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here’s a thrill factor involved in getting the best perform-

ance out of a hi-fi system, a sense of satisfaction which
only hi-fi hedonists will ever experience. And come to think of
it, it's the desire to search for true audio nirvana which
distinguishes the casual hi-fi consumer — who may be perfectly
satisfied boogying to a midi system and, if a keen music enthu-
siast, might even pay £1,000 or so for an upmarket model - from
the true audiophile who wants to turn down the living room
lights and be carried away by the musical performance
delivered by his or her hi-fi system.

If you've got the bug - the desire to get the best sound
possible from a system and hear the tiniest nuances of detail
hidden within the recordings on your LPs and CDs (and, per-
haps, tapes) — the symptoms are plain for all to see. The most
obvious sign comes from the loudspeakers. Are you prepared
to juggle with living room furniture so that the loudspeakers
can be positioned correctly in the room, equidistant from the
sofa and on proper stands which support them at the correct
height? If you are, then plainly you'll understand that assemb-
ling a thoroughly enjoyable-sounding system is not quite as
straightforward as simply buying well known and/or critically
acclaimed components. The ‘black art’ of achieving system syn-
ergy is alive and well, as I've been reminded only too obviously
during recent weeks. I've been trying all kinds of new com-
ponents at home recently, which necessarily involves swap-
ping and changing my hi-fi system on a regular basis. And
wheninstalling a new component it’s often difficult to ascertain
whether the change in sound (be it an improvement or degrada-
tion) is due to the component itself, or simply an alteration of
the system’s synergistic interactions.

Specialist hi-fi dealers play an important role in helping cus-
tomers assemble enjoyable systems. So for this month’s
reviews we asked a few dealers to suggest a selection of systems
for Alvin Gold to audition. Not all of the systems are exactly as
each dealer recommended due to some manufacturers being
unable to deliver the products when we needed them, but
they’re pretty close. Alvin explains the review methodology in
Choosing and Using Separates Systems on page 45.

Also this month we’ve tested a group of high quality
cartridges, to be followed in next month’s issue by a handful of
more affordable pickups. Ohyes, we're still playing our records
— even though, as this month’s FREE Choice Cuts supplement
shows, there’s more back catalogue being reissued on CD than
we ever expected. John Bamford

Cover photograph
by Chris
Richardson.
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yamaha

astarte~
a brave

new world



~With Yamaha's ACTIVE SERVO Technology, a whole new era of

home audio has begun. With the Yamaha ‘Astarte Series’ ASTARTE

Cl0, a legend is born. The ASTARTE CIO0 is a technological and

aesthetic masterpiece — combining the very best of Yamaha hi-fi in
a stunningcompact system designed for today's discerning listener
The ASTARTE C10 features Yamaha's unique Active

Servo Technology that delivers incredible, full

e

frequency performance from the stylish, compact

=
B o

Veasa loudspeakers. Amazing bass and natural highs,

Mozart or Motown — ASTARTE CI0 is designed for your
style of living. Yamaha CD technology means clear, dynamic and
effortless music. Yamaha Cassette engineering gives you the best
of all worlds with twin-deck flexibility And
the Yamaha Digital Tuner delivers your
favourite programmes with broadcast

clarity. Add a four-band Graphic Equaliser

and full function Remote Control and you
can see why the Yamaha ‘Astarte Series” ASTARTE CIO0 is set to
revolutionise the home audio experience

‘Astarte’ A legend is born

YAMAHA

Over one hundred years of musical experience

Yamaha Electronics (UK) Limited, Yamaha House, 200 Rickmansworth Road,
Watford, Herts WDI 7JS. Tel: Watford (0923) 33166



AFTER CHRIS PORTER MIXES IT WITH GEORGE
MICHAEL HE TAKES THE MIX HOME TO HIS AKAI.

I t's hard to imagine from the
clarity and precision of the
“Faith” album that throughout
much ofits recordingthe engineer

Chris Porter was “legless”

This, however, didn't stop it
walking away with @ much
coveted "Grammy” award |[the
Music Industry’s Oscar] as The
Album Of The Year.

In fact, working on crutches
following aridingaccident whilst
keeping up with the exacting
standards demanded by George
Michael is |ust one example of

Chris's professionalism

Fortunately the rest of his career
has seen him leaping around the
world as a producer/engineer
producing a Number One for
Aswad, and also working with
top bands in the USA and
Europe

Not surprisingly he's working
again with George Michael on

his forthcoming album.

Sitting in his own studio deep
"The
engineer's job is to make it look

in rural Surrey he says,

effortless” adding, "when the
artist has an idea | get it going

quickly”

Getting it going isn’t that
difficult. He's surrounded by
equipment that wouldn't look out

of place on the Space Shuttle

"10 years ago, Q0% of this
didn't exist” says Chris as he
indicates the banks of black
boxes, serried rows of dials and

switches and pulsating lights

But then machines like the Akai
Pro-Audio Professional range
changed everything. Now, at his
fingertips Chris has a range of
digital effects, samplers, musical

computers and drum machines

Today, George Michael's

notice an incredible difference in
quality?

"Not at all” he says, “of course
the sound’s only as good as the
equipment it's played on...
listening on some systems is like
viewing a painting Through outof-

focus glasses”

The Akai range could never be

accused of that. Akai’s expertise

in satisfying the professionals has
created Hifi systems and
separates that keep the sound

picture in perfect focus

They completely live up to
Chris's description of good
equipment. “Something that
keeps the detail and the punch of

what we achieve on the master”

songs are created with the
assistance of computers and multi-

track recorders

"Equipment technology seems
to change month by month” says
Chris. But Akai remains at the

forefront. "The Akai S1000
Sound Sampler is the industry

standard”, he adds

After spending up to six hours @
day over the past eight months
perfecting what he calls the

"sound picture” of each song,

Chris often listens to the tape on
his Akai midi-system  Doesnt he



' PRODUCTS

Pioneering spirit
We've heard it all before: a
top Japanese firm puts its
hand on its corporate heart
and says it has designed an
audiophile product at an
affordable price. Just so
Pioneer. . . just so?Ona
recent visit to Japan our
editor was shown prototypes
of two eminently affordable
integrated amplifiers with
design concepts drawn from
British audiophile principles.
Five years in the making, the
amplifiers have been
designed to use low levels of
overall negative feedback,
with much attention paid to
grounding systems and
power supplies. And they
owe some design techniques
to Pioneer’s high-end M-6
monoblok power amps which
are a cost-no-object exercise
at around £8,000 a pair.

Pioneer’s new integrated
amps are built specifically for
the British market — no mean
feat when one considers that
Pioneeris a global concern,
and consequently should
suffer none of the
compromises in construction
by having to appeal to
German tastes as well. Due
here in July, the A-400is a 50
watts per channel model
costing £229 while the A-300
delivers 30 watts per channel
and costs £179. We haven’t
auditioned these amps yet,
but adherence to the above
principles (not least a British-
only product) suggests
something very exciting.
Watch out for them.

Fidelity in the
bookshelf

Musical Fidelity has launched
its new loudspeaker — the
£229 MC1. The model has
been balanced to work
correctly when placed against
a wall - an increasing trend
which is especially useful to
owners of small rooms.
Efficiency is high at 90dB and
the MC1 is (naturally)
described as a perfect partner
to the company’s A1 or Bl
amplifiers. The upgraded
MC2 loudspeakers should
also be in the shops this
month. These £349 models
promise dramatic sound
quality improvements over
the previous MC2 with a
slightly larger cabinet and
two front-facing ports.

By the time this issue of
Choice reaches the news
stands Linn Products of
Glasgow could have won the
UK'’s first Management of
New Ideas Award from the
Royal Society for the
Encouragement of Arts,
Manufacturers and
Commerce (RAS). Linn, best
known for its LP12 turntable,
beat off 80 competitors to win
the RAS Northern Region’s
semi-finals in late April. The
society recognised that the
company, now with a
workforce 140 strong, had
‘revolutionised hi-fi
production processes’, giving
its assemblers individual
responsibility for production,

British audiophile principles from a Japanese multinational.

Musical Fidelity’s MC1: Designed to ‘go’ against a wall.

testing and packaging of
separate pieces of hi-fi
equipment. The work
environment (Linn relies
heavily on the use of robotics
for mundane jobs), and the
company’s relationship with
its customers through its
dealership, will also have
played a part if Linn wins.

The award was initiated in
October last year. Itsaimis to
reward businesses which can
demonstrate success through
the management of new
ideas, and secondly to pass
on successful management
techniques to the rest of
British business.

~ PRODUCTS

Solid as a rock
Keen-eyed Choice readers will
have spotted them in last

month’s show report from
Paris, but this month B&W
Loudspeakers, of Lancing,
W. Sussex, officially
launched its Solid model to
the British market. Designed
by Morton Warren the Solidis
aradical departure from
conventional wooden ‘box’
designs of loudspeaker,
being made from moulded
resin with a bevelled baffle
and radiused ends.

While the specification
promises respectable levels of
performance from such a
small speaker (it measures
just 23cm high) the Solid has
been designed for multi-
purpose applications and will
probably come into its own
for those who want torun a
second unobtrusive pair of
loudspeakers — to another
room, say.

Supplied with an
adjustable ball-and-socket
wall bracket, which doubles
up as a stand for use on
horizontal surfaces, Solids can
be tilted to ‘fire” in almost any
direction. For the design-
conscious six two-tone colour
finishes plus the
monochrome black or white
will cater for different room
environments and a cluster of
Solids can be arranged
together to give omni-
directional coverage from the
centre of a ceiling. A natty
point here: you'll only need
one cable torun such a
cluster.

Sensitivity rating is 90dB,

HI-FI CHOICE 7 JULY 1990



Style and sound from B&W with the Solid loudspeaker.

which deletes the need for
mega amplification, while
B&W has incorporated
protection circuitry to
safeguard the drivers from
levels exceeding 150watts.
The Solids cost £189 a pair.

Red into brown
Sonic Link has introduced
two new cable types for
discerning users of hi-fi. The
interconnect Red uses
screened single core silver-
plated copper sheathed in red
PTFE and costs £7.50 per
metre, or is available in gold
plated terminated one metre
pairs at £35. Sonic Link Brown
is loudspeaker cable, again
made of silver plated copper
sheathed in brown PTFE. It
costs £10 a metre.

Sonic Link has also
changed the name of its
similar dedicated mains cable
to Sonic Link Black which is
available at £12 a metre. Sonic
Link Amplification, 6 Mill
Close, Borrowash, Derby,
DE7 3GU. Tel: (0332) 0674929.

More low-bits
Yamaha joins the low-bit D-
to-A conversion race with
two new top-of-the-range CD
players this month. Both
feature the company’s S-Bit —
a pulse width modulation, or
PWM - digital-to-analogue
conversion system and
incorporate high speed linear
feed motors for optimum
tracking and stability as well
as a new design of chassis to
counter vibration and
resonance. Both include

HI-FI CHOICE 8 JULY 1990

remote control. The more
expensive model, CDX-1030,
will cost £500 and is available
in both titanium and black
finishes. Looking the same
and offering the same
facilities, but without such
internal features as a massive
low pass filter or the likes of a
brushless spindle motor, the
CDX-930 costs £349 and is
only available in black.

The new models join
Yamaha’s two other new CD
players for the 1990 season.
However, the cheaper CDX-
730 and CDX-530 launched
earlier feature the company’s
‘Hi-Bit" DAC technology -
and are available in titanium
finish for the summer.

On-board

‘bitstream’ amps
Two British amplifier
manufacturers have
announced ‘digital
amplifiers’ incorporating
Philips’ PDM (pulse density
modulation) ‘bitstream’

digital-to-analogue
converters. Arcam, of
Cambridge is adding a pre/
power combination to its
Deltarange —the Delta110
preamp and Delta 120 power
amp which is a twin mono
design, while Kelvin Labs, of
Southampton has its PDM
Digital Integrated amplifier.
The Arcam 110 is a remote
control model and claims to
be the first preamp to include
aPDM DAC. Offering five
analogue and two digital
inputs — coaxial and optical -
it has been designed to
complement Arcam’s Delta
170 CD transport but can also
be used with any CD player
carrying a digital output.
Separate listening while
recording is possible, and the
110 features a motorised
volume control, manual
balance control and
headphone socket.

monobloks in thesame case.
The two channels can be run
in stereo or in parallel (for bi-
wiring loudspeakers) and
bridged mono is also
possible. Four pairs of
loudspeaker terminals allow
bi-wiring as well as running
two pairs of loudspeakers —
selection of which pair you
want to listen to is provided
on the front panel. The 110
preamplifier costs £600 and
the 120 power amp retails at
£499.

The Kelvin Labs Digital
Integrated Amplifier is basically
an upgraded version of the
company’s Integrated (£395).
At £499 we would agree with
KL that the amp offers a
stunning-value avenue into
the touted benefits of PDM
sound.

However, if you're happy
with your existing amp
Kelvin Labs also has a new

One to dig out: PDM sound from Arcam.

Arcam says that audiophile
principles have been adhered
toin designing the amp.
Signal paths are kept short
and top quality components
are employed, while separate
toroidal transformers are
used for analogue and digital
power supplies. The 120
power amp houses two

Remember non-black hi-fi? Yamaha does.

outboard DAC which will
give owners of CD players
with digital outputs the
chance to enjoy outboard
digital to analogue
conversion (an advantage in
itself) with PDM sound. This
natty product measures just
75x25x250mm and is
competitively priced at £199.




Seven up

bookshelf

Last month we told you
about a loudspeaker called
the Seventh Veil System IV
which uses four aluminium
Bandor drive units. This
month we’ve found a design
that employs two of these
diminutive full-range drivers
in a pentagonal cabinet. The
Pentachord is a seven sided
bookshelf loudspeaker made
out of inch thick solid wood.
The aim of the unusual shape
is to avoid parallel sides and
thus reduce internal
reflections to minimise
cabinet coloration. As a
further aid to rigidity the top
and bottom panels are
connected together by a
torsion rod. This is one solid
box!

Because the two-inch
drivers are full range, there is
no crossover as such and
impedances between 4 and
160hms can be achieved with
different connection
configurations. Efficiency is
quoted as 87dB/W.

The Pentachord measures
27.5cm high, retails for £460 a
pair and is available in a
variety of solid woods
including beech, cherry and
oak. Further information can
be had from Pentachord
Loudspeakers, 49 Rusholme
Road, London SW15 3LF.
Tel: (081) 788 2228.

Sound and vision

A NICAM decoder with its
roots in a hi-fi company is a
welcome development for
anyone interested in sound
quality while they are
watching television. Arcam’s
Delta 150 NICAM stereo TV
tuner is officially launched
into the shops this month at a
premium of £349.90. The
remote control unit offers
owners of TV sets without
NICAM circuitry the chance
to upgrade without having to
buy a new TV (starting price
around £500). The idea
behind the "150 is that it will
sit in your hi-fi system and
relay stereo sound through
your hi-fi loudspeakers —
which in most cases will be
better than those used in
televisions. And with UHF
remodulation and a
dedicated wide bandwidth
composite video output

Pentachord: going one better than a six-sided cuboid speaker?

signal feeding intoa TV's A/V
input socket the unit also
promises better picture
quality.

NICAM broadcasts are
being phased in by
independent television
networks to give an
estimated coverage to 75 per
cent of the nation by the end
of this year. The BBC, which
invented the system, plans
nationwide coverage by 1991.
Sound quality is touted as
beingas good as CD — which
is a little optimistic. But it is
certainly as good as FM radio
sound and heralds the true
integration of audio and
visual formats.

Other standalone NICAM
decoders are being made by
Motion Electronics, of
Maidstone Kent, and Sachs
Nicam, of Stanmore
Middlesex, which offers a
£200 model.

‘Still live: Helix II and new
Ku-Stone stand.

Solidasa...

Bonded flint has been
employed in the makeup of
Linn Products’ new Ku-Stone
loudspeaker stand. The £99
stand, designed especially for
use with the company’s
Index, Helix and Nexus
loudspeakers, uses an
uprightcolumn of bonded
flint attached to a spiked steel
base toachieve a stable yet
absorbent platform. Bolts
attach it to the base of Linn
loudspeakers but an adaptor
kit allows it to be used with
other makes and models. The
company has also redesigned

Update

its Helix loudspeaker,
upgrading the model to Helix
II. Several improvements are
promised including a new
design of tweeter and the
unit is bi-wireable. Cost? £329

without stand.

Loudspeaker manufacturer
Mordaunt-Short has won a
1990 Queen’s Award for
Export Achievement. M-S,
part of the TGI group which
includes Tannoy and
Goodmans, was one of 126
British companies receiving
awards — and the only
specialist hi-fi manufacturer
listed. The company,
founded in 1967 and now
based in Horndean, Hants,
has increased its turnover
with export value increasing
at arate of 50 per cent a year
in 1988 and 1989. It employs
50 people. M-S exports to
countries all around the
world - not least the Far East
and Japan where its products
enjoy kudos for sound
quality and superlative (five
year guarantee) reliability.
Elsewhere Sharp’s
Wrexham factory also
received the Queen’s Award
for Export Achievement. One

Dave Hunt was the lucky winner of the first prize in our Arcam
competition, run in the February issue. Dave is seen here
receiving his Arcam system from our very own Jason Kennedy —
who actually wore a tie for the occasion! Outside left and
outside right are Rod Ardern and Jerry Gould of Alternative
Audio in Solihull, our prizewinner’s nearest Arcam stockists.
Our thanks to them for organising the prize-giving ceremony.
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Wouldn't it be nice
if all the finer things in life could
be enjoyed for as long as the
new Delta System?

Here at Arcam Towers we don’t hold with the belief that, to qualify for vintage status, a product must
be exceedingly old and covered in cobwebs. Certainly it's true that our top of the range Delta System will last
for years and years (without being kept in a cellar). But you can enjoy its unrivalled smoothness and subtlety
from day one.

The Delta range includes the new 90.2 amplifier (even cleaner and clearer in sound than its
predecessor, thanks to a host of refinements such as a much improved phono preamp and more powerful
toroidal mains transformer), its baby brother the Delta 60 (a classic ‘straight line’ integrated amplifier), and
the Delta 80 tuner (digital display with twelve presets, six for AM and six for FM plus a user-friendly tuning
knob). Our new 70.2 CD player has twin power transformers to keep the analogue and digital stages sonically
separate, dimmable/switchable VFD display to improve sound quality still further, 20 track programming and
full remote control. Last, but by no stretch of anyone’s imagination least, comes the remarkable Delta 170,
Britain’s first purpose-built CD transport. Whereas a normal CD player reads the digital data from the disc
then converts it into an analogue signal, the 170 simply does the first part. With breathtaking accuracy.

You need a separate digital to analogue converter (such as our very own award-reaping Black Box) to
turn the transport’s digital output (coaxial or optical) into an amplifier-ready signal.

The Delta System is vintage hi-fi strictly for the most demanding audiophile. What's more, you can
indulge in its mellifluousness hour after hour, day after day, year after year. And, unlike vintages of the bottled
variety (and lesser brands of hi-fi too, for that matter), it won’t leave you with a headache.

ARCAM

DELTA SYSTEM

Please send me more information on the Arcam Delta System.

Name: — — — — Address: — — —

(PLEASE PRINT)
POST YOUR COMPLETED COUPON TO: A&R CAMBRIDGE LIMITED, DENNY INDUSTRIAL CENTRE, WATERBEACH, CAMBRIDGE CB5 9PB. OR TELEPHONE: (0223) 861550

IN THE US.A.: AUDIO INFLUX CORPORATION, PO. BOX 381, HIGHI.AND LAKES, NEW JERSEY 07.422-0381. TEL: 201-764-8958. IN CANADA: AVALON AUDIO LTD, UNIT 17, 975 FRAZER DRIVE, BURLINGTON, ONFARIO 1.71. #X8. TEL: 416 333 1633



of four Sharp factories in
Europe, the Sharp
Manufacturing Company of
the UK employs 1,200 people
and last year exported 60 per
cent of its output —
representing nearly £69m.
The factory makes CD
players as well as VCRs,
microwaves and typewriters.
Sharp has also just set up a
new R&D base — at Oxford
which is the first laboratory to
be established outside the
company’s home base in
Japan and will concentrate on
designing goods specifically
for European markets.

Townshend International has
moved to a new address . . .
in Malta. TI's founder Max
Townshend undertook the
move principally for
economic reasons — the
Maltese location offers cheap
factory rental and labour and
the government has
negotiated beneficial import
duties with developed
countries around the world.
However, one suspects that
for a former International
Hobie Cat sailor there are
other advantages as well . . .
With a slicker
manufacturing operation
Townshend has several new
projects in mind — most
notably with loudspeakers —
and Max is adamant that it’s
not as much early retirement
as a sensible alternative to
trying to run a highly
specialist firm in the
expensive Home Counties.
Shipping costs of the very
heavy Rock Reference turntable
and Glastonbury loudspeakers
will result in a price increase
of around 12 per cent, and
delivery time of products
from the factory will
apparently be eight days. But
some stock and many spare
parts will be held by
Townshend’s newly
appointed import agent —
Derek Perriam, of DP
Imports, 106 Victoria St,
Crewe, Cheshire CW1 2JT.
Tel: (0270) 2711091. Derek
also runs the successful retail
outlet Hightown Audio.
Townshend International’s
new address for those
wishing to contact them
direct, is Unit 22 Bulebal
Industrial Estate, Zejtun,
Malta. Tel: (010 356) 772387.

Jason ‘Scoop’ Kennedy goes
on the trail of the lost valve!

Apart from the hotels Sofitel
and Nikko, at this year’s Paris
hi-fi show (see last month’s
Update) there were several
other smaller, but no less
plush, hotels where smaller
groups of exhibitors had
grouped together to
demonstrate rather more
expensive and exotic
equipment. At the Raphael, a
rather splendid 19th century
hotel with mahogany lined
rooms and expansive
fireplaces, Europe Audio
Diffusion was playing five
different systems with the
same Madrigal Proceed CD
player front end.
Amplification and
loudspeakers were also
American and reasonably
familiar to followers of the
high-end. The main
attraction at the Raphael was
the Tolteque cold plasma
loudspeaker, a positive
monster standing 2.5m high
and 1.45m wide. Somewhat
disappointingly, however, it
wasn’t being played. Using
ionised air as a diaphragm,
cold plasma loudspeakers are
notorious for being
impossible to drive with
impedances dipping below
lohm, but Tolteque claims
that the impedance on this
model never drops below
4ohms and that it’s possible
to drive the speaker with a
good 250W amplifier. We'll
have to wait and see; in the
meantime only owners of
barns or dance halls need
investigate.

Further up the Avenue
Kléber in the Baltimore Hotel
was another niche of high-
end distributors playing the

Taking it seriously: Verdier with re-wired SME arm.

latest goodies from home and
abroad. These included the
new Evolution range of pre
and power amplifiers from
Conrad-Johnson, Martin
Logan’s Monolith IIs with
their electronic crossovers,
Krell’'s KSA-250B power amp
and a new passive preamp to
go with the company’s tasty
CD transport — it of the
deliciously damped acrylic
lid.

On the marginally more
affordable side was the Hafler
SE150 CD player and Audio
Innovations’ Series 200 pre/
power combination, now in
full production and looking
good for the £750 asking
price. Another gem that we
found in this hotel was a new
and very attractive Pierre
Lurné turntable that the
company is intending to sell
complete with parallel
tracking arm and cartridge.
It’s a pity that these
beautifully finished
turntables are no longer
available in the UK.

The best sounds and
undoubtedly most esoteric
system was to be found in La
Maison de L’audiophile, a
shop run by the French
magazine of the same name
that sells the valve kit
amplifiers designed by the
magazine’s editor (and
Lectron designer) Jean
Hiraga. They were playing a
system reminiscent of those
espoused by Japanese
audiophiles, made up with a
Verdier Epic turntable
(heavyweight 16inch platter,
separate motor, silk cord
drive, etc), SME 3012 arm and
Denon 103 cartridge all
suitably tweaked. The
amplification took up a
kitchen table by itself,
consisting as it did of a
battery-driven Kanéda
preamp and passive filter/
crossover, 12, 6 and 3watt
pairs of single-ended
L’Audiophile valve

Update o

monobloks, utilising the
legendary Western Electric
300B triode vacuum tube (a
snip at FF2400 each), and a
50W stereo transistor amp.
‘Why so many amplifiers?’
you might have asked, had
you not seen the four-way
horn/dynamic loudspeaker
system that they were
driving. Competing with the
Tolteques for sheer mass,
these handmade speakers,
based around Japanese
Onken motor units, use
horns for upper and lower
midrange, four futuristic
looking bullet tweeters and a
pair of 18inch dynamic bass
drivers — per channel! This
outrageous system, made up
largely from enthusiast built
components, made easily the
most natural sounds we’ve
encountered that side of the
channel.

IN BRIEF

Acoustic Gold has released
the Finial Turntable agency
in Europe and the UK. So
far no-one has bought one
of the £20,000 Japanese-
made turntables which read
conventional LPs with a
laser, and AG concedes the
product is too noisy and
finnicky to use.

