute.

The DVD-5830 is a slim and
elegant DVD Video player that also
plays DVD-Audio discs. So you can
hook it up to your TV for high
quality video and run the audio
through a stereo system or
surround-sound setup. | used it in a
surround-sound system optimised
for music, with full range
loudspeakers on all channels. | also
used the Yamaha as a hormal CD
player playing stereo of course, and
selected the stereo mixes on DVD
Audio discs to see how it fared as a
24/96 stereo player for all those
people for whom two loudspeakers
is quite enough.

In spite of my inidal difficulties
with this player, it worked well
enough once sorted. It is a little slow
to read a disc and Yamabha fit a
number of special video modes
which didn’t concern me much.
Picture quality was fine using RGB
through a quality Scart connector to
a Philips widescreen TV. Fine picture
adjustment is provided, but most TVs
should have this in any case. | was

more concerned with audio
adjustment.

Because a digital connector
hasn’t been agreed for DVD-A
surround-sound, due to fears about
copying, connection is via analogue
output sockets only, like most
players. Loudspeaker sensitivity and
time delay compensation for DVD-A
must be carried out in the player as a
result. The DVD-5830 sets speaker
size (bass management on or off),
time delay (loudspeaker position) and
level (sensitivity).With full range
loudspeaker bass management is
turned off. Time delay for the rear
speakers can be set to 200, 400 or
600cms difference from fronts, a
reasonable range, and centre speaker
delay set for 50, 100, 150, 200cms to
compensate for it being closer than
front Left and Right. No compen-
sation is available for centre or
surround speaker distances being
greater than front Left and Right.
Sensitivity range was a usable +/-6dB.

After a day spent warming up
and running in, | put Toy Matinee’s
cleanly recorded and well mixed

It’s business as usual round the back - the obligatory SCART, digital and analogue line outputs...

www.bi fiworid.co.uk
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Mardaunt-Shart

{New Honey
S Maple finish)

Avant CPC™ Drive Unit

Latest generation CPC™
driver assembly

Radial ribbed ancdised
aluminium cones for critical
rigidity at cone eages

Vented formed steel chassis

@ Avant Technologies

Creatlng a Sensation . ™ High-tech front baffle plates

™ Advanced cabinet construction

The new Avant range from Mordaunt-Short

For free literature on the ground-breaking Avant range from Mordaunt-Short, call 0845 128 3951 www.mordaunt-short.co.uk




YAMAHA - THE RIVALS

PHILIPS DVDY963SA SACD/DVD PLAYER £400

Our 2003 World Winner, this machine is esseniially a DVD spinner
with bundled SACD multichannel and CD playback. The pictares

aren t halt bad, but it's the SACD sonics that truly amaze ~ it makes a
brilliant fist of this new format, witt a deliciously creamy treble, Jin-
uid midband and firm but fluid bass. It even works very well with C@
thanks to its upsampling technology The only problem i1s that it dces-
't have DVD-Audio compatibility, so yow pays your money and takes
your choice.

PIONEER DV-656 DVD-UNIVERSAL PLAYER £400

This machine doesn't do SACD as well as the Philips, while its DYD-A
performance isn't quite as smooth and keguiling as the Yamaha, hut
then again it offers you complete immunity to the gathering, DVD-A vs,
SACD format war (anc access to all the sofiware on either format)
It's no great shakes with CD either, but has a truly impress.ve GVD
video perfarmance - essentially, it's the iegicai choice if you want a
do it all machine and as such is blistering value, Otherwise, special-
ists should look elsewrhere.

MARANTZ CD6C0O0 i{! SIGNATURE CD PLAYER £608@
This 1s not a DVD player of any descriptien, but what it doss, ifl does
passionately. Frank:y, you'll not find a wariner, sweeter and mose
engaging CD sound ai or anywhere near the price. Better still, its
quoted price is often discounted very heavily, bringing it directly into
price competition with the other machines he<e. It's a superb e<am-
ple of a traditional ‘budgei audiophile’

CD spinner, offering a taste of superfi at

budget prices. It plays ye olde ‘Red

Book' Compact Disc dramatically bette:

than any of the abve, but then again

you will have to buy a separate DVD

spinner for the wife and childrer...

