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twice.

We were all wowed by the McIntosh MCI152 power amplifier. How
a product can step ahead in its sound so blatantly is almost a mystery.
| am used to different sounds but | am not used to being perplexed
by the enormity of difference.You might think that the MCI152, with
transistors driving output transformers, may sound “valve like”. Not a
bit of it. It is hard and fast but has enormous bass grip and drive, plus
fabulous midrange insight. I'd call treble “obvious”! But at the same time
this amplifier transformed every loudspeaker attached to it. Read Jon

Myles review on pl6.

Turntables and digital are surely separated by a deep and
uncrossable chasm. Or perhaps not. Pro-Ject have erected a bridge
across it with impressive skill - see our review on p82.A turntable with

a digital output? No, surely not!

welcome

These days all loudspeakers have a port, even if its hidden somewhere, like

in the base of the cabinet. This ‘hole in the cabinet’ is a peculiar little thing. |
suspect few loudspeaker designers really know how it works even now, and

in the early days of ports they certainly did not.As a result they have never
worked too well and many still do not, bouncing like the acoustic equivalent of
a rubber ball. As a result there’s complaint about “reflex bass’ — many listeners
object to it. There are very sound reasons for this, if
you'll pardon the pun, so Peter Comeau — who has
written many learned articles about loudspeaker design for Hi-Fi World
— has made an alternative loudspeaker cone loading system available in
the new Castle Avon 5 | review on pl0 of this issue. | know just where
he was coming from with this design and it works a treat in real life
rooms. The Avon 5 hasn’t got bouncy bass. This not only improves bass
quality from the loudspeaker but also reduces room boom — you gain

And finally Martin Pipe spent time quizzing the BBC about recording -
The Proms and they were only too happy to tell him all. Martin is a techie but | think you’ll be
happy to read the facts. And how many mics did they use? Phew!

| do hope you enjoy this issue as much as we enjoyed putting it all together.

Noel Keywood
Editor

pP.S. For many months now we have been trying to weedle out of Tannoy a pair of Westminster
Royal GR horn loudspeakers, a three-man-plus-Arnie lift that no magazine has ever managed. They
have agreed and a delivery date has been arranged. | just have to phone Arnie. Keep reading!

testing (see www.hi-fiworld.co.uk for full explanations of all our tests)

To ensure the upmost accuracy in our product reviews,
Hi-Fi World has extremely comprehensive in-house test
facilities, and our test equipment - from big names like
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most advanced in the world.
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keenly priced

analyser, using pulsed and gated sinewaves, in a large
room to eliminate the room’s influence. Pickup arm
vibration is measured with a Bruel & Kjaer accelerometer.

No other UK hi-fi magazine has in-house testing, and
none has access to such advanced tests across all types
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QUAD S SERIES

Quad’s new loudspeaker range, the S Series, combines Kevlar-coned bass/midrange drivers with a
specially designed ribbon tweeter. The range comprises two standmount models (S5-1 and S-2), two
floorstanders (S-4 and S-5) and a centre speaker for home cinema systems (S-C). At 285mm high,
the S-I incorporates a |00mm bass/mid cone while the larger S-2 uses a [25mm bass/mid cone.
The two floorstanders sport three-way configurations, coupling a |00mm midrange driver with two
|25mm bass drivers in the S-4 and a 125mm midrange driver with two |65mm bass drivers in the

S-5.The S-C is a two-way design, incorporating a pair of |00mm bass/mid drivers.

All S Series models feature a bespoke ribbon treble unit. The new ribbon unit developed for the
S Series is a sandwich construction. This ribbon tweeter is alighed with Quad’s Kevlar-coned bass
and midrange drivers through new crossover networks. While the standmount models use rear-
firing reflex ports to augment the bass, the floorstanders incorporate three ABRs (Auxiliary Bass
Radiators) in place of a port. These passive, rear-firing bass units support the main drivers to extend
bass response down to 35Hz.

With rounded top edges at the front and rear, each speaker cabinet uses a sandwich construction of alternate layers of MDF and high-
density particle board.

Finishes include a choice of black or mahogany wood veneers. These will be joined in the autumn by hand-lacquered piano white and piano
black finish options. Prices are: S-1, £599.95 per pair; S-2, £799.95 per pair; S-4, £1299.95 per pair; S-5, £1599.95 per pair and S-C, £499.95 each.
Call 01480 447700 or log on to www.quad-hifi.co.uk for more information.

KEF EGG

KEF has announced the launch of the EGG Wireless Digital Music System.

KEF EGG is Bluetooth enabled, with 4.0 aptX compatibility for those with suitable
devices. KEF’'s Uni-Q driver array is featured here in its latest form.

The KEF EGG is a complete ‘plug-and-play’ package with built-in amplification and DAC.
The system is also supports 24bit/96kHz USB input.

The speakers include the ‘tangerine’ waveguide that helps sound radiate spherically.
In addition, KEF’s Z-flex cone surround guides the sound from the tweeter across the
surround. The midrange cone is made from aluminium.

A subwoofer input is included, allowing you to add a KEF subwoofer for more bass
extension. There is a choice of three finishes: gloss black, pure white and frosted blue.
Price is £349.95

For more details click on www.kef.com.

THE ROKSAN ROAR

After a quiet period, Roksan is back with a cluster of new products.
First up is the K3 CD Di, a combination CD Player and DAC.The CD section of the

CD Di is based on the K3 CD (which will remain in the range as a standalone CD player).

The DAC section of the CD Di features both optical and
coaxial digital inputs that are capable of handling data streams up to
24bit/192kHz. Price is £1,300.

The company is also launching a new tonearm, The Pug, based around
a large, light and rigid, 22mm diameter carbon fibre arm tube; while

most other parts feature black chromed anodised aluminium.The large
counterweight area at the rear of the arm employs a solid, fixed section in combination with two adjustable counterweights.
Anti-skate is managed by a traditional ‘weight & thread’ mechanism at the front of the counterweight area. Price is £1,375.
The company has also completely revamped its range of Caspian phono electronics. Consisting of the RPP phono stage,
the RPM speed control and two Vinyl System Control solutions — the VSC and VSC S2 — all the new models use the same
housing as the Caspian M2 Series electronics. The RPP is Roksan’s new reference phono stage boasting MM and MC compat-
ibility, with switchable gain and impedance settings. Price is £1,900.
The RPM is a flagship power supply/speed control solution for the Xerxes 20+ turntable. Based around a digital speed
" control PCB, the RPM can also have its speed adjusted by up to 6.25% either way, to compensate for poor mains supply.
Price is £1,450.The Vinyl System Control (VSC) combines the new RPM speed controller and RPP phono stage into one
Caspian M chassis. Price is £3,000 (VSC)/£3,250 (VSC S2). More information on 01235 511166 or www.henleydesigns.co.uk.
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NEWS

ATLAS ASCENT ULTRA

Atlas has announced that its new updated Ascent Ultra interconnect cable and Ascent XLR are now
available.

Made of a single solid core surrounded by sixty-four interwoven strands of Ohno Continuous Cast
(OCC) grain-free copper, Atlas also uses Fluorinated Ethylene Propylene (FEP), which is extruded around the
bare OCC copper conductors in a thermally stable manner. This process allows the required geometry of
the conductor within the dielectric to be maintained.

The all-new Ascent Ultra plug has a 57% reduction in mass over its predecessor and employs an internal
non-conductive sleeve closely matched to the dielectric properties of the cable. As with all Atlas plugs, the
Ultra plug maintains a solder free construction, self-cleaning insertion and material consistency. Prices include £575 for Im pair.

Call 01563 572666 or click on www.atlascables.com for more information.

VENERE S

The new Venere S (Signature) is the latest Sonus faber loudspeaker and the new flagship
of the Venere collection featuring three 180mm woofers. Entirely designed and assembled
by hand in Arcugnano (Italy), this floorstanding three-way speaker, unlike its Venere siblings,
features a new design for the reflex port. Instead of being positioned on the front baffle it is
fitted it in the lower part of the cabinet, directly facing the floor.

The baskets of the Venere S drivers are custom made for Sonus faber in diecast metal
with “Ultra Free Compression” design to minimise the acoustic interference generated by
the moving parts of the transducers.

The three woofer cones of Venere S are made of aluminium, while the midrange
features a Curv membrane, a special thermoformed polypropylene fibre. The high
frequencies are reproduced by a tweeter with a soft dome membrane made of silk.

For more information go to www.sonusfaber.com.

MINISTRY OF SOUND AUDIO S PLUS

The Audio S Plus Bluetooth speaker is a compact, wireless speaker with a splash-proof
design, with a wireless range of up to 10m and playback of up to fifteen hours.

It features NFC pairing and a speakerphone function, while it also remembers the last
seven devices it was paired with.You can also use two Audio S Plus units and pair them for
stereo. The Audio S Plus can be used in conjunction with the Ministry Audio app (available
on iOS and Android), which offers switching between Spotify streaming, internet radio,
Ministry’s radio service or streaming from a local DLNA server. Price is £130.

For more details click www.ministryofsound.com.

THE TAPE PROJECT

Reel-to-reel outfit The Tape Project has announced two new editions to its
library. Jacqui Naylor’s album,The Number White’ was recorded entirely on to
2-inch |6-track analogue tape, then the title was mixed to |-inch two-track tape.
The finished album was then duplicated in real time on |/4-inch tape at the Tape
Project’s Tape Shed.
Next? Jerry Garcia and David Grisman. In the 1980’s Jerry Garcia started
hanging out over at David Grisman’s house to play together just for fun, sharing
the music they both loved. Grisham had a studio in his home and both men
would jam in the studio with the tape rolling. They did this informal recording
over a period of several years and eventually Garcia suggested Grisham release the recordings on David’s Acoustic Disc label. This is the first selection
that David has pulled from that extensive library. For more information go to www.tapeproject.com.

ROTH SOUNDBAR

Roth AV has announced the BAR 2LX. Retailing at £149, the soundbar and wireless
subwoofer audio system offers aptX-ready Bluetooth technology. The cloth grille-
finished soundbar houses four full-range speaker drivers plus a total power of |20WV.
For more information call 01753 682782 or click on www.rothaudio.co.uk.
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NEWS

CHORD SARUM SUPER ARAY INTERCONNECT

The Chord Company has launched the Sarum Super ARAY, part of The Chord Company’s new flagship Sarum
Super ARAY range.

The new RCA interconnect cable uses micro-polished silver-plated conductors, with a gas-foamed PTFE
dielectric and high-density foil and braid combination shielding. Key improvements include the proprietary
Super ARAY technology and a new PTFE plug surround.

Existing owners of Sarum Tuned ARAY or Sarum cables, can return them to The Chord Company for
an upgrade to the new Sarum Super ARAY specification. The cables are completely disassembled and then
re-built. Signal pins and earth shrouds are examined and replaced if necessary and the new Super ARAY
conductors are fitted. The cable is then re-built with the new PTFE plug surrounds.

Owners should contact their nearest Chord Company Sarum retailer for more information in the first
instance but further details are available on The Chord Company’s website

The Sarum Super ARAY RCA, XLR and DIN interconnects are available in standard | metre lengths.
Custom lengths can be made to order.

Prices are: Sarum Super ARAY interconnect Im RCA £1,900; additional metres £850. Upgrading a Tuned
ARAY RCA to Super ARAY specification £550
Call 01980 625700 or click on www.chord.co.uk for more information.

LEEMA XEN 2

Following a seven-year absence, Leema Acoustics’ five-litre micro monitor is back as the Xen 2
loudspeaker: the original Xen having been the result of a research project to squeeze a BBC-
graded monitor speaker into a small cabinet.