A new tape recording
system known as Contour
Biasing claims to reduce
hiss and extend bandwidth
on compact cassette.

Excelsior Sounds, of
Bushey, Watford, has
introduced the Zen
Goldline moving coil
cartridge. Both a high and
low output version of the
£135 cartridge are available.

Harman International, the
USA-based distribution and
manufacturing
conglomerate, has
reportedly agreed to buy
Madrigal - the company
which sells high end
products under the Mark
Levinson and Proceed
brands.

Philips acquired a 25 per
cent stake in B&O, in a bid
to create better co-operation
(on new standards etc)
between the companies.
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The Catalyst

""...a blockbuster of an amplifier...destined to become a classic"".
(Recommended HI-FI Choice March 1990)

The Catalyst is a line level only amplifier If you have an eye for beauty and would
designed primarily for the CD enthusiast. appreciate a visually stunning amplifier,
Separate black disc eq headamps are . having a warm, detailed and inviting sound

available for the vinyl listener. rther.

For a list of dealers contact-

CYCLONE SYSTEMS LTD Hemel Hempstead Hertfordshire ENGLAND
TEL 044254110 FAX 0442231251

THE SERIES 1000 PREAMPLIFIER

“The Series 1000 is a tough act
to follow: it is both transparent
and tonally forgiving and I've
heard few transistor preamps in
the past 12 months
that touch it.”

GEORGE ENTWISTLE
HI-FI ANSWERS AUG 1989

THE FIRST AUDIO AMPLIFIER

“The first thing that strikes you
is the extraordinary sense of
space that it creates. Instru-
ments achieve a lifelike scale

and position that make
transistor amps sound
positively small.”

JASON KENNEDY
HI-FI CHOICE APRIL 1989

THE SECOND AUDIO AMPLIFIER

“Subjectively the dynamic range
was nothing short of awesome
on classical and rock music alike,
coupled with superb
transparency and
wonderful soundstaging.”

JOHN BAMFORD
HI-FI CHOICE OCT 1988

(/fwc; AN

AUDIO BY DESIGN
UNIT 8 DYKE ROAD MEWS
74-76 DYKE ROAD BRIGHTON
TEL (0273) 203277

FAX (0273) 21597



Back Issues

All the issues you wish you'd never missed. Here’s how to
order back numbers and binders for your copies of Hi-Fi Choice.

il

TURNTABLES

& TONEARMS

COMPETITION
orTH
il

TRIN 0945338
Mlll’l |
| I['

TO ORDER BACK ISSUES: Please tick those you require

Aug 88 ] ONE-NAME SYSTEMS (61)
Also includes: CD players
Plus: In-car audio

Sept 88 ] AMPLIFIERS (62)
Also includes: In-car audio
Plus: CD players

Oct 88 ] CASSETTE DECKS (63)
Also includes: Valve amplifiers
Plus: Headphones

Nov 88 [ ] COMPACT DISC PLAYERS (64) (with free CD)
Also includes: Digital amplifiers
Plus: Loudspeaker cables

Dec 88[_] CD MJDI SYSTEMS (65)
Also includes: Floor standing loudspeakers
Plus: Tuners

i IIHU il

THE WORLD'S NUMBER ONE GUIDE TO BUYING HI-FI THE WORLD'" cm:nmumue‘ro BUYING HI-FI

AMPLIF lH\\

“EDWARD HEATH €%
W

AWARBED

Mar 90[_] AMPLIFIERS (80)
Also includes: Tweaking ideas
Plus: Statements . . . on the High-end

Apr90[ ] CASSETTE DECKS (81)
Also includes: Free stylus cleaner
Plus: Focus On recordable CD

May 90 ] LOUDSPEAKERS (82)
Also includes: Free Classical music supplement
Plus: An alternative approach to cartridge mounting

June 90[] CD PLAYERS (83)
Also includes: Free cables, tables & stands supplement
Plus: Statements on the Naim NAC52 preamp

July 90 ] SYSTEMS (84)
Also includes: Free Rock music supplement
Plus: Moving coil cartridges

COMING SOON

March 89 ] AMPLIFIERS (68)
Also includes: Loudspeakers
Plus: High-end in-car audio

April 89 ] CASSETTE DECKS (69)
Also includes: Cassette tapes
Plus: Tweaking tactics

May 89 ] CD PLAYERS (70)
Also includes: Satellite and subwoofer loudspeakers
Plus: Receivers

June 89 [] LOUDSPEAKERS (71) (with free speaker supplement)
Also includes: Hi-fi VCRs
Plus: Radio Caroline

July 89 ] THE COLLECTION (72) (with free Rock supplement)
Includes: Reviews of state of the art equipment
Plus: High end Aspirations

Aug 89 ] SEPARATE SYSTEMS (73) (with free cable labels)
Also includes: Yuppie Blasters
Plus: Studer C37 rebuild, partone

Sept 89 [ ] AMPLIFIERS (74) (with free Jazz supplement)
Also includes: Miniature loudspeakers
Plus: Focus on CD testing

Dec 89[] CD MIDISYSTEMS (77)
Also includes: Valve amplifiers
Plus: Multi-bit and bitstream DAC technology explained

Jan 90 [ ] LOUDSPEAKERS (78) (with free Collectables supp.)
Also includes: Personal Cassettes
Plus: Valve amplifiers

Feb 90 [ ] TURNTABLES AND TONEARMS (79)
Also includes: Dolby Pro-Logic explained
Plus: Focus On Ortofon MC3000MKII

Aug 90 ] AMPLIFIERS (85)
Sept 90 ] LOUDSPEAKERS (86)
Oct90[ ] CASSETTE DECKS (87)

Individual issues including postage and packing: UK £3.50,
rest of the world £4.25 (air service)

TO ORDER BINDERS:

Keep your copies of Hi-Fi Choice in prime condition with our 8-issue
binder finished in black and gold. £5.95 (UK), £7.95 (air service) inc.
postage and packing ]

PAYMENT

[] I'enclose my cheque/Post Order made payable to Dennis
Publishing Ltd.

[] Please charge my Access/Visa (delete as appropriate)

Credit card number Expiry date
Signature
Name
Address
Postcode

(84) Please send order form and payment to: Hi-Fi Choice, Mail
Order, P.O. Box 320, London N21 2NB.
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But Not that Far Out
(Stores in Cardiff, Swansea & Gloucester )

We stock and demonstrate a wide range of the world’s best hi-fi.
Please telephone, write or
call in for a copy of our brochure Fidelity.

134/136 CrRwys Rp., CARDIFF
0222-228565
9 HicH STREET, SwANSEA
0792-474608
58 BrisToL Rp., GLOUCESTER
0452-300046

Open 9.00-5.30 TUES-SAT. Closed MONDAYS

audio %ellence

‘sony  DEAERAARDS:
[+] R:

THE ULTIMATE IN
SOUND ADVICE



Choice Sessions

Things we hear . . . This month, see-through sticky mats to improve the sound
of CDs; 10 pairs of HPA-21 speaker stands and 10 Isolation Platforms to be
won, courtesy of Shan Acoustics; and (even) more on digital data transmission.

Packs of ten improve

performance

Used for some time by manufacturers
trying to make the best sounds at hi-fi
exhibitions, CD Interface Mats do seem
to make a difference. Roy Gregory
reckons they’re well worth 50p a throw.

As regular Choice readers will know, I
prefer things hot and glowing: live mus-
ic, tubes, analogue. But we don’t always
get things all our own way, and CD is
becoming an increasingly insistent clai-
mant on my listening time. Conse-
quently during the past year or so I've
become more and more interested in the
state of digital technology, and particu-
larly in improvements to CD reproduc-
tion.

The better CD sound gets, the better I
like it. And yet, for all the frenetic
number  crunching and  hi-tech
responses from CD’s major protagan-
ists, the upward spiral of bits and pieces
seems to haverefined its basic nature but
donelittle to erode the format’s essential
weaknesses. The best sounding players
I've ever heard are still modified
machines, often based on dated trans-
ports and converters but offering
advances in the traditional areas of sim-
plification, improved electrical isolation
and mechanical integrity. It’s almost like
the turntable story all over again . . .

Among the various modifications
proposed to CD replay systems, the

CD Interface Mat: the clear plastic self-
adhesive disc ‘damper’ goes on the label
side of a CD. Simply fit and forget.

most prevalent and cheapest seems to
have been the addition of some form of
‘damper’ to the discitself. AsIrecall, this
started when people found that placinga
second disc in a machine improved
sound quality. The original Meridian
MCD Pro incorporated a rubber disc as
part of the disc damping system, and
since then dampers have appeared in a
welter of different shapes and materials,
culminating in wafer thin sheets of
highly expensive Kevlar, for example
(Sicomin dampers). That such dampers
can effect the sound is reasonably com-
mon knowledge; how or what they do is
not so well understood.

Not understanding how something
works has never led me to ignore it or
stopped me from experimenting — which
brings me to the CD Interface Mats. These
clear plastic self-adhesive discs are
claimed to improve the sound of a CD if
you stick one on to the label side of a
disc. They come in packs of ten which
cost £4.99 — and they work. I've found
that they canindeed produce a fairly dra-
matic improvement in CD performance.
They improve low level information
retrieval, lending a much greater sense
of life and prescence to recordings, and
where appropriate much improved
stereo images with greater precision in

image placement and a much more
coherent sense of space. Weight and
warmth of instrumental timbre are also
improved along with dynamics and
‘slam’. However, the degree of improve-
ment is variable, and seems to depend
on the machine in which you play the
damped disc.

This isn’t in itself surprising. Any
damping device will only be as effective
as the player’s own disc clamp/damper is
ineffective. What this means is that CD
Interface Mats work much better with
cheaper machines — where the drawer
mechanism, transport and clamp seems
to be less capable of controlling the
mechanical behaviour of the disc — than
with a top-loading player with an
integral disc clamp and a properly engi-
neered transport and suspension. The
damper will still work within latter (per-
haps extreme) cases, but will be less
effective. "Most machines seem to fall
somewhere in the middle ground. I have
tried CD Interface Mats in a number of
drawer-loading CD . players and the
effecthas always been in inverse propor-
tion to the cost of the transport used.
Thus a £600 machine modified from a
basic Philips model showed a similar
level of improvement to that experi-
‘enced with the £200 basic model.

It has been suggested that the damp-
ers are improving tracking of the disc by
the laser head. This is a convenient but
possibly unduly simplistic explanation.

HI-FI cCHOICE 15 juLy 1990



What my experiences do coitvince me of
is the vital (and consistently underesti-
mated) importance of the transport to
the way a CD player sounds. The design
and execution of what amounts to the
CD ‘turntable’ is of no lesser importance
than it was in the technology that CD
seeks to replace. The problem, after all,
is still fundamentally the same: a ‘reader’
and a rotating disc which need to be held
in an intimate and fixed relationship. In
theory the ability to manipulate and cor-
rect digital information should render
such considerations irrelevant. In pract-
ise the theory falls short.

In the meantime CD Interface Mats will
form an essential part of my listening to
CD. They have the enormous advantage
of being ‘fit and forget’; the disadvantage
of a small but nonetheless ongoing
expense of 50p per disc for anyone with a
drawer-loading player will be money
well spent. If you have one of the older
(or newer — Meridian 207) top-loading
players then I would certainly recom-
mend an audition safe in the knowledge
that you won’t do any harm — the damp-
ers are removable. And £5is little enough
to pay for anything in hi-fi these days.
CD Interface Mats are available from spe-
cialist dealers, or direct from distributor
Presence Audio. Tel: (0403) 891777.

A final thought. Dampers can be used
in multiples. This means with a CD Inter-
face Mat and, say, a Sicomin damper,
results are cumulative.

Transmitting the data: III
And you thought this was going to be
simple? Paul Miller offers further
thoughts on digital interconnects.

In the March issue of Choice I offered a
brief overview of the problems encoun-
tered when transmitting high speed data
from the digital output of a CD player, or
CD transport, to an external D/A con-
verter. The crux of this article concerned
the fact that high quality audio cables
might not be equally suited to life as
digital interconnects. Indeed, the indi-
vidual constraints imposed by both
audio and RF signals almost guarantee
that a cable fashioned for RF data trans-
mission will offer a poor subjective per-
formance in the audio domain. The
reverse situation also holds true.

This discussion treated the digital
interconnect as part of a ‘matched line’,
the cable terminated by aloadequaltoits
surge characteristic impedance. This
characteristic impedance, nominally
750hm, is dependent upon the resist-
ance, inductance, capacitance and leak-
age per metre along the line and so is
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Proprietry digital interconnect cables — all they’re cracked up to be?

inextricably linked to the materials used
and geometry of both cable and termina-
tion. Only in the case of a matched line
are the pulses of voltage and current
kept in phase, thereby conveying the RF
power (digital data) most effectively to
the load (DAC).

All this, as Malcolm Steward pointed
out in a follow-up article, is accepted
communications practice. All it takes is a
little lateral thinking to apply such prac-
tice to the digital output of a CD player.
Nevertheless this very basic treatise still
generated some interest, prompting
suggestions of possible ‘tweaks’.

One idea concerned the replacement
of phono plugs and sockets, hi-fi's de
facto standard, with their BNC equival-
ent, on the basis that BNCs offer a more
sympathetic characteristic impedance.
Nice idea but not a universal panacea,
for wholehearted compatibility relies
upon a whole host of other demands
being satisfied. These are the constraints
of ‘real life’ transmission lines that I con-
sciously avoided discussing in my ori-
ginal article for fear of opening up a par-
ticularly messy can of worms.

Let’s take it fromthe top. 50ohm BNCs
are certainly employed on most signal
generators, for example, just as 750hm
BNCs are used on TV baseband equip-
ment and either 50 or 75o0hm N-type con-
nectors on quality RF generators. High

quality XLR/Cannon connectors are
actually superior to BNCs for use at
lower frequencies — hence their preval-
ence on Pro-audio gear.

However, the choice of connector on
test and communications equipment has
as much to do with mechanical rugged-
ness (repeatability of insertion, as it is
fondly known) as it has their character-
istic impedance. After all, every single
piece of equipment in my laboratory is
either equipped with BNCs or N-type
connectors, yet not all the apparatus is
concerned with the synthesis or
measurement of RF signals.

A pathological hatred of phonos is no
bad thing, butnotall phono plugs offer a
surge characteristic impedance of
220ohms. The physical construction of
any conductor, whether it be plug, cable
or socket, has a direct bearing on its
characteristic impedance and there is, as
yet, no ‘universal’ phono plug.

A mathematical model of the ideal and
purely resistive phono plug would look
something like this: a cylindrical return
conductor with inner diameter of 8.4mm
together with a cylindrical signal con-
ductor (pin) of 3.3mm outer diameter.
With PTFE as the insulating dielectric
(relative permittivity of 2.1) the surge
characteristic impedance equals
38.60hm, a value close to that obtained
by practical measurement. Once



inserted into a phono socket the com-
bined surge characteristic impedance
would actually decrease further — a far
cry from 220ohm!

It should be clear that my recent calcu-
lations of surge characteristic impedance
do take into account the nature of the
phono plugs, for all the measurements
were performed from pin to pin, not on
unterminated cable. This method was
adopted for several reasons. First, there
is a greater variation in the design of
phono plugs than in the corresponding
phono sockets currently included on
modern equipment. The characteristic
impedance of a WBT 0101 plug is not the
same as that of a Tiffany, EAR or bog-
standard nickel-plated phono for
instance. I repeat, the physical construc-
tion of the plug plays a dominant role.

So, the values of surge characteristic
impedance for the interconnect cables
published in Choice’s June Cables, Tables
& Stands supplement are inclusive of
plugs, enabling enthusiasts to choose
the optimum lead without recourse to a
soldering iron. Exchanging a phono to
BNC link may offer some advantage in
the mechanical integrity of the bond
and, in certain circumstances, the
impedance termination. However any
gain achieved here must be weighed
against the loss of the manufacturer’s
guarantee.

Furthermore the sheer act of re-
soldering cable/plug and socket may do
more to alter the characteristic imped-
ance of the termination than the nature
of the plug and socket itself. And it
doesn’t end here, for there are further
discrepancies to be addressed in the
value of the output and load impedances
of both CD transports and external D/A
converters.

The digital input of my Musical Fidel-
ity Digilog (an early review sample) was
terminated with a 100ohm load, for
example. Consequently, regardless of
whether I used a 750hm coax link
equipped with phonos or BNCs, mister-
mination was unavoidable. This would
result in a partial reflection of the data-
stream down the ensuing ‘unmatched’
line. Unfortunately, few commercial sys-
tems offer a characteristic impedance
(whether source or load) that is spot-on
750hm.

The degree to which all incident vol-
tage and current is absorbed by the load
is a function of the reflection coefficient,
or rho, this also having a bearing on any
subsequent corruption of the data itself.
Specifically, any modification in the tim-
ing between successive logic transitions
would compromise the recovery of clock

data by the digital audio interface circuit
(prior to the DAC). This would, in turn,
take its toll on sound quality.

In the light of these everyday inconsis-
tencies it is hardly surprising that I chose
to bias my original article towards the
theoretical advantages of a matched
transmission line! However, now that
this convoluted can of worms has been
well and truly disturbed, the pros and

cons of real-life unmatched/mis-
terminated transmission lines should be
investigated.

Stand by your calculators for our next
instalment when, for future reference,
Choice will be providing practical cover-
age of a range of commercial ‘digital
interconnects’.

Twenty FREE high-tech
stands and supports from
Shan Acoustics

Shan Acoustics of Belfast has given us
ten pairs of HPA-21 loudspeaker stands
and ten Isolation Platforms for us to
give away to twenty lucky Choice
readers.

The 2linch stands and Target table plat-
form (18" x 14”) are made out of the same
highly inert polymer concrete that is
used in the Shan loudspeakers which we

Choice Sessions

reviewed back in June ‘89 (issue No. 71).
The speaker stands which retail for £45 a
pair are fitted with four adjustable spikes
and are said to combine the sonic bene-
fits of open and solid metal stands.

The Platform retails for £29.99 and will
fit into most commercially available
stands or can be used a-top cones to sup-
port a turntable or piece of electronics
such as a CD player or amplifier. The
Isolation Platform, as its name suggests,
reduces vibration reaching the compon-
ent and thus gives it a better chance to
perform optimally.

If you fancy winning either of these
just answer this question: what is the
model name of the Shan loudspeaker? Write
your answer, along with your name and
address, on the back of a postcard or
sealed envelope. You should also state
whether you would prefer to win a pair
of HPA-21 stands or the Isolation Plat-
form. The cards will be drawn from a hat
and the equipment allotted on a first-
out-of-the-hat, first served basis. Send
your entries to:

Shan Competition,
Hi-Fi Choice,
Dennis Publishing Ltd.,
14 Rathbone Place,
London W1P 1DE.
Closing date is Monday 6th August.

Polymer concrete stands and platforms from Shan Acoustics. We've ten of each to
give away!
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COVENT GARDE

CHARING CROSS ROAD

Open Mon-Sat 10.00 am - 7.30pm. 2 mins fron Leicester Sq. Tube
THE COMPLETE SERVICE TO ALL MUSIC LOVERS

LONDON WC2H 0JA

Tel: 071-379 7635/7427
Fax: 071-836 1345

AT LONDON'S FINEST COMPACT DISC CENTRE

NEW RELEASES

Classical full price new releases only £9.95 and mid price £6.95
per CD for the first 30 days afterissue: Dacca, DG, Philips,
EMI, CBS,RCA and selected others.

LISTENING FACILITIES
Not only the cheapest newreleases in town but also full
individual listening facilities - listen before you buy.

8,000 CDs IN STOCK
A continually updated and growing stock of the best classical
compact discs available in the U.K.

SECONDHAND
Secondhand CDs bought and sold, on sale from £5.99.

TOKEN SCHEME

Unique scheme of one token for each CD you buy (value
£10.95 and over) entitles you to a free CD when you have
collected ten to the value of £10.95.

SPECIALISTSINCD PLAYERS
Over 45 CD Players in stock and on demonstration.
From £149 to £56000.

SERVICING
Full up-to-date department for servicing and CD Player
specialist upgrading by qualified technicians.

RN

WHEN YOU BUY A
CD PLAYER (or Audio

Components over £500)
Bring this coupon in during

£505-

OFF and get f1 off your next
DISCS 50CDs over £6.99 this year

Sale & Special offer goods excluded Valid until end of JULY 1930

£6

No Tokens Given

-
-m
THE ULTIMATE IN
SOUND ADVICE

|

|

1 ON PURCHASE OF

: 5 CDs OVER £9.95

'I OFF 84 Charing Cross Road, London WC2
I

I

|

|

Valid until end of JULY 1330

QUALITY AUDIO

We stock an excellent range of some of the best audio
equipment and loudspeakers available from famous names such
as Arcam, Audiolab, Audio Quest, B&W, Celestion, Cyrus,
Denon, Dual, Marantz, Meridian, Nakamichi, Philips, Pioneer,
Proac, Quad, Revox, Rogers, Sennheiser, Sony, Technics, Van
Den Hul, Yamaha, and more.

DELIVERY AND INSTALLATION

Free delivery in the London area on selected Hi-Fi systems.
Installation service available. Orders dispatched within 24 hours
subject to stock availability.

DEMONSTRATION

Two private demonstration rooms to audition your future
purchase. Demonstration room can be prebooked. Please
phone to make an appointment.

CcbhVv

The Pioneer CLD 1450 (Universal) Compact Disc Video Player
on demonstration and in stock. Full range of 5", 8" and 12"
CDV's in stock. List available of Universal CD's. Call David,
Mark, Nick or Robert for details.

FULL RANGE of Mission Speakers 761 to 767 in stock and on
demonstration.

Designed for every type of room and every type of pocket.
5 YEAR WARRANTY on all MISSION Speakers.

Stockist of COMPLETE RANGE of CYRUS audiophi :

phile products:
Cyrus One, Two, PSX, Tuner, 781, 782, speakers and the
renowned PCM2 CD Player.

Featuring complete range of MISSION and CYRUS
ACCESSORIES.

Thege outstqnding products set new standards for reproducing
music as originally performed.

|

|

ON PURCHASE OF |
1 CD OVER £9.95 .
84 Charing Cross Road, London WC2 II
|

|

|

|

£1
OFF X.Suanaces

Valid until end ot JULY 1390
HFCI07/90



Don’t miss next

month’s issue of ShOZUCElSE

For more information on products by the

manufacturers on this page why not send
& away for their free brochures

Harmony ...

Packed with

in-depth reviews!

KENWOOD LINX AUDIO
Trio-Kenwood UK Ltd, For further information contact

Kenwood House, your nearest Linx dealer or

Dwight Road, Linx Audio UK Ltd,
Watford Dept HFC,
Herts. PO Box 20, Canvey Island,
WD1 8EB. Esssex. SS8 ORB.
Tel: (0923) 816444 Tel: 0268 511166
Jr—————— o |

AMPLIFIERS ON TEST =

Including the latest from Cambridge, Marantz,
Mission, Rotel, Technics and many more.
PEESSE
10 magnetic cartridges tested.

AND
a FREE classical records supplement.
REESEES

EWS, VIEWS, AND MUCH, MUCH MORE.

I
I
I
I
I
I
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|
I
I
I
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CELESTION
CELESTION EXPOSURE
CeleStion International The WOrkF:ZZ,SIIzZrI:I\ec;:(::ei:,SI’ortslade,
A Ltd’ East Sussex. BN4 1DH.
Foxhall .Road, | et 0273 423877. Fax: (0273) 430619.
Ipswich, N
Suffolk. | eme
IP3 8JP. | sz
Tel: (0473) 723131 |
Fax: (0473) 729662 . = o — -

AUGUST ISSUE ON SALE JULY 13th
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Aspirations

Sailing and records are

consuming passions for this

month’s audiophile, who further

rejects modern technology by

opting for a valve amplifier. Dan

Houston writes, Chris

Richardson photographs.

The Prodigal
Audiophile

his month we’re at the home of a

prodigal analogue audiophile
who, having sold his record collection
for the supposed benefits of a compact
disc, later discovered that he could not
live without a vinyl-playing system.

For 27-year-old Stephen Hogg, a civil
engineer with the Department of the
Environment in Belfast, a two year dal-
lience with digital was enough. He had
been using a Meridian MCD Pro — one of
the best CD players of the time - but is
now firmly back in the analogue fold;
with the fervour of the born again he has
also sold his compact disc collection! “I
did not have one LP when I bought this
deck (The Voyd), and I was in some-

Hi-F1 cHoice 20 juLy 1990

where like Zeus Audio looking for amps
when I heard it. I just though ‘Oh Jeep-
ers! that is the best thing I have ever
heard’. But I had always found CD too
harsh. It was straight walled and didn’t
sound very full; it wasn’t real; it was
sharp, clinical and not very involving —
in fact unpleasant.”

Hogg is rare; like a few other vinyl
oriented audiophiles who care passion-
ately about the sound quality of the
music they are listening to, he has
rejected CD finding it uninvolving. This
‘preference’ for vinyl on the part of many
older audiophiles is sometimes blamed
on the fact that they have large and often
irreplaceable vinyl collections, as well as

systems tuned around a favourite record
player; they can’t or won’t be taught the
new tricks of digital.