DVD in to the tray and selected the
DVD-A tracks. | was met with a
smooth and surprisingly fulsome
sound with plenty of apparent bass
grunt, more than expected from an
inexpensive player. DVD-A can sound
quite hard and remorseless,
especially though budget players that
roughen up the highs and neuter the
lows, making for a bright, edgy sound.
Budget Denons are none too clever
in this respect.

WO

Our response analysis shaws a pronounced
high frequency roli off with DVD {96kHz -90
sample rate) whic1 measared ~2dB down

mellifluous, showing the top end to
be a little ill defined and bland.
Switching to a Marantz CD6000 KIS
confirmed this readily enough. All the
same, this player’s presentation had
me reaching for the volume control
at times to crank things up, knowing |
wouldn't be met by an ever-
hardening sound.

Yamaha products have
traditionally sounded a littie
smoother and apparently more
refined than the opposition and this
player continues the tradition quite
markedly. If you want DVD-Audio
without the usual stridency that
comes from inexpensive players, this
is one to choose. It doesn’'t manage
nth level analysis, nor any clinical
insight. But there’s a lot to be said
for erring in a direction that makes
the wilder DVD re-mixes out there
sound palatable. | found it a relaxing
and enjoyable DVD Audio player.
Once it had settled down and
started to behave itself, that is!

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

-60dB

VERDICT 9 OO9O L

Rolls of treble to give a smooth sound.

So | was surprised and intrigued
to be presented with a different
balance from this player, almost the
opposite in fact! It was DVD alright -
big, clean and exciting - but there
was a silkiness to highs that seemed
almost uncanny. Even the big
reference machines can deliver treble
with the subtlety of a well swung
cutlass, but not the Yamaha. Bright
recordings like Fleetwood Mac’s
DVD-A ‘Rumours’ album lacked the
sizzle displayed by other machines.

Characteristics like this tend to
follow through, so | wasn't too
surprised to find CD reproduction
showed a similar balance. There’s
often a downside to excessive
smoothness and whilst with Rock
the DVD-5830 sounded fine, massea
orchestral strings sounded

at 48kHz, enough to soiten the sound. Separation
Likewise witk CD which also rolled ofi 1%H:
slightly. 20k H:

Distortion levels wers low at -30dB -
typical music level - but higher than
expected further down, both with CD and
DVD. DVD (24bit) actually gave worse
rasults than CD at -50dB. The D/A
convertors don’t manage so well at low
Rvels. As a result EJIAJ dynamic range was
limited. The $83C was linear at ligh levels,
but not lower down.

Yamaha have engineered this player 1o
give a soft souna with both CD and DVD. It
is good at high levels hut not lower down,
where linearity is poor. NK

Nose (IEC A)
Dynankic range (EIAJ)

Owtput

4Hz-20 THz

Frequency resporse

Disiortion (CD) loft right
-6dB 0002 0.002
-30dB 0005 0.005

Woria Radio Histo

YAMAHA DVD-S838 {39998
Yatrana Electromics UK Lt

[ +48(0)1922 233166
wwrw ymittitha-audio.co ik
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Inside it’s typical con-
temporary DVD-A fare
- cleanly laid out but
little in the way of
special componen-
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EXPERIENCE
THE'GHORD
EFFECT!

The first time you hear your
sound system with Chord

interconnecting cables will

be the first time you’ve
really heard it.

Be warned - the effect can
be shattering.

Your eyes and ears will be
opened. Your music will
never sound the same
again.

Specify Chord

cables - Hear

the light!