The new Xen 2 is based on the previous model (deleted in 2008) but with improvements for
2015.

The Xen 2’s cabinet construction is made from folded and welded steel, | .5mm thick, lined
with a bitumastic layer and the cavity is then stuffed with real sheep’s wool.

The back panel is steel with bitumen on the inside and the crossover board is attached to the
terminals directly. The original Xen had SEAS drivers but, following their discontinuation, Leema
Acoustics’ engineering team commissioned a mid/bass drive unit to be built to its own specifi-
cation. The tweeter is a soft-dome unit with a neodymium magnet and Ferro-fluid-loaded coil.
Price is £1,295. For more information, call 01938 559021 or click on www.leema-acoustics.com.

CANTATA

Black Rhodium has announced its nhew Cantata interconnect — made
from conductor wires of cryogenically processed pure palladium

and treated with DCT++Deep Cryogenic Treatment. This involves
temperature processing above and below room temperature. The
DCT++ process alters the molecular structure of the cable to improve

uniformity.

The silver wires in Cantata are insulated in PTFE with a layer of
air separating the wire from the inner wall of the insulation along its length. Cantata is fitted with two Graham Nalty Legacy Range VS-2 Vibration
Stabilisers. The cable is also covered in a braided screen to protect the inner cores from picking up radio frequency interference (RFl) by twisting the
cores.

The screen is connected at one end only to prevent ‘loop aerials’ between equipment picking up noise. Another addition are two separate cores for
positive and negative signal flows. These are connected in opposite directions from the way they were wound on the reel.

Cantata is terminated with Rhodium Plated plugs. The RCA version is terminated with Graham Nalty Legacy Range GN-4 RCA connectors.
Rhodium plating is applied to the plugs.

Prices include Im pair stereo terminated with Rhodium-plated RCA connectors £4000; I m digital terminated with Rhodium-plated XLR connectors,
£2100; Im pair stereo terminated with Rhodium-plated XLR connectors, £4000; | m digital terminated with Rhodium-plated XLR connectors, £2100;

For more information either call 01332 342233 or log on to www.blackrhodium.co.uk.

MONITOR AUDIO AIRSTREAM $150

This multi-zone, Bluetooth 4.0 speaker, featuring aptX, is constructed from a mineral-filled polymer and holds
four drivers, comprising a proprietary gold dome C-CAM tweeter flanked on angled baffles by dual 76mm-
CAM metal cone bass drivers and augmented by a rearfiring Auxiliary Bass Radiator (ABR).The C-CAM
drivers are powered directly by class-D amplifiers, generating 40VV in total, fed by a DAC and optimised by
digital processing. iOS devices may be charged via the USB input and analogue devices can connect through

a 3.5mm stereo jack. Finished in a choice of white or black finishes, the unit can be shelf, table-top or wall
mounted. Price is £150.

For more information see www.monitoraudio.co.uk.
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_— Ace Of
_ = Bass!

I Transmission line loading

and ribbon tweeters make
the new Castle Avon 55

L a true wide bandwidth
loudspeaker, finds Noel
Keywood.

- f you've ever dreamt about
— ; a big floorstanding loud-
speaker for your normal

sized room, one able to
deliver deep subsonics that

impress friends — if not
. neighbours — the big Avon 5s are
* __ likely to appeal. They’re designed
" to deliver superb bass into a
typical living room |5ft-20ft long,
avoiding boom. And you’ll love the
price — just £1600.

It gets better. The Avon 5s
come with ribbon tweeters,
admired for giving fast, clean highs,
masses of musical detail and sharp
stereo imaging. All of which makes
the Avon 5 look like a tasty design
for the real world.

One reason the Avon 5 is big
is because it houses something
known as a ‘transmission line’.
This is a long tunnel in the cabinet
that absorbs rear energy from the
bass unit, damping it so it behaves
well at low frequencies. The
Avon’s bass units transmission line
is terminated in a front-mounted
port that you can see as a black
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rectangle below the drive units.

Transmission lines are both
legendary and notorious in the
loudspeaker design world. They look
superb in theory and can sound
good in practice but always demand
a big and complicated cabinet that’s
expensive to make. In consequence
they are — or were — a high-end
design idea, used by manufacturers
IMF, then TDL.

| say “were” because
transmission lines were much
discussed since early experiments in
the 1960s, but have become progres-
sively less used because of their
cost and complexity as well as the
success of the simple reflex port.
KEF got to grips with the theory
of reflex loudspeakers in the 1970s
and it all went into computer aided
design programmes long ago. Not so
transmission lines, they are only just
being understood and computerised.

To reiterate then, what we are
looking for from the Avon 5 is better
damped bass that “plays a bass tune”
more evenly than most other (reflex)
loudspeakers, and goes lower down
the frequency scale too — meaning
you get sub-sonics.

Sounds good perhaps, but sub-
sonic output needs to be carefully
judged if a room is not to boom as
a result of having too much low bass
pumped into it. A transmission line
does this better because it is not, in
itself, a resonant (bouncy) system,
whereas a reflex is. So you stand a
better chance of getting firm, even
bass from a transmission line in a
real-life room.

Ribbon tweeters shame domes,
but they are expensive and difficult
to integrate with cone drivers.That’s
why you see a small 90mm midrange
unit just below the ribbon tweeter
on the Avon 5, so as to match it in
without problems in the crossover
region.

And either side of the tweeter
and midrange unit, at top and bottom
of the array, there are two modestly
sized 130mm bass units. Each one
is loaded by the rear quarter-
wave transmission line. And our
measurements clearly showed this
line works properly, doing what it is
expected to do: go low and not be
resonant.

The cabinet stands | | lcms high
(I.1m) on its plinth, 36cms deep and
21 cms wide, although the plinth adds
|cm all round to this and the rear
gold plated bi-wire terminals add
some too.Weight is a reasonable
26kgs, which is fairly easily liftable.

There are no fewer than eight
veneer finishes Castle’s website says:
Rosewood, Walnut, Cherry, Mahogany,
Maple, Natural Oak and Antique
Oak. Two removable grille panels
cover the bass units individually, but
the tweeter and midrange remain
exposed. Standard of finish was very
good and nothing | would complain
about, matching current market
norms.

Transmission lines have never
been especially sensitive: they need
power to go loud. But Castle have
done well in minimising this potential
drawback: the Avon 5s do need a
reasonably muscular amplifier but
there are plenty around at good
prices and a Creek or Naim would
do fine.They need a smooth top and
muscular bottom to achieve what |
feel to be subjective balance, although
this is to some extent a matter
of taste and personal preference.
Being revealing and projective at

Twin 'speaker binding
posts at the rear of the
cabinet allow for bi-wir-
ing if required.

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk
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high frequencies you do need a high
quality digital source to feed them
and | fell back to using our superb
BDP-105D Blu-ray player with its ESS
Sabre32 DAC as a preference, which
was a step up on the impressive
Texas Instruments (Burr Brown)
PCMI1792 DAC of the portable
Lotoo PAW Gold hi-res digital player,
in for review, that | also used as a
music source.

SOUND QUALITY

The Avon 5s were run in for 48
hours using bass heavy music as

well as pink noise and a Monitor
Audio De-tox CD for loudspeakers. |
used the sturdy Cambridge CX A80
amplifier for much of this as it was
also being run in, but it didn’t much
suit the Avon 5s, the sound being

on the bright and ho-hum side. But
it is an inexpensive amp, | thought,
and not a quality match. By default |
usually start with ‘our’ Sugden Class
A Sapphire FBA-800 power amplifier
because | know its crystalline purity
well, so | connected it up to kick off
‘proper’ listening tests and again was
underwhelmed. This seemed odd; the
odds of two good amplifiers sounding
unhappy are low.

We had a MclIntosh MC152
power amplifier in for review and
so this was next up in the firing
line — and pow! With the Avon 5s
plugged into its 4 Ohm output | was
in business. The sound opened out
dynamically, developing life, and there
was suddenly more detailing and a
sense of background atmosphere.
This struck me as a tad odd because
the Sugden digs deeper than most
amplifiers in this department and
Cambridge amps do not lack muscle.

OK, big McIntosh amplifiers,
with their unique output auto-
transformers, are in a league of their
own, being able to inject life into
any loudspeaker but the Sugden is
supremely subtle and insightful, if not
a Mack truck.As | turned up volume
to hear how the Avons handled Rock
dynamics, using the opening kick
drum and bass of Fleetwood Mac’s
‘Dreams’ (a hi-res 24/96 transcription
from the master tape), | noticed
that the MC152 power meters were
flicking up toward |50 Watts! Aha —
this was why the low power Sugden
wasn’t happy.

This experience says a lot. The
Avon 5s are dry, clean and mean, but
they need a lot of power to lift off
— and it needs to be good power. In
fact | was hitting 50 Watts on peaks
further investigation showed, but
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that is still quite a lot. Being a low
load they draw current and magnify
differences between amplifiers,
making amplifier choice more critical
than usual. We also have Quad QMP
mono blocks and these better suited
the Avon 5s in some areas, if not in
others — more of which later.

For signal sources | used an
Oppo BDP-105D Blu-ray/CD player
and Lotoo PAW Gold hi-res player
reviewed in this issue, as well as LP
from an Ortofon A95 MC cartridge,
in SME309 arm on Timestep Evo
upgraded Technics SL-1510 Mk2
turntable.

First, let me get this
loudspeaker’s balance in perspective.
Ribbon tweeters are known for
having razor sharp treble and
| am not being figurative: they
are supremely fast, detailed and
forensically clean — and | love them;
few dome tweeters come close. So
what do most loudspeaker designers
do? They ensure this expensive but
impressive sounding item can clearly
be heard by giving it prominence
— and that’s exactly what you get
with the Avon 5.With the Cambridge
CX A80 and McIntosh MC152
amplifiers the Avons had strong
treble and whilst carefully balanced
to not sound over bright, the Avon
5 is nevertheless pretty forward up
top. With our softer sounding yet
powerful (300W) Quad Elite QMP
monoblocks however, this wasn’t so
obviously the case.

And bass?! Both design and
measurement point to the Avon
5s having strong bass that runs
very low, able to produce obvious
subsonics. And this the Quad Elite

The ribbon tweeter makes for a promi-
nent treble performance. Careful amplifier

QMP monoblocks made
clear to me with Mozart’s
'Ave Verum Corpus',
where the pipe organ
gave a firm foundation to
the chorus — the Avon
5s had no problem here.
They are well damped
and not overly bassy, so
in our 25ft long room
with no supportive
modes, bass level was
kept in proportion, but in
a smaller room, 20ft or
less, modal support would
raise low bass. It is always
difficult for a designer to
judge this balance between
room and speaker; too
much bass over—excites

a room and makes it
boom, but too little is

REVIEW

Twin 130mm bass drivers allied to a trans-
mission line give the Avon 5s good, deep,

unacceptable in a speaker  dry bass without any of the bounce asso-
like this. And what | heard Ciated with reflex-loaded loudspeakers.

over a variety of test and
music tracks was a dry, well-damped
loudspeaker that went low without
restriction, but wasn’t bloated.

The soundstage focussed best
at tweeter height, sounding wide yet
dense in its detailing. All the same, the

On the end of the Quad Elite
QMP monoblocks the Avon 5s were
generally an easier but less grippy
listen, a tad more relaxed all round.
Via the Mclntosh MC152 their
treble was at times obvious-to-

"The dry, low bass of the trans-

MISSIoN liNne better resolved the
character of the bass INstru-

ments than ju

st about any loud-

speaker I've heard betfore’

Avon 5s are consistent
at most heights | found,
even when walking

matching is needed to get the best from the 3round.There was no
Castles.

obvious coloration from
the drive units but
the port gave a hint of
chestiness at times.
Kept under
tight control by the
Mclntosh MC152
these speakers spat
out Fleetwood Mac’s
‘Go Your Own Way’ at
seemingly enormous
speed, Mick Fleetwood’s
prominent drumming
having great impact but
also superb control.
The bass line was well
expressed, notes clearly
delineated, strong and
firm.