But when one meets people like
Stephen, or other analogue zealots who
have just (in the past couple of years)
started collecting records and spending
money on high-end equipment, that rule
doesn’t apply. Even Lord Gowrie, in last
month’s  Choice admitted that after
almost obscene investment he had only
got his CD player combination to sound
“80 per cent of the Linn Sondek”.

You could try blaming it on specialist
hi-fi dealers. Maybe they are influencing
decisions. But unless they are in the
pockets of the record deck manufactur-



ers (very few of whom have any real
clout in that area) then the incentives to
sell a CD player are even greater. CD
players break down more often than
record players and we haven’t come
across any which offer the likes of Rega’s
lifetime guarantee. Selling to return cus-
tom dealers would certainly make more
money on digital equipment.

Perhaps it is the record player’s out-
ward mechanical simplicity that is its
appeal. The electronics are uncomplic-
ated compared to a printed circuit board
or the workings of a digital-to-analogue
convertor — and you can see the thing
working (which gives it a kind of Boys’
Own appeal at any rate). What happens

to a CD when it slides into the player? It
disappears, as I was once told, like a
relative about to be cremated; one is no
longer tangibly involved.

Maybe it is this involvement with the
whole ‘record playing’ process that
audiophiles thrive on; they can’t scrape
the dust off a stylus before lovingly low-
ering it into the run-in groove, with a
shiny little scratch-resistant silver disc.

Whatever it is, however, the record
companies don’t want to be involved
with this minority, and many have voted
with their feet and walked out of record
pressing plants altogether. Vinyl purists
haven’t seen a new Deutsche Gramo-
phon release for a couple of years, and
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Kate Bush sat in my lap: Stephen found
analogue improved his sensual world.
Guaranteed to fill a blue space: The
Voyd (left).

the classical repertoire particularly has
been much deleted. The digital dawn
hasn’t so much straight-walled music for
the LP buyer as stone-walled it. And
while many engineers and indeed audio-
philes maintain CD sounds closer to the
original and that it is therefore better, it
doesn’tallow for much choice in the mat-
ter. It certainly looks like one of the tricks
of CD has been to persuade people to
double up on their record collections.
Which partly explains why Stephen
has only a limited collection of records,
eventhough he’sbeen collecting for over
ten years. It also explains why many of
these records are the well-engineered
audiophile favourites with which manu-
facturers demonstrate their systems at
hi-fi shows, for example. As soon as you
start getting into serious hi-fi you notice
poor sounding and imaging records, and
that well-engineered software is thin on
the ground. Not here though. Bob
Dylan’s latest, Oh Mercy, produced by
the truth-seeking Daniel Lanois, was
revolving expectantly when we arrived.
Stephen lives with his doctor wife
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Joanne in a first floor apartment over-
looking a park in the Lagan Side district
on the south side of Belfast. It's a cosy
bijou place with a piano in a spare room
where his espoused practices and com-
poses songs. The listening room is also
their living room and there is a dining
table at one end. Hi-fi dominates the
other. “It's OK but it's not great,” he
describes the room. “We're hoping to
move to a bigger house outside Belfast
where there’ll be more space. It'll be
much better if I can just get in there with
the hi-fi first before my wife starts put-
ting it behind sofas and things.”

Thisroomislonger thanitis wide with
windows at both ends. The speakers are
about as well sited as they can be in this
setting, under a gabled wall and blend-
ing in with the symmetry of the architec-
ture in terms of acoustics. The sofa can
be swung out from the wall for serious
listening but is otherwise off-axis,
arranged for television viewing. The TV
is small, and nowhere in the pecking
order of electronic excellence nearby. Its
shelf life is improved by plants on either
side and fish above.

The fish are described as “the only
thing you can have in an apartment
without it crapping all over place. I went
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away for the week and when I got back
the plants were wrecked but the fish
were fine,” says Stephen. The plants
have recovered, they appear healthy on
the audio diet of his records, but perhaps
the fish prefer silence. “When I play
something wild they reaily fly about the
place,” Stephen adds.

All the equipment is on show, placed
on a couple of Foundation and Target
isolation furniture stands. The outland-
ish Audio Innovations Series 500 inte-
grated amplifier takes pride of place, its
open array of glowing bottles ready to
realise its nickname of the ‘Manhattan
Skyline’ after dark. Its main source is the
Voyd turntable with its outboard power
supply using a SME [V tonearm and
Koetsu Red cartridge with a Carver
step-up transformer. Stephen had used
a Helius Scorpio, the arm recommended
for The Voyd, but found the arm ‘unreli-
able’. “After two or three models I
changed to the SME,” he told me.

Interconnect is the AudioNote Silver
while speaker cable from the "500 is also
AudioNote standard to the Snell Type ]'s
on their Foundation Pi stands. Alterna-
tive sources bought second hand for £90
each are an Aiwa ADF77 cassette deck
and the Quad FM4 tuner.

Everything is isolated on Target fur-
niture with the turntable sat upon a
secondary Audio Dimensions Isolation
platform — a slab of marble with three
spiked feet on top (for the plinth) and
three underneath to the Target table.

While it’s isolated from vibration,
Stephen has to be careful playing records
atmidday in Summer. The record deck is
in direct sunlight then. “One day I had a
record on the turntable and it just
melted. I heard it go ‘off’, it sounded
terrible after that.”

This is a purist system largely follow-
ing the Audio by Design choice of com-
ponents. Audio by Design, based in
Brighton, Sussex, imports the American
Snell range of loudspeakers, and dis-
tributes Audio Innovations amplifiers
and Voyd turntables, maintaining these
components match each other sonically
and that close accuracy to the original
recording is achieved.

Stephen Hogg obviously agrees: “This
system really involves you, if you close
your eyes then you're right there and the
sound never seems to be coming from

Nine glass bottles from Audio
Innovations (left).



the speakers; it is everywhere but the
speakers. The sound is very clean. The
musical notes stop and start just like that
(appropriate hand gesture); you don’t
want notes hanging around.”

By this stage we were playing This
Woman’s Work followed by The Sensual
World, on Kate Bush’s album of the same
name. Being used to his wife’s voice and
piano playing, what did he think of the
system’s capability with the instrument

Pad of a civilised engineer (above) and a
system that puts colour into Van
Morrison’s Avalon Sunset (below).

and female vocals? “Well I think the full
range of her voice is coming across, and
the piano never gets lost, the lower
notes, bass notes, just swell out into the
room —it’s extraordinary.”

While he’s reluctant to criticise any
weak points in the system, Stephen

Aspirations

thinks the arm and cartridge might be
upgraded next. “I really like the Koetsu
but if this new Audio Innovations
tonearm is as good as it’s supposed to be
then I'd like that with an AudioNote car-
tridge; the sound would be classic but
you’d have to justify the expense. As
regards hi-fi that’s a problem. You have
to reach the point where there’s nothing
in the system that’s annoying you. And
it then becomes a minimum standard
(you'll accept) rather than a maximum.”

Hearing Stephen eulogizing about
Windham Hill’s Aerial Boundaries album
by Michael Hedges (“. . . this is a must
for the audiophile, it’s absolutely
superb, I can hear his fingers on the
strings of the acoustic guitar . . . why
can’t all records be like that?”) you’'d
think he had the audio bug badly, and
completely. But this, he tells me, is only
his second hobby, the main joy of his life

being a 27-foot wooden sailing boat

(which he keeps alittle further down the
Lagan). The analogy is a further com-
ment on the progress of technology
which seems increasingly to separate us
from the task at hand. While sails, like
records, don’t offer the ease of use
apparent from their more modern coun-
terparts, Stephen prefers them . . . or
prefers his involvement. Analogue is the
wrong word really, it is all about getting
back to the original.

The System:
The Voyd and PSU £1,319
SME IV £810
Koetsu Red cartridge £896
Audio Innovations Series 500

amplifier £889
Snell Type ] loudspeakers £750
Foundation Pi stands £250
Quad FM4tuner n/a
Aiwa ADF77 cassette deck n/a
Target furniture from £43
Cable: AudioNote Silver

interconnect £85/m
AudioNote speaker cable £100/m
Supplied by: Zeus Audio, Unit 6,

Donaldson and Lille’'s Shopping Pre-
cinct, Hope Street, Belfast. Tel: (0232)
332522.
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Statements

Monitoring what’s happening on the high-
end scene . . . This month, John Bamford
listens to Denmark’s Primare amplifiers
(£8,500 — phew!) and moves some air with
JBL’s top-of-the-range XPL 200
loudspeakers.

28 conjurs up images of a luxury

grand tourer effortlessly cruising
the German autobahns. You need a heal-
thy bank balance to stand the cost of
Porche’s flagship automobile, for sure.
And while not quite as costly, Primare
Systems’ Series 928 amplifier system is
equally esoteric and — let’s be honest —
available only to the privileged few who
can afford to spend over £8,500 on a hi-fi
amplifier.

That’s right: £8,500. But if the price tag
makes you reel, let’s be clear from the
start that the Series 928 pre/power combi-
nation is the stuff of which dreams are
made. While most audiophiles have to
suffer for their pleasures, ‘making do’
with hi-fi components which deliver the
goods sonically but often are inconveni-
ent to use and an eyesore in the home,
the Danish Primare 928 system is
designed to cater for the most discerning
hi-fi enthusiast while offering the luxury
of remote control operation and looking
like a million dollars. It scores in all three
targets.

Regular Choice readers might remem-
ber an Aspirations feature dating back to
September of 1988 in which we
described a system employing the Series
928 preamplifier driving ATC SCMS50
active loudspeakers. Primare’s £4,250
preamp (£3,250 if you forego the infra-
red remote control facility) is perfectly
suited to such applications, and features
comprehensive user-adjustable set-up
facilities. Removing a small plate at the
rear of the preamp reveals a bank of DIP
switches providing ten different sensi-
tivity settings (0.05 to 2.0mV) and 12
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impedance adjustments (7.5 to 2kohm)
to suit just about any moving coil car-
tridge. A further set of switches adjusts
MM input sensitivity (2 to 10mV), while
just in case you need it — a small toggle
switch allows the CD signal to be attenu-
ated by 6dB to allow better matching
with other line inputs. The 928’s other
unashamedly luxurious touches include
phase invert, mute, and a low cut filter,
plus a ‘standby’ facility which shuts the
preamp down while maintaining
optimum operating conditions and
working temperature.

Lakeside Listening in our September '88
issue: Aspirations featured a 928
preamp driving active ATC speakers.

‘I;’ ’&\\

All controls — including the MM/MC,
CD, tuner, tape and Aux selectors, plus
the motor-driven stepped attenuator
volume control — are operable via capa-
citive type finger-touch sensors on the
tastiest remote control handset you've
ever cradled in your palm. A small infra-




red receptor (25 x 25 x 50mm) connects
via a 3m lead and Lemo plug to the rear
of the 928, which means that the preamp
does not have to be in line of sight from
your listening seat. The receptor can be
placed anywhere in the room, cable
length allowing.

There are touches to the design of the
Series 928 which remove it from the
world of everyday audio components
and put it in a class of its own. For
example, the wedged shape of the hand-
set perfectly matches the size and shape
of the cut-out on the preamp’s fascia.
And the position of the handset’s touch
controls emulate exactly the toggle
switches on the preamp itself. Nice. And
while there’s no balance control (in the
best minimalist tradition; there are no
tone controls either, of course) there is a
set of on-board DIP switches to adjust
the gain separately for each channel in
0.5dB steps, allowing you to compensate
for any mild channel imbalance in your
phono cartridge. The preamp even has a
rear mounted headphone socket.

Primare’s designers seem to have
thought of everything. However, be
warned that in the interests of fidelity
there is no tape monitor loop in the

i

‘Internally, attention to
detail is worthy of the finest
audiophile gear. The 24-step

rotary volume control uses
metal film resistors and

gold plated contacts, and in

order to prevent signal loss

through oxidation all
switches and relays have
gold plated contact
surfaces.’

signal path. This means owners of
3-head cassette decks can’t monitor
recordings off-tape — which isn’t the end
of the world as most decks are equipped
with headphone sockets. But more signi-
ficantly (especially since, if I had this
kind of money to spend, I'd probably
also fancy a projection TV system with
Dolby Pro-Logic sound system!), tape
loops are useful for hooking up sur-
round sound decoders. Oh well . . .

I referred earlier to the Series 928 ‘sys-
tem’. Although the preamp is a fascinat-
ing high-end proposition in its own
right, most customers are likely to
partner it with Primare’s matching 928
monoblok power amplifiers. Each is
rated at 100W into 8ohm, using discrete
components throughout and employing
no negative feedback in the power out-
put circuits. The manufacturer claims
40A peak current capability. Certainly
Series 928 was conceived as a complete
pre/power package, with signal trans-
mission between the two taking place in
balanced mode (both XLR and ‘ordinary’
phono sockets are provided) and with
symmetrical  circuit  configurations
throughout all the amplifier stages.

Internally, attention to detail is worthy
of the finest audiophile gear. The 24-step
rotary volume control uses metal film
resistors and gold plated contacts, and in
order to prevent signal loss through oxi-
dation all switches and relays have gold
plated contact surfaces. The source
selector relays are also hermetically sea-
led as proof against ageing. Meanwhile
there are no carbon components in the
signal path. Metal film resistors and Tef-
lon insulated cables and sockets are used
throughout, while the signal path is kept
as short as possible by using servo regu-
lators rather than series capacitors. It’s
all good stuff, with much attention paid
to power supplies and grounding for
optimum sound quality. And like Naim
Audio’s recently launched NAC52
remote control preamp (see last month’s
Choice), Primare’s designers were careful
to ensure that no digital nasties from the
remote control system could spoil the
audio performance of the amplifier.

The bottom line, after all this, is that
the 928 pre/power is something quite
special, combining superb  user-
friendliness with the sort of sound qual-
ity one usually finds only in stripped-
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down ‘hairshirt’ products. Which is why
it costs £8,650 (the mono power amps are
£2,200 each). Wearing my heart on my
sleeve, I have to admit to a prediliction
for glowing bottles, and in my opinion
this combo ‘doesn’t have quite the trans-
parency of the best tube amplifiers, but
the 928 combo sounded ‘rich’ and
smooth with excellent soundstaging and
tremendous ‘weight’. Perhaps just a
little too polite-sounding for some tastes
(though much will depend on partner-
ing speakers), these amps must be the
least fatiguing solid-state components
I've ever heard, with silky highs, a
natural midrange and deep, powerful
bass. It's reported to be a natural per-
former with some electrostatic loud-
speakers —and I can believe it.

Audiophiles wusually expect their
amplifiers to be minimalist through and
through. The Series 928 system breaks
the rules in combining high-end per-
formance with sumptuous styling and
superb user-friendliness, and in .doing
so makes it one of the most desirable hi-fi
amplifiers in the world. The UK distribu-
tor, Quantum Audio of Kilmarnock,
Ayrshire, has been asking if I've finished
with it for a few weeks now. And I've
been using every excuse going in order
to hang on to it for a few more days. If I
won the pools tomorrow it would be at
the top of my shopping list, that’s for
sure.

¢¢

ow that’s what I call a

loudspeaker,”  declared
Chris, our photographer, as I man-
handled the XPL 200 out of the service
elevator and into his studio. It was a
natural enough reaction, I guess, as one
look at this giant JBL monitor is enough
to tell anyone that the speaker means
business.

JBL describes its £2,000 XPL 200, top
model in the XPL range introduced to
the UK last autumn, as ‘the most refined
home loudspeaker JBL has ever made’.
In its literature the company holds great
store by the fact that it makes its own
drivers, crossovers and cabinets, com-
ponents which are designed and built to
work together without compromise.
‘The XPL series represents the limits that
this approach can be taken (sic) within
the confines of present technology’, is
the company’s bold claim. Is JBL really
saying, therefore, that the ‘200 — the top-
of-the-range XPL - is the best loud-
speaker it can make?

Well, perhaps it is the best speaker the
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company can make. Certainly it’s one of
the finest sounding transducers I've ever
had the privilege to enjoy in my living
room, rating up there with the Duntech
Marquis and Crown Prince for drama,
excitement and dynamics. Having
played around with the 200 at home for
some weeks, experimenting with subtle
changes in room positioning as well as
partnering electronics, I've had these
speakers really singing. Imagine a kind
of grown up Yamaha NS1000, with expli-
cit detail and fast dynamics, coupled
with tremendous bass power and con-
trol. That’s the XPL 200. There’s no
strain, no nasty high frequency abbera-
tions or ‘glare’ (often a criticism of high-
power monitors), just a satisfying solid-
ity coupled with a massive soundstage.
The loudspeaker has  proved
extremely transparent to source equip-
ment, and is so clear and effortless in the
bass that it makes for a great reviewer’s
tool when assessing electronics. And the

High-end Update

You might have thought that there’s
enough expensive cable around by
now — but Audioquest doesn’t. This
American cable, cartridge and acces-
sory manufacturer whose products
are distributed here by A&R Cam-
bridge (or Arcam as they are more
commonly known) has a new range
of speaker cables with prices topping
a grand for a five metre terminated
pair. The latest offerings are the
Cobalt, Green and Clear Hyperlitz
speaker cables which retail at £35, £60
and £120 per metre respectively.
Hyperlitz is the name that Audioquest
has given to the topology or construc-
tion of the cables which allows multi-
ple strands to be used without touch-
ing each other by winding them in a
spiral around a non-conductive core.
Audioquest believes that because of
skin effects, whereby the higher a fre-
quency is the closer it travels to the
outside of a strand, itis preferable for
individual strands to avoid touching
one another. All three Hyperlitz cables
are built like this but have different
levels of copper purity and cross sec-
tional area according to price. Clear
uses six nines (99.9999 per cent) pure
copper and has a total cross sectional
area of 3.4mm?.

For less than the cost of three metres
of Audioquest Clear you eould invest
in an interesting old cartridge. So

great thing is, you can drive it with just
about anything. The load is nothing to
worry about, sensitivity is high at 90dB
for Iwatt, so even with my low-powered
triode valve amplifiers I've been in
danger on several occasions of commit-
ting a serious breach of the peace.

Off the floor

The XPL 200s came into their own when
I got them off the floor. You can
use them floorstanding, adjustable feet
at the front enabling you to tilt the
speaker as required, but JBL manu-
factures some matching MTX stands
which screw into the base of the
enclosures and in my set up these made
all the difference. Standing nearly five
feet tall on their stands, they sound as
business-like as they look. The trape-
zoidal enclosures are extremely solid,
made from MDF and weighing 90lbs
each. The baffle is a multi-layered affair
of reaction moulded foam, stepped to

what’s it doing in High-end Update?
Well, the story goes something like
this . . . The Cartridge Man - or Len
Gregory, as his friends know him - is
the UK agent for Garrott stylus tips.
He’s also something of a fan of the
AKG P8E cartridge, a low output
magnetic made in the Seventies that
is now pretty scarce on account of Len
buying up AKG’s remaining stock.
He gets his Australian friends (the
brothers Garrott) to fit one of their
Microscanner tips and sells the tur-
bo-charged cartridges for £350 apiece.
Which, given the sort of sounds he
was making with one on a heavily
damped Thorens TD150 (another
Gregory speciality), seems a pretty
fair price. Because of limited supply
we're not likely to get one for review,
but you’re always welcome at the
Cartridge Man’s place in Croydon
(tel: 081-688 6565).

What else has been happening in the
world of audio exotica? Counterpoint
has been busy with a new hybrid pre-
amp, the SA-5000 which uses tube,
FET and bi-polar devices with tubes
used in the power supply regulation
and audio amplification. At the time
of writing the 5000, which includes an
MC stage amongst its inputs, hadn’t
arrived with the company’s UK dis-
tributor Absolute Sounds, but the
price looks . like settling between
£3,000 and £3,500.

Statements

provide some degree of time alignment
with a neoprene surface coating to
reduce diffraction effects. The tweeter,
of course, is JBL’s by now familiar ribbed
titanium dome, married to a new tita-
nium midrange driver which has a sub-
stantial 3inch voice coil. XPL 200 is
actually a four-way system, a 6.5inch
mid/bass driver operating in its own sea-
led sub-enclosure down to 300Hz which
is where the 12inch woofer takes over. A
tuned port vents on the rear.

Other details include a —3dB high fre-
quency contour switch (totally unneces-
sary in my opinion), gold plated termin-
als with bi-amping facilities provided,
and a switch which takes the crossover
partly out of circuit. Apparently JBL
makes a.two-way active crossover for its
'200, of which I have no further informa-
tion to date. Based on what I've experi-
enced from these monitors so far, I'd bet
experimenting with some form of active
drive could be alot of fun.

An American brand that has recently
returned to these shores is Acoustat.
The company has a new loudspeaker
range called Spectra that includes a
near-affordable hybrid (coil bass
driver and electrostatic mid/hf panel),
the Spectra 11, which retails for
£1,095. The distributor,. Reference
Imports, will shortly be adding the
more expensive models in the range
including a deluxe version of the 11
called Spectra 1100 (£1,495). Reference
Imports, tel: (04352) 4481.

For those of you who are into serious
tape recording — for serious read own-
ership of a Nagra IV-S or similar pro
machine — Bryston has produced a
portable Dolby SR frame. The 280-B
accepts Dolby SR cards (cat. no. 280 at
£525 per channel) and allows the use
of Dolby’s Spectral Recording noise
reduction system on the hoof, so to
speak. Further information on the
Bryston 280-B can be had from Rok-
san Engineering.

High-end fans on the south coast can
go and soak up some good sounds at
the Definitive Audio open weekend.
On June 30th and July 1st the
Brighton shop will be playing top-
of-the-range Voyd/Innovations/Snell
equipment as well as some prototype
Innovations horn loudspeakers and
the very expensive AudioNote
Ongaku amplifier.
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The Craftsman

Tractors and
drivers

ATC has been making loudspeakers for a couple of
decades, supplying to professional studios and,
increasingly to audiophiles. Dan Houston visits the
factory, photographs by Chris Richardson.

e were on the ‘phone: “Yes,
and five miles along that road
you come over a hill and you’'ll see an
airfield on your left. Turn up beside that
and Gypsy Lane’s first on the right.”
Even so we shot past, going through the
verdancy of Gloucestershire with Lon-
doners’ characteristic haste. We were on
our way to the ATC loudspeaker factory
where we suspected, nay knew, that
some very skilled craftsmen were at
work. This isn’t an overly obsequious
statement. They know it and so do many
who need to know. The ATC user list is
impressive — particularly on the profes-
sional side where the firm has installed
its monitors in studios around the world,
with the BBC, Abbey Road, Telarc and
Nimbus being just a few of its reportedly
happy customers.
Music mixed using ATC monitors

includes that by Bruce Springsteen,
Madonna, Julio Iglesias, Paul McCart-
ney, John Williams, Pink Floyd, Peter
Gabriel, Van Morrison, Terence Trent
D’Arby (who he? — Ed) — the list goes on.
And on the hi-fi, or ‘domestic’ side,
many musicians and audiophiles swear
by the speakers’ accuracy, power hand-
ling, superb frequency extension and
transient response, although the firm
still has only a limited reputation on the
domestic scene.

The ATC (Acoustic Transducer Com-
pany) factory is situated in the heart of
Gloucestershire, on the side of one of the
Chiltern hills. It’s quite literally down (or
up) a leafy lane and the rustic image is
further enhanced by a couple of ancient
farm tractors in a state of disrepair,
parked near the entrance of the recep-
tion area. Tractors, we later learn, are

one of the abiding passions of the firm’s
founder Billy Woodman; he owns these
two and five others.

The main building once housed a ferti-
liser factory —it’s now stacked high with

cardboard boxes, shelves of chinese
coolie hat-like bass cones and resonates
to the muffled ‘whoops’ of finished loud-
speaker drivers being tested. A huge
SCM 200, bound for some studio where
no doubt it will do its high-level best to
blow off an engineer’s head, sits next to a
row of gorgeously veneered new model
SCM20s. ATC puts together loud-
speakers, using parts which are made to
a specification by outside contractors.
The cabinets, for instance, are made by
Castle Acoustics Ltd, of Skipton, West
Yorkshire, while the gold plated termin-
als come from another of our ‘craftsmen’
— John Michell Engineering. The voice
coils are wound here and the entire
driver is put together with the final pro-
duct emerging through several stages of
operation in the factory. As you walk
around the thing that seems most strik-
ing (apart from the glue solvents!) is the
sheer size and build quality of the ATC
drivers. They look, and feel industrial
compared to other loudspeaker drivers

Back to basics: Billy Woodman'’s
philosophy applies to both sound and
farm machinery.



tinction between the products it makes
and those of many of its competitors.
“We make loudspeakers to sound as
similar to the original signal as possible.”
explains Ashley. “People say analogue
sounds better than CD or that CD is
brash and hard-sounding but digital
recording is more faithful to the original
music. We're not saying people
shouldn’t buy analogue, but we’'d ask
that they recognise CD is closer to the
real thing. And if you go into a recording
studio then you’d hear that most pop
music is aggressive and hard sounding —
just as a violin can be searing if you stand
close to it. The only way to guage
accuracy in loudspeakers is to listen to a
sound that you know well and which has
been well recorded, such as a human
voice or piano. I can absolutely guaran-
tee that we make the most accurate
sounding loudspeakers in the world and
that’s no lie.” Ashley is quite passionate.
He picks up some other British made
loudspeaker drivers and says: “Look,
other people are making this flimsy stuff

Basic dome improvements (left), and
last minute touches on the finished
article (below).

and are bolted onto great, black, solid
iron wheel-like baskets with seemingly
oversized magnets.