Fa

n\\\ ..\\

FOR SALES AND INFORMATION
CALL: 01722 331674 FAX: 01722 411388
E-MAIL: CHORD@CHORD.CO.UK
OR VISIT US AT WWW.CHORD.CO.UK
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We believe the next big
topic in audio is energy
control ~ mechanical
energy which seriously
corrupts the music

KL\\U\S

Ehe noiLse

Unless you install good SUPPORTS
and MAINS SUPPLIES at the outset

you cannot make a balanced choice
of the main components.

Think of them as an INTEGRAL
PART OF YOUR SYSTEM — not an
accessory. That serious. Really??

Edgy treble and boomy bass are just
two unpleasant effects that could
make you plump for a duller amp or
speakers lighter in the bass.

VIBRATION from outside the boxes
destroys fine detail and can even
distort the sound.

MECHANICAL NOISE from motors —
including loudspeakers — and
transformers also travels along
cables between units, RATTLES THE
CIRCUITS, is turned into a signal and
then amplified through the system.

RADIO FREQUENCY interference,
air- and mains-borne, is insidious,
everywhere and getting worse. |t
reaches into every circuit and even
plug and socket junctions.

VERTEX AQ draws on the
company'’s specialised aerospace,
ultrasound and RF experience in
designing its SUPPORTS, MAINS
FILTERS AND CABLES. Ve find that
these items make major changes in

system performance. Customers I he

are amazed at the benefits.

You may find you don’t need that nght

expensive upgrade once you hear

the benefits of these components! INOte
Nusic i the home

Customers say we make some of the BEST
SOUNDS they have ever heard, so you know ‘

we can do the same in your home. Our
advice will take account of your best
components and guide you where change is

-

needed, in stages you can afford.
You AvOID EXPENSIVE MISTAKES, enjoy

music along the way and save money in the B A T : l
long run. 01225 874728

JUST LISTEN AND YOU'LL KNOW

CD: AccuPHASE, ACCUSTIC ARTS, AUDIO SYNTHESIS, Bel Canto, dCS (ELGAR, DELIUS
PURCELL, VERDI), MERACUS, SUGDEN, WADIA, VINYL: Basis, CLEARAUDIO, CROWN
JeweL, DNM, GRaHAM, THE GROOVE, LEHMANN, MICHELL, SUMIKO BLUE POINT SPECIAL,
TRANSFIGURATION. AMPLIFIERS: ACCUPHASE, ADVANTAGE, BEL CANTO, CAT, DNM,
GAMUT, HOVLAND, NAGRA, SONNETEER, SPECTRAL, SUGDEN. LOUDSPEAKERS: AUDIO
PHYsic, BKS, ETHOS, NEAT, ToTeM, VERITY Aupio. TUNERS: ACCuUPHASE, MAGNUM
DyNaLag. CABLES: ARGENTO, CHORD CO., DNM, NORDOST, SILTECH, YAMAMURA
CHURCHILL ETC. SUPPORTS: ARCICI, KINABALU, STANDS UNIQUE
e e e S — = N—

www. hi-fiworid.co.uk



Still unsure what's winning and what's losing in the DVD-A — SACD format war?
So are the major record labels, it seems, as Patrick Cleashy reports...

he DVD Forum 2003 was

dedicated to Music DVD in

all its forms. Although you

may not expect SACD to

fall under that particular

umbrella, its presence was
felt in many of the discussions, and
some of the tensions between the
opposing camps were impossible to
disguise!

The greatest shift of the last
year in the SACD camp has been
Sony's move toward hybrid discs.
This is partly due to the increasing
availability of plants capable of
replicating these more complex
discs, but the suspicion has to be
that Sony's original strategy of
releasing non-hybrid discs was more
due to a wish to enforce SACD-
only. As this strategy hasn’t exactly
set the sales charts alight, Plan B is
to do something which enhances
the appeal of the new format to the
industry.