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

challenging and didn’t flatter every
recording, where the Elite QMPs
better smoothed things over. So if
you audition these ‘speakers just bear
in mind the drive amp will make a
quite-obvious contribution to what
you hear (hint: I'd speculate a Naim
would suit superbly, with its strong
bass and smooth treble, but we didn’t
have one at time of review).

With Lady GaGa’s ‘Monster’ the
dry, low bass of the transmission line
better resolved the character of the
bass instruments (synth in fact) than
just about any previous loudspeaker
I’'ve heard before, with the exception
of big Tannoys (that cost far more).
Low notes were superbly rendered,
with an absence of the ‘bounce’
most reflex ported loudspeakers
display, that resonant “boing...boing”
quality many people complain about
with reflexes. The walking bass line
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in Angelique Kidjo’s ‘Sound of the
Drums’ most clearly showed how
this loudspeaker differs from most:
the notes moved up and down the
scale with a clear ease and sense
of note resolution, un-smeared by
resonant overhang — and that made
the Avon’s sound very specific in
their description of the bass tune
being played. There was a complete
absence of gloopiness and bass
‘generalisation’ shall | say, where you
get a bass sound and need to aurally
interpret what it is: from whence it
came and what instrument.

| was expecting Nigel Kennedy’s
Stradivarius to come across as a little
on the shrill side, but instead | got a
brightly lit and very obvious rendition
of Vivaldi’s ‘Spring’, but one very
focussed through the ribbon tweeter

and every note on the bass scale is
made clear. This isn’t bouncy
bass, so much as dryly-
rendered accurate bass that
is tuneful.

Castle’s use of a ribbon
tweeter has made highs
obvious and sharply rendered.

All of which goes to
make the Avon 5 a big, yet
tight sounding loudspeaker
that is highly revealing and
very analytical, for very
specific reasons engineered
into its design. It is a large
loudspeaker with some very
distinctive properties — and at
a relatively low price.

The Avon 5s are
impressive loudspeakers in
their own distinctive way and

REVIEW

The small 90mm driver is positioned just
below the ribbon tweeter to best integrate,
without problems in the crossover region.

well worth hearing. They may
suit rooms and tastes better

— and surgically pure in nature.The
Avons threw Nigel at me, as it were

(well, his violin at least!) and although
perhaps not academically accurate in
balance they countered this criticism
by upping intelligibility by a few
notches against most else. If you like
violin you’ll being hearing it here! It
was impressive.

With Alison Goldfrap singing
‘Fly Me Away’ torrents of fine detail
tumbled from the ribbon tweeters
in an insightful performance that was
one of the best renditions | have
heard yet of this track.

The Avons are tinder-dry in
nature and this was evident with
Willy de Ville’s ‘Spanish Harlenm’,
where his guttural voice crackled at
me it was so strongly resolved and
deeply detailed.

CONCLUSION

What you get with Castle’s Avon 5 is
superbly resolved bass, where each

than most. If you want deep
bass and razor sharp yet clean
highs, these are the ones.

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

Frequency response of most multiple-
driver loudspeakers varies with height
and ribbon drivers are especially difficult
to integrate because they don't reach
down the frequency scale as far as
domes. But the Avon 5 manages well on
its forward axis at ribbon tweeter height,
which is about normal listening height

— the height of your ear when seated.
Lower down there is a crossover dip but
most listeners won't sit low enough to
notice it.

The ribbon tweeter reaches up to
20kHz and its output rises a little; the lift
is fairly subtle in its subjective impact.
There is strong output across the upper

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

Green - driver output
Red - port output

midband, above 3kHz, so detailing will
be strong. Overall the Avon 5 will sound
tonally balanced, but a tad bright.

Bass output is strong all the way
down to 50Hz and the port, which
measured +5dB in SPL at 80Hz relative
to the bass driver, has strong output
down to 25Hz, so the Avon 5 goes low.
In a big room it will produce subsonics,
but it delivers even output across a
broad frequency band so will not sound
boomy or one-note. The flatness of the
impedance trace (red) reflects this well,
showing the acoustic system is very well
damped and non-resonant. As a direct
result the loudspeaker is a resistive load
at low frequencies, albeit a low one that
draws amplifier current and this too
was borne out in measurement: overall
impedance was 6 Ohms, reaching a
minimum of 4 Ohms. These are common
enough figures nowadays however.

In spite of the current draw, voltage
sensitivity was 88dB, where other
loudspeakers nowadays manage 90dB,
but that's the small penalty paid for
delivering strong deep bass. The Avon 5
needs 60 Watts or so to go very loud but
it will shake a room low down with this.

The Avon 5 has been designed to
have an obviously wide-band sound,
with clean high treble from a ribbon
tweeter that has strong output from 3kHz
to 18kHz, and plentiful low bass right
down to 25Hz, measurement shows. It is
for medium to large rooms and amplifiers
with some grunt. NK
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VERDICT
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FOR
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- low price
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- needs power
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REVIEW

Blue Cheer

Mcintosh has introduced a new entry-level solid-state power amplifier in the shape of the
MC152 - but it still packs 150 Watts per channel and sounds sublime, says Jon Myles.

ne of the undeniable
joys of reviewing hi-fi
equipment is that every
so often a component
comes along that literally
blows your socks off.

It doesn’t happen every month —
but when it does it’s enough to have
you sitting on the sofa with a big, fat
grin on your face and rifling through
your music collection as you play
track after track long into the wee
small hours (preferably with a glass of
nicely-matured Scotch in your hand
— but that’s not strictly a necessity).

So it was with me (well, apart
from the Scotch) when the mighty
Mclntosh MA8000 integrated
amplifier arrived at Hi-Fi World last
year. Here was a beast of a product
— weighing over 100lbs and capable
of delivering some 300 Watts per
channel of power yet possessed of

OCTOBER 2015

such subtlety, finesse and outright
coherency that it put most of its
rivals to shame.The very definition of
an iron fist in a velvet glove.

It’s only drawback was the small
matter of a £10,000 asking price. Not
that it wasn’t worth it — but let’s be
honest, not all of us are fortunate
enough to be able to spend that
sort of money on a single piece of
equipment.

But don’t fret. Because if you
fancy a slice of the McIntosh sound
at a rather more wallet-friendly price
then the company has just introduced
its new entry-level solid-state MC|52
power amplifier.

Being MclIntosh (perhaps the
very epitome of big and beefy in
the amplifier world) entry-level still
translates to a weight of 75lbs and a
rated power output of |50 Watts per
channel — which is highly conser-

vative as we measured a massive 235
Watts into 8 Ohms (see Measured
Performance for full details).

Much of that weight is down to
MclIntosh’s use of transformers in the
output stage to ensure consistent
power delivery regardless of the
connected loudspeaker’s impedance
(see Noel Keywood’s piece for a
complete explanation).

The MCI52 is, though, rather
svelte compared to some of the
brand’s other power amplifiers
— being a slim 6in in height with a
depth of 21lin and width of 17.5in.
One word of caution, however;
users of three-legged racks will find
the power socket at the back of
the MCI 52 falls just where the rear
support stands making the use of
chunky specialist mains leads a little
tricky.

Once in situ, there’s no mistaking




this is a MclIntosh amplifier — entry
level or not.The front panel is
dominated by the traditional two
big, blue illuminated power meters
and the green company logo. A
switch allows you to dim the power
meter display if you wish while the
only other control is the on/off
button. Those power meters and
big green love them or hate them; |
unashamedly love ‘em.

On the rear are sturdy binding
posts with taps for 2,4 and 8 Ohm
‘speakers, as well as XLR balanced
and unbalanced inputs. There’s also
a power save slider control which
when activated automatically turns
the MCI52 off if it doesn’t receive a

signal for 30 minutes.

SOUND QUALITY

The MC152 may not have quite the
prodigious arc-welding power of
some of its bigger brethren but it still
has the traditional Mclntosh strength
of exercising a firm grip over virtually
any loudspeaker you care to pair it
with.

Hooked up to our reference
Tannoy Definition DCI0Ti
floorstanders (via the 4 Ohm
‘speaker taps) and fed a variety of
files from CD to 24bit/1 92kHz high-
resolution via the impressive Chord

2Qute DAC (see review elsewhere
this issue) and the MC152 impressed
from the off with its big, spacious
sound.

On King Tubby’s ‘Dub Fever’
collection the MCI152 proved capable
of generating earth-shaking levels of
bass yet without losing the sense of
air and atmosphere that pervades
these tracks and makes them work
so well.

Electronic beeps and chopped,
distorted guitar effects emerged from
seemingly nowhere — swelling into
the mix and then disappearing in
the blink of an eye.

Just as importantly the
Mclntosh threw a big,
wide soundstage
into the room
which made
the listening a
truly immersive
experience.

Importantly, though,
the MC152 can also tread
gently when needed. The mid-
band has a slightly lush and generous
quality to it which is more akin to a
good valve amplifier than a |50 Watt
solid-stater.

On a 24/96 rip of Eleanor
McEvoy’s delicately recorded
‘Non Smoking Single Female’ the

REVIEW

McIntosh imbued the walking bass
part with real timbre while vocals
were wonderfully rich and romantic.
The track simply flowed in a natural,
organic manner.

Yet this isn’t done at the expense
of essential detail. The MC152 has the

OCTOBER 2015

The MC152's output
stage uses transformer
coupling (under the
left and right screened
casings at the front of
the unit).
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ability to catch the leading edge of
notes and subsequent decay without
the artificial haze some transistor
amplifiers impart. This made it sound
wonderfully lifelike.

Moving onto something a little
fiercer in the shape of The Sex
Pistols’ ‘Never Mind The Bollocks...
and | could hear why McIntosh has
long been a favourite with rock fans.
The marching boots at the start of
‘Holidays In The Sun’ had me thinking
an invading army was streaming
across the room while Steve Jones’s
opening guitar chord wasn’t just big,
it was positively gargantuan. And
when the pile-driver drums and
bass kicked in | could thoroughly
understand why one reviewer
famously described this album as a
big, bad beautiful sound.The Mclntosh
MCI152 made it sound all of those
things — and in all the right ways.

Overall, it was the combination
of power, control and overall
coherence that made the McIntosh
work so well with seemingly all
musical genres. I'd never mistake
Stanislaw Skrowaczewski and the
Minnesota Orchestra’s rendition of
Ravel’s glorious ‘Rapsodie Espagnole’
for the Sex Pistols, but it was just as
thrilling via the MCI52.

Individual instruments were
located firmly in place within the
stereo image, with good height and
depth, while the dynamic contrasts
between the various movements
were handled with pinpoint precision.

The work ends with an
exuberant burst of orchestral colour
in the fourth movement and the
Mclntosh captured all the joie de
vivre of the finale without ever letting
it spiral out of control or congeal
into an indistinct cacophony — even
with the volume pushed well higher
than usual.

If ’'m going to level any criticism
then | have to say that the same
piece played through the mighty
MAS8O000 did have slightly more air
and space to its delivery than on
the MC152 — giving it a little more
overall grandeur and impact. But if
you'd never heard the former it’s not
something you'd ever be worried
about.