It’s all part of the firm’s philosophy
delivering value for money while using
materials and components considered to
be the best available. Ashley James, the
firm’s ebullient marketing manager,
took me around the factory and
explained that ATC’s aim was to create
drive units which could do justice to a
symphony orchestra, which hits 112dB
at times. “We design loudspeakers
according to the principles of sound, and
those were established long before loud-
speakers themselves. When you look at
sound you have three distinct events.
Firstly the loudspeaker, or whatever
makes the sound, secondly the effect of
close reflections or anything behind it
and thirdly the reverberant effect of
sound hammering off the walls thou-
sands of times before it dies.” ATC’s
work has been to try to take all these
factors into account when designing
loudspeakers. Drive units have been
designed with the dispersion character-
istics of sound borne in mind - the tweet-
ers are far less directional —and even the
firm’s latest (and smallest) loudspeakers
has been built to cater for sonic rever-
beration qualities which ATC says many
manufacturers overlook.

The company makes an important dis-
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and we’re making these monsters. It's
almost as if everybody else is making a
Fiesta and we’re making a Ferrari.” So
how come the firm isn’t selling bucket-
loads of speakers; if its ideas are that
good, why aren’t people buying them?

It’s the age old problem (perhaps age
old excuse): the need to get your product
accepted by a dealer who wants to sell it.
There are plenty of specialist British
loudspeaker makers already it seems,
and Ashley’s initial experience with
dealers when he joined the company in
1985 was disappointing. “I rang around
doing some market research to ask them
as a punter what they might recommend
and guage their level of expertise. I was
appalled by their attitude and the way
they behaved. And then I couldn't sell
them our products and so my immediate
reaction was to approach the profes-
sional studios instead where the reaction
was unbelievable in comparison.” On
the pro side things began to take off
when ATC monitors were installed in
the famous CTS studios in Wembley in
1987. HHB, the London distribution out-
let for professional sound gear, also took
on the range and approval was sealed.

“With hi-fi it was much more difficult
(to gain recognition),” Ashley con-
tinued. Even with a complimentary
review in Gramophone magazine (1987)
the firm found it difficult to make a niche
market although it had several domestic
models with unique design features on
offer. This has led to a degree of suspi-
cion of magazines: “They need to be
more objective,” and to a sense of isola-
tion from the rest of the industry. Ashley
points out that things aren’t quite so bad
now, ATC sells more than half its pro-
duct to domestic users, but also criticises
other loudspeaker manufacturers for
standing still: “We had loudspeakers in
1976 with 30 times less harmonic distor-
tion than conventional loudspeakers of
today. The loudspeaker industry in this
country is absolutely dead. Unless some
of them do something very soon there
will be little advantage buying their pro-
ducts over some of the Japanese stacking
separates; it shouldn’t be up tous . . . it
shouldn’t be up to 18 people here to lead
the world.”

The man who remains above such
comments, but who also inspires them is
Billy Woodman, a 44 year old Australian
who founded ATC in 1974. Billy was
raised on a farm in Castlemaine, Vic-
toria, Australia and started out in life
wanting to be a professional musician.
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But after graduating from Victoria’s Ben-
digo Institute of Electronic Engineering
in 1967 he worked for Plessey Rola
acquiring his first knowledge and taste
for loudspeaker design.

“I was coming to Britain on an
extended holiday and I wrote to Good-
mans asking if they would employ me,”
he remembers. “They wrote back and
said if I came to see them they would see
what they could do.” Goodmans, which
was then based in Wembley, gave him a
job and within three months he found
himself running the firm’s research and
development department — which at
least gave him the wherewithal to pay off
a$100 debt he’d accumulated on the way
from Australia!

He is credited with having developed
the world’s first one-inch fabric dome
tweeter although he agrees that Peerless
was developing something similar at the
same time. During his time with Good-
mans he completed his Master’s degree
in acoustics.

Woodman'’s ideas became more and
more exotic and were eventually too
expensive for Goodmans to putinto pro-
duction. By 1974 he decided that if he
wanted to see his own ideas realised in
products he’d have to start his own com-
pany. ATC's first product was a 12-inch
midrange driver for PA use which was
used by Supertramp.

The company was at first an engineer-
ing concern — producing drivers utilised
by other systems. In 1976 Woodman
improved upon his original soft dome
tweeter theory by making the world’s

Basketwork with a difference (right).
Turning the copper voice coils (below).

first soft dome for the midrange. The
three-inch driver has become accepted
as being nearly all things to all men and
gave rise to the expression of ‘soft-
dome-monitoring’ in pro studios. ATC’s
hopeful ascendancy was shortlived,
however - the company went into
receivership in 1979. “We had massive
owings from overseas, and one of our
major clients in the States took us out,”
Bill said, remaining philosophical about
the default. However the firm never
ceased trading and in 1981 Bill was able
to buy back the business from the
receiver and formed ATC Loudspeaker
Technology Ltd. His first project was
with Tim Isaacs (now one of ATC’s direc-
tors) of the professional audio firm Tur-
bosound. Tim designed the electronic
crossover which was increasingly used
in conjunction with ATC drivers in
sound studios. “It revolutionised studio
monitoring between ‘81 and '87,” Bill
says.

However hi-fi enthusiasts probably
know ATC best for its active loud-
speakers. These were stimulated by an



s g The Craftsman

massive ATC driver baskets being used
for the front wheels?

Curriculum Vitae

Billy Woodman

44 years old

Married with a son

First Job: Plessey Rola (Australia)

Proprietor

1970 Working at Goodmans, designed
world’s first one-inch fabric
tweeter

1974 Founded ATC

1976 The Three Inch Soft dome,
another world first

1978 S50 launched at Cunard hi-fi show

1979 ATC goes bankrupt

1981 Bought back from receivers:
Introduced S50

1981/82 SCM300 incorporating

electronic crossover

1983 SCM150 launched

1985 Three-way active studio monitors,
and relocation to Gloucestershire.
SCM50, SCM100, SCM200
launched

1987 CTS studios installs ATC monitors

1990 SCM20 introduced

Number of employees: 18

Company turnover: £800,000

Putting together the circuitry of an on-
board ‘active’ loudspeaker amplifier.

order from Danish Radio in 1985. Tim
Isaac designed a tri-amp pack to build
into the SCM50 incorporating his elec-
tronic crossover. The idea had been used
before but Bill says the resultant
SCM50A was one of the most exciting
developments for decades — and one of
the most important achievements of his
life.

1985 was also the year the firm moved
out of London to the Gloucestershire fac-
tory. All the employees were relocated
but only one has stayed: “I think it’s a bit
quiet for them,” says Bill, who had
moved his home to the shires in 1982
seeking ‘quality of life’. Nor has the firm
had any difficulty in recruiting people
from the locality. Quality of life includes
getting his latest restoration project — a
1935 Fordson four litre farm tractor — out
for a spin at lunchtimes. He found the
paraffin driven machine as a rusty pile of
bits a couple of years ago and saysiit’s the
same model used on his parents Castle-
maine farm when he was a boy. It’s a
perfect, prizewinning, restoration . . .
but hang on, aren’t those a couple of
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he art, science or engineering
discipline — call it what you will -
of high fidelity is, in essence, all about
the business of storing sound signals.
The stored signals then need to be repro-
duced as accurately as possible, so as to
recreate the original sonic event, be it
music, speech or sound effect. But how
should one store the signals? Sound is,
by its very nature, a transient phenome-
non which cannot be pinned down or
conveniently ‘bottled” for future refer-
ence, and it must be converted to some
other form which can be kept. Or to be
strictly accurate, an anologue of the sound
must be generated which represents the
sound and can be used to regenerate it.
This analogue may take many forms,
(for example, the groove in a record or
the patterns on magnetic tape) and it
may be further encoded, as in digital
recording or radio transmission. The
important feature of any such system,
however, is that the analogue must be
generated according to a defined set of
rules which can easily be reversed to
regenerate the sound. Clearly, a good
recording system must possess this
property. It must also be capable of stor-
ing and processing the analogue to high
precision,- or sound signal will be lost
during the regeneration stage.

About sound

Themostimportant thing about sound is
the human ear, or, to be pedantic, the
human hearing system including bone
conduction, sympathetic chest reson-
ance and all. Biology has shown how
animals have differently developed
hearing systems to cope with their vari-
ous requirements, all designed to be an
efficient aid to survival and communica-
tion. Human hearing is a very precise
mechanism for receiving and analysing
sound, and we are capable of some quite
remarkable feats of aural discrimination
which we carry out on a routine basis.
The apparently simple task of recognis-
ing a voice, for example, is something
which large and powerful computers are
only just being made to do reliably, yet
we do it in seconds even when the voice
is badly distorted.

Music, which is the most common
sound signal as far as most hi-fi equip-
ment is concerned, is an ordered
sequence of sounds which the ear inter-
prets according to various learned or
inherited reflexes. Learned reflexes
include such procedures as following a
voice in a Bach fugue, agd an example of
an inherited reflex wotild be a feeling of
fear on hearing certain loud, high-
pitched sounds. In highly developed

Perspectives

The Information
Business

Richard Black examines the various techniques used for
storing music signals and considers a future medium that
combines analogue and digital technology.

music, the smallest nuance can carry
much weight and it is particularly impor-
tant to recreate the music accurately to
avoid losing these nuances. ‘Losing’ in
fact usually means ‘covering up with dis-
tortion’, and it seems that certain forms
of distortion, which on their own would
not be audible, can still bury very fine
details of musical performance, so such
distortion must be avoided at all costs.

Analysing sound (whether done by
the human ear or a laboratory instru-
ment) involves looking at the two basic
parameters of a sound signal: its
amplitude at a given instant and the fre-
quency or rate at which that amplitude is
changing (which comes to exactly the
same thing as knowing the amplitude of
the sound at two instants and the time
interval between those instants). For
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amplitude read pressure, since sound
travels in air as a process of alternating
high and low pressure. When sound is
recorded and played back, the aim is to
recreate the original amplitude and rate
of change of amplitude so that the ear is
‘fooled” into hearing the original sound
source. Thus the stored analogue of the
sound must contain as much informa-
tion as possible about these parameters,
generally referred to as the amplitude
and time components of the sound.
That word, ‘information’, is crucial,
and is the key to the whole business of
comparing sound recording systems.
Information is, in its broadest sense,
anything that conveys meaning from
one person to another. The meaning
may be highly abstract, as in music, but if
any fact, emotion or distinct sensation is
communicated there is meaning in the
signal. Meaning is not easily quantified,
but by one of those neat abstractions on
which so much applied mathematics is
based, information has been given a
rigorous definition that can be used as a
measure in comparing systems for stor-
ing, converting or transmitting signals.

Information theory

There exists a sizeable branch of
engineering mathematics known as ‘in-
formation theory’, which deals with the
properties of information. Whole books
have been written on the subject, but
what it boils down to is that to transmit
or store more information one must
increase the frequency band of the sign-
al, or increase the signal-to-noise ration —
or both. The measure of information
adopted by information theorists is the
number of bits of digital information one
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An artist’s impression o f the signal
indentations on the surface of a CD.

can transmit in a second, or store in one
second’s-worth of signal storage system.
This comes down to the (base-2)
logarithm of the signal-to-noise ratio
times the bandwidth of the storage sys-
tem. Digital audio is a very simple illu-
stration of this: the logarithm of the SNR
is 16 (16 bits) and the bandwidth for this
purpose is 44.1kHz (the sampling rate),
so the information content is 705600 bits
per second. One argument over digital
versus analogue audio relates to
whether this number is large enough.

According to conventional theory, the
ear has a frequency range of 20Hz to
20kHz, and music has a dynamic range
from about 20dB (roughly the back-
ground noise level in a quiet concert hall)
to 110dB, or 90dB total. This gives an
information content of at least 600000
bits/s (working on twice the maximum
frequency since one needs to know
about positive and negative half-cycles),
implying that digital audio should be
accurate enough. However, on the one
hand it seems we can detect sounds at a
higher frequency than 20kHz and can
distinguish certain sounds that are
‘buried’ in noise, and on the other hand
we are not equally sensitive to all
sounds. The former consideration
increases the information rate; the latter
reduces it.

Given that it has not proved possible
in hi-fi terms to reduce the amount of
information required in a good recording
by ‘data compression’ (although this
technique is becoming more widely used
in areas like cordless telephones to

reduce information and therefore
required bandwidth), a really first-class
system must record all the information
that the ear might ever require, and that
means a dynamic range of at least 120dB
(20 bits) and a bandwidth of at least
50kHz - information content 2,000,000
bits/s. This should ensure that important
information is never left out under any
conditions; most of the time, it is an
‘overkill’” specification, but it needs to
cater for worst case conditions.

The means

Any means of information storage or
transmission can be considered by infor-
mation theory. In hi-fi, the most com-
mon means are LP (mechanical
analogue), CD (digitally encoded elec-
tronic), radio (analogue encoded elec-
tronic) and magnetic tape (effectively
analogue encoded electronic). Any elec-
tronic signal is also open to the same
treatment.

CD is the easiest of the storage sys-
tems to analyse, since the information
has been strictly quantised (ie reduced to
a condition of exactly known accuracy in
time and amplitude) as an inherent part
of the system. As is widely known, CDs
store digitised audio which has been
‘sampled’ at arate of 44.1kHz and quant-
ised to 16 bits. So as already mentioned,
the information content of CD is simply
705600 bits/s (per channel). This is a fun-
damental constant of the recording
medium, and is unaffected by over-
sampling, ‘bitstream’ decoding or any
other go-faster trick.

LP is rather harder to analyse, but is
the most interesting case. The ultimate
resolution of LP is defined by the size of
the molecules in the LP’s material, since
that is the basic unit of which the mater-
ial is made, and in making the record you
can’t cut away anything smaller than
that. Cutting a record in reality means
cutting a lacquer, having it electroplated
in several separate stages, then using the
results of the plating to press the disc in
vinyl. The limiting stage is the one with
the largest molecules, which is the vinyl
record itself. In vinyl of the type used for
LPs, the size of molecules is in the order
of Inm (1 nanometre, or one thousand-
millionth of a metre).

In round numbers, record grooves can
be cut to a maximum modulation of
0.Imm or about 100,000 molecules, so
the resolution of the system is about one
part in 100,000. As the stylus traces the
groove, however, it sees a considerable
number of molecules; the average



groove speed is about 0.25m/s so the
number of molecules passing the stylus
in a linear direction is something like 250
million per second. This means that the
record can be thought of as a sampling
system with a sampling rate of
250,000,000 samples per second and a
resolution in digital terms of about 16.5
bits. This gives it an information content
of 4 billion bits/s, about 6000 times that of
CD - but that figure is a bit misleading
since you could hardly use the whole
information content.

What actually happens is that the
stylus, instead of counting individual
molecules, averages over many thou-
sands of molecules along the groove.
From sample to sample, the exact signal
amplitude may be in error by up to (at
least) half a molecule, and it can be
shown that if a process such as this aver-
ages over N samples, the error at the end

An electron micrograph shows the
complexity of an LP groove.

will be about the square root of N times
the error in each sample. It’s a bit of an
informed guess as to how many samples
to average over, but the stylus probably
rests on around 2,000 to 5,000 at a time
(equivalent to a maximum frequency
response of some 50kHz, very crudely),
so the error in its position will be about
one seventieth of a molecule size and its
resolution about 22 bits. With an effect-
ive ‘sampling rate’ limited by the stylus
and cutter to, say, 100kHz the informa-
tion content is now at least 2,200,000
bits/s.

Does this mean that LPs in practice
achieve a signal-to-noise ratio of over
130dB? No, but noise is not quite the
same thing as distortion; noise is ran-
dom, whereas distortion is intrinsically

Perspectives

related to the signal, and it seems the
latter can be very much more noticeable
than the former. Allowing for surface
noise, a more reasonable figure for SNR
would be 85dB, maybe 90dB exceptional-
ly, hence 1,400,000 bits/s. Even with its
limitations in terms of SNR, the LP
clearly does not suffer perceptibly from
certain forms of distortion that plague
strictly information-limited systems,
such as quantisation distortion and fre-
quency aliasing.

Magnetic tape can be treated in the
same way as records, looking at indi-
vidual magnetic particles, but there is a
complication in that magnetic recording
behaves rather like a sampling system in
itsimplementation. It’s not usually poss-
ible to record straight on to tape; instead,
the signal is superimposed on a high fre-
quency carrier tone (the ‘bias signal’),
which prepares the tape for the signal.
This high frequency tone acts as a samp-
ling signal, limiting the information con-
tent of the tape. In a cassette recorder,
the bias frequency is often about
100kHz, so the information content
comes to perhaps 1,200,000 bits/s for
72dB SNR. Neglecting random noise,
however, the resolution can be as high
as 22 bits (if one looks at the number of
magnetic particles influencing the head
per ‘sample’), which gives an informa-
tion content more like 2,200,000 bits/s.

Even a simple electronic signal has its
limits, defined by the frequency
response of a given circuit and the
amount of current flowing round it. In
most circuits, the number of electrons

High magnification shows the difference
in particle density between DAT tape
(left) and a Type IV cassette (right).
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flowing is very large, certainly enough to
define a very high data rate. For
example, a current of InA, which is on
the low side of what one might find in a
practical audio circuit, is equivalent to a
maximum information content of some
1,600,000,000 bits/s. Noise is generally a
bigger limitation, and in, for example, a
phono amplifier with a moving coil car-
tridge the SNR may be 100dB and the
frequency response 100kHz, hence over
3,000,000 bits/s — better than most infor-
mation storage systems.

Comparing systems
In audio it is important to consider
exactly how the data is stored, as this
makes a difference to the end result.
Digital audio is a linear encoding system
and is very efficient at using storage
space; as soon as one has defined exactly
how much information there is, one can
decide how much storage space is
required to store it all. Judged as a stor-
age system for digital information, how-
ever, CD itself requires rather large ‘bits’
on the disc which gives a relatively ineffi-
cient system (each bit consists of around
100,000 molecules). FM and AM radio
are also quite good at using bandwidth,
although AM particularly cannot use all
the dynamic range available because of
SNR limitations imposed by interference
and the like. LP could store more infor-
mation if it were differently encoded so
as to make more use of the enormous
theoretical bandwidth in the groove,
though this would require some major
technological input. Most tape recorders
could cope with a much higher bias fre-
quency and so store more information.
But there is an important difference in
kind between the information limit of
digital storage systems and that of ‘an-
alogue’. In the former, the amount of
information is precisely defined, while in
the latter it is normally limited by noise
or other sources of distortion (i.e.
sources not an intrinsic part of the stor-
age system). If, as mentioned before, we
can hear things happening below the
noise floor — and it seems that we can,

because the ear has a clever knack of’

‘locking in’ to signals that it wants to
hear and ignoring large amounts of ran-
dom noise — the dynamic range of a sys-
tem, and therefore its effective informa-
tion capacity, extends beyond that
defined by the bandwidth and the SNR.
This is when it becomes important to
consider the fundamental limits, as with
individual molecules in an LP groove. In
fact, the LP is potentially the best storage
medium of all, since its resolution is
molecular; CDs and tape by definition

From 78s to tape to computers. What next?

involve the alteration of much larger
lumps of matter and therefore cannot
possibly store as much information in
the same volume!

Conclusion

How might we find audio stored in
future? The writing is on the wall; for
reasons of convenience and cost, digital
techniques seem set to take over to a
large extent. However, there are many
different ways to store the digital signal
of which CD is only one. DAT, which
stores exactly the same information as
CD but on magnetic tape instead of an
optical disc, is another way, and other
formats have been proposed. It is to be
hoped that the standards for digital
audio will be extended to embrace new
technology as it comes along.

One possibility is that digital audio
will be stored on silicon chips. These are
used as memory devices in computers of
every sort and can store as much as
16,000,000 bits on a single chip — enough
for all of 8 seconds of very high quality
audio, or 23 seconds of CD quality.
Chips with a capacity of 1000 million bits
are postulated, but they are going to be
expensive, and so will probably never
compete with simple means like tape.
However, the recent appearance of such
devices as the talking translator from
Silicon Publishing shows where the true
audio applications of large semiconduc-
tor memories may lie.

ICI recently announced ‘optical tape’,
which uses CD technology but records
optically on to a special tape rather than a
flat disc. One reel of tape can store as
much as 1000 CDs, for a claimed lower
cost per bit, and a system like that clearly

Perspectives

has great potential. Meanwhile, work
continues on magnetic discs for comput-
ers, and these are coming close to com-
peting with CD for bits per square inch.
These of course would be recordable,
unlike (current) CD.

I think one of the most fascinating
areas of information storage has just
been opened up by the Scanning Tun-
nelling Microscope and related devices.
The STM uses an incredibly fine needle
to traverse a surface, measuring the
electric current between the two and
adjusting the needle position to keep the
needle-to-surface distance constant.
This device can ‘see’ single atoms, as can
an even more improbable-sounding
tool, the Atomic Force Microscope. This
simply traces surfaces with a diamond
stylus and, by keeping the tracking force
constant against a spring, gives a read-
ing of the profile of the surface which is
mapped by a computer. LP technology
again — except that the tracking force is
about one millionth of a gramme!

Researchers at Philips have appar-
ently found that the fine needle used in
the STM can also be used to prod the
surface under investigation, leaving tiny
pinpricks. If this method can be made to
work outside the rather strict laboratory
conditions of Philips’ experiment, it
could be used to store information at a
scale almost of single atoms, effectively
doing what the LP (as we know it) is too
crude ever to achieve fully. So perhaps in
future we will all have an Atomic Force
Microscope playing digital records and
realising all the potential of the century-
old gramophone in storing billions of
bits per square inch. The wheel will then
have come full circle rather nicely!
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HEARING, LIKE SEEING, IS BELIEVING

Fed up with all those expensive upgrades notdelivering the goods? Thenyou
need "The Mana Touch". "Mana Sound Tables and Shelves" use an open
frame (patent applied for) with no Tubular Bells in their construction. Top and
bottom levelling spikes for maximum stability, minimum point contact and easy
setting up. The top platform is made up from polished 10mm plate glass. The
whole assembly is notonly visually attractive but also veryrigid. Acircular spirit
levelis also available which has a hole on the underside to locate on the centre
spindle thereby ensuring arm and platter are level. As they say "Hearing, like
Seeing, is Believing".

Prices: Mana Reference Sound Table £275.00 Mana Mini Sound Table  £99.95
Mana Sound Table £175.00 Mana Spirit Level £25.00
Mana Sound Shelf £125.00

14-day money back guaranteee®
*Not applicable to Spirit Level.

Please send me (Cheque or Postal Order)

Q Mana Reference Sound Table £275.00

Q Mana Sound Table £175.00
Q Mana Sound Shelf £125.00
Q Mana Mini Sound Table £99.95
Q Mana Spirit Level £25.00
Q More details on Mana Products.

Name: Address:

Tel:
Phone for further details, demonstrations and appointments 59, Jubilee Close, Pinner,

Middlesex HAS5 3TB
ﬁ]q,na gtoustits Tel: 081-429 0118




Satisfaction

Thank you very much for the
Arcam Alpha CD player I
received as second prize in
the Arcam Competition. I
have spent the weekend
listening to it and am
absolutely delighted. I
couldn’t have chosen a better
player myself.

RoBINRIGGS, RINGMER, SUSSEX.

Power Hungry
Fifteen months ago I
purchased a system
comprising the following
components; Michell
Gyrodec/RB300/AT-F3 record
player, Denon PMA 720
amplifier and Spendor SP2
loudspeakers.

My husband listens to
modern jazz and big bands. I
play classical music. I have
noticed on some concertos
and choral music like
Handel’s Coronation Anthems
(cassette) that, although they
sound good, sometimes
power is lacking — not in
volume, but strength. I
occasionally have to turn up
the volume to get the sound I
want out of the music, but it
is not volume that is needed.

I am not sure whether this
is due to the music cassettes,
or whether the speakers need
upgrading. I was thinking of
Spendor SP1 or Proac Mini
Towers, but  am not sure. I do
not want to change if
unnecessary; but I would
most certainly appreciate
your advice. Also if I were to
upgrade on the system, what
would be your choice,
please? (Apart from the
turntable which my husband
and I do not want to part with
as we know John Michell,
featured in your May issue).
Also we were thinking of
buying a CD, but again, with
the turntable and cassette
deck, are not sure if we need
one or what to buy.

I have been a regular
reader of your journal for
years and prefer it to any of
the others on the market. It
certainly is my No. 1 choice.
PAuLINE POWLESLAND,
HounsLow, MIDDLESEX.