Hybrid discs contain a layer of
CD Audio to ensure the disc is
backwards-compatible , thus
delivering to the record company
and the retailer the considerable
benefit of the fabled "Single SKU" or
"Single Inventory” item. It is most
likely for these reasons, and the
thus-far uncracked encryption of
SACD audio, that the largest record
company in the world, Universal,
have launched into SACD with some
success this year.

On the DVD-Audio side of the
fence, for most of the last year it
has been common knowledge that
Warners, the main proponent of
DVD-Audio, were working to
establish the viability of an
enhancement to DVD-Audio which
would permit the retro-fitting of
backwards compatibility to the
existing DVD-Audio spec, delivering
the same MP3 convenience to the
user, and "treat it like a CD"
convenience to the retailer, that
Hybrid SACD does. After the
Hybrid SACD-like dual-layer model
failed to work, (a large proportion
of that vital market, DVD-Video
players, saw the disc as a CD thanks
to their own in-built backwards
compatibility, and thus would have

deprived punters of the 5.1 benefits
of DVD-Audio), the only option left
to them was to consider DVD+, a
disc made of a CD layer and a DVD-
5 layer glued back to back!

The problem was that earlier
versions of the discs were often too
thick, and could easily jam in slot
loaders such as car players.

Is next year going
to see a real war

red rag to a bull for Frank Brunger
of Warnervision International, who
distribute Warners DVD-Audio
product. He was insistent that they
would be coming on stream with
Dual Disc DVD-Audio in the first
quarter next year, whether it was
ratified by The DVD Forum or not,
and that when they did, any reason
for SACD existing
would be
removed, and that
SACD would die
out! Frank'’s

in which Dual Disc sentiment was

mops the floor with

SACD?

However at the Forum it was
announced that such discs, for which
Warners prefer the terminology
"Dual Disc", could now be
manufactured at a just-in-CD-spec
tolerance |.8mm thickness. All that
was outstanding was official accredi-
tation as a DVD by worldwide
standards body The DVD Forum.
Watch this space...

Back at the Forum, all was
amicable until a question from the
floor to Dirk de Clippeleir, the head
of new formats for Universal
International, highlighted the fact
that in the States Universal were
pursuing a combined SACD/DVD-
Audio strategy, and this wasn't the
case elsewhere. Dirk confirmed that
Universal International are pursuing
an SACD-only strategy because they
prefer the format. This was like a

9\

A i oiid.couk

later echoed by
Pioneer GB's
product manager,
John Bamford,
who was also on the panel.

So, is next year going to see a
real war in which Dual Disc mops
the floor with SACD? Personally |
doubt it, as the recent
announcement of a merger between
Sony Music and BMG is more likely
to strengthen the SACD camp.
(BMG are thus far only at the toe in
the water stage with both formats).
Moreover, if the much mooted EMI
purchase of Warner Music takes
place, and the Big 5 are thus consol-
idated into the Big 3, we are left
with Sony/BMG and Universal barely
in the DVD-Audio game, and with
the EMI side of the Warners/EMI
axis seemingly also more keen on
SACD than DVD-Audio. My vote is
that the two formats will struggle
on, but may ultimately struggle to
survive, which would be a shame...
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' Gold Reference Series

Engineered to make Interiors
‘ sound Superior

Thousands of loudspeakers, only one room.

Difficult isn’t it?

So many variables, and the inevitable compromise

Size, colour, performance - what gives?

We say relax, nothing is inevitable

Backed by over three decades of global success, .