That’s because this new Mclntosh
power amplifier is a very impressive
piece of equipment in its own right. It
may be the smallest of the company’s
range of power amplifiers (both in
terms of physical size and power
output) but it still packs a significant
punch — combining a big, punchy
sound with a liquid, thoroughly

REVIEW

Melntosh

MC152 POWER AMPLIFIER

Both balanced XLR and unbalanced RCA inputs are provided, as
well as taps for 2, 6 and 8 Ohm loudspeakers.

musical midband and a detailed
delivery. | can well see it recruiting a
lot more hi-fi lovers into the ranks of
Mclntosh converts.

CONCLUSION

Mclntosh’s new MC152 combines
plentiful power output with a sonic
signature that brings the best out of
all genres of music. It can be subtle
and fleet-of-foot when needed — yet
is just at home pounding out deep
bass lines, crashing guitar chords or
orchestral crescendoes. Not just

a cut-down version of Mclntosh’s
bigger power amplifiers but a great
performer in its own right.

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

The MC152 produced 253 Watts into an
8 Ohm load and slightly less, 225 Watts,
into a 4 Ohm load. Unlike most transistor
amplifiers the use of output transformers
means it is effectively load matched,
rather than being a ‘constant-voltage
source’ so maximum power is the same
into any load. However, Mclntosh also
use voltage limiting as protection and

FREQUENCY RESPONSE
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NOEL SAYS -

The absence of distortion in big auto-trans-
former coupled Mcintosh amps is eerie and |
suspect the output stages swing more voltage
and less current than is common, because as
you reduce current you minimize both distortion
and thermal modulation at the output transistor
junction. This eases the job of the output tran-
sistors, protects them and also makes 2 Ohm
electrostatic loads no problem.

Feedback is taken from the output devices
direct, and from the transformer, via a summing
network — neat design.

The MC152 is also fully balanced all
through, currently a rare topology but one that
will become more popular as sound quality ben-
efits are better understood and appreciated.

the output was prevented from going
into serious overload. The MC152 is very
powerful all the same and its 2 Ohm
output is meant for electrostatic loads.

Distortion was very low at all
frequencies, measuring 0.005% in the
midband and 0.02%, mostly noise, at
10kHz, 1 Watts output. Our spectrum —
analysis shows an absence of crossover
distortion harmonics and this was MCINTOSH MC152
maintained right up to full power out £4
at 10kHz, an impressive performance. B
Low frequencies had no impact on the
transformers either, distortion at 40Hz,
full output measuring 0.007%.

Frequency response rolls off slowly
above 20kHz, and below 10Hz, but the
amplifier measured flat across the audio
band into 8 Ohm and 4 Ohm loads.

Input sensitivity was low at 1.6V
through the phono inputs for full output,
and no less than 3.2V through the
balanced XLR inputs.

The MC152 is powerful and
measures exceptionally well all round. It
has very low distortion and can drive any

=xP =P = =V

OUTSTANDING - amongst
the best.

VALUE - keenly priced

VERDICT

Iconic looks matched with a
big, expansive and detailed
sound make the MC152 one
of the best power amplifiers
you'll hear at its price. Highly
recommended.

FOR
- smooth and musical
- controlled, deep bass

load. Impressive. NK - slim case
- price
Power 250Watts
Frequency response 5Hz-50kHz {‘\SQ":?T
Separation 110dB 2
N_0|sﬂe _ -121dB Jordan Acoustics
Distortion (1W, 10kHz) 0.02% +44 (0)1592 744779
Sensitivity 1.6V www.jordanacoustics.co.uk
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REVIEW

Lotoo Winner

It's big, it's bulky and it's finished with gold — but Noel Keywood discovers this new portable
music player from China's Lotoo offers class-leading high-resolution sound.

n the technological arms race
of the portable player market,
the Lotoo PAW Gold I'm
reviewing here is firmly in the
‘interesting’ category. This high-

resolution digital player is big
and heavy like few others; it is also
£1495 — quite a ticket. But that’s
because it uses top-quality hi-fi parts
— and to hell with power consump-
tion! Just make the battery larger.
But you end up with a machine that
is more luggable than pocketable. |
could almost describe the PAW Gold
as a portable hi-fi rather than a por-
table player.

That’s the basic and somewhat
fundamentalist approach Lotoo

(China) have taken in conceptualising
this player.

Not only is there
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a current guzzling, full-blown hi-fi
digital-to-analogue convertor (DAC)
on board — a Texas Instruments
PCMI1792 — but also an LME49600
headphone drive chip and a powerful
ADI Blackfin 541 signal processor
that brings almost instant start-up,
as well as the ability to handle even
the most demanding DSD playback.
So sound quality has been pursued
to the exclusion of most else in this
machine; it’s an extreme design.

Before | start to peer into the

details let me just make clear what |
am dealing with here.The PAW Gold
is a portable audio player designed
to drive either headphones or a
hi-fi system.You can think of it as
a CD player, one able to play just
about any high-resolution digital file
available — and it has been designed
as such, because it runs from an
independent |12V power supply
not the 5V line within USB like
most other players.

There is no digital output for an
external DAC but | guess Lotoo
see no need because with a full
blown, mains powered DAC
on-board it out-performs most
external DACs in any case, our
measurements showed. And |
read the other day a comment
from FiiO (also of China) that
few people use the digital output
of their players. Whether this is
justifiable only listening can tell,
more of which later.

So what we have here then is
a super high-fidelity player with
masses of on-board lithium-ion
battery power to sustain it on
the move — | | hours playing time
no less — but with a well worked
out architecture for delivering top
quality as an analogue connected

‘CD player’ in the home, able to
drive the hi-fi. This makes the PAW
Gold a very interesting proposition
to any audiophile, methinks — and a
headbanger of a portable.

Lotoo are proud of the fact that
the case is machined from a solid
billet of aluminium that, they say,
weighs 280gms — and it did on our
scales. That’s double the little 136gm
FiiO X3 2nd gen | reviewed last
month.

Like the FiiO, the Lotoo plays
just about every music file format
available, including SACD files, that
are different in structure to DSD
files, whilst using the same one-bit
code. In addition you can play Flac,
Way, Alac, MP3 and DSD 64 and 128
in dff and dsf form.There’s also less
popular wma, Ape wavepack, Cue and
m4a. But where is Apple’s Aiff (their
equivalent to Wav)? | thought this
was a mistake but it isn’t — the PAW
Gold doesn’t see them | found, so
they must be converted with XLD or
similar.

The PAW Gold feels brick-like in
the hand — solid beyond expectation.
It is very obviously machined with
care and well finished too. Whether
you like the gold finish of its parts
is a matter of taste | think; | had
slight reservations about the small
and coarse 160x128 OLED colour
screen, with its jagged-edged text
— and in spite of price this is not
a touch screen, as on Astell&Kern
players.You have to click your way
down through a cramped, grey on-
screen music menu to select a track,
using the central gold disc, that is a
stationary selector, not a spin wheel
as on FiiO’s X3. None of this fitted
too well with the price, but it did
the job.



Computer connection is through a USB
lead. Memory comprises a full size SD
card.

The settings menus were
similarly small, cramped and illegible.
There is, however, some mitigation in
an output level bar-graph display that
covers 50dB dynamic range and gives
some idea of the intrinsic recorded
range of any music file; however, it
is situated after the volume control

reduces this to a sensible 0.8V, about
right for most else and not so far
from European recommendations
concerning limitation of hearing
damage.

The Line output can be
connected to the CD input of any
amplifier, through a 3.5mm jack-to-

‘Mick Fleetwood's opening

drum roll o

- 'Dreams' (24/96)

suddenly had both speed and
ounch and there was tremen-
dous grip on pace; this player
has chiselled timing’

to show output volume, rather than
before it to show absolute recorded
level. You can see recorded level by
turning volume up to maximum — but
only after removing the headphone
plug because the PAW Gold goes
fiercely loud!

On that subject I'll note that
our measurements showed this
player produces a massive 4.4V
output from the headphone (Phone)
socket with output set to High (H)
— more than enough for insensitive

planar magnetic phones (e.g. Audeze,
HiFiMan, Oppo). The low setting (L)

PHONE

LINE OUT

phono plug adaptor lead, and it gives
full CD output level. But whereas

a CD player provides only low-res
PCM digital of 1983 vintage, a hi-res
player like this can send any exotic
audio file to your hi-fi.

Since the player gave me a
‘battery discharging’ warning whilst
connected via USB to my powered
USB hub, power is not drawn from
the 5V USB line at all, unlike most
players. Instead the PAW Gold
charges from its own [2V/].5A,
switch-mode, wall-wart power
supply that connects to the usual

The top carries headphone and line (fixed volume) outputs, a
Low/High switch and rotary volume control.

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk

REVIEW

power input on the player, marked
|2V/1A. Although it seems a little
more cumbersome, this is the best
way to deliver power: it gives higher
supply volts to the DAC and output
amplifiers — and that’s why 4.4V
output is available, because that’s
what you get from a |2V d.c. supply.
It also means the PAW gold comes
as an all-in-one, optionally mains
powered player; an external USB
supply is not needed to keep it up
and running.

There is no internal memory, and
just one slot for a full sized SD card
— addressable at up to 2TB Lotoo
say. But 128-256GB is the common
maximum for an SD card and it will
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The small screen conveys lots of info,
including track format and music level.
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A multi-band equaliser is included.

store plenty of 400MB files if you feel
you need to do this.The PAW Gold
will play not just 192kHz sample-rate
PCM, but even 384kHz, and these are
of huge size. But | have yet to hear
any difference between 96kHz and

| 92kHz sample rate files, let alone
384s like DXDs, so it is a non-issue
for me for the time being — and |
think a little off-the-planet as things
currently stand.

OK, DSD files are large and they
do sound exceptional, so DSD users
may or may not feel 320 songs of
400MB on a 128GB card limiting, but
the solution here is to have/carry
multiple cards.
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Stereo 845pp Stereo 60 MKIIIm Eﬂ{ﬁ“{h
"King of Triodes" ST845pp 50wpch £5,995 Worlds first 845 PP mtegrated amplifier ~ ST60 lllm with KT150 valves 80wpch, 50w Triode Outstanding performance £2,999

B4 WO M7 WO

Stereo 40 MKIIIm Stereo 25 MKII
ST40 lllm A True "Hi End" Amplifier, Triode and UL, 40 or 20wpch many features Only £1,799 Simplified ST40 30wpch UL, HQ Headphone socket, "Easy Bias" From £999 (EL34)

N T e L Sl R

P - ' | Stereo 40 6AS7

Stereo 40 with 2A3 Valves 17wpch of Pure Triode heaven £1 999 Ltd Edition ST 40 with 6AS7 Triode Valves 25 wpch of Pure Triode £1,399

= .. O
Stereo 20pp - ‘ HP8 MKII
Small and cute only £749 15wpch with HQ Headphone socket HP8 Pure Valve, Pure Triode High End headphone amp 8-600 ohms

Icon Audio have a valve amplifier to suit all purposes. From 15 watts per channel to 80w integrated or 16w to
250w mono blocks. Immerse yourself in our warm easy listening detailed sound. David Shaw has been making
innovative highly regarded amplifiers for 15 years which are all leaders in their class, some like the unique
ST845 or HP8 have no equal, others like the ST60 and ST40 are “outstanding” in performance and value for
money. All our amplifiers are handmade, “point to point” with our own hand wound transformers in our own
factory and finished in Leicester. Built to last and be easily serviced.

Various upgrades are available including capacitors and valves.

As a UK company we offer rapid economical service on all our products both old and new.

Come for a listen at our Leicester showroom or order from one of our appointed dealers. FRm3 Full range speaker 2x 8" 96dB 9-90w £2,499 pr
For more information see our website, ring or email us, or ask for our latest brochure printed on real paper!