We suspect that what you are
after is an improvement in
dynamic range. This is an

Readers Write

Choice Answers

Michell Gyrodec: new bearing and power supply are
worthwhile upgrades.

increase in the difference between
the level of the loudest and the
quietest sounds that the system
will produce at a given volume
level, which also entails
reproducing the relative level of
different instruments/notes more
accurately. A system with wide
dynamic range will sound
‘powerful” and realistic even at
low levels.

Coaxing this sort of
performance out your system,
however, will require some
alterations. Given your existing
set up the most cost effective path
would be toreplace the amplifier
with one that operates largely in
Class A, and perhaps even an
example that employs valves
rather than transistors. We
would suggest you listen to the
likes of the Musical Fidelity Al
(£269), Kelvin Labs Integrated
(£395) or the Sugden A48 from
the transistorised camp. If the
prices don’t horrify you, even
more dynamic results can be
achieved with tube amplification
such as the Audio Innovations
Series 400 integrated (£624) and
Series 200 pre/power conbo
(£389/£429) or alternatively
Croft’s Micro/Series V (£199/
£499) pre and power amps.

Other things that will enhance
the dynamic range of your
system include Blu- or Black-
Tacking your speakers to very
heavy stands such as those made
by Foundation and Audio
Dimensions and putting the
Gyrodec on a Mana Sound
Table (placing rubber pucks
between the aluminium feet of

the deck and the glass top of the
table). The Gyrodec itself has
recently been improved by
Michell with the incorporation of
an inverted bearing and a £99
power supply.

That’s quite an expensive
package of upgrades but they can
be carried out bit by bit and you
will probably find that replacing
the amp and installing the Mana
table will create the effect you're
looking for. The other options
represent relatively subtle
though worthwhile
improvements. The bearing
upgrade at around £50, for
instance, seems particularly good
value.

Whether or not you need a CD
player depends entirely upon the
software that you want to buy. If
the music you desire is not
available on vinyl then a CD
player may prove an absolute
necessity. But don't buy one just
for the sake of it.

Examining the
options

I currently own a Kenwood
DP-X9010 CD transport
which I use with an Arcam
Black Box DAC. This is played
through a system consisting
of a Musical Fidelity A100
amplifier and Linn Helixes.

What I want to do is
improve the sound of my CD
player by upgrading the
converter. I have tried the
Digilog and the Marantz
CDA94 and am considering
the Deltec PDM Ore. I've also
considered changing the
speakers and am currently
trying Wharfedale Coleridges.
I've also listened to several
other speakers including
AE1s, MC2s and KEF C95s
but haven’t been completely
won over by any of them.

I listen mainly to popular
music but occasionally
venture into classical
territory. My budget for the
upgrade is £600. I would also
like to put in a good word for
Peter Tyson of Carlisle who
has proved very helpful in
my selection of equipment.
RocHEY BRAITHWAITE,
WORKINGTON, CUMBRIA.

This is a tricky situation. On the
one hand improvements to the
source are considered to be of
greatest importance, but on the
other it’s irrational to carry on
upgrading if the loudspeakers
aren’t able to make the most of
your upgrades.

At this stage we would advise
you to listen to the PDM One. If
youre bowled over by it, then
that would be the way to go,
otherwise upgrade the
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Examine the option of KEF's subwoofers.
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NEW MISSION CYRUS 2 AMP £329.90
NEW MISSION CYRUS PSX POWER SUPPLY £229.90
MISSION PCM Il CD £399.90
MISSION CYRUS 781 SPEAKERS £249.90
£1209.60
NO DEPOSIT FINANCE - 36 MONTHS @ £46.75 (£10.78 PER WEEK)
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ONKYO TA-2200 CASSETTE £189.95
TARGET TT4 TABLE £84.75

MISSION CYRUS TUNER NOW IN STOCK £299.90
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MISSION 763 £299.90
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loudspeakers instead. From the
list of models that you have
found wanting we can see that
you're not going to be easy to
please, but there are a few that fit
your budget and may surprise
you with their abilities. The most
economical, radical and effective
loudspeaker system that we have
come across of late is the KEF
C15/C200 satellite and
subwoofer combination which
costs a mere £330 — although you
need to add the cost of a pair of
high'n’heavy stands. This setup
sounds a heck of a lot better than
it deserves to!

On the more conventional
front we are particularly fond of
the Snell Type K and can quite
easily put up with Spendor
SP2/2ss and Monitor Audio
852s. Black-tack any of these to
the heaviest stands you can
afford (Target and Audio
Dimensions make reasonably
priced ones).

Flexibility
In your April '90 review of
twenty cassette decks Alvin
Gold criticises the Pioneer
CT-445 and Rotel RD-845 for
having manual tape type
selection. Unless I am
misinformed, tape decks with
automatic tape type selection
rely on the relative size of the
holes around the write-
protect tabs on cassettes to
detect the type of tape being
used. While this is obviously
useful when recording on
blank tapes, every one of the
prerecorded tapes I have ever
seen using Type II tape has
had tab holes of exactly the
same size as Type I tapes,
thus negating the benefits of
chrome formulation for those
of us with decks that have
automatic tape selection.
Rather than being criticised
for retaining manual tape
selection, I suggest Rotel and
Pioneer be congratulated for
returning a degree of control
to users while other
manufacturers automate the
last degrees of flexibility out
of existance.
P. E. BROWNE,
BRADFORD, YORKS.

Because many of the players that
are used to playback cassette
tapes (ie cheap personal stereos,
in-car players, etc) don’t have the
facility to equalise for chrome/
metal tape types, pre-recorded
material that is released on

chrome tape is custom equalised
so that it will playback correctly
at the 120us ferric eq. setting. In
this way many of the advantages
of chrome tape are retained
without compromising
versatility.

While it is useful to have some
control over recording and replay
of tape in areas like bias and noise
reduction, automatic eq. is not a
disadvantage. Let’s face it there
are too many buttons on the
average cassette deck already.
Any reduction in this count
which doesn’t detract from
reliability and sound quality
should be welcomed.

P.S. I’m sure this
won’t go to

print...
With the advent of the new
decade it might just be time
toreview some of your hi-fi
consultants as opposed to the
latest pieces of equipment.
The reason why I suggest this
is because some of them
appear to be unable to move
with the times and are hence
not doing your magazine any
credit. I refer specifically to
Paul Messenger’s Personal
Messages column in the March
edition.

What a negative,

' uninspired and quite frankly

selfish little piece it is.
Comments such as “my hi-fi
system has hardly changed in
the decade” and “CD has
tended to muddy the pool”,
show a narrow minded
approach which speaks
volumes about the reviewer,
not the achievements of the
past decade. In fact how
many times in the past ten
years has areview finished
with “if I could afford it I
would buy it” or “it is going
to be hard to part with it”,
etc. How many times has
the review finished with
“the best the company has
yet come up with”?

Paul’s piece is insulting to
the buyer (he/she might as
well have brought his/her
system ten years ago); and
even more so to the
manufacturers who might as
well not have bothered with
R&D at all!

I'm not going to comment
on the CD/vinyl debate here
(despite having strong views
on the matter); all I will say is
that the best examples of both

Readers Write Choice Answers

Manual tape type selection: a boon or a hindrance?

systems can be made to
sound pretty darn good
when set up correctly.

If reviewers with this
degree of bias (ie far beyond
mild personal preference) are
allowed to continue, it will
only serve to work against
your magazine in the long
term. “I conclude that the
’80s were not a particularly
exciting decade” — honestly,
do us a favour!

P. NETTLETON,
HerstoN, CORNWALL.

Might I first draw Mr
Nettleton's attention to the title
of my monthly column?
Personal Messages is so named
precisely in order to provide
license for personal opinion that
may well be both controversial
and at variance with the
‘collective” stance of the
magazine.

However, the statement “my
hi-fi system has hardly changed
in the past decade” is fact, not
opinion. Both the sound and the
music have got awhole lot better,
but the basic components (Linn
turntable and loudspeakers,
Naim amplification) are much as
they were. The arm and cartridge
have both been replaced more
than once, but by far the most
substantial improvements have
come about through the
introduction and refinement of
support furniture, especially
loudspeaker stands and turntable
tables, and in the upgrading of
power supplies throughout the
chain.

There are reviewers and
commentators who are forever
swapping their components and
gushing over the latest this and
that, but I'm afraid that just isn’t
my style. To my mind, keeping a
sense of direction which
recognises real progress towards
some hi-fi ideal is what hi-fi
reviewing and commentating is
(or ought to be) about. It’s
something I find difficult even
without the disorienting effect
of frequent equipment changes.

My regular refresher courses
with such hi-fi landmarks as the
20 year old Spendor BC1 and 35
year old Quad Electrostatic only
serve to confirm my caution.
Almost invariably an
improvement in some aspect of
performance has a trade-off
elsewhere.

I suspect the reason for Mr
Nettleton’s outburst comes down
the phrase ‘towards some hi-fi
ideal’, plus my own somewhat
curt dismissal of CD. would
never try to pretend that my
ideal is the only true path. In fact
I don’t really know what it is
about music that turns me on —
only that it’s almost certainly
something quite different from
the stimulus that gets Mr
Nettleton excited.

My own prime criterion is the
behaviour of the experimental rat
(see Personal Messages Jurne,
facing inside back cover). The
absolute performance of my hi-fi
system is directly proportional to
the amount of time I spend
listening to it. And despite
having access to the best
commercial CD player I've yet
heard (Radford WS1), and all the
convenience of remote control, I
still find myself playing vinyl the
overwhelming percentage of the
time.

My opinion that CD has
muddied the pool and encouraged
us to take our eyes off the musical
ball was recently corroborated by
two of the country’s leading CD
engineers. Both described a sort
of ‘tunnel vision” when
developing CD players, gaining
wortlwhile incremental
improvements but only within
the context of the format’s
capabilities; returning to vinyl
was often a sobering experience.
The music industry is doing its
best to ensure that all will have to
come to terms with the silver disc
in the end, willing or unwilling.
My hope is that this can be
achieved without sacrificing our
musical goals and ideals along
the way.

Paul Messenger
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AUDIOKITS Precision Components

CABLES FOR AUDIO APPLICATIONS
ALL THESE CABLES ARE SILVER PLATED COPPER WIRE
INSULATED WITH PTFE

LOUDSPEAKER CABLES — NEW

2 core 19 x 0.25mm sheathed in BROWN PTFE. £10/m
SCREENED INTERCONNECT CABLES

19 x 0.15mm sheathed in PINK PTFE. £4/m

19 x 0.25mm sheathed in RED PTFE. £7.50/m

3core 19 x 0.287mm sheathed in WHITE PTFE. £15/m

PHONO to PHONO INTERCONNECTS
fited with Gold Plated phono plugs
2x 07m PINK £22.50 2x 07mRED£32.50 2 x 0.7m WHITE £55
2 x ImPINK £25 2 x ImRED £35 2 x 1m WHITE £65
Available also from Specialist Hi-fi Dealers who sell SONIC LINK amplifiers
CABLE SAMPLER — See how good this cable really is!

2 x 0.7m PINK fitted with Nickel Plated phono plugs. £12.50
2 x 1m PINK — Nickel Plated Plugs £15
MAINS CABLE

3 core 19 x 0.25mm in Brown, Blue and Green/Yellow

sheathed in BLACK PTFE. £12/m
FITTED MAINS CABLE SET

With IEC mains socket at one end 1/4m. £35
and Gold Plated mains plug other end 2'/2m. £50

Available also from SONIC LINK dealers

EQUIPMENT WIRES — various colours
1 x 0.6mm £2/m 19 x 0.2mm £2/m
19 x 0.3mm£3.50/m 19 x 0.45mm £4/m

19 x 0.25mm £3/m
37 x 0.4mm £8/m

Send now for AUDIOKITS COMPONENT NOTE ACN24
‘Cables for Audio Transmission’— price £2 or 9" x 6" SAE for catalogues to:
AUDIOKITS PRECISION COMPONENTS
6 Mill Close, Borrowash, Derby DE7 3GU
Telephone: 0332-674929

Bl et chinson

HI-FI, AUDIO & C.D. Centre
* Sales * Service »
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Choosing and Using. ..
Separates Systems

There’s more to assembling a good system than picking great
components. Alvin Gold explains this month’s reviews.

This year’s test departs from
the pattern set in last year’s
component systems test in
one tiny, almost insignificant
detail. Instead of Choice’s own
highly trained (and in any
case, far too busy) editorial
staff sticking pins in lists of
equipment, the task has been
offered to a number of
specialist hi-fi dealers. But
before you start rifling
through the text to see which
has made the biggest ass of
himself, we are not disclosing
which dealer chose which
system. This is not to protect
the innocent as you might
have supposed, but because
of the nature of the tests.

We specified a budget to

‘Cables and stands can load the cost of the
system significantly, but in general terms
it isn’t even worth thinking about running
systems with bellwires and up-ended

wastepaper baskets just for the sake of

saving some money.’

the dealers, but no other
details such as room size or
musical tastes. So their
recommendations may not be
especially well focused for
particular applications. It is
for this reason that we didn’t
feel it was a good idea to hold
the dealers up to detailed
individual scrutiny. On the
other hand, we did expect
and look for a reasonable
degree of system synergy,
and it is possible to glean
from these tests something of
the overall standard (or lack)
of competence bought to bear
by our selection of the good
and the true.

Our friendly dealers were
given one of four price points
to match with a system which
in each case was to include a
record deck, a CD player, an
amplifier and loudspeakers,
with two dealers submitting
suggestions for each of the
four price steps which range
from £600 to £5,000 with
intermediate steps of £1,200
and £2,500. As you will see,
these neatly related steps are
interpreted with a certain
degree of flexibility by some
of our respondees.

A word on pricing before

moving on. In most cases
even the essential accessories
were not included on the
equipment list, which meant
that systems were specified
without speaker cables or
supports for example. There
were exceptions: for the
Meridian system, a particular
type of interconnect (van de
Hul 102) was specified,
supplied for test and
therefore used, and in the
same fashion Zyp stands
were supplied with the Spica
TC-50loudspeakers. Cables
and stands can load the cost
of system significantly, but in
general terms it isn’t even
worth thinking about
running systems with
bellwires and up-ended
wastepaper baskets just for
the sake of saving some
money. Invariably a cheaper
combination of equipment
used with more suitable
accessories will produce a
superior overall result.

On the other hand, cost
does not necessarily equate
with quality. As an example,
good but relatively
inexpensive solid core
loudspeaker cables almost
always produce superior low
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HOW MUCH MONEY WILL
YOU SPEND ON HI-FI BEFORE
YOU HEAR THE MUSIC?

—
—

We don’t wish to worry
you, but had you realized

Womack, musical ideas,
emotions and techniques.

just how many audio

components there are
around that will never really
let you hear the music, no
matter how many naughts
they have on their price tags.

At Chris Brooks Audio,
we work by one simple rule:
if it doesn’t play music we
won't sell it!

That means that any
music system or component
you buy from us, at
whatever price point, will
always satisfy this
fundamental requirement.

It also means that when
you choose from our
carefully selected range of
quality hi-fi, you'll be able to
hear exactly why Charlie
Parker is regarded as a
genius or Miles Davis such
an innovator. Why Itzhak
Perlman is a master of the
classical violin. You'll be able
to hear the skill of John
Williams, the soul of Bobby

CHRIS BROOKS AUDIO, 29 GASKELL ST
LINN » EXPOSURE » REGA »

If these things are
important to you, then why
not call and talk to us. Book

a demonstration in one of

/’//////////

our three studios; we’re
conveniently situated close
to the motorway network.
Bring some of your favourite
music; relax and listen.

% BEISK A% -/

///////////////////////////‘//%

/RO
T TN T

If you decide to make a
purchase, it will be properly
installed for you free of
charge if required, covered
by our 2 year parts and
labour guarantee and backed
by our in house servicing
facility.

Most of all however, you'll
have the means to enjoy
music, pure and simple.

., STOCKTON HEATH, WARRINGTON, CHESHIRE. TELEPHONE: 0925 61212.
ROKSAN » ION SYSTEMS » ROYD» CREEK ™ A & R CAMBRIDGE

» BEYER» AKG» SENNHEISER» AUDIO TECHNICA » QED » DUAL » PW.B.
Open 10am to 6pm, Tuesday to Saturday. All major credit cards accepted. Credit terms available, written details on request.



level resolution and control
than the over-endowed
audiophile stuff which can
cost a fortune, though it may
not sound as dramatic.
Without making too much of
ameal of it, these points are
addressed where they occur
in the reviews that follow.
Why records and CDs?
Why not radio tuners or
cassette decks? Well, by
general consent CD and vinyl
are the two most readily
available high quality sources
of archived music for use in
the home. Radio has always
been essentially a lucky dip
medium, which in a way is
bothits great strength and its
overriding weakness to the
music lover. Prerecorded
cassettes still continue to
disappoint, even in those
cases where the cassette deck
itself is capable of vinyl or CD
standards of reproduction
(which is possible with
certain caveats). Cassettes
may also be bought for quite
different reasons. It may well
be that one buyer wants a
no-holds barred design to
offer best possible sound

when they're treated as a
single entity.

Let’s move on . . . Since last
year’s test, there has been
some development on the CD
vs black vinyl front, which
has shifted significantly if not
decisively in favour of
compact disc.

The situation isn’t entirely
one-sided. New up-market
turntable introductions are
few and far between, but the
last year or so has seen
several new and important
up-market arms and
cartridges (eg Roksan
Artemiz/Shiraz and some
important lower price
introductions including the
Pink Triangle Little Pink
Thing, whichI was
disappointed to see that none
of our specialist dealers
suggested). On the other
hand, we have managed to
include a brand new budget
model called the Systemdek 1
from Dunlop. By and large
though there’s an element of
déja vu about this year’s list,
which accurately reflects the
state of the market.

Even more important than

‘Given a good enough source, the

importance of the amplifier to system

performance is incalculable, and indeed this

is where several of the systems we tested

turned out to be at their most vulnerable.’

quality, whilst another may
simply want a twin transport
deck to dub existing tapes, or
other sources for use in a car
or personal stereo.

This isnotto argue against
the viability of either of these
alternative sources — I for one
use both radio and cassettes
for much of the time —but
simply to note that when
putting together a system at
almost any practical price
point, there are advantages in
starting with a relatively
simple configuration,
perhaps much like the
systems tested here, and
treating the tuner and
cassette deck as add ons. It
also helps to clear the field for
the most important part of
this test, which is to
determine how systems (or
the kernels of systems) work

what’s happening in the
hardware area is the way that
new classical titles have
started to dry up on vinyl. At
the time of CD’s introduction
I (and many others)
suggested that the progress
of CD vis a vis vinyl would be
determined by software and
not hardware. There can be
no real chicken 'n egg
situation where the industry
has been so heavily
promoting the new medium,
buoyed by wider retail profit
margins and other factors.
But the reasons are less
important than the situation
itself, which is that anything
new that isn’t absolutely
mainstream or Top 20
material, takes more hacking
down than it used to.

CD player technology has -

been developing apace.

Choosing and Using . . .

Although this hasn’t yet
filtered down to the
affordable end of the market,
products like the Meridian
208 (see tests) and other even
more exotic developments
(time domain filtering from
Wadia, Theta etc) are setting
quite new standards in their
respective areas of the
market. Unfortunately, those
of us with nearer average
disposable incomes will have
to wait a year or so for the
potential advantages of (for
example) bitstream
technology to filter down
market where the state of the
art has so far been unaffected
by technological

developments of the last year

—even in the case of some
less expensive bitstream
hardware.

However these
developments are important
even for those who can’t
afford them, because they
demonstrate once and for all
that the compact discs
available now in the shops
can ultimately be made to
sound better than has been
apparent up til now; that is
that the absolute quality of
the recordings is not the only
limitation.

Given a good enough
source, the importance of the
amplifier to system
performance is incalculable,
and indeed this is where
several of the systems we
tested turned out to be at
their most vulnerable. The
loudspeakers affect the
sound more immediately,
and in a more dramatic way,
but the musical integrity of a
system can be powerfully
undermined by the wrong
choice of amplifiers in a
manner that rarely occurs
with loudspeakers.

The amplifier’s role is also
the most complex to define.
As well as accepting low level
signals from the various
source components, and in
the process partly
determining (through its
inputimpedance etc) how
those sources will behave, it
also drives and controls the
loudspeakers, which as the
technically literate will know,
is not the easy task it is often
cracked up to be.
Consequently the influence
of the amplifier is peculiarly if
not uniquely far reaching.
(Although this does not mean
that the amplifier, or any
other component for that

matter, is of dominating
importance.)

In the end however, I was
less interested in the
individual components than I
was in the systems as a
whole. The first question I
asked when I set each system
up and started listening to it
in earnest was always music
related. That is, I was less
concerned about the depth of
the bass or the airiness of the
midband (though inevitably
such things must play an
important role in any written
appraisal) than whether the
music was communicating in
a way that either made me
either want to continue
listening or that helped make
sense of what I was listening
to. The funny thing is that
there appears to be
surprisingly little correlation
between the systems that
worked and their cost. There
were good and bad systems
as most price levels.

Finally, procedures.
Special conditions affecting
individual systems (for
example cable types etc) are
explained in the individual
reviews. Each system was
run in for several hours and
sometimes for very much
longer (eg the Spica
loudspeakers and the
Meridian components) where
the nature of the products
dictated. Each system was
auditioned in two separate
rooms of fairly normal size,
and the components were
swapped and changed about
quite a lot.

Our thanks to the following
dealers for helping us
assemble this month’s
separates systems:

AT Labs, West Hampstead,
London

The Cornflake Shop, London
W1

Cleartone, Bolton, Lancs
Chichester Hi-fi, Chichester,
W. Sussex

Musical Images, Hounslow,
Middlesex

The Listening Rooms,
London SW5

Music Room, Glasgow
Studio 99, London NW6
Zeus, Belfast

Acoustic Arts, Watford,
Herts.

Holborn Hi-fi, Aberdeen
Doug Brady, London WC2
Grahams, London N1

The Powerplant, Brighton, E.
Sussex
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BILLY VEE SOUND SYSTEMS
‘SOUND SENSE’ AT LESS EXPENSE

THE BEST L/P SYSTEM UNDER £400.00 INC:-

REGA PLANAR 2 + NAD 3020i + JPW SONATA ONLY
T/table inc Audio Technica Gold phonos on the latest Best budget spkrs

AT95E cartridge version of this classic under £100.00 £39900

Inc free 10 mtr QED 79 spkr lead and Target T60 stands or:-
interest free credit. £39.00 dep plus 9 payments of £40 (example). Please ring for details.
Personal callers only for credit agreements.

THE NAKAMICHI CR2E CASSETTE MACHINE
By popular demand this
sophisticated Dolby deck is on

offer again with output control,
fine bias and excellent

NOW
performance.

ONLY £375.00
Inc 15 TDK MA90 (worth £45) or interest free credit
(example) £37.50 deposit. 9 payments of £37.50. Ring for details.