Monitor Audio will match your taste with a range of

beautiful finishes and exceed your expectations with
exceptional fidelity.
Leave you to contemplate a simple choice: what to play! |

| Award winning C-CAM® Gold Dome Tweeters

Award winning RST® Drivers

24

Stunning real wood veneer cabinets

RST® & C-CAM® Technology

@

MONITOR AUDIO |
/bc/oaamzi}eﬁ \
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- AudioVenne

bespoke audio visual consultants

36 Queen St. Maidenhead
Berkshire SL6 IHZ

0ie28 633 995
info@audiovenue.co.uk

The finest showroom...
The finest products

Selection of our partners.., Arcam * Artcoustic * Audio Access
Audio Analogue * Audioquest * Audio Research « BCD Engineering *
Beyerdynamic « Bryston + Bose * Boston * Chord Cables * Clearaudio
* Copland « Crestron * Definitive Technology * Denon * Draper
Screens ¢ Final + Fujitsu Plasma + Graaf * Krell * Harman Kardon +
Integra Research + KEF + Lexicon * Linn Classic * Living Control *
Loewe televisions * Michell Engineering « Miller & Kreisel « Monitor
Audio * Musical Fidelity * Martin Logan * Nad + Nordost *+ Nakamichi
* Onkyo * Opera * Ortofon * Panasonic plasma * Parasound *
Pioneer plasma * PMC * Primare * Proceed * Project * QED « Quad
* Quadraspire * REL + Revel * Revox Screens * Roksan * Runco *
Sennhesier «+ SME + Sonus Faber * Spendor * Stands Unique *
Stewart Screens + Straightwire + Sumiko * Tag Mclaren * Townshend
Audio * Theta * Transparent Audio * Unison Research * Vienna
Acoustics + Vutec Screens + Wilson Audio and other leading
components and accessories

wiaw hi-foworid. oo uk

OVENUE.co.uk

www.aud



sweeten up

Digital Radio isn't good enough, it seems, so Cambridge Audio’s new DAB500 tuner
features digital signal processing to maie it sound sweater. Noel Keywood likes the new

flavour...

ith DAB you get what
you're given - a digital
system with quite
obvious limitations
when it comes to
sound quality.
Cambridge Audio candidly note that
"DAB radio may sound rather thin
and undynamic compared to other
sources”. It isn't easy to do much
about this, since the music comes
stripped of information, courtesy of
Musicam. So, like Videologic,
Cambridge equip their new DAB500
tuner, reviewed here, with an
improvement circuit to sweeten the
sound.

Massive station choice and wide
programme variety are a prime
feature of DAB.The DAB500
scanned London’s airwaves from my
large roof mounted aerial and found
no fewer than 53 stations in a matter
of a minute or so. With DAB coming
at me from two directions, Alexandra
Palace in the North and Crystal
Palace due South, signal strength isn't
a problem. However, my aerial is
almost line-of-sight to both, because |
know from experience that, in the
same area, it doesn’t take much
obstruction to eliminate the signal
altogether. A basement or a ground
floor concrete building are enough,
so even if you have DAB
transmissions in your area, your
specific location remains important.

DAB availability is improving
across the UK as new transmitters
are brought into service. Much of the
South coast has recently been DAB'd
for example. But reception can be
fragile even within a good DAB area.
Cambridge supply a wire aerial with

the DAB500, ficted with the usuai
(for DAB) F Connector, and it will
often be adequate. If not then you
can connect up to a TV or VHF/FM
aerial and this will usually do,
although a proper DAB aerial is
always best and Cambridge name
three providers in the handbook.

With aerial connected the
DAB500 auto-tunes at the press of a
button, like all DAB tuners.The
tuning knob is for station selection,
normally in alphabetical order, but
with the DABS500 this can be
changed to favourite order. Manual
tuning (t74MHz-239MHz) across the
channels is also possible, an unusual
feature. Dynamic Range Compression
is also possible, but this is really for
cars, rather than the home. There are
ten station pre-sets.