Buy direct from us or through one of dealers.
UK prices only inc UK VAT and mainland delivery. Some models show upgraded valves.

www.iconaudio.com  sales@iconaudio.com ©

7 Different speakers speakers designed specially for valve
amps of 9w or more £549 to £2,499 walnut, cherry and black

(+44) 0116 2440593 Leicester UK




REVIEW

CONCLUSION

Lotoo’s PAW Gold is an impressive
piece of dedicated engineering. It

little, sounding less bloomy and warm,

ATE/PMEQ tighter and under better control; the

| Brighter
Sweet
Dental
Style 701
Style 990
Diffuse field (Near field)
Diffuse field (Far field)

player exerts a lot of grip and this
alters bass quality, but for the better. isn’t the sleekest player by a long
There was plenty of low level mile, but it’s sound quality is quite
atmosphere around close-miked extraordinary. If you want to carry
vocals and this quality was very your home hi-fi with you, this is
apparent with Benjamin Grosvenor’s the one. It has a lofty price tag as
rendition of Chopin’s 'Nocturne No5,
Opus |5 No2' (24/96), where the

piano stood in a sense of open space,

portables go but not as hi-fis go, nor
high quality digital sources; a good
CD player can cost more.Yet this

each struck key having a well-hewn machine far surpasses CD, playing all

DSD
ED °S%

presence of his finger work under high-resolution digital music files with

wonderful control. an ability that is astonishing. A superb

SETUP

Life and listening got better with player then, even if its user interface
a 352kHz sample rate DXD file

running at prodigious |7Mbps bit

Filter1
30.0Hz/+0.04B/LSF/ 1.0

could be a little more attractive.

Filter2
33.0H=z/+0.04B/BPF/ 1.0

Filter3

200 OH=7+0.04B/BPF/ 1.0 rate of Mozart’s 'Violin Concerto

Etil'[]tueﬁqﬁu e o in D Major', played by Marianne
o rd o a
Thorsen and the Trondheim Solistene

Filters )
150.0Hz/+0.04B/HSF/ 1.0 (soloists), that occupies a mere

|.2GBs of storage space. OK, so

there’s tape hiss at the start — or is
Lotoo include a wide range of fil- it the mic preamps that my Oppos
ters and equalisers to alter sound

according to taste.

detect? — but the violin and orchestra
sounded crystal clear, upon a huge

SOUND QUALITY

The last time | listened to a player
and thought “wow” was with
Astell&Kern’s original AK-100. It
blew everything else away. Clamping
Oppo PMI planar magnetic phones
onto my ears and setting the PAW
Gold to play again had me thinking
“wow”. This is a spectacular sounding
player. It has vast dynamics, deep
insight and is almost brutal in its
delivery.Where a lovely player like
FiiO’s X3 2nd gen came over as
pure and delightful, the PAW Gold
comes over as crushingly powerful in
its sound. The Oppos usually sound
a tad warm and slow against other
phones, if deeply smooth rich and
insightful. All this changed. The PAW
Gold lit a fire underneath them; they
picked up and ran, suddenly displaying
speed and pace, driven hard by the
player’s LME49600 output amplifier.
Mick Fleetwood’s opening drum roll
of 'Dreams' (24/96) suddenly had
both speed and punch and there was
tremendous grip on pace; this player
has chiselled timing.

Not only is there dynamic power
aplenty, but cymbals and percussion
in this piece were rhythmically rock
steady; it was almost eerie!

'Go Your Own Way' gave
more of the same: Usain Bolt pace
straight out of the blocks, every step
perfectly timed; the PAW Gold is a
breathtaking listen. My only surprise
was that the Oppos were dried out a

sound stage — and again | heard
wonderfully precise timing. The PAW
handled DSD 64 and 128 files in
tests; it flinched at nothing except
Aliff.

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

Frequency response through the
headphone output, at maximum output
(H), measured flat to 49kHz with 192kHz
sample rate digital, our analysis shows,
with a roll off above the frequency to
the 96kHz upper limit — a good result
that shows the PAW Gold exploits high

FREQUENCY RESPONSE

FFT Level Ch1/dBr
o

10 212 48:8K 100
Frequency / Hz

DYNAMIC RANGE (60+62)

THD-N Level RMS Frequency

Fraquency / Hz

The screen is small and has low
resolution, so text is jagged looking.

sample rate digital. Results on low
output (L) setting were the same and the
Line output gave an identical result to
headphone.

Distortion at full output (4.4V)
measured a low 0.0003% and at -60dB
a very low 0.05%, with 24bit resolution
digital. We measured EIAJ Dynamic
Range at a very high 122dB, exactly in
line with Lottoo’s own result and that
quoted by Texas Instruments. This is
around 7dB more than rivals, that mostly
come in around 115dB.

The fixed Line output delivers 2V,
like a CD player, and its dynamic range
was similar at 122dB.

The Lottoo PAW Gold measured very
well in all areas. It's massive 4.4V output
will drive even the most insensitive
headphones and dynamic range is that of
top mains powered DACs. NK

LOTOO PAW GOLD
£1495

00220
OUTSTANDING - amongst
the best

VERDICT

Fabulous sound quality
from a technically superb
portable that also serves as
a hi-fi player able to deliver
devastating digital into any
audio system.

FOR
- sound quality
- great portable and stationary

Frequency response (-1dB) player

CD 4Hz-49kHz - plays all digital audio files
Distortion (%) - solid build

0dB 0.0003

-60dB 0.05 | AMOST

Se?aratlnn (1kHz) 110dB - low resolution screen
Noise (IEC A) -120dB - needs menu refinement
Dynamic range 122dB

Output (headphone) 4.4V KS Distribution

Output (Line) 2V +44 (0)1903 768914

www.ksdistribution.co.uk
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FOCAL

THE SPIRIT OF SOUND

el iy,
ra
¢

| o

S0pran ) NEW

The purity of the timbre, the precision of the soundstage
and the harmonic richness are sure to provide you with an
intense emotional experience. Combining a compact design,
a resolutely modern look and major innovations in terms of

the transducers, Sopra n°2 clearly defines the new epitome of
today’s Premium loudspeakers.

Bzg.- though not as huge as its | hi-finews
Utopia stablemates - the Sopra N°2 is @ _'3. [TSTANDING 1
one of Focal's best designs to date. " FODUCH

- Hi-Fi News | September 2015

£9,599.00 £255.97 x 30 months

Retail price/pair ‘ 0% Finance*: 20% deposit, then

*subject to status & conditions

NEW

Beyond this attractive first impression, what’s astonishing
is the texture and smoothness of its sound. It provides

a solid, “fleshy” sound with full and articulated bass.
Precision is by no means artificial, nor is it limited to t
treble. The overall coherence and harmonic richness o:
Sonra n°1 is remarkable, heightening ones understand

> being played.

Retail price/pair 0% Finance*: 20% deposit, then

£6,495.00 £173.20 x 30 months

*subject to status & conditions

©® O World Class | Audio Systems

[ 101202911 886 bournemouth store

~

01592 744 779 glenrothes store

w | www.jordanacoustics.co.uk




e
MC301 & MCI152 | amplifiers

MclIntosh introduce two wonderful new models.

Physically smaller than McIntosh's other amplifiers
thanks to its space saving 6 tall chassis, both the NEW
MC301 and MC152 are still full of all the technology
Mclntosh is renowned for and with McIntosh's output
Autoformer, every speaker receives full power regardless
of its impedance. These are without doubt, impressive
new additions to the McIntosh amplifier lineup.

MC301 monoblock amplifier (pair)

Retail price 0% Finance*: 20% deposit, then

£10,995.00 £293.20 x 30 months

*subject to status & conditions MC152
MC152 power amplifier

Retail price 0% Finance*: 20% deposit, then

£4,995.00 £133.20 x 30 months

*subject to status & conditions

e
D150 | digital preamp

The D150 uses the same revered DAC as the
D100, featuring an 8 channel, 32-bit, 500kHz D/A

converter with wide dynamic range and extremely
low distortion.

The D150 digital stereo preamplifier expands McIntosh's
digital music capabilities by supporting many of the
newest digital audio formats such as DSD and DXD.

A USB input accepts up to 32-bit/384kHz signals and
supports DSD64, DSD128, DXD 352.8kHz and DXD
384kHz. It is a simple solution to add the latest digital

music formats to your existing system.

Retail price 0% Finance*: 20% deposit, then

£3,495.00 £116.50 x 24 months

*subject to status & conditions

THE ULTIMATE
HEADPHONE SYSTEM?

MCINTOSH MHP1000 HEADPHONES AND
MHA100 HEADPHONE AMPLIFIER

Call or e-mail Jordan Acoustics to find out more...




REVIEW

Oid school
charm

Martin Pipe listens to a new CD player from Roksan that simply plays...CDs!

f the CD players I've
come across of late,
most seem to offer spin-
ning of those silver discs
as little more than an
afterthought. CD players
might have been icons of high-tech

in the ‘80s but things have moved
on.And the manufacturers, endlessly

trying to leapfrog the competition,
realise this. They would rather you
focused on the ability of their latest
babies to catch Internet radio sta-
tions from Afghanistan to Zimbabwe,
interface to whatever iThing happens
to be in vogue or pull music from
computers and networked storage
devices.

So with this in mind it’s
refreshing to come across the Roksan
K3 CD. Don’t let its svelte modern
styling and opulently-machined metal
frontage fool you.The K3’s single role
in life, like that of the 1982-vintage
Sony CDP-101 | revisited in Olde
Worlde some months back, is to
play CDs. No USB ports, no Wi-Fi,

no Bluetooth, no kitchen sink. But
there are other similarities between
that archaic first-generation Sony and
the streaming-age (but streaming-
incompatible) Roksan, even though

in performance terms the two are
worlds apart.

Both are tray-wielding front-
loaders and both are controllable via
a remote. In the case of the K3, that
means a diddly but substantial one
offering the basics — previous/next
track, play/pause, stop, repeat and
shuffle. This ‘R7’ will also operate
some other Roksan products, and
has nice big buttons.You can’t use the
handset to place the K3 in standby;
turning the player on or off involves
flicking a rocker switch tucked away,
as is the Roksan tradition, under one
of the sides.

Basic K3 operation is also
possible from the front panel,
which also hosts a rather small blue
fluorescent display. This indicates
track number and running time,
which can be switched between total,

|

elapsed and remaining time.The K3
has no truck with gimmicks like MP3
CD-R playback (audio CD-Rs and
CD-RWs are compatible, though),
direct track-access or the ability to
remember your favourite selections.
It’s all elementary ‘no-frills’ stuff, but
this means the K3 is wonderfully
responsive and easy to use.

The K3 may abstain from
gadgetry, but you certainly get all of
the connectivity expected of a CD
player. Analogue outputs are phonos,
the only balanced connection being
the AES/EBU digital output that
Roksan has provided as an alternative
to the usual optical and coaxial feeds
- the Red Book-raw 44.| kHz/| 6-bit
of the digital data on your disc as
no upsampling tricks are performed
here. Roksan has also, for some

reason, included a grounding terminal.

It’s heavy and substantially-
built, and a look inside reveals that
Roksan’s preference for neat and
uncluttered design goes beyond the
exterior. Much of the CD circuitry
is on a single NEC ‘jungle’ chip.
This interfaces to another chip that
looks after the loader mechanism’s
various motors and the Burr-Brown
PCMI1798 that turns your digits
into music. All of the analogue audio
circuitry downstream of the latter

! &
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Internally the K3 CD is
neat and uncluttered
and utilises surface-
mounted ICs and a
Burr-Brown PCM1798
DAC chip.

is based around standard NE5534
op-amps, as found in much pro gear;
tubes are nowhere in sight! Roksan
has specified a linear power supply,
built around a toroidal transformer.