THE MARANTZ CD50SE PLAYER

The stylish and elegant Marantz

CD50SE offers 16 bit Technology ONLY £329.00

with great program facilities at an (inc. free £30
affordable price. The sound quality is CD voucher

WAS £395.00

excellent so come in and listen. or interest free credit)
Inc free CD voucher (worth £30) redeemable anywhere or interest free credit
Example £32.90 dep, 9 payments of £32.90. Ring details. |
All prices correct at time of press E&OE. Billy Vee Sound Systems is a licensed credit broker.
n u n ,
@) .
o™ £1000 INTEREST FREE CREDI
TURNTABLES NAD 5320 .......... £189.00 QUAD FM4 ..o .£329.00 JPW Pl suisssvssspusssisinay .£139.00
NAD 5325 £219.00 — LINN INDEX/2 ............covooo......£219.00
DUAL CS430 .. ... £89.00 QUAD C/D o case.00 CASSETTES LINN HELIX2 . £329.00
DUAL ES505/3 . £139.00 ROTEL855........ ... £249.00 AIWAADF270 ... .£99.00 LINNKAN/2 ... £379.00
NAD 5120 ... £89.00 ROTEL 865 ... L £299.00 AIWA ADR470 £149.00 MUS/FIDELITY MC2 .......................£219.00
REGA PLANAR 2. £155.00 _ AIWA ADF800 £249.00 MORD/SHORT 3.10.........................£99.00
REGAPLANAR3............... £207.00 AMPLIFIERS AIWA XK007 .£399.00 MORD/SHORT3.20 ...... .....£129.00
LINN BASIK - £259.00 ARCAM ALPHA . £179.00 DENON DRM400 ...£139.00 REGAELA......... - £405.00
LINN AXIS £435.00 ARCAM DELTA 60 ....£279.00 DENON DRMS00 ... ...£179.00 TANNOY E11 ...... ...£129.00
LINNLP12 EXARM. ... £598.00 ARCAMDELTA90 ... £399.00 DENON DRMB00 ........ £199.00 TANNOY M15..... .£169.00
CREEK 404072 _._£179.00 DENON DRM700 ... £249.00 TANNOY M20........oooooooo . £229.00
CREEK 4140 £219.00 DENON DRMS00 ... £329.00 STAND AND RACKS
REGA RB250 (MOTH)....... £78.00 CREEK 5050 . £399.00 DENON DRW750 £249.00 AVAILABLE BY TARGET,
REGA RB300 £115.00 EXPOSURE X .. .. £399.00 YAMAHA K230 £139.00 SOUND ORGANISATION,
LINN AKITO ... - £149.00 LINN INTEK ... £498.00 YAMAHA KX300 .......................... £159.00 AUDIOTECH & SKYLINE
LINN LV3...... £483.00 NAD 3020i £129.00 YAMAHAKX500.... £209.00
C/D PLAYERS NAD 3225 £149.00 NAKAMICHI CR1E .£295.00
NAIM NAIT £339.00 NAKAMICHI CR2E £375.00 * lzNﬁgéngN‘IQl\En'\EAle‘INSSTrBADT(l)OSNS
ARCAM ALPHA £349.00 MUS/FIDELITY BI ... ....£199.00 NAD 6325 .. —— £159.00 *
ARCAM DELTA £549.00 ROTEL 810A ... .......£109.00 NAD 6340 ; ~.....£219.00 EF{E[SJITANT INTEREST FREE
DENON 520. LI ROTEL 820 AX...........ccccoovvevv........£149.00 m + 2 YEAR GUARANTEE ON
BENONIS20 R TUNERS OUR GOODS (SPECIALS
D e ARCAM ALPHA ..£198.00 EXCEPTED) |
GRHY; £315.00 ARCAM ALPHA .. £164.00 ARCAM 2 PLUS ........... . ....£279.00 * FREE MAIL ORDER (UK MAIN-
MARANIZ 0= o DENON TU460L .................. £139.00 A RES RED BOX .....£99.00 &APR?EREI&)KNOWLEDGEABLE
MARANTZ CDSOSE —.......................£329.00 — ST AR 112 et poS
LAY e NAD 4225 £159.00 HEYBROOK HB1 ._.....ooooooiee £199.00 « P/EX ON YOUR OLD HI-FI
LA e ROTEL 830L ..o ..£119.00 JPWMININ. oo £79.00 = ALL PRICES CORRECT AT TIME
WAL ) ROTEL RT850L £179.00 JPW SONATA .. ..£99.00 OF PRESS EO&OE

FAST N’ FREE MAIL ORDER RING 081-852 1321

EN

248 LEE HIGH ROAD, LEWISHAM, LONDON SE13
PHONE 081 318 5755 OR 852 1321 Mon-Sat 10.00am - 6.30pm (Closed Thursday)

=



£590 System

SYSTEMDEK/AUDIO TECHNICA TURNTABLE COMBO, CEC CD PLAYER,
ROTEL AMPLIFIER, JPW LOUDSPEAKERS

The first of two £600-ish systems ass-
essed in this month’s review project
employs a mixture of established and
unfamiliar machinery. The JPW Sonata is
the best known item: this loudspeaker
comes from a small West Country pro-
ducer that specialises in real wood
veneers even on its £100 models, and the
Sonata is one of two really hot £100
designs. The other is the Celestion 3
which attacks its brief with a hi-tech
blend of moulded baffle/drive unit chas-
sis components and metal dome tweet-
ers. A comparison of the two approaches
is not part of the brief for this piece, butis
strongly recommended to the interested
reader.

The other components are a little less
well known. The Rotel RA820AX for
example is not directly related to the
RAB820BX series, now in its series 4 incar-
nation, but is a derivation of a model
with more mainstream appeal, the
RA820 and its successor, the RA820A.

The Systemdek will be unfamiliar to
many. Not only is this model brand new,
it is also the first Dunlop turntable with-
out a suspended subchassis, and there-
fore marks something of a departure for
this long running and conservative fam-
ily firm. Finally, the CEC CD player was
a completely unknown quantity to the
author as it will be to most readers. CEC
was known to me only as a somewhat
anonymous Japanese OEM house. On
theevidence of the 540CD itis no Sony or
Technics. It clearly intends to major on
hitting price points, which probably
accounts for its presence in this system.

Systemdek 1 turntable and arm,
Audio Technica AT95E
cartridge

This new model sprang largely from a
requirement from various Systemdek
distributors in other countries for a
turntable that would be easy to use and
site for those who are not into handling
floppily suspended turntables.

The Systemdek 1, which was first
shown to the public at London’s Audio
90 hi-fi show, is something of a depar-
ture for the company whose name to
date has been associated exclusively
with suspended subchassis turntables.

Non-suspended subchassis turntables
have their own design problems. With a
suspended design, the subchassis is
decoupled from motor vibration, which
is dumped harmlessly (one hopes) into
the outer plinth. The designer of non-
suspended decks has no such luxury,
and motor vibration is fed straight onto
the structure that supports both the arm
and platter main bearing. Dunlop has
decoupled its motor with a rather ingeni-
ous arrangement whose main active ele-
ments are small pieces of Sorbothane.
These effectively kill almost all the vibra-
tion that is normally only too evident,
without resorting to a very floppy motor
coupling which could result in pitch
problems.

The motor is the well known Philips
derived Airpak (nee Impex) synchron-
ous design. Capacitors used for starting
and phasing purposes are hard wired
straight into the back of motor terminals
for simplicity. The main on/off switch is

fitted with anti-spike capacitors which
reduces but doesn’t quite eliminate
switch-on ‘thump’. The feet are also
fitted with small Sorbothane domes,
which again do a surprisingly good
decoupling job.

There are some other ingenious
points, such as a main bearing that
screws straight into the solid wood base,
eliminating separate fixing screws and
facilitating lower lines. The bearing is
tight fitting but free running (though it
benefits more than you might credit
from a few hours running in), and the
subplatter and vestigial motor hubs are
machined from a nylon material. The
platter is glass and a thin felt mat sits on
top.

Systemdek will in due course release a
version of this deck which can take Rega
or Linn fit arms, but for the present it is
only available with the company’s own
arm. A conventional budget design, the
base is made in-house. Cable wiring is
also done by Dunlop, but the well
adjusted bearings, armtube and chunky,
Rotel-esque headshell come from Japan.

Aesthetics are a strong point of this
design. Your £179 buys you a very
simple but attractive looking product
with a real wood veneered finish cover-
ing the chassis (dark American walnut or
black ash) and an almost equally attract-
ive cover which at first sight looks as
though it has been fabricated rather than
simply moulded. Excellent graphics for
the manufacturers logo complete a pack-
age which, in stark contrast to a number
of competing budget decks, actually
looks and feels more expensive than it
is.

It was probably a combination of this
systems’ budget status and the need to
use a high output cartridge with the
Rotel amp that led to the decision to spe-
cify Audio Technica’s low-end favourite
cartridge, the AT95E. There’s nothing
very clever about this cartridge: the
elliptical billing for the stylus is in danger
of contravening the Sale of Goods Act -1
could detect no trace of anything non-
spherical in the grind of the otherwise
quite nice diamond; the cartridge pins
are pretty rough and the plastic body
creaks like my old granny. But this has
never stopped it dancing all over the
graves of many more costly cartridges,
so I had no particular worries about its
use here.

CEC 540CD CD Player

Compared to the foregoing, the story
here is much simpler, and almost
entirely summed up in one word, phrase
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or saying — £139. This is the Skoda cum
Moskovitch of CD players, and was spe-
cifically chosen to help get the system up
and running for the price of just 2,400
copies of the Independent. But whilst this
was the basic reasoning, I can’t say I
spent a great deal of time regretting the
features it didn’t have, which makes an
impressive list starting with remote con-
trol and including index search, random
play and a mess of other so-called facili-
ties. Remember, the CEC doesn’t have
any of them.

What you do get is a simple 16 track
memory, repeat play, track skip and
audible scan — the usual basics in fact.
The discreet display limits itself to track
numbers only, but in an unexpected lux-
ury attack you do get a headphone
socket with a volume control.

The technology employed is nothing
to write home about. It’s all standard
commercial stuff inside, the converter
being old-style 16-bit with 2x oversamp-
ling (remember that?). The player is
lightweight and a bit creaky in opera-
tion, and track access is very slow. It
worked without problems though, and
like all modern players is compatible
with 8cm discs.

Rotel RA820AX amplifier

This relatively recent addition to the
Rotel lineup slots in below the more cele-
brated, purist 820BX4 which is both
more expensive and more sparsely
equipped.

The RA820BX is derived from last
years 820 via a change in the power
transformer to a new, better regulated
design which is intended to address a
certain slackness in the performance of
its predecessor, especially via the line
inputs. Power output is left unchanged
at 30 watts a side.

Fixtures and fittings include tone con-
trols, mono switching and a second set
of speaker terminals, which unlike the
main set can be switched using a front
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panel press button. The 820AX control
set is very similar to the one originally
designed for the 840BX, though this
turns out to be coincidental as the two
amplifiers are not related under the skin.
Audiophile sensibilities are addressed
with a tone bypass control and the direct
routing of the loudspeaker wiring.

Like all Rotel integrated amplifiers,
the RA820AX is compact, solidly built,
uses excellent components in an intellig-
ently conceived circuit and has smooth,
well designed controls - and not too
many of them.

JPW Sonata loudspeakers
It's easy to see why the Sonata was
chosen for a system of this type. It's the
most expensively engineered and
expensive looking cheap loudspeaker
there is. This could be due in part to the
costs of producing enclosures on mod-
ern machinery in one of HM prisons, but
is more likely a result of economies of
scale.
Technology is

nothing unusual,

though it is surprisingly well executed
given the price. The box is a relatively
compact one, sealed, and fitted with two
very ordinary drive units, an Audax
miniature cone/dome tweeter and a pulp
cone bass driver with a rubber roll sur-
round from the house of Elac. The cros-
sover is a very simple, low order net-
work.

The real icing on the cake however is
the enclosure which is based on a small-
ish but solid box with dovetail joints,
fully veneered on all surfaces in a
number of alternative wood species.

Sound Quality

Having just finished my formal listening
with a blistering account of the Respigh-
i’s Pines of Rome (Dutoit/Decca if you
wanna know), it is pretty obvious that
that tone of this system is set by the loud-
speakers and by the amplifier. The
amplifier plays a particularly prominent
role.

First, I should say to RA820BX owners
that the AX is not quite in the same class.
This amplifier is much less well con-
trolled. It has an almost blowsy quality,
partly due to a rumbustuous dynamism
and forwardness, which enables the
amp to throw stereo soundstage infor-
mation forward and well clear of the
loudspeakers. But the AX is also a little
rough and ready. What it gains in simpli-
city and directness of approach, it misses
in refinement and sophistication. This
rough and ready quality, which by the
way was essentially the same irrespect-
ive of whether the line inputs or the
phono one was being driven, is very
much part of the Sonata package too . . .

As I remarked earlier, it’s easy to see
why the Sonata was chosen for a system
of this type, but there is a side to the
Sonata’s character that can make it a
dangerous bedfellow. In some ways it is
better adapted for use in very capable,
expensive systems where the other com-




ponents keep a firm grip on it’s rougher
edges. The Rotel copes — just — but only
once the Sonata has been thoroughly
burnt in, which can take as much as
about 30 hours of FM interstation noise
(the tweeter needs to be run in as well,
not just the bass driver as with most
other speakers).

Unusually in a system at this price
level, this JPW/Rotel based system can
bite as well as bark, but this lends it an
engaging, often foot-tapping quality
denied some of it’'s more sophisticated
but restrained peers. It is also quick and
assured in it’s musical presentation as
well as being lively and even tactile with
the right kind of material.

But with the CEC CD player, all this
became just too much of a good thing.
For much of the time, this budget CD
player trundled along, sounding OK in
it’s unremarkable way. At the same
time, the player tended to lack warmth
and was a little edgy and thin sounding
too with a certain amount of distortion
and coloration evident at times — but
nothing dramatic. But when the music
became complex, typically in the mael-
strom of full orchestral recordings, per-
haps with brass, woodwind and percus-
sion going together, the CEC appeared
to go into terminal overload and the out-
put from the player became muddled
and distorted. Comparison with other
players shows this clearly, and direct
comparison with the Philips CD610, as
chosen for this month’s other low cost
system, showed how even a budget
priced player can maintain a grip
through adversity. The same passages
were replayed by the Philips with pan-
ache and clarity, and none of the CEC’s
evident congestion and loss of control.

The turntable on the other hand
worked beautifully. The AT95E sounded
a little duller than I recalled, and it's
tracking limitations were only too appar-
ent. And so was the cure. If these things

prove too restricting, a new cartridge
will cost anything up to £50 or so but
could effect a dramatic improvement. I
tried some new Nagaoka moving mag-
nets to good effect, which revealed that
the Systemdek 1 is a real success. Unlike
certain other low cost players it has
remarkably stable pitch and is surpris-
ingly immune to feedback and football
noise when adequately supported. Bass
is firm and true, and I can see a big future
for this attractive newcomer which, by
the way, sounds best with the lid raised
or — better — removed.

Conclusions

I would go for a change in CD player,
perhaps to the Philips CD610 to replace
the rather rough and ready though not
wholly unworthy CEC model. I would
also keep the options open on the car-
tridge front. Despite previous advocacy |
found the AT95E a little too dull and
frazzled in extremis for my taste, though
there is inevitably a wide production
spread with low cost cartridges, and I

have heard better '95s. The rest of the
system however hits the nail on the
head. As a system, it can tend to thin-
ness at times, but it is also detailed,
assured and at times even tactile. What
we have examined here is the basis for a

very fine system indeed.

Typical retail prices

GENERAL DATA

Systemdek I/Audio Technica AT-95E £178/18
CEC 540CD £139
Rotel RA820AX £150
JPW Sonata £100
Type manual/2 speed
Speeds 33/45
Cartridge magnetic
Dimensions 42.5x47 x 37/6cm (hx w x d)/overhang
Digital output no
Headphone output yes
Dimensions 9x42x29cm (hxw xd)
Power output 30wpc
MC cartridge compatible? no
No of inputs (ex tape) 4
No of tape circuits i
Dimensions 9x44.5x29cm (hxwx d)
Type 2-way, sealed
Recommended placement near wall
Impedance 8 ohms
Sensitivity 87dB/watt/mtr
Power handling 70 watts approx
Dimensions 32x25x22cm (hxwxd)
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If you're serious about Hi-Fi
in the South of England

RGN \\\\
N

Bourbon Street, AYLESBURY, Bucks. HP20 2RR
Tel: 0296 431020/84470

.
TS 1 O n D 7 The Colonnade, Verulam Road, ST. ALBANS
AL3 4DD Tel: 0727 66935

1A Exchange Parade, Lake Street,
LEIGHTON BUZZARD LU7 8RS Tel: 0525 383021

N

R

You've READ THE BOOK
You've SEEN THE PICTURES
NOW
COME AND LISTEN

Ul

N

e \ \ \f\'
All roads lead to Bournemouth

Its where you will find superb HiFi listening faciliies, staff withexpertknowledge
and one of the finest selections of HHFi equipment including...

LINN, DENON, YAMAHA, NAIM, ROTEL, MONITOR AUDIO, NAD,
MARANTZ, CREEK, ARCAM, NAKAMICHI, A&R, EXPOSURE, CELESTION,
AINVA, DUAL, AUDIOLAB, QUAD, PIONEER, TECHNICS, QED,
WHARFEDALE, TANNOY, HECO, SONY ES, SENNEISHER, TARGET,
SOUND ORGANISATION, ROYD, ROGERS and others
If you're serious about HiFi you probably know these names and you probably

aready know the name Suttons.. we've been around for 42 years.
Panasonic, Tannoy

SuttonS
Demonstrations:- A pleasure — please

18 Westover Road, Bourmnemouth Tel:0202 25512 ring first.

Also at 3 Endless Street Salisbury. Not all manufactures.

N
N

Also starring:-
B&W, Castle, Celestion, Kef, Mordaunt Short,

All shops closed Thursdays

e Quartz Nude, highly polished Elliptical dia-
mond stylus and 500 pV output vol-
£119.95 tage (5cm/s).

The Q Range

QUARTZ

e Quattro nude, Fritz Gyger Type Il diamond

£179.95 stylus and 200 pV output voltage (5
) cm/s).

QUATTRO

e Quasar Nude, Replicant 80 diamond stylus

QUAZAR £299 95 and 200 pV output voltage (5¢cm/s).

Q SERIES

(MOVING COIL
CARTRIDGES)

orfofon =

Chiltern Hill, Chalfont St Peter Buckinghamshire SL99UG

Tel: 0753 889949 KEEPING MUSIC ALIVE




£610 System

DUAL/AUDIO TECHNICA TURNTABLE COMBO, PHILIPS CD PLAYER,
DENON AMPLIFIER, MISSION LOUDSPEAKERS

In many ways, the priorities served in
this system reverse those espoused by
the dealer who suggested our other £600
system. This is particularly evident in
the case of the turntable and the CD
player, and to some extent with the loud-
speakers too for reasons which may
already be obvious but which will in any
case quickly become apparent.

There are also some important
features our two systems have in com-
mon. Like its alternative, this system
features relatively compact loud-
speakers, and the system recommends
itself for moderate volume levels in
rooms of medium size or smaller, with
bass depth sacrificed in the interests of
low frequency tunefulness and transient
response.

Dual CS505-3 record player &
ATO5E cartridge

With the solitary exception of the £89
NAD 5120, 3/5th of a pony is about the
minimum you can reasonably expect to
get away with for a credible high fidelity
turntable to use in a system of this kind.
Of course ‘credible” and ‘system of this
kind” are vague concepts by any stan-
dards, but few would dispute that there
are very few turntables worth consider-
ing that cost less than the Dual’s £160,
and of those that do exist the C5505-3 is
the longest established, the best known,
the most successful and probably also
the best liked of those that offer more
than completely manual operation. For
many years it has been the product to
reckon with alongside the Rega Planar

Two (which is manual) and, more recent-
ly, the semi-auto Ariston Q-Deck. These
two alternatives cost £155 and £165
respectively.

The Dual is more than just popular
and musically worthy. It is also uncom-
monly user-friendly — uncommonly that
is for a turntable with audiophile credib-
ility as automatic arm functions have
always been taken to be invidious to per-
formance. All other seven turntables in
this month’s Choice are fully manual in
operation, but the Dual is a turntable
that none need feel hesitant to use. At
the end of record side, the arm lifts and
the platter motor shuts off. Pulling the
arm back to its rest also resets the cueing
lever to the ‘up’ position to make it dif-
ficult to annihilate the stylus. Speed
change is by switch. All this is not as
impressive as full automation, but it’s
the next best thing.

The other aspect of user friendliness
concerns the form in which the package
is supplied. The Dual comes out of the
box all but ready to run, with an Ortofon
made cartridge prefitted (it can be
changed of course). Only simple setting
up procedures, which are well covered
in the instructions, need to be per-
formed. This is the case even though the
Dual has a coil-sprung floating subchas-
sis, which with some turntables is the
cue for endless setting up. The platter is
captive, the suspension is non-
adjustable and the arim permanently
fixed; it is these factors which help
reduce setting up requirements.

The hardware is well tried and prob-

ably familiar to most users. Most of the
metalwork is based on steel pressings
and simple castings, and the chassis is
part moulded and part — the pretty part —
wood veneered. Long standing idiosyn-
crasies include the pitch adjustment
which is accomplished by a motor pulley
that is segmented like a grapefruit allow-
ing it to be contracted and expanded at
will, and a low mass dynamically
balanced counterweight. In its current
incarnation, the 505 is (thankfully) fitted
with a nearly conventional headshell.
The Dual comes with an Ortofon made
cartridge similar to the OM10 or OM20,
but the Audio Technica AT95E was spe-
cified and used.

Philips CD610 CD player

This budget priced player from the
Philips stable costs £160, yet makes sur-
prisingly few concessions to price. It
comes with a full set of features includ-
ing a well designed remote control
featuring a track number keypad and
index search keys. On the player itself
are controls for the usual range of play
modes and some lesser ones like A-B
repeat and random play. Audio inter-
faces include standard analogue and
headphone outlets, both of which oper-
ate at fixed level. The player’s limitations
are its lack of a ‘display off’ switch (well
that would have been something in a
£160 player!) and a digital output.

In addition to being well equipped,
the 610 is surprisingly well made. The
player employs a number of quite effect-
ive anti-resonance measures in its con-
struction and the controls and displays
are all of high quality. Disc handling is a
little more pedestrian, but satisfactory
nevertheless. Technology is 16-bit 4x
oversampling based on Philips” new eco-
nomy converter, the TDA1543, which
offers a slightly lower technical specifica-
tion in exchange for simpler peripheral
external circuitry, the real reason for the
low price of the player. The laser optics
are built around the well known CDM4
mechanism.

Denon PMA-2501I amplifier

This product is billed in Denon’s propa-
ganda as, and I quote, a UK special pro-
duct designed to address the UK's
‘budget audiophile’ market. The
PMA250 is far removed from traditional
Far Eastern design priorities, being the
progeny of a design programme instig-
ated in this country (wherever that is).
This was the approach taken by Rotel
some years ago and, coincidentally or
otherwise, the amp has some obvious
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similarities to the Rotel RA820AX which
is included in our other £600 System
review this month.

The rather fussily designed front
panel is populated by tone controls, a
rotary source selector, a large volume
control and tape monitor controls. The
phono input is for moving magnet car-
tridges only, and there are three line
inputs without the tape circuit. The con-
trol count also includes a press button to
bypass the tone control and balance cir-
cuitry. Leaving the tone controls out
altogether would have made more
sense, but would, it seems, have
restricted the market for the amplifier,
increasing unit costs and probably also
the selling price.

Most of the technical interest lies
under the skin. The fully discrete power
amp section is designed for a high curr-
ent yield to help drive low impedance
loudspeaker loads. The tone control sec-
tion itself has a restricted range of action
and is based on passive circuit topology.
High quality capacitors and resistors
have been employed in critical areas and
special attention to earthing is quoted by
Denon as evidence of the thoroughbred
nature of the design.

It’s also nice to see that the design
team has prevailed upon its principals in
Japan to specify 4mm binding posts
instead of the bare wire terminals norm-
ally used on Japanese amplifiers. Power
output is 30 watts per channel.

Mission 761 loudspeakers

The Mission 761 (which has appeared
before in a previous components sys-
tems issue) is a budget design of some
originality. It is priced about 30 per cent
higher than the model selected for this
month’s other £600 system, the JPW
Sonata, but repays this by being slightly
larger, by being extremely well built with
a very high standard of finish (though
like most £130 speakers the 761 doesn’t
feature real wood veneers) and by using
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rather more costly drive units. The small
soft dome tweeter is strictly not in the
same league as the Audax cheapie used
by JPW (though in fairness JPW makes
the most of its materials). The bass cone
is also a relatively high spec Mission
made unit with a doped pulp cone.

The two units are mounted into the
sealed (IB) enclosure in a vertically in-
line configuration but with the tweeter
mounted below the woofer. The design
listening axis is a little above the tweeter
plane which allows conventional place-
ment on normal stands, say 50cm tall,
close to a rear wall for bass loading purp-
oses. The high bass unit placing helps
reduce the room reinforcement effects
due to reflections from the rear walls and
the floor. This neat piece of lateral think-
ing helps maintain upper bass/lower
midband uniformity to standards that
other transducers find hard to match.

Sound Quality
With most of this month’s eight systems
(but with one or two notable exceptions,

PHILIPS
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especially in the case of the Meridian
based system), the CD player plays
second fiddle to the record player. I
expected this to be the case here, but for
much of the time it wasn’t the case.

The Philips CD player sounded clear,
articulate and concise. It offers quite a
brightly lit, agile kind of sound with sur-
prisingly good depth resolution and a
real sense of tangibility with much mat-
erial. The bass is light but firm, tuneful
and very deep, whilst the presentation of
the system veers just the right side of
sounding raw-edged or bright, though it
sailed fairly close to the wind with some
complex, wide-bandwidth material.
More expensive CD players can and
often do sound smoother and easier on
the ear, but the Philips CD610 player
tackled the fundamentals effectively,
and with considerable aplomb.

Whatever objective  shortcomings
there may have been however, the
Philips had little difficulty disposing of
the Dual record player, at least in its
standard form. The first point I noticed —
auditioned at first with the supplied
Ortofon cartridge rather than the speci-
fied Audio Technica — was that the clarity
of the CD source was largely dissipated.
Records tended to sound smeared and a
little coloured, and imagery was vaguer
and less stable in presentation.

Of course these are just the areas
popularly taken to be weaknesses of
black vinyl, and to some extent this is
true. What made records particularly
open to criticism in this system, how-
ever, was the fact that the usual compen-
sations — greater depth and solidity to
the sound — were largely missing. The
Dual sounded quite natural in its way,
but poorly focused and somewhat
opaque. Positioning wasn’t the problem
as I established by experimentation, and
a sample of the Systemdek 1 used in the
other £600 system sounded consistently
better just where the Dual was at its




weakest.