Cambridge have perhaps had to
look closely at what Videologic, early
DAB exponents, are doing to make
sure they are competitive. They've
equipped the DAB500 with NCT
(‘Natural Contour Technology’) tonal
compensation to make it sound
more natural, selected by a rear
panel slide switch. This offers a little
bass boost, or bass and treble boost.
The effect isn't great, providing just a
little sweeten up of DAB’s somewhat
flat and anaemic sound. DAB's
Musicam digital compression system
is an early form of MP3.The world
has moved on in this field {AAC for
example) but DAB has not. As a
result, DAB is already outdated and
crude sound quality wise, especially
when low data rates (128kbps) are
used. The DABS500 has a good signal
strength display, and it shows error
rate, so it comes with all the tools

veww hi-fiword.co.nk

needed for getting best results. | used
both the compensated analogue
outputs and the digital output,
running an optical cable into a
surround-sound receiver for Pro
Logic Il surround-sound, as well as
stereo

My reaction to DAB remains
much as always, even with a good
tuner like this. The sound quality of
DAB is flat, light in balance and bland.
It's also tonafly grey. These properties
are all-pervasive, even at higher data
rates it seems. However, there’s no
hiss or interference, unless it is
transmitted (i.e. tape hiss within an
early classical recording) and to
those used to VHF from an
inadequate aerial this in itself is a
revelation (apparently!).VHF is
neither hissy nor prone to
interference if you have a decent
aerial of course, and sound quality is
obviously better than DAB.

However, | put matters such as
this out of my mind with DAB, One
great advantage is programme
variety, from a good blast of Planet
Rock to Nigel Kennedy on Classic
FM.The DAB500 could put a little
oomph into low bass with CNT and
it helped a little most of the time,
although sometimes it produced bass
grumble. As a sweetener this little
circuit helped matters a little.

Music from DAB won’t draw you
in like a good Leak Troughline with
VHF/FM, but it's great for background
music to — er — needlework perhaps.
And the Cambridge DAB500 did a
perfectly fine job in every area. If you
want a well made, sensibly priced
DAB tuner that's easy to use | would
recommend this one.
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Fine design, superb ergonomics and
great sound make this a op value tuner.

CAMBRIDGE AUDIO
Cambridge Audio
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Competition
Questions

11 What is Arcam an
abbreviation of?

[a] A&R Cambridge

[b] Automatic Reality
Configuration

[c] A&R Oxford

[d] Absolutely Really Cool
And Magic.

[2] How much power
does the A32 make
into 8 ohms?

[a] over 100W

[b] 1OW

[e] IW

[d] 0.1W

[3]1 What phono sensi-
tivities does it boast?
[a] MM and MC

[b] MMC

[c] MC and MD

[d] DMC and DMX

[4] How does it handle
big performances?

[a] without getting flus-
tered or imposing
restraint

[b] without getting blust-
ed or enclosed or
restrained

[c] without getting mus-
tered and endowed with
constraint

[d] without getting cus-
tard or covered with wet
paint

January Competition
Hi-Fi World Magazine
Unit G4 Argo House

The Park Business Centre
Kilburn Park Rd.

London NW6 5LF

Grea
Giveaway

-l -
WORLD'S

COMPETITION

WIN ARCAM'S SUPERB FMJ A32 AMPLIFIER IN THIS MONTH'S GREAT COMPETITION!

ere’s a great chance to
win one of Hi-Fi World’s
favourite ‘super integrat-
ed’ amplifiers, Arcam’s
FMJ A32 worth a whop-
ping £1,150! In last
month’s group test, Noel Keywood
was highly impressed by its combina-
tion of useful ‘real world’ facilities
and brilliantly strong and powerful
sound. Here'’s what he wrote:
"The A32 is both large and heavy, due
primarily to the large toroidal mains
transformer inside. This allows it to
produce in excess of 100watts into
8ohms and almost 200watts into
4ohms, so it’s got some punch as
compensation for its weight and
bulk! Not wanting to be criticised for
missing out any facility it appears,

Hi-Fi World Competition
rules and conditions of
entry

1. Entries will be accepted
on a postcard only

2. Only one entry per house
hold.

3. Multiple entries will be
automatically disqualified.

4. Purchase of the magazine
is not a pre-condition of
entry.

o)

No correspondence will be
entered into

6. The Editor's decision is
final

7. No employees of
Audio Publishing Limited,
or of any companies
associated with the
production or distribution
of the prizes may enter.