SOUND QUALITY

For the listening tests, | partnered
the K3 with an Arcam FMJ-A49
integrated amp and Quadral Aurum
Wotan VIl speakers. Also tried was
a Benchmark DAC2 HGC DAC/
headphone amp, driving a pair of
Oppo PM3 cans (reviewed on Page
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39 this issue). First into the K3 was
a copy of Steve Reich’s 'Music for |18
Musicians' (Ensemble Signal/Brad
Lubman, Harmonia Mundi). The
insistent rhythmic flow and
urgency of this deceptively-
simple piece proved to be well
within the K3’s pacing abilities.
So too was the range of

layered tonal textures — among

them strings, pianos, marimbas,

clarinets, vibraphones and

voices — that pour over the

spellbound listener in waves.
Energy, richness,

definition and an immersive

soundstage are all in evidence
here. Switching between the
Benchmark’s internal DAC (fed from
the K3 coaxially) and the player’s
analogue output confirms a slight
tendency towards brightness but
such character complements this
particular music.

It also gave a slight ‘edge’ to
the percussion of, for example,
Joy Division’s ‘She Lost Control’
(Unknown Pleasures) as well as
dance music built around the Roland
TR808.The latter was apparent
with mix CDs, which were dealt
with correctly in other regards — no
audible ‘gaps’ between tracks here!

However, it doesn’t always work
— especially if the recordings aren’t
up to it. The treble emphasis of the
remastered CD of Steve Wonder’s
'Songs In The Key of Life' yielded a
perceptibly forward’ sound, certainly
in direct comparison to the Arcam
FM]-S27 that’s usually connected to
the A49 here.

But that’s the only real contri-
bution and it’s slight. In low-frequency
terms, and the key presence region,
the K3 proved to be marvelously
neutral and balanced. And the
emotional connection is preserved.
A disc of Simon Rattle conducting
the Birmingham Symphony Orchestra
for a revered (and remastered)
performance of Stravinsky’s 'Firebird
Suite' was suitably immersive here
— with atmosphere and dynamics.
And, played on the K3, its 'Infernal
Dance' did not fail to thrill.

REVIEW

CONCLUSION

If you want an unpretentious and
reliable product with one purpose in
life — playing your CDs well — there’s
much to be said for this Roksan.
Give it a decent recording, and it will
reward you with an engaging musical
performance.

If you do want more, though, you
might be interested to learn that an
uprated version that can also be used
as a basic hi-res DAC has just been
launched.We hope to be examining it
shortly.

MEASURED PERFORMANCE

FREQUENCY RESPONSE
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Frequency response through the line
output measured flat to 21.1kHz our
analysis shows, with a fast roll off above
this frequency introduced by anti-alias
filtering — a normal result for CD.

Distortion at full output measured
a low 0.001% and at -60dB a normal
0.25%, most of which is 16bit quanti-
sation noise in fact. EIAJ Dynamic Range
measured a healthy 100.4dB, a fair result
as far as CD goes. Output of 2.2V met
CD Red Book standards.

The K3 produced a good if normal
set of results for CD, with flat peak-free
response and adequate dynamic range.
NK

Frequency response (-1dB)

CD 4Hz-21.1kHz
Distortion (%)

0dB 0.001
-60dB 0.26
Separation (1kHz) 98dB
Noise (IEC A) -112dB
Dynamic range 100.4dB
Output 2.2V

OCTOBER 2015

ROKSAN K3 CD
PLAYER £1250

OUTSTANDING - amongst
the best

VERDICT

A very good, basic CD player
with great timing and good
tonal balance.

FOR

- superb timing and tonality
- very easy to use

- solid build quality

AGAINST

- CDs, and CDs only!

- brightness occasionally
evident

- display is rather small

Henley Designs

+44 (0)1235 511 166
www.henleydesigns.co.uk
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Sipender ASR
NEW

Spendor AER

WHAT Hlipi? 1 Choice
- AWARDS 2014 |

The ABRs truly are g Briliant mirt-monitor
sturfing achievement one of the very best
What HHT Awais;

Spendor D7

A@«mﬂﬂg the finest spask
S Tedg -a:ﬁl"ﬁﬂph [y h” 2054

w i Vi Pl 'ﬁ_ Eﬂ'y p'riﬂa

Spendor's approach is the most radical ['ve saen, going
whare no hi-fi manufacturer has gﬂn& before. D7 is
extremely capable and very neutra

importantly | Eﬁ puts the music first
Mi-FT+ Dez 2001

lf you're after a great all-round, affordable, high end
loudspeaker. here it is
HI-FI Ch sue 370 2013

D7 has an unmistakegble touch of magic. Easy to drive,
gsﬁnum&[y afficlant, undemanding of placemant, fine
steres, extended powerful bass, upbeat and
weil-balanced, build and finish first rate.

%&i more can one ask?

Hi-f Wnéq"“ 7 2013

However it's besn achieved, we can't halp but marvel at
the sound from the D7's. Spandor D7's set the standard
for spreakers at this price

(et =l el ) |

Bass punich sllied to tremendous mid band and trebls
insight makes for a wiining combination
ii-Fi World Jul 2014

WHMT m*ﬁ?

SOUND AND VISION |

] Hi-F Chace (ssue 39
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WIN

ere’s your chance to
win the superb Leema
Elements CD player
worth £1395 that we
reviewed in our June
2015 issue. Just read the
review excerpt below and answer

the questions to the right.

"The Elements CD player measures a
compact 21 7mm x 90mm x 375mm
(W/H/D) although despite its small
size it feels reassuringly solid. The
draw-loading transport mechanism
slides in and out without any undue
mechanical noise and disc reading is
quick.

Inside the Elements features
Leema’s latest Quattro-Infinity
DAC technology which utilises four
24bit/192kHz DACs feeding balanced
input analogue filters.

The sculpted metal front panel
contains a blue display panel flanked
by small control buttons for standby,
scan, play/pause, stop/eject and
repeat. The latter also gives access
to Leema’s proprietary LIPS system
- which allows the CD to control
other products from the company’s
range when used together.

These functions are replicated
on the supplied system remote
which also has the facility to turn the

RULES AND CONDITIONS OF ENTRY

- ONLY ONE ENTRY PER HOUSEHOLD

- MULTIPLE ENTRIES WILL BE AUTONIATICALLY DISQUALIFIED

- PURCHASE OF THE MAGAZINE IS NOT A PRE-CONDITION OF ENTRY

- NO CORRESPONDENCE WILL BE ENTERED INTO

- THE EDITOR'S DECISION IS FINAL

- NO EMPLOYEES OF AUDIO WEB PUBLISHING LIMITED, OR OF ANY
COMPANIES ASSOCIATED WITH THE PRODUCTION OR DISTRIBUTION

OF THE PRIZES, MIAY ENTER

illuminated display off if preferred.
The rear panel contains coaxial
and optical S/PDIF outputs for using
the Elements as a transport feeding
an external DAC and, unusually,
twin pairs of balanced XLR and
unbalanced RCA connectors.
It has an easy-going, fluid sound
that never sounds overly forced
or digital.Vocals are suitably rich
and emotional and refreshingly, the
Elements also doesn’t boom the bass
out at you like some CD players. Not
that it is lacking in low-end - but it’s
full, weighty and tuneful with no hint
of flabbiness. It’s a nice presentation
that makes music easy to listen to".

For a chance to win this great prize,
just answer the four easy questions
at right. Send your entries on a
postcard only by October 9th to:
October 2015 Competition,
Hi-Fi World magazine,
Studio 204,

Buspace Studio,

Conlan Street,

Notting Hill,

London W10 5AP

%,

A LEEMA ELEMENTS CD PLAYER WORTH
£1,395 IN THIS MONTH’S GREAT GIVEAWAY!

" QUESTIONS

[1] What sort of
transport is used -
[2] Slot-loading

[b] Bus

[c] Tram

[d] Draw-loading

[2] Leema’s latest
DAC technology is
called -

[2] Frank

[b] Quattro-Infinity

[c] Bernie

[d] DAC Four

[3] How do vocals
sound -

[a] Incomprehensible
[b] Mumbled

[c] Rich and emotional
[d] Garbled

[4] The analogue
input filters are -
[a] Balanced

[b] Unbalanced

[c] Hard to find

[d] Fiddly

4

entries will be accepted on a postcard only

JULY 2015: JBL STUDIO 290 LOUDSPEAKERS WINNER
Mr. lan Clement of Lancashire
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Visit our website at www.hi-fiworlid.co.uk or
send your emuails to letterschi-fiworid.co.uk.
Letter of the month wins a pair of KEF 0100

lovdspeakers.

Answers by: NK - Noel Keywood; JM - Jon Myles; PR - Paul Rigby;

MP - Martin Pipe; RT - Rafael Todes.

LETTER OF THE MONTH PRIZE

KEF Q100 LOUDSPEAKERS

Letter of the Month

DISC AT A DISTANCE

| have finally lived up to my promise to
redecorate the lounge, with the knock-
-on effect that some new furniture has

This also means a new home for the
hi-fi. Fortunately, my wife appreciates
the quality of the music even if she
does wish it involved less boxes, so it is
only moving to a new location within
the room.

However, the turntable will be
some distance from the amplifier and
this is where | need your guidance.
| estimate | need an interconnect
between 3 and 3.5 meters long plus
it needs to be flexible as its journey
from phono box to amplifier involves a
few gentle bends. | am assuming the
phono box needs to be located near to

appeared, resulting in a different layout.

meaning it will - or
should - be able to
drive a 3.5m cable
across Graham
Ralph’s lounge. This
allows a turntable
to be conveniently
sited, away from
the hi-fi.

the turntable to boost the signal before
travel to the amplifier. Will this distance
result in signal loss and degrade the
sound? If you could suggest a suitable
interconnect that would complement
my system over this distance and is
flexible it would help me finish the job.
Budget is up to £250.

| am also considering changing
my phono box when the above is
sorted and have been considering a
Rothwell Audio Rialto. Do you have any
suggestions in the £500 mark that
would be a worthwhile improvement
in sound or even help with the above
issue.lt would need to be small in size,
not another large box!

My system is:Arcam A85 integrated
and P38 power, bi-amped to B&W
CDM 7NT speakers, with a Pro-Ject

Expression Il turntable, Pro-Ject Phono
Box MM/MC and a Sony CDP-XB920E
QS CD Player.

Many thanks for a great read each
month.

Graham Ralph

Hi Graham.A 3.5m interconnect
from Pro-Ject Phono box to the
amplifier is long and will place

up to InF of capacitance across

the output (at 250pF/metre) that
on-line calculator at http://www.
sengpielaudio.com/calculator-RC.htm
(call me lazy!) tell me has an Xc of
7kOhms. Pro-Ject say the Phono
Box has “Output stage with ultra-
low impedance” but don’t say what
that impedance is so | will guess it

is |000hms — a common enough
value. This will be unaffected by

a 3.5m cable, at least in terms of
treble loss, and you could use a
much longer cable. | have, however,
ignored radio pickup and d.c.
resistance. The latter should not be
an issue, and the former depends
upon “local conditions” as they say,
or how many wi-fi boxes you and
your neighbours may be using. It is
unlikely, however, that the 500mV- |V
or so the Phono Box will send down
the cable this will be an issue.As you
say, the Phono Box must be beside
the turntable and its output feed the
line. So try it and see, is my advice,

using any good quality interconnect.
NK
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Use bass traps in corners where sound waves “congregate”. They absorb bass energy and con-

trol room boom.