Changing from the Ortofon to the AT
contributed some extra midband
dynamics and clarity, but a loss of the
Ortofon’s treble presence and smooth-
ness, and this wasn’t considered a suc-
cess. A change to a much more expens-
ive cartridge such as the new Stilton/
Nagaoka cartridges, which are due to be
released shortly, did help effect a cure.
Coloration levels decreased, resolution
increased and the sound began to snap
into focus. But I couldn’t help noticing
that the same changes performed on the
Systemdek, or the Rega Planar 3 from
another of the eight systems, led to even
greater improvements.

The amplifier didn’t help either. In
certain respects contradicting my experi-
ence with this amplifier when it was first
released, I found the phono input signi-
ficantly woollier and dynamically flatter
than the line stages, but at no time, even
via the line inputs did the Denon display
the low frequency grip or overall author-
ity of, say, the similarly positioned Rotel
RA820AX. In fairness though, the latter
could sound a little rough and unsoph-
isticated at times.

This might not have mattered with
another loudspeaker, but it did with the
Mission which tended to sound con-
gested with full blooded recordings
played on the record player (the greater
clarity of CD in this region helped pull it
through). I have no real complaint about
the Mission, though I do feel it is begin-
ning to show its age: it has neither the
low frequency agility nor the airy articu-
lation in the midband of the JPW Sonata,
say, but it was clear that it wasn’t best
served by the amplifier or the turntable
in this system.

Conclusions

I couldn’t help noticing that this is a
really rather nice looking system, in
many ways closer to the mass market

products of the industry majors than the
often rather simpler, chunkier approach
typical of specialist equipment. It’s cer-
tainly easy and convenient to use. In
comparison with our alternative £600
system, the Dual’'s semi-automatic
features and the remote control handset
for the Philips CD player do a lot to make
the system more accessible.

But these are side issues. On the
central question of sound quality, it is
much harder to come to abalanced view.
The key quality that defines the most
successful of our systems is synergy. In
everyday terms, we're looking for sys-
tems that are in a sense more than the
sum of their parts, that serve the music
faithfully irrespective of specific short-
comings with individual components.

In practice what I found here was a
system made exclusively from fine,
worthy components (though some were
finer and worthier than others), yet
without that essential synergy. The
amplifier, though good in relation to
price, isn’t up to controlling the speakers

in the way they demand, and even the
speakers are beginning to sound less
than fully developed in the midband.
The Dual 505-3 is an excellent low cost
deck, but is slightly pale and undemon-
strative — and no substitute for some of
the record playing machinery featured
elsewhere in this test project, some of
which costs only marginally more. Only
the CD player seemed to me an unequi-
vocal success, both in its own terms and
as a part of a complete working system.

GENERAL DATA

Typical retail prices

Dual CS 505-3/Audio Technica AT-95E £160/£18
Philips CD610 £160
Denon PMA-25011 £140
Mission 761 £130
Type belt drive, semi-auto
Speeds 33/45 + pitch
Cartridge magnetic
Dimensions 41 x43.5x37/4cm (hx w x d)/overhang
Digital output no
Headphone output yes
Dimensions 10.5x42x28.5¢cm (hxwxd)
Power output 30wpc
MC cartridge compatible? no
No of inputs (ex tape) 4
No of tape circuits 1
Dimensions 9.5x43.5x25.5¢cm (hxwxd)
Type sealed, 2-way
Recommended placement near wall
Impedance 7 ohms
Sensitivity 87dB/watt/mtr
Power handling 70 watts approx
Dimensions 38x21 x21cm(hxwxd)
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AM/FM Stereo Reciever Deck, CD Player, Remote
Control & JPW Sonata Speakers. £650.

'NTEREST I NG Kelvin Labs Digital Amplifier (new product)

Rotel RCD 865, Proac Studio One, including stands &
SHOP Van den Hul Clearwater cable £1390.
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£1,110 System

REGA TURNTABLE + CARTRIDGE, MARANTZ CD PLAYER, ONIX
AMPLIFIER, MONITOR AUDIO LOUDSPEAKERS

The £1,200 ‘price point” has been tackled
for this review project by two striking
but contrasted systems. This system
employs what without doubt is the most
famous of all £200-ish turntables, the
Rega Planar 3, teamed in this case with
the best and most expensive of Rega’s
recently introduced cartridge range
(anything less than 10 years old counts
as recent in Rega time) — the inexplicably
titled but elegantly (mis)spelt Elys. The
other music source is one of the best
mainstream Philips CD player clones,
the Special Edition variant of the Marantz
CD60.

The Onix OA21S amplifier looks rather
like a stripped down Mission Cyrus as
used in the other £1,200 system — until
you switch it on. Finally, and here we
find the most obvious differences from
the alternative  Systemdek/Denon/
Mission/Arcam system, this one comes
with the smallest loudspeaker yet from
the Monitor Audio range, the Monitor 7.

Rega Planar 3 turntable and Elys
cartridge
For more years than I can remember the
Rega '3 has been the yardstick against
which all sub-Linn Sondek priced turn-
tables have been measured. In the time
that it has been on sale the motor unit
has changed very little, but build quality
has remained consistently high and on
the whole the Rega ‘3 has retained its
competitiveness. This said, Rega no
longer has the field to itself as it once
did.

Whilst the Rega’s motor unit has
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scarcely altered, the Acos Lustre clone
tonearm originally specified by the
Southend-based company has been
changed for its own design, the RB300.
This arm was revolutionary in engineer-
ing and value for money terms when it
was released, and has remained so to the
present day.

Most readers will be familiar with this
model, so a short description will suffice.
The Rega Planar 3 is a solid (non-
suspended) design based on a thick
faced wood baseboard to which the arm
and main bearing are bolted, and from
which the synchronous motor is
decoupled. Drive is transferred by round
section belt to a plastic inner platter
which in turn supports a heavy felt-
covered glass platter. Rega was amongst
the first — perhaps the first - to use glass
as a platter material. Glass has the
advantage that it is rigid and non-
resonant at low frequencies whilst being,
simpler to fabricate than a traditional
metal platter.

The arm is a low mass device with a
one piece cast headshell, arm tube and
bearing yoke, the counterweight being
kept very close to the pivot and some of
the tracking force being applied by
spring to minimise inertia effects. Rega
has replaced the original rather tatty
looking phono plugs with new, only
slightly less tatty newcomers, and the
cable with its non-standard earthing
arrangement is on the cheap and nasty
side, ensuring a healthy aftermarket in
rewiring. This apart, the standard of
engineering of the arm is remarkable at

the price, and that of the rest of the deck
is scarcely less so.

Rega’s Elys cartridge is a well built,
plastic bodied moving magnet with a
fixed stylus assembly and an (optional)
three point fixing method, applicable
with the RB300 arm, which with other
measures endows it with a standard of
physical solidity unusual if not unique in
amoving magnet cartridge.

Marantz CD-60SE CD player

The CD60SE is one of the better recent
Marantz players and is based on 16 x 4
Philips converters — a decision that
caused more than a few raised eyebrows
as its parent company, Philips, was then
introducing its first 1-bit model, and
Marantz must have had privileged
access to the technology. For the record,
Marantz claims, with some justification,
that ‘bitstream” wasn’t good enough to
consistently improve on existing tech-
nology.

In fact the Philips technological pedi-
gree is just what a system of this kind is
likely to be most at home with. The
Marantz CD60SE is based on the
TDA1541A converter and digital filter,
which is well tried and capable of provid-
ing extremely fine results when used
properly. In the CD60SE the converter is
surrounded by a circuit with well
endowed power supplies and excellent
analogue components, some of which
are specifically upgraded for the extra-
cost SE version of the player. The phys-
ical structure of the player is also well
designed to ameliorate the effect of
acoustic or mechanical feedback. It can
be further enhanced visually and struc-
turally with optional side cheeks.

The features list is on the long side,
and includes some tape editing aids, FTS
(Favourite Track Selection: a non-volatile
memory that recognises individual discs
and plays previously programmed track
selections on command) and a full set of
search, memory and repeat facilities. It
also has a well designed display of about
average complexity. Fixed and variable
analogue outputs are supplemented by
optical and electrical digital outputs and
a variable output head phone socket.

Onix OA21S amplifier

Of all the amplifiers in this project, the
Onix is the most elegant. The front panel
overhangs the rest of the carcass, which
is vaguely Mission Cyrus flavoured but
lower and sleeker. Front panel fittings
are limited to a volume control and an
input selector flanking an on/off switch
and power indicator. The controls are
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entirely unlabelled, only a tiny registra-
tion mark indicating the current setting
in each case. With just five switch posi-
tions to choose from, brain strain is little
more than a distant possibility. Even so,
I gather from the manufacturer that cer-
tain markets — the US and the UK in par-
ticular, I'm sorry to say — tend to object to
the lack of labelling, and Onix now sup-
plies a screen printed label that can be
attached if required.

On a purely personal note, this is the
kind of product I like to use, partly
because I'm not very happy counting
much beyond two. This said, the OA21S
obviously doesn’t belong in a complex
system with a multiplicity of sources,
and there is no off-tape monitoring facil-
ity so 3-head cassette decks will be
wasted unless you monitor using head-
phones off the cassette deck itself. Note

that the only output available from this’

amplifier is for one pair of loudspeakers.
No provision is made for headphones.

The Onix is immaculately built inside
its smartly turned out steel casing. The
250VA ILP torroidal transformer is about
as big as can be accommodated, and is
partnered with good quality compon-
ents — Rubycon reservoir caps, an ALPs
potentiometer and a surprisingly posit-
ive feeling cable linked source selector.
Power output is quoted at 48 watts per
channelinto 8ohm, and nearly double -
90 watts — into 4ohm. A rear panel socket
accepts the feed from an outboard sup-
ply which stiffens up performance espe-
cially at the frequency extremes, but
leaves static power output unaltered.
The supply is an £180 option which was
not sent for review, though from what
Onix says it isn’t really appropriate for
this system. A novel quick-resetting out-
put protection circuit is fitted, and a full
five year guarantee is provided. Note
that the amplifier is supplied as MM or
MC compatible, but can be changed for a
maximum charge of £35.

The company was founded a decade
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ago, and to this day is oriented more to
export markets than the UK. The OA21
itself has been available in one form or
another for eight years during which
time the product has developed organic-
ally, punctuated by occasional thirty-
something-ish bouts of re-evaluation.
Onix’s proud boast is that a high percen-
tage of its new OA21S customers are
upgrading from older versions of the
OA21.

Monitor Audio Monitor 7
loudspeakers
If the phrase ‘small but beautifully put
together’ ever really belonged to just one
product, it just has to be that gorgeous
Aiwa personal cassette with radio, you
know the one with all those buttons. It
isn’t a bad epithet to apply to the Moni-
tor Audio Monitor 7 either . . .
Superficially, the Monitor 7 follows in
the footsteps of a number of super
miniatures, but there are differences.
The '7 is as slender as any, but it is con-
siderably taller, increasing volume and

the low frequency cutoff point. The
drivers are ostensibly more sophistic-
ated than usual too. It’s all fast impre-
gnated pulp cones and even faster one
piece aluminium treble domes here,
both units making a feature of their abil-
ity to handle substantial quantities of
power. In the case of the tweeter, for
example, this is partly achieved by using
the dome as part of the heatsink, and
partly by venting the voice coil to allow
air egress. Ferrofluid is also applied to
the gap, and the resultis a system which,
by avoiding much of the heat build-up of
its peers, also goes along way to evading
power dependent compression.

The enclosure is extremely well made,
the entire carcass being made from
12mm MDF, a material more often used
just as a baffle material, covered in a stif-
fening layer of wood veneer in black
woodgrain on all surfaces. But where
many tiny loudspeakers use a port and
the proximity of walls to achieve the last
ounce of bass extension, the Monitor 7
has a sealed enclosure which gives a
gentler rate of roll-off starting at a rather
higher point, but a response that is less
at the mercy of nearby reflective sur-
faces, and with less ringing since the Q
of the LF resonance is reduced.

The Monitor 7 is barely less sensitive
than larger speakers (sensitivity is often
sacrificed with small loudspeakers,
again in favour of more bass) and as
promised it will handle plenty of power.
On paper and in practice the 7 is a good
match to the Onix amplifier. They’re both
small but beautifully put together.

Sound Quality

Above all else, this system provided a
powerful confirmation of the far reach-
ing influence on the musical character of
a system wielded by a really fine ampli-
fier. I'm not saying that the amplifier is
more important than the turntable or CD
player (I'm notsayingthey’re less impor-




tant either — the point I'm making is
unrelated to this), merely that in a sys-
tem with a source that is of good quality
the amplifier plays a more critical ‘make
or break’ role than is often appreciated.

The proof of the pudding is in the eat-
ing, as they say. The first point that
impresses is that the rather low key
visuals are contradicted by a smooth but
surprisingly ballsy, engaging style of
music making. The tiny Monitor 7s can
pack quite a punch, but it quickly
became apparent that this was only the
case when the system was driven by an
amplifier of the Onix’s stature or better —
and that this kind of ability doesn’t grow
on trees. I was intrigued to note that
despite the visual links, the Onix sounds
about as different from the Mission
Cyrus One asitis possible to get. To a first
approximation, where the Cyrus majors
on clarity, precision and detail, Onix has
been more concerned with such
attributes as power, weight and author-
ity — though there is no lack of balance in
the OA21’s performance which could
easily have been associated with a much
bigger and more expensive product.

As part of the task of putting this sys-
tem through it’s paces, I used some of
the other turntables with the Onix ampli-
fier. On balance I would probably be
content to stick with the Rega unless I
could raise the extra £78 for the System-
dek IIX with the same arm, a combina-
tion I felt sounded substantially sharper
and more dynamic. This in turn made it
clearer — especially in the deep bass
region — and therefore easier on the ear.
There is always less strain involved
when systems reproduce more detail.

The Systemdek does tend to leave the
Rega sounding a little slow and lacking
in transparency. But the Rega remains a
fine, stable sounding deck, and the Rega
cartridge does a fair imitation of Koetsu
style weight and authority, in the con-
text of a big, stable soundstage. The Elys

suits the system well, and so in its
slightly sharper, more abrupt style does
the Marantz CD60SE which is one of the
best middle price CD players. It lacks the
translucency of the better ‘bitstream’
models, but it has more energy and
dynamism which is arguably more
important.

Lastbutnotleast, we have the Monitor
7 loudspeakers, which more than make
up for what they lack in cubic cen-
timetres by their boldness, clarity and
the absence of box-like attributes. Used
in this system, the '7s lack surprisingly
little low frequency extension or weight.
Their fundamental linearity, and the
very high standards achieved by their
latest generation metal dome tweeters,
allows them to reproduce the harmonic
structure of individual notes accurately,
and so suggest the presence of low fre-
quency fundamentals that aren't
actually present. In most circumstances
only close familiarity with the source
material shows that the fundamentals
have been omitted.
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Conclusions

I note for the record (as it were) that a
change to the Systemdek IIX almost
looks feasible if the Marantz CD60SE is
replaced by the £50 cheaper CD50SE in
this system. It’s all a question of priori-
ties. The CD60SE has glamorous features
like FTS, but the difference in sound
quality between the two CD players is
not huge (though the more costly model
is better). The rest of the system is, as
implied earlier, a lesson in the art of
being small but beautifully put together.

GENERAL DATA

Rega Planar 3/Elys £207/£74
Marantz CD60SE £380
Onix 0A21S £299
Monitor Audio Monitor 7 £150
[ Turntable |

Type B belt drive/manual
Speeds 33/45
Cartridge moving magnet
Dimensions 405 x45x36/6.5cm (h x w x d)/overhang
Digital output electrical
Headphone output yes
Dimensions 12x42.5x28.5cm (hxw xd)
Power output 45wpc
MC cartridge compatible? 1
No of inputs (ex tape) 4
No of tape circuits il
Dimensions 8x23x36.5cm (hxwx d)
[ Loudspeakers |

Type : 2-way bass reflex
Recommended placement near wall
Impedance 8ohms
Sensitivity 88dB/watt/mtr
Power handling 70 watts approx
Dimensions 34.5x16.5x17.5cm (hxwx d)
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SPECIAL OFFERS
PIONEER CD PLAYERS

) PIONEER

The future of sound and vision.

USUAL PRICE RIg eV \Rel gy (4 SAVE
PD 9300 £499.95 £399.95 £100.00
PD 7300 £319.95 £279.95 £ 40.00
PD 6300 £249.95 £229.95 £ 20.00
PD 5300 £229.95 £179.95 £ 50.00
PD T303 £199.95 £159.95 £ 40.00
PD 4350 £199.95 £159.95 £ 40.00
PD 4300 £169.95 £139.95 £ 30.00

Send or Telephone Your Order We Accept Access and VISA
HURRY WHILST STOCKS LAST

; 6-8, Bancroft, Hitchin, | Telephone: 0462 452248
(Y P EEC Rahuigsitn

i o
The Dynamic Duo

“Holy headphones! These Prolites are the work of
a brilliant but fiendish mind.”
‘Yes, they're for real professionals but they're AKOSS
super-light... and super-comfortable too!”
“So, who's the Joker that designed them?”
“Well . . . only one organisation in the
whole world has the years of technology
and expertise to know how to put these
together."
Holy super-sounding stereo .
“It must be Koss!”

nHDss -

The word on everyones ears

HW International Ltd, 3-5 Eden Grove, London, N7 8EQ. Tel: 071 607 2717

Please send me full details of the Koss headphone range, plus the address of my nearest dealer: HFC/07/90

Name Address Postcode




£1,120 System

SYSTEMDEK/MOTH/AT TURNTABLE COMBO, DENON CD PLAYER,
CYRUS AMPLIFIER, ARCAM LOUDSPEAKERS

This is a kind of ‘greatest hits’ system.
With one exception, each component is
amongst the best liked in its class, and
stitching them together into a system is
about as predictable as VAT and, on the
whole, a pretty safe bet. Or is it? Good
teamwork, which is what system design
is all about, need have little to do with
the excellence of individual compon-
ents, and looked at in these necessarily
rather wider-drawn terms, the success of
the system as a whole is far less assured
than you might at first think. Now read
on...

Systemdek IIX turntable, Moth
arm, Audio Technica AT-F3

cartridge
In our last hi-fi system project one of the
systems used a Systemdek IIXE,

which is basically the same as the turn-
table featured here with the addition of
an outboard power supply. Both ver-
sions are understandably popular, being
amongst the least obviously comprom-
ised low cost suspended turntables curr-
ently available.

Aesthetics are unobjectionable but
plain. The carcass is a faced chipboard
box with a hardboard base which acts as
a platform from which an aluminium
girder subchassis component is sup-
ported by three coil springs. The arm
base is interchangeable to ensure wide
arm compatibility, while the well made
main bearing is fitted to a Medite sub-
platter/drive hub on which sits a felt
covered Rega-like glass platter. And
why not? The suspension has a low,

undamped main resonant frequency
and given good support (from an Alpha-
son equipment table for this project) it
offers extremely high levels of immunity
from environmental noise and feedback.
Speed change is manual.

The Moth (nee Rega RB250) arm is a
natural and affordable way of getting the
Systemdek on the road. It uses the same
one-piece armtube as the more costly
Rega RB300, but with a much simpler
bearing/counterweight assembly. The
Audio Technica AT-F3 is AT’s budget
fixed stylus MC cartridge, and a popular
choice for this reason, though the better
moving magnet cartridges in the same
price band can give it a good run for the
money.

Denon DCD-920 CD player

In the past year or so I've noticed that at
least some of Denon’s new products
have been looking more obviously main-
stream in their technology, build and
appeal. The DCD-920, which is a kind of
hi-techversion of the DCD-820 reviewed
in our November 89 CD player issue,
could have come from any one of about
six Japanese manufacturers.

It is extremely slick in operation and
has some worthy and even sophisticated
internal technology, to whit a ‘real” 20-bit
Super Linear converter (not to be con-
fused with the rather simpler configura-
tion used in the DCD-820’s converter)
with 8x oversampling. It also has fixed
and variable analogue outputs (the latter
adjustable using the supplied remote
control), electrical and optical digital out-

puts and a headphone socket with its
own volume control.

The Denon is also grossly over-
endowed with play and search aids,
potentially useful tape editing features,
and a rather ugly display area which
includes a postage stamp-like calendar
style track number readout. This last
item is not a particularly pretty site.

Mission Cyrus One amplifier
There was a time when the shoebox
shaped Cyrus One was built into a tacky
plastic outer cover with poor fit and fin-
ish, while the innards reputedly were
something less than wholly reliable.
Despite these things, and persistent pro-
duction bottlenecks, the Cyrus One was
an outstanding critical success. Mis-
sion’s response was to throw some
money at it. In less capable hands this
kind of meddling might have ended in a
dilution of the strengths that were pre-
sent from the start, but no. It ain’t like
that. And it ain’t made by Mission any
more either. A label on the back imparts
the shocking news that this most quin-
tessentially British amplifier is ‘Made in
Taiwan’.

No larger than a decent packed lunch
without the tinnie, the current Cyrus One
shares no more than it’s proportions and
general circuit topology with the original
Cyrus. The most obvious change is to the
casework, which is now made from very
high grade alloy diecastings and is
covered in a Nextel-like textured grey
coating. The casting that constitutes the
bottom section of the case includes a
generously designed heatsink, ensuring
good thermal contact with the entire
amplifier and efficient heat dissipation.

The other obvious change is to the
control system. The old - rather vague —
controls with confusing one-letter mne-
monics have been replaced by a com-
pletely riew set with a new and much
more transparent operating logic, plus
clearer labelling. At the same time the
volume control has been replaced by a
dual concentric arrangement which faci-
litates balance adjustment as well.
There’s also an extra line input, which
gives the Mission three line inputs
(though none is labelled ‘tuner’ even
though Mission makes one!), plus tape
and phono with switchable MM/MC
input options, all with separate source/
tape selection and a separate ‘mute’
switch position.

Power is constantly applied to the
preamplifier section and the headphone
socket has been deleted, both in the
interests of sound quality.
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Arcam Two+ loudspeakers
The Arcam Two+ is a product that is so
anonymous in appearance it almost
defies description. It is quite compact,
quite attractive with quite a good quality
real wood veneer enclosure (stained
black or walnut, with a reticulated foam
cover). The technology is quite, well, tra-
ditional in flavour, though in execution it
is reasonably modern, boasting in its
latest incarnation a quite natty bi-wire
terminal pad. The port too is quite well
designed. It has been positioned on the
rear to reduce the usual range of audible
side effects such as unwanted midband
output, wind noise and the like although
there is no attempt at chamfering the
entrance  to  reduce  turbulence.
Nevertheless, the Elac bass and small
Vifa dome tweeter are good quality
items, and the carcass is well designed.
Putting everything together, the pic-
ture that emerges of the Arcam Two+ is
of adesign whose essential attributes are
never made too overt or obvious. This is
a truly British speaker, and it’s also quite
musical as we shall see.

Sound Quality

The opening preamble was a smoke-
screen, written after I'd listened to the
system, and designed to introduce a
little uncertainty into the proceedings. I
did worry about this system at first, but I
needn’t have. It worked beautifully and
in perfect (together now) har-mon-
eee. ..

Starting at the loud end and working
back, I knew I used to like the Arcam
Two+, but I had forgotten how much. I
had forgotten how the music managed
to project itself forward of the plane of
the speakers, with a natural layering of
depth from near the listener to about half
way towards the speakers, with the
recorded acoustic sometimes painted as
a realistic curtain of sound behind and
extending above the plane of the
enclosures. Yet there was no obvious
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tradeoff. In the past I have felt that the
Arcam Two+ was a touch lazy or slow,
but this wasn’t the case here. Instead it
sounded fast, assured and surprisingly
tactile — more so in fact than I remember.
Italso has great solidity and dynamics.

There’s always the possibility that
manufacturing changes have changed a
good loudspeaker into a better one, but,
while I don’t rule this out, I think the
reasons for the Arcams’ success in this
system are more prosaic. There are two,
no, three obvious points, all to do with
the way the speakers are used.

Point one is the equipment being used
to drive them in this set-up happens to
suit them particularly well. Any ten-
dency in the speakers to ‘hang on’ after
the note has passed is amply counter-
acted by the Mission Cyrus One which
has excellent control and majors on tran-
sient response and timing. But this is to
some extent at the expense of weight and
power, qualities the Arcam Two+ is not
short of and therefore perhaps doesn’t
need reinforcing by the rest of the sys-

tem. The loudspeakers are never
allowed to wander off and do their own
thing under the Mission’s strict regimen.
By the same token, the Systemdek turn-
table and Audio Technica cartridge have
a much better controlled and leaner
sounding LF than many competing
turntables, and the Denon CD player,
like most CD players, was never likely to
be caught out in this respect either.
Obviously.

Much of the rest of the secret (as I sup-
pose it might be described, quite
wrongly of course) is related to issues
like positioning. So important is the
height and stability of the support of the
Arcam, the importance of using an
appropriately designed stand almost
outweighs the importance of the loud-
speaker itself. I confess I have them sea-
ted right now on 65cm tall pedestal
stands from Acoustic Energy, the ones
normally used for the AE-1, and they
have never sounded better. Not only is
this stand much taller than is normally
recommended for this model, it also
costs more than the speaker itself. I'm
not seriously suggesting that you pay
this mu . . . Goddam it, that’s exactly
what I do suggest. These are the ideal
stands for this loudspeaker in this sys-
tem, and they’re worth every penny of
their £300+ price tag. But you can do
nearly as well for a great deal less lucre.
Just be sure the stands you choose are
rigid, tall, heavy and that they’re posi-
tioned well clear of room boundaries.