Arcam have laden the A32. It has
tone controls and a balance control,
all remote controllable. It has |1
sensitivity trims for each input, and it
even has a bright green display with a
selection of readouts, including large
volume numerals visible at a distance.
A phono stage is fitted as standard,
with MM and MC sensitivities no
less. These sensitivities can be
adjusted too with phono trim. Two
pairs of loudspeakers can be
connected and each selected
independently. Bi-wiring is possible
using radial and axial connection.The
preamp and power amp can be split
and used independently. There are
two tape monitors and a headphone
output...

The A32 really is a lovely listen; it
drew me in steadily. With plenty of
power it has strong dynamics and
can deliver good strong bass, well
controlled.Vocals sprang from the
speakers and the general sense of
detailing was good. The Arcam
handles big performances like this
without getting flustered or imposing
restraint.... It was with classical and
Rachmaninov’s Piano Concerto No2

CONGRATULATIONS

that the Arcam showed just what an
agreeable amplifier it is to sit in front
of... Strings rose and fell without any
sense of restraint, giving a good
sense of dynamic contrast.
Ashkenazy’s playing was conveyed
with a relaxing sense of power
combined with fluidity. Strings were
well separated and vibrant. The A32
is a very well balanced amplifier
subjectively. It does not have the
immediate drama of some but it
does all the same work well in every
area to provide a refaxing but natural
experience with rock as well as
classical."

If you'd like to win this superb
amplifier, then ali you have to do is
answer the following four easy
questions. Send your entries to:
January Competition, Hi-fi World
magazine, Unit G4,Argo House,The
Park Business Centre, Kilburn Park
Road, London NW6 5LF

CONTACT:
For further information on Arcam
products, call 01223 203203 or click|

on www.arcam.co.uk |

...to Mrs J. Vaccaria of Iiford, Essex the winner of our November 2003 competition.
A Denon DVD-2900 DVD Universal player is on its way to you!
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Sevenoaks Sound & Vision stocks a wide

range of Hi-Fi separates, DVD players,
amplifiers, speakers, plasma screens, LCD
televisions and projection systems from all
the leading manufacturers.

From starter systems to custom designed multi-room and
home cinema installations, our friendly staff are available
in all stores to advise, demonstrate and guide you through
the home entertainment jungle. If you're interested in
home entertainment and want to avoid the confusior,
contact your local Sevenoaks Sound & Vision store and
experience more.

0% interest free option* is available on most products.

*Written details on request. Licensed credit brokers.
Minimum balance £400. Subject to status.

CUSTOM INSTALLATION

Are you looking to neatly and seamlessly integrate a
Home Cinema or Hi-Fi System into your home? Our
Custom Installation experts are fully trained in ali areas
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and provide a prompt, reliable and professional service.
Whether you're looking for lighting control systems, a
dedicated home cinema installation with a retractaole
screen and built-in speakers or an integrated control
system, Sevenoaks Sound & Vision has the solution.

NEW STORES

NOW OPEN
i WEYBRIDGE &

STAINES
The WEYBRIDGE store at
43 Church Street, The
Quadrant, is now open.
To contact tne store call
01932 828525.

The STAINES store, located at 4 Thames Street, is now
open. For more information call 01784 460777 or
visit our website.

www.sevenoakssoundandvision.co.uk
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PRODUCT

SHOWICAS

TRI-VISTA SERIES

Introduced to celebrate
the company’s
twentieth anniversary,
Musical Fidelity’s
Tri-Vista CD and 300
Integrated Amplifier
are still available in
limited quantities.

Both models feature Tri-
Vista mini-tubes, which
are similar, and a worthy
successor, to the Nu-
Vista tubes previously
used in Musical
Fidelity’s <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>