BUSHES OF DIFFUSION

Thanks for the advice to my last letter
Noel — your answer was very novel
and enlightening. It also made my wife
smile, especially when the solution
did not involve the purchase of any
more kit. We will be skipping down to
the local garden centre this weekend
to choose some judicious specimen
bushes, hopefully something we can
both agree on and has plenty of thick
foliage. Just one quick question that |
would like your opinion on and its to
do with placement of the bushes (I
guess it's not the usual question you get
regarding placement).

| was reading on-line that the best
way to diffuse sound reflections is to
place the sound diffusion material i.e.
the bushes, (the article was talking
about a bookcase with different size
books), behind or to the side of the
speakers. The article also went on to
say that corners of rooms are notorious
for collecting standing waves which
| guessed from the article must be
something that should be avoided
and was wondering if to solve this
problem the bushes were best placed
here to diffuse those standing waves. |
understand all rooms are different so
you wouldn’t be able to give a definitive
answer and I’'m guessing the answer to
my own question is to experiment and
what a fun experiment it is going to
be too.  I'm quite excited about it to
be honest and | will definitely let you
know the results of my experiment with
a couple of pictures. Once again thanks
for such an eclectic answer to my
rather unfortunate problem
Mark Wilkinson
South Tyneside

Hi Mark.The idea of using bushes
comes from their use on motorways
to break up (diffuse) traffic noise.
But what a lovely idea for the home!

With a bit of imagination you
can quite usefully improve the
acoustics of a room by various
methods without it being obvious,
my favourites being small rugs
hung like pictures from a picture
rail to absorb side wall reflections,
wall-to-ceiling full-width lined
curtains — expensive — and plenty of
generously proportioned foam filled
settees, or armchairs.You end up
with a “quiet” room that has a cosy
feel about it, but sounds good.

The article you read is right
that standing waves “congregate” in
corners, but these are low frequency
resonant modes and they affect bass.
There is quite a lot of energy in
them so you need large volumes of
acoustic foam to absorb this energy,
hence the settees | suggest.

Plants and diffusers perform
a different function: they break up
sound further up the frequency
scale.You will very much need this
in a glass conservatory. However,
those bushes will not absorb low
frequencies effectively and you will
find putting them in corners affects
bass little.

For corners, you can use corner
absorbers (aka bass traps), which
are blocks of sculpted acoustic foam,
but | have not had much success
with these, | suspect because | have
never used enough of them: they
become visually intrusive and start
to chew up space. But note this
is about curing bass boom in a

room; it isn’t about absorbing or
diffusing reflections off hard surfaces,
something plants can do.

Have fun with your experiments.
NK

ON Q

In the June edition you kindly answered
my question as to whether | should
upgrade my ageing Marantz CD63

KI or purchase one of the new breed
of DACs. The advice you gave was to
get an Audiolab Q Dac. | took your
advice and managed to get one for half
price, brand new, presumably because
Audiolab are going to release an
updated version in due course.

| am so glad | took your advice — |
am delighted with the results. it provides
a more detailed, more comfortable
sound and it seems to allow more of
the music through, without having to
turn the volume up as high. Is this
because the DAC has a lower noise
floor?

Would a dedicated transport
improve the sound even more? |
wondered if the matching Audiolab CDT
would be a good idea?

Finally, optical or coaxial cable,
which is better?

Thank you for your advice so far
Dave

Hi Dave.Thanks for your feedback

— and we are always glad our advice
is helpful. Although having said

that, the ESS Sabre32 DAC inside
Audiolab’s Q DAC is a bit of a no-
brainer it sounds (and measures) so
good. ESS not only reduce digital and
analogue noise to levels other DACs
cannot reach, they also eliminate
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the repetitive noise patterns that
digital generates, and which sublim-
inally upset our auditory response.
That’s why the Q DAC has a “more
comfortable” sound (like it!) than
other DACs. Our in-house Oppo
BDP-105D Blu-ray player with its
ESS Sabre32s also has that quality in
buckets, and it makes digital listening
very easy.And as you say, you better
hear into the music.

| believe the Marantz CDé63 had
a good transport mechanism with
low jitter, so the Audiolab CDT may
not make a big difference, but | am
speculating here: | have not compared
the two.Try and get an audition if
you can. It isn’t difficult to arrange:
just take your Marantz to an Audiolab
dealer and I’m sure they won’t mind
you making an in-house comparison.

Supreme musician and expert
contributor Rafael Todes insists
electrical S/PDIF is more accurate
and revealing than optical — and
broadly speaking the underlying
theory supports this. Optical has
to go through send and receive
transducers and the plastic optical
cables used in dated S/PDIF are
cheap, crude and outdated | am
told, compared to fine modern glass
cables. So optical doesn’t sound very
promising.

Having said that optical
usually has a slightly smoother,
less mechanical quality and has
traditionally been my choice, much
to Rafael’s dismay! Again, it is best to
listen and compare if possible.

Oh — and one last word on
optical. It will always transmit 24/96
digital, but often not 24/192; if you
play a 24/192 digital file the system
will fall silent — distressing. Both
optical transducers (i.e. transmitters
and receivers) are responsible for
this, and so are optical cables; one
cable will pass 24/192 where another
will fall silent, because it is unable to
support the optical data rate due to
insufficient optical bandwidth.

An electrical digital connection
therefore appears to be best, but
optical has attractions and again make

your own comparisons if possible.
NK

C‘: ACCIC RESPONSE

With reference to using more classical
music for equibment reviews you may
be interested about a little known
piece of ‘classical blues’ which has just
been re-released as a superb HD file.
This is the second, central, movement
of Malcolm Arnold’s Guitar Concerto
written for and played by Julian Bream

OCTOBER 2015

At around £400 the Audiolab Q-DAC was the cheapest ESS
Sabre32 equipped DAC in the UK marketplace — and they were
being sold at knock down prices to make way for a new version.
Dave was delighted with its “comfortable sound”.

(recorded in September 1959 at Decca
Studios London).This movement is an
elegy to Django and is a deliciously
moody and ‘finely dressed’ slow blues,
but in a classical style.The original LP
was released in 1961.1 have the 1970
RCA Red Seal re-issue. But the new HD
version reveals more clarity and detail
from the original master tapes. There is
also a YouTube video of Bream playing
the same piece at the Proms in 1991
(with Malcolm Arnold appearing at the
end).

my shelves dating mainly from 2010
but with a few earlier ‘specials’. These
include the Peter Comeau review of
my treasured Quad 77 amplifier in
HFN, February 1995, and the review of
the Quad 99 system in HFW, October
2005. So the Quad 77 had a ten year
production run and mine is still going
strong in 2015 in my ‘den’.

| am currently considering a major
upgrade of my garden room system
to be focussed (probably) on Martin
Logan Electromotion ESL speakers and

Audiolab's M-CDT CD transport should make a good compan-
ion to the company's excellent ESS Sabre DAC-equipped Q-
DAC - but, as ever, an audition is recommended.

The other pieces of classical guitar
music are all beautifully played and
recorded and this is currently one of
my favourite HD files. Even if Malcolm
Arnold is not your cup of tea the Giuliani
is so charming it might seduce even
those who ‘don’t like classical’. | love
hearing these old analogue recordings
freshly minted in HD. It is like hearing
old favourites for the first time.

Moving on in the same vein. | have
about a hundred hi-fi magazines on

| have prepared a USB stick of music in
various formats to take with me when |
start to audition equipment. | attach a
PDF list of the music on the USB stick.
(I would be happy to email additional
track and/or album details.) As part of
this preparation | read through all the
hi-fi magazine equipment reviews | have
on the shelf focussing on the music used
for each review. In fact | am preparing a
personal database of the music used in
these reviews (but that is another story).
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QUAD 77

QUAD 77

The renowned Quad 77 integrated amplifier - one of which is
still going strong in Mike Tartaglia-Kershaw's 'den' almost 20

years after its manufacture.

| read the letter from Rowland
Cook (HFW Sept 2015 p42) with
great interest. | agree with his comment
concerning the lack of classical music
mentioned in equibment reviews. | think
at least a one sentence summary of the
overall sound of a classical orchestra
in every review would be very useful
and is not a lot to ask. It also allows
comparison from test to test over a
range of equipbment. Even if this noted,
for example, ‘a tendency to wiry sound
on violins’ or ‘muddled sound on massed
strings’ it would be a hint of what to
listen for when auditioning or matching
equipment for a system.

Furthermore, where classical music
is used and mentioned | am amazed
that there is no mention of Tchaikovsky!
Surely, apart from Bach and Vivaldi, he
created a type of sound which is, to
me, the most similar to a wide range
of ‘modern’ music, in his use of bold
simple melody, complexity of orches-
tration, and dramatic contrast. | think
the music is very approachable even for
those who ‘don’t like classical’. There are
many good Tchaikovsky recordings but |
selected one to head my list. This is alive
concert digital recording from 2000
of Tchaikovsky’s 4th Symphony by the
Colorado SO conducted by Marin Alsop
(Naxos CD, 8.555714). Just listening to
the first few bars of each movement
provides dramatic contrasts from the
blare of brass in complex harmony
to mass pizzicato strings.l suppose
Tchaikovsky may be considered ‘middle
of the road’ and too ‘old hat’ for modern
reviewers who favour Stravinsky.The
important point is that his music is a
good test for audio equipment. It can be
both ‘dense’ and ‘sparse’. Tchaikovsky’s
4th Symphony was first performed in
1878 in St Petersburg and a critic at
the time stated that it possessed’an
entire palette of luxuriant musical
colours’.

The attached list obviously reflects
my tastes in music but the samples are

selected to test individual facets of hi-fi
reproduction from powerful solid bass to
high harmonics, as well as spaciousness
and transparency, sound-staging, and
rhythm and timing.They do not reflect
the music | listen to most of the time.

| do not listen to church organ music
frequently but it is a good test of hi-fi
equipment and | enjoy the occasional
‘blast’. Whereas, | am lucky enough to
have seen and heard ‘Fotheringay’ twice
in about 1970 (they only lasted a year)
and ‘The Sea’is my all time favourite
Sandy Denny song.This is one of the
earliest environmental songs (concerning
sea level rise) but the words are a
clever riddle with the title as the answer

LETTERS & EMAILS

and the overall effect is like a timeless
‘folk saga’. In hi-fi terms the clean
analogue recording, expert instrumental
playing, wonderful vocal, and occasional
‘shimmer’ of brushed high hats is, for
me, mesmerising.

Five minutes of each track would
probably suffice in a demonstration/
audition. | would be interested in both
your thoughts and those of other
members of the team.

Best wishes,
Mike Tartaglia-Kershaw

Hi Mike.What pieces of music are
used in reviews is a recurring topic
in our Letters pages. Personally, | try
to use as large a range of genres as
possible to evaluate equipment but
do have a nhumber of ‘go-to’ tracks
for assessing areas such as pace,
timing, bass, midband, bandwidth,
detail etc. Unfortunately, however,
in the space of a single review it’s
frequently not possible to reference
every piece of music listened to.

| find the terms used to
describe various genres of music so
wide-ranging as to be meaningless.
There’s a world of difference, for
example, between Arvo Part,Wagner,
Schoenberg’s | 2-tone compositions
and the works of Philip Glass — yet
all would come under the catch-all

Hi-Fi Demonstration Music MTK 2015
Title Notes Format
Good digital recording of large orchestra with
Tchaikovsky 4" Symphony, Marin Alsop, complex orchestration. Listen to first few 44-16
Colorado SO, Naxos CD, 8.555714. minutes of each movement for wide range of
instruments and textures, loud and quiet.
. Brilliant flamenco recording with guitars and
Jon Boyes — Hacienda CD percussion. 9 9 44-16
. Beautiful female voice set against deep and
Emmal Shaplini-CuerSerzd Sangue dark male voice chair, bass%nd percugsion AAsLS
Four classical guitars spaced across the
Los Angeles Guitar Quartet — Blue Echo soundstage playing a Chet Atkins style piece 44-16
with amusing left right stereo arrangement.
Fotheringay — The Sea Good analogue recording - Sandy Denny 44-16
Dire Straits — Sultans of Swing Good recording of basic rock group 44-16
Dire Straits — Brothers in Arms Atmospheric recording 44-16
All Angels — Sound of Silence Female Voices 44-16
Amici — Nimrod — Elgar Mixed male and female voices 44-16
Orff — Carmina Burana Large choir and percussion 44-16
Vivaldi — Four Seasons — Spring — Accardo  Sound of bows on strings — Stradivarius 44-16
Widor - Toccatta Winchester Cathedral Organ 44-16
Saint Saens — Organ Sympony Organ and large orchestra and piano 44-16
Rachmaninov Piano Concerto 2, Andsnes, Recording recommended by Peter Comeau for 44-16
Pappano, EMI accuracy (therefore used to test Quad?)
Stravinsky - Firebird - Dorati - LSO Good orchestral recording (1959) MLP 44-16
! ; Clean analogue recording with sound of sticks
Shraips) L nipped i B0 on drum-skir?s and vocaI%ffects. 182
Crosby Stills and Nash LP ripped in HD Three famous male voices set across a wide 192-24
Helplessly Hoping soundstage. i
Riding with the King SACD rip Brilliant SACD of Clapton and King 88-24
Key to the Highway SACD rip Brilliant SACD of Clapton and King 88-24
The Sad Cafe J D Souther HD demo track 48-24
Vivaldi — Four Seasons - Summer HD string tone 192 24
Aulisn Bream — elassical guitarand small HD download of old analogue recording 192-24
orchestra
Nargis Yepess elaxaical guiar and large HD download of old analogue recording 192-24
orchestra
Haydn String Quartet HD demo track 192-24
Bach Violin Concerto — Anne Akiko Meyers  HD demo track 96-24
Rimsky-Korsakov — Dance of the Tumblers  HD demo track 96-24
Mahler Symphony No 1 HD demo track DSD
Vision of Her HD demo track DSD

Mike Tartaglia-Kershaw's list of recommended musical pieces
for auditioning new hi-fi components. He's hoping these will
sound good through a pair of Martin Logan Electromotion ESL
loudspeakers.

www.hi-fiworld.co.uk
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description of Classical.

Similarly The Jesus And
Mary Chain’s ‘Psychocandy’, Lou
Reed’s ‘Metal Machine Music’ and
Creedence Clearwater Revival would
all be branded as Rock, yet listen to
them back-to-back and you’d doubt
they came from the same planet
— never mind are all part of the same
so-called genre!

Perhaps we should instead
just heed the words of Alban
Berg to George Gershwin when
the American songwriter felt too
embarrassed to play some of his own
work to the great composer and was

told, “Mr Gershwin, music is music”.
M

TRANSPORTS OF DELIGHT

| am trying to track down someone
able to service an old Sony Walkman
Pro and a Nakamichi BX300e cassette
deck. Do you have any ideas where |
can start? | have been out of the hi-fi
game for a while and have no idea.
Kind Regards

Johnny Hickman

very least will need a good service if
you're to get the best from them!

Let’s start with the BX300. Lack
of rewind/fast forward and poor
takeup (with resultant damage to
tapes) can usually be attributed
to the idler that couples the drive
motor to the spools. Thankfully,
idlers are still available (around £5
online). However, later machines
benefitted from a redesigned and
longer-lasting part which is almost
unobtainable today. If yours is
problem-free in this area, chances
are it’s fitted.

BX300 heads - Nak ‘specials’ -
can lead long lives if owners have
looked after them. Cases of extreme
wear aren’t, however, unknown. If
youre hearing a crackle, distortion
or the absence of audio on one or
more channels in playback and/or
record, though, the heads aren’t
responsible. The culprits are instead
certain capacitors in the electronics.
Over time, they can deteriorate or
even fail altogether.

These components are nearly

always orange in colour, thus the

control chip might have failed; sadly,
replacements are difficult to obtain
nowadays.

It will almost certainly go
to Silicon Heaven after being
accidentally-connected to a power
supply of ‘inverted’ DC polarity.
Over the years, many WM-D6Cs
have been damaged by such
practice - they were heavy battery-
consumers, and users were tempted
to try alternative power sources. The
proprietary record-playback head is
very resilient but wear isn’t unknown
- especially if the cue/review facilities
were in regular use (as a journalist’s
‘note-taker’?).

Equipment of this standard needs
specialist treatment. But without
seeing the machines, it’s difficult
to assess their condition and what
would be required to bring them
back to the manufacturer’s specifi-
cation. In any case, you don’t list any
specific ailments. Our throwaway
society has alas led to the demise
of the repair workshop (a problem
discussed in my column last
month) and | am not in a position

The Nakamichi BX300e was the first 'serious' cassette deck in their range - and very popular at
the time. With three superb heads and twin-capstan transport, it made fine recordings.

These decks, as you clearly
recognise, are well worth keeping.
Both have been featured in Olde
Worlde and are capable of excellent
results. You'll be amazed at how good
cassettes (including pre-recorded
material) can sound when played on
them. Sony’s Walkman Professional is
rightly considered as a classic, while
the BX300 gave cassette enthusiasts
a taste of the effortless Nak 3-head
performance at a comparatively-
affordable level.

You don’t say what’s functionally-
wrong with your machines, what
condition they are in, when they
were last used or how they have
been stored and maintained. They
date back to the ‘80s and at the
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term ‘OCD’ (orange cap disease)!
Replacing these (and, at the same
time, ageing electrolytics), checking/
replacing the spool-idler/drive belts/
pinch-rollers and giving the machine
a good general service (includihg
head/capstan cleaning and demagne-
tisation) will usually make a well
cared-for machine as good as new.
Then there’s the Sony. This is,
like so much Japanese equipment of
its era, very reliable. The grease used
in various parts of the mechanism
can harden, necessitating a time-
consuming strip-down (if your
machine won’t take up or wind/
rewind properly, this is a common
cause). Does your machine play
too fast? Then the motor speed-

to recommend a local repairer
(assuming you can even find one!).

Unless you're very lucky, then,
be prepared to ship your hardware
‘out of town’. To prevent couriers
from adding extra faults, ensure
everything’s very well-packed
(cocoon the decks generously in
bubble-wrap!), place ‘fragile’ notices
on the cartons and take out extra
insurance - just in case.

| am familiar with both decks
and am in a position to carry out
services and repairs - provided | can
source any replacement parts that
may be needed! My contact details
(Tekktalk) are listed in the ‘Classic
Contacts’ section at the back of this
magazine. MP
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Oppo headphones get ‘affordable’!
Martin Pipe dons a pair of PM-3s.

ust over a year ago, Oppo
Digital — better known for
its class-leading DVD and
Blu-ray players — surprised
us all. The Silicon Valley resi-

dent announced that it was
going into the growing headphones
market. The £1,100 PM-|s were a
statement of intent, the phones that
introduced to the world Oppo’s
21st-century take on ‘planar mag-
netic’ (PM) transducer technology

— the basic principles of which under-
pinned past ‘phones from Wharfedale,
Yamaha and others.

A flat and ultra-light diaphragm
with embedded foil conductor sits
between ring magnets. The audio
signal is passed through the foil
conductor making the film move in
sympathy with it; it's a form of motor.
A similar idea is used, albeit on a
larger scale, by Magnepan in their
Magneplanar loudspeakers.

Planar magnetics work
exceptionally well in headphones, the
circumaural PM-1|s delivering a sound
quality that many compared to high-
end electrostatic designs. Everything
about the PM-|s oozed luxury,
right down to the lambskin ear
cups and wooden presentation box.
But all of the underlying research
and computer modelling was to
go further. A slightly less luxurious
version, the £700 PM-2s, followed a
few months later.

And so to the latest and most
affordable Oppo headphones yet. At
£349 the PM-3s reviewed here are
themselves hardly cheap by mass-
market standards. They aim higher,
though. Despite selling for a third of
the PM-1’s price, it’s good to see that
a superb level of construction and
finish exist: they look and feel classy.

The PM-3s are
supplied in a decent
carrying case with
a 3.5mm-6.3mm
adaptor and two sets
of connecting leads (3m
and |.2m with Apple
or Android ‘dongle’).
Yes, the lead is
detachable, but the
synthetic-leather
ear cups are not.

At 330g, the PM-

3s are neither the
heaviest nor the
lightest of their kind.

With headband
properly adjusted,
these 'phones are very
comfortable to wear;
long-term fatigue was absent.

The PM-3s couple the circumaural
principle and 55mm PM driver of
previous Oppos to a closed-back
design. Isolation from external noise
sources is, as a result, excellent.

They also sound pretty darn
good | found. First of all, | tried a
Cowon D20 — a little multimedia
player that suffers from lack of
drive. The PM-3's lowish sensitivity
(102dB/I mW) did little to address
this, although their closed nature
ensured the music didn’t struggle to
be heard. Listening to various lossless
tracks from Talking Heads, Can,
Thomas Dolby and Boards of Canada
amongst others, gave the impression
of smoothness, clarity, plausible sound
staging, a solid well-defined bass and
a moderately-recessed high-end.

For most of my listening, though,
| relied on a Benchmark DAC2 HGC
DAC/headphone amp and Roksan K3
CD player. The characteristics noted
above shone through; they present

REVIEW

...ald then there

a more musical alternative to the
shriekingly-overpowering treble and
stodgy low notes of many conven-
tional-driver 'phones.

To this can be added impressive
resolving power, deft timing and tonal
articulation. As a result, Stravinsky’s
'Firebird' crackled with energy and
excitement.

They did, however, ruthlessly-
expose the hiss that lay behind
rockabilly-revivalist Imelda May’s
seductive vocals in the haunting
‘Knock 123’. The musicians
accompanying her, though, were given
the depth and richness that make the
track so atmospheric.

On the whole, then, the PM-3s
are a credit to the Oppo brand.
Smooth and rich, they sounded lovely
and have a distinctive presentation.
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OPPO PM-3 £349

OUTSTANDING - amongst
the best.

VERDICT
A smooth alternative to the
norm. Lovely.

FOR

- comfortable and well-
engineered

- detailed and balanced
overall

- detachable cables

AGAINST
- lacking in brilliance
- earcups not user-replaceable

Oppo Digital (UK)
+44 (0)845 060 9395
www.oppodigital.co.uk
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Ever since their humble beginnings in 1987, Unison Research have flown the flag for valve technology
in high-end audio applications. Their years of meticulous testing and development has produced a
contemporary range of pure valve amplifiers that can suit any serious audiophile.

The company’s preference for integrated designs across the product range brings not just convenience,
but also improved reliability and a guaranteed sound performance of the highest calibre.

The full Valve range is available across the UK now.

sw.unisonresearch.co.uk

* Model Shown: Sinfonia Anniversary (£5,000 SRP)




ambridge Audio’s research
and development depart-
ment must be one of the
busiest in the business. It
seems hardly a month goes
by without the company
launching a new product — be it wire-
less ‘speakers, AV receivers, Blu-ray
players, sub-woofers, amplifiers or
CD players and transports.

It's no wonder the company’s
Central London headquarters is a
hive of activity, as | found on a recent
tour of the high-tech facility — which
features state-of-the-art listening
rooms, 3-D printers and an energetic
workforce with a genuine passion for
music.
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