Mission’s little baby amp is in truly
excellent voice, though you need to be in
basic sympathy with it's rather light-
weight balance which favours agility and
transient attack over weight and depth.
This said, the Cyrus One is essentially
seamless. There is very little obvious
sense of a machine manipulating elec-
trons. The effects of the Cyrus are very
hard to detect, though soundstage infor-
mation tends to be a little lacking in the



dry, upfront balance. This said, the level
of resolution off records and (particular-
ly) compact discs is quite extraordinary,
and although it’s clichéd to say so, I was
able to hear subtle background effects
and in one case (Shostakovitch Symphony
No 7 — Bernstein/Chicago SO on DGG)
rustling and chair noises and other such
low level detail that I have never once
heard before.

Of the two sources, the record deck is
plainly superior. There ain’t no doubt
about it, which leads to the observation
that this is an analogue system first and
foremost. The Systemdek is a particu-
larly fine affordable record deck, and one
I was recently able to compare directly to
a Linn Basik with results that unequivoc-
ally favoured the former. It has been
around for quite a few years, and it
would be surprising if any important
bugs hadn’t been ironed out by now. In
fact the deck offers stable pitch, a solid
but agile bass essentially free of over-
hang and a sharp, articulate midrange
with excellent imagery and stability. The
cartridge suits the arm well and has a
relatively forward balance and a slightly
congested treble. If I had the money, I'd
go for the slightly more expensive AT-F5
or (better still) the rebodied Stilton ‘SB’
version of the same thing. The AT-F5
offers a clearer, smoother sound with
more detail, especially towards the end
of side where the AT-F3 begins to sound
alittle out of focus during loud passages.
The Stilton version strengthens the bass
and midband to match the improved top
end resolution.

The Denon CD player sounded fine in
it's own right, yet suffered when com-
pared directly to other players. I was par-
ticularly struck by the way it compared
to an Arcam CD player featured in
another of our systems. The Arcam does
cost more, and it uses what might in
these days of ‘bitstream’ be dismissed as
an outdated technology, nevertheless it

won all round. It has a much fuller,
deeper sound and is capable of a level of
soundstage resolution that lies outside
the compass of the rather dry sounding
Denon.

Changing to the Arcam was rather like
opening a door to the performers that
was formerly three quarters shut. It
surely cannot be insignificant that the
Arcam is also a much better tracker. The
Denon was consistently tripped up by
blemishes on test discs and sometimes
even on supposedly clean ones used for
nocrmal listening that the Arcam (and
other players) sailed clean through.

Conclusions

This system impressed your reporter as
being an excellent, capable combination
suitable for medium level use in small-
to-average size rooms. It is more than
adequately refined yet sounds sharp and
clear, with strong dynamics, a touch of
warmth and a smooth, progressive qual-
ity that contrasts favourably with the
somewhat mechanical quality of many

hi-fi systems.

This said, I'm not wholly convinced
that the CD player is a particularly good
match to this system. One reason for this
is that its particular strengths are at odds
with those of the turntable, and partly
because the concentration on gadgetry
with instant showroom appeal detracts
from the purposefulness of the design as
awhole. '

GENERAL DATA

Typical retail price
Systemdek 11X/ Moth arm/Audio Technica

AT-F3 £170/£78/£74
Denon DCD-920 £320
Mission Cyrus One £200
Arcam Two+ £280
Type manual/interchangeable arm
Speeds 33/45
Cartridge moving coil
Dimensions (tt) 46.5 x 47 x 37/5¢cm (h x w x d)/overhang
Digital output optical &electrical
Headphone output yes
Dimensions 10.5x43.5x31.5cm (hxwxd)
Power output 25wpc
MC cartridge compatible? yes
No of inputs (ex tape) 4
No of tape circuits 1
Dimensions 8.5x21.5x35¢cm (hxwxd)
Type 2-way bass reflex

' Recommended placement near wall
Impedance 8 ohms
Sensitivity 87dB/watt/mtr (est)
Power handling 70 watts approx
Dimensions 46x26.5x26.5cm (hxw xd)
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from £600 to £5000.

We could tell you about our fine

Most of them you can hear at Doug
Brady Hi Fi (and others too). For
thirty years the hi fi choice has
been yours at Brady's.

You are the reviewer! What suits
your ears, what fits your budget is
yours to decide. After all, the
menu card is no substitute for the
meal, the performance figures are

Banbury's Hi-Fi specialist.
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£2,490 System

ALPHASON TURNTABLE COMBO, ARCAM CD PLAYER, MAGNUM
AMPLIFIER, ROGERS LOUDSPEAKERS

If one word can be used to sum up this
system, it must be ‘conservative’. Each
component is designed by the book
according to well established and uncon-
troversial criteria. This may sound a little
unexciting on paper, but a slightly con-
servative approach isn’t a bad idea when
you're spending your own money. It's
reviewers on the lookout for a good
story, and who are not spending their
own money, who tend to prefer the
dangerous approach. But everything
depends on whether the classic criteria
are classic because they have stood the
test of time, or classic because they’re old
and tired . . .

Alphason Sonata/Alceus
turntable/power supply, Xenon
MCS arm, Stilton Audio
Technica AT-F5 cartridge

The Sonata was originally designed as an
essentially compromise-free platform for
in-house arm testing purposes. The
design philosophy is transparent: it’s all
about mass — mass to act as an energy
sink, mass to inhibit motor coupling
through to the record and loadsa mass
combined with springs to provide a free
running suspension with an ultra-low
resonant frequency.

The three suspension springs are used
in extension instead of compression,
being hung from the top of three tall sus-
pension towers which facilitate easy
levellingbut which tend to get in the way
in day-to-day use. The platter is made
from a synthetic material with vinyl-like
properties on which the record sits

directly, restrained by a heavy centre
clamp. Drive uses two synchronous
motors (!) 180 degrees apart, run either
directly from the mains or (as for this
test) via an optional outboard supply.
Two such supplies are available, the
variable speed Atlas (the optimum choice
for good sound quality, but costly at
£340) and the one supplied for this test,
the £149 Alceus, which drives the two
phases of the motors from a quartz
referenced source. Speed change is
available using a switch on the back
(why?) of the attractively packaged
power supply.

It’s clear that Alphason has learned a
thing or two over the years. The current
Sonata, which is barely different visually
to the original, is superbly built by any
standards and Verily a Joy to Behold. It
looks and feels as though it will last a
hundred years, and it probably will. The
woodwork is particularly fine, a quality
it shares with other Alphason products.

For this test, the Xenon MCS arm was
chosen. Not Alphason’s flagship, but
the next model down, it has a one piece
internally damped titanium armtube/
headshell which ends at a point in front
of the bearing yoke. The tool steel ball
races (the senior HRI00 has ceramic
bearings) run in true gimbals in both
planes and bias is handled by a thread
and weight. The cabling in this version is
van den Hul.

The Audio Technica AT-F5 is almost
too well known to need introduction. It
is undoubtedly the best known and best
selling budget (or near-budget) moving

coil, and is now sold with an improved
standards of QC and finish. Although
the standard AT-F5 was specified for this
test, none was available and a more
costly Stilton Audio modified version
was substituted. The Stilton AT-F5 has a
much improved body which is machined
in the UK, and helps answer the criticism
that the straight AT-F5 looks at least
potentially underpowered in this par-
ticular system.

Arcam Alpha CD player

Arcam’s new ‘budget’ (£379.90 — hah!)
CD player bears the Alpha name, and is
attractively designed with a sensible
minimum of controls and neat lines
enhanced by subtle bevelling of the top
and bottom fascia edges. A pleasingly
modern display conveys track, time and
function data simultaneously and with-
out the clutter that infests all too many
modern players. The machine is sup-
plied with a standard stick-type remote
control from Philips and includes ran-
dom track access and volume control
keys which are redundant in this appli-
cation. Other facilities include 20 track
programming, the usual audible track
cueing and (via the remote handset)
index search. There is no headphone
socket, but a self-shorting electrical
digital output supplements the fixed
analogue outputs.

There are no surprises under the skin,
but plenty of evidence of good, solid
design. The Alpha is based on Philips
technology, including the CDM4 single
beam laser/transport system and a
TDA1541A based 16-bit 4x oversampling
converter. Two transformers are fitted,
one for the digital electronics, display
and servo circuits, the other for the DAC
and output amps.

Magnum IA 150 amplifier
The vital statistics of this compact but
ultra dense amplifier are 3inches, £425,
7.5kg, 80 watts per channel into 8ohm
and 110 watts/4ohm. By any standards,
the Magnum makes few concessions to
the dictates of fashion. It's an almost
unrelievedly austere looking black box
(there is a thin feature line around the
fascia edge) boasting three front panel
controls — an input selector, a mode
selector which includes stereo/mono
switching and a volume control — and a
large on/off switch. What the Magnum
lacks in style it more than makes up forin
robustness.

Functionally, the Magnum has relat-
ively straightforward facilities imple-
mented in slightly unusual ways. There
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are two separate phono inputs, for mov-
ing coil and moving magnet cartridges,
and inputs for CD (with slightly reduced
sensitivity), tuner and tape. There is also
a separate ‘monitor” input which can be
used for 3rd head tape monitoring, but
which can also be used as a ‘purist” input
which feeds the volume control directly.
The other inputs are diode logic/relay
switched. Circuitry is based mainly on
Hitachi devices, including MC phono
ICs and power MOSFETs.

Rogers LS7t loudspeakers

The LS7t updates and replaces the LS7, a
middle range, medium size two-way
bass reflex design of considerable repute
in its time. Like most Rogers (and Spen-
dor) designs, the LS7t embodies the
classic old BBC inspired ideals of relat-
ively thin cabinet walls heavily damped
with Bitumen pads to control the
amplitude and Q of panel resonances.
Thebassdriveris a polypropylene coned
design and the tweeter an unspecified
titanium dome unit (an innovation for
the ‘" model), crossed over by a relat-
ively complex 18dB/octave network at
3kHz. Bass loading is by a damped, air-
flowed front facing port. Bi-wiring -
another innovation — is both possible
and highly desirable.

Finished utterly conventionally in a
well turned out but rather anonymous
real wood veneer (walnut, black ash and
teak are available — I think the review
pairis supposed to be teak), the Rogers is
designed for use on stands of medium
height. I used Heybrook HBS1 stands
away from room boundaries.

Sound Quality

It wasn’t Alphason’s fault that the pack-
ing had been opened en route for the
purpose, apparently, of extricating the
rubber belt. I mean if you were offered a
grand’s worth of precision engineering
off the back of a lorry, you'd nick the
rubber band that went around it rather
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than the product itself, wouldn’t you?
Anyone would I suppose. The effect was
that I spent my first few days with this
system playing compact discs and twid-
dling my thumbs.

It was a mixed experience. Prefacing
the remarks that follow, I must say first
of all that the system has many fine and
admirable qualities, and this is not to
damn with faint praise. The system has
an essentially neutral balance, with
excellent integration, low levels of col-
oration and a useful ability to play loud
without compression, though the sound
does become very ‘honky” and coloured
when driven very hard. The good points
reflect well on the amplifier, and to some
extent the loudspeakers. At the same
time, it was also apparent that the CD
player is a better than average near-
budget model offering an unusually
finely judged balance between warmth
and listenability on one hand, and preci-
sion and clarity on t'other. All of which is
seriously wonderful, solid stuff.

Having said all this, I am baund to put

the otherside of the story, whichis that I
found the system something of a turnoff.
It had many qualities associated with
high fidelity at its most intrusive, and for
all its neutrality the system sounded
obvious, sometimes hard and frequently
cluttered. The music communicated
only fitfully; the sound was boxbound,
and I was unable to get the speakers to
sound ‘open’, or to produce a realistic
stereo soundstage even after prolonged
breaking in and experimentation with
positioning, different cables and so on.
In contrast to, say, the Roksan/
Cambridge Audio/Sumo/Spica system,
this is not one that turns heads from out-
side the listening room. In fact the sys-
tem sounds rather as you might expect a
system to sound from outside a room
even when it isn’t — distant, uncommu-
nicative and lacking in resolution.
Initially, I thought all the signs
pointed to the amplifier. What I heard
sounded rather like some of the early
Musical Fidelity amplifiers before Tim de
Paravacini took over design responsibil-
ity and stopped optimising for minimum
static distortion by using high levels of
feedback. An alternative view is that the
amplifier sounded as though it was
being used cold, straight out of the box,
even though it wasn’t. The tight,
unyielding sounds I heard are often
associated with unformed capacitors
and components working below their
design operating temperatures.
Although the Magnum must share
some of the blame, substitution with
other components (DNM and Musical
Fidelity amplification, Spendor SP2 and
other speakers) I soon realised that the
shortcomings were shared with the Rog-
ers loudspeakers in about equal
measure. The last time I came face to face
with a (rather cheaper) Rogers design,
the LS4a, 1 was deeply impressed. The
LS7t however has a midband which fails
to project naturally and a hard sounding




tweeter.

The system was at its best with simple
material with a steady, well defined bass
sound, for example Schonherz and
Scott’s Wishing Well which I have on a
Windham Hill sampler - it’s wallpaper
music with class in case you don’t know
it, but with a surprisingly tactile drum
sound that hits squarely in the solar plex-
us. It was at its worst with densely
scored orchestral music such as the
Brahms 1st I'm listening to now (Chail-
ly/Concertgebouw on Decca).

I have no such complaints about the
Arcam CD player. It can sound a little
self-effacing at times, and I began to
wonder if it wasn’t a little expensive
judged strictly on performance grounds.
In the end I decided that the answer was
no. The Alpha CD follows the route of its
namesake, the Alpha amplifier, in produ-
cing a slightly sanitised version of what’s
on the disc. There’s little of the gut
wrenching dynamics or occasionally jar-
ring detail of the best of today’s high
resolution players, or the sweetness of
the low end bitstream models. What the
Alphadoes is to concentrate on listenabil-
ity, partly through a meaty, reasonably
full sounding bass, and partly with a
treble quality that is a notch or two above
average for presentation, the tradeoff
being the last few percentage points of
detail.

If the Alpha CD isn’t (and wasn’t con-
ceived as) a ‘shoot for the stars’ type of
product, the Alphason Sonata turntable
of course certainly is. Even in this combi-
nation, with a near-budget moving coil
and with an arm that is a notch or more
below the company’s best, the Alphason
is impressively firm and stable on audi-
tion. There was never the slightest
suggestion of less than perfect pitch
stability, and the bass is as deep and true
as I have ever heard.

The Sonata makes it very easy to hear
what the arm and cartridge are doing,

and in the context of this system the
AT-F5 really isn't quite good enough.
Although crisp and detailed, the bass is a
little thin and the cartridge as a whole
can sound ragged. With the Miltek
Olympia (from this maonth’s Gyrodec/
Meridian system) in its place, records
took on a whole new life and vitality.

Conclusions

In my opinion the Alpha does tend to
show a slightly rose tinted view of the
music, but the tint is very mild indeed,
and I found it easy to listen to the CDs for
a long period without fatigue, though
not I must say, in this system. The fault
lay partly with the slightly ponderous
sounding amplifier, but the Rogers LS7t
takes a substantial part of theblame too.
This simply wasn’t a happy combina-
tion.

The record playing components are
individually good, but poorly matched
to each other. With a cartridge more
appropriate to a state of the art record
player like the Sonata, records really

come to life. The trouble is, the rest of the
system is scarcely capable of doing it jus-
tice. Conclusions? Nice hi-fi compon-
ents, shame about the way they’ve been
slung together, apparently at random.
Editors note: Although these systems
were chosen by retailers some of them,
including this one, were compromised
by the availability of exact components.

GENERAL DATA

Alphason Sonata/Alceus P.S./Xenon MCS/

Stilton AT-F5 £720/£150/£300/£140
Arcam Alpha £380
Magnum IA 150 £425
Rogers LS7t £400
Type belt drive/manual
Speeds 33/45
Cartridge moving coil
Dimensions 43x 46 x 26/7cm (hx w x d)/overhang
Digital output yes
Headphone output no
Dimensions 8.5x43x29cm (hxwxd)
Power output 80wpc
MC cartridge compatible? yes
No of inputs (ex tape) 4(inc 2 phono)
No of tape circuits 1
Dimensions 9x 37 x31cm (hxwxd)
Type 2-way bass reflex
Recommended placement free space
Impedance 8.ohms
Sensitivity 88dB/watt/mtr
Power handling 200 watts approx
Dimensions 56 x27.5x 28cm (hxw x d)

Alphason Designs Ltd., Unit 2, Linstock Way, Wigan Rd.,
Atherton, Lancs M29 ORL. Tel: (0942) 897308.

Path Group plc, Desborough Ind. Park, Desborough Park Rd.,
High Wycombe, Bucks HP12 3BG. Tel: (0494) 441736.

Hailey Audio Ltd., 328 WareRoad, Hailey, Herts SG13 7PG. Tel:
(0992) 714811.

Swisstone Electronics Ltd., 310 Commonside East, Mitcham,
Surrey. Tel: (081) 640 2172.
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the spendor SP2/2

Accurately matched and of known consistency, the
SP2/2 should endure for as many years as its illustrious
predecessor, and deserves a strong recommendation.
It was as near a perfect all-rounder in its price range as
anything | have yet reviewed.

Hi-Fi News & Record Review October 1989.

Spendor Audio Systems Limited

Station Road industrial Estate, Hailsham, E.Sussex,
England BN27 2ER. Telephone (0323) 843474.




£2,520 System

VPI/ALPHASON/DYNAVECTOR TURNTABLE, ARCAM CD PLAYER &
AMPLIFIER, SPENDOR LOUDSPEAKERS

At the heart of this system are two fine,
conservatively designed items, the
Arcamamplifier and CD player. The hi-fi
dealer who suggested this set-up speci-
fied a loudspeaker best known in the
studio and broadcast world but one that
receives relatively little publicity from
the hi-fi press, and a turntable that looks
as exotic and as unusual as the Arcam
items appear to be prosaic and mun-
dane. At the very least this provides our
system with a certain interest, a frisson at
it'score. . .

VPI HW-19 turntable, Alphason
Opal arm, Dynavector 17D2 Mk
II cartridge

This American audiophile import is a
large, middleweight combination of the
novel and the familiar. The platter is a
Pink Triangle-like acrylic item, rim-
driven by a round section plastic belt
from a synchronous motor, rather awk-
wardly mounted below a triangular
cover secured by three thumb screws
which must be removed to facilitate
speed change. The VPI platter is
designed for use without a mat, with the
record clamped down over a central
washer by a ring clamp bearing on the
record label’s outer edge. The clamping
action also damps the platter and the
record.

The motor pulley is a twin diameter
item moulded from plastic. The chassis/
isolation system consists of a thick chip-
board top plate which sits on four Sorbo-
thane feet, which in turn locate in and
support the corners of the top plate from

the open-box main chassis. Rubber
tipped feet can be adjusted differentially
for levelling, or replaced by spikes.
Compliance provided by the ‘suspen-
sion’is verylow, and the VPI could prob-
ably qualify as non-suspended, Roksan
fashion. Another feature shared with the
Roksan is the fact that the arm is
mounted directly on the top plate, which
promotes good physical integrity. The
sample supplied for test was powered
directly from the mains, but the mains
cable is single insulated, and therefore
doesn’t meet UK safety standards. The
importer should rectify this forthwith.
Although large enough to accommod-
ate most parallel tracking arms, the VPI
is far from impressively built. Finish for
example is a crudely applied black piano
gloss which has been laid over a surface
that is far from flat. The main bearing
was significantly canted over on our test
sample, and the platter top surface is not
correctly dished to allow ideal record
contact when used with a rubber washer
below the record and the screw-on
clamp above, as recommended. On the
other  hand the heavy (non-
counterbalanced) lid is magnificent.

Arcam Delta 70.2 CD player

I suspect it’s no coincidence that more
A&R products were selected by the deal-
ers we polled than products from any
other supplier except Audio Technica.
Arcam has a reputation for good sound,
commonsense engineering and long
term serviceability perhaps unrivalled in
the industry. The Delta 70.2 seems to me

to sum up the company creed perfectly:
it’s no high flyer, but it is an excellent,
no-nonsense design that is a little better
than much of the competition both on
paper and in real life. It’s a classic alter-
native to the Marantz CD94lI, but it
would be hard to describe it as a bar-
gain.

Now a well established model, the
Delta 70.2 is based slightly more loosely
than usual on Philips technology and
hardware, including the standard 16-bit
4x oversampling chipset, in this case
including the SI Crown version of the
TDA1541 converter. The mechanics
include the CDM4 laser servo and a qual-
ity Hall effect turntable motor. Power
supply design is predictably elaborate
with a total of ten regulated supplies
from two separate transformers. The
analogue output stage uses high grade 1
per cent metal film resistors and poly-
propylene film caps. Coupling caps have
been eliminated in this direct coupled
design and special attention has been
paid to an area that has been identified
recently by a number of other CD
designers as of paramount performance
—the master clock oscillator.

The control system is simple and
mostly well organised, coupled in this
case to a rather old fashioned track,
index and time display, easily bettered
by the one used in the company’s
cheaper Alpha CD player. Other facilities
are basic. They include programming
and - from the supplied remote control -
random track selection and index search.
The player has fixed and variable out-
puts (the latter has a 21dB range in 3dB
steps controlled from the remote hand-
set) and an electrical digital output.
There is no headphone socket though.

In common with an increasing
number of CD players, the Delta 70.2 has
a’display off’ facility. In fact it has a three
position switch giving a reduced bright-
ness level too, but there is no track or
time indication between tracks or in
pause or stop modes as there is with
other players boasting this facility.

As with all recent Arcam products,
build quality is excellent. The case is
fabricated from alloy panels and extru-
sions giving a very high quality finish,
though panel graphics don’t match the
standards set in Japan (this is a widely
acknowledged weakness of the British
industry). The stick-on feet can become
unstuck, and did in one case with the
test 70.2. Here endeth the complaints.

Arcam Delta 90.2 amplifier

In many ways the Arcam Delta 90.2 is to
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amplifiers what the Delta 70.2 is to CD
players, and it was therefore no surprise
to see the two specified for use in the
same system. They obviously look well
together too.

As Arcam’s senior integrated ampli-
fier, there’s an element of the ‘all things
to all persons’” about it. Although blessed
with a modest enough control count, the
90.2 has a wide range of inputs and out-
puts, including two tape circuits and two
speaker outputs (one of which is switch-
able, and can be defeated by inserting a
headphone plug if the front panel switch
labelled SP2 is set appropriately).

Also on the input side, there are separ-
ate ‘listen” and ‘record’ selectors to faci-
litate off-tape monitoring, tape dubbing
and recording while listening to another
source. The 90.2 also boasts mono
switching and bass and treble controls
with a true bypass option. Attention to
detail - always an Arcam hallmark -
extends to such niceties as reduced CD
input sensitivity and restricted tone con-
trol range which leaves the midband
essentially unmolested. Phono input
loadings can be varied using custom
modules, but none were supplied, or
indeed needed on test as the 2200hm MC
input impedance is close to optimum for
the Dynavector cartridge.

Rated power output of this alumi-
nium-clad and unusually heavy beast is
70 watts a side.

Spendor SP2/2 loudspeakers
Without doubt the real interest in this
, system lies with the Spendor SP2/2 loud-
speakers, the latest version of this highly
regarded if not too well known two-way
bass reflex design. As expected, the
SP2/2 is designed for stand mounting
(Spendor were the first to advocate
stands, if memory serves) well away
from room boundaries.

For those who know the original SP2,
changes for the /2 are moderate and
evolutionary in character. The speaker
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has been fitted with a new version of the
Scanspeak tweeter (ferrofluid cooled,
which reduces compression), which has
improved behaviour towards the LF end
of its passband due to a revised acoustic
loading chamber with increased damp-
ing. The tweeter also has a more rigid
casing too, while the mounting plate has
more fixing points. The bass unit has a
new diecast frame which mates much
better than before to the baffle, again
partly due to an increased number of
mounting points. The same homopo-
lymer polypropylene cone is used.

Finally, although the crossover has
broadly the same circuit, it has a reduced
Q for the HF section to cater for the
altered tweeter characteristics, and has
been rewired to allow bi-wiring. The
reflex loaded enclosure, which shares
much with the slightly larger Rogers
LS7t, is a well made but conventional
box, internally damped to control reson-
ances.

The reason for using the Scanspeak
turned out to be a story of some interest.

As Derek Hughes (of Spendor)
explained it, Spendor wanted a better
unit than was available at the time, and
dug out an ancient and forgotten 19mm
Scanspeak tweeter from the back of a
storeroom. It measured nicely and
another was ordered from the factory,
and as a result Spendor ended up with
two tweeters made about 8 years apart
which turned out to be so close they
could hardly be told apart. This speaks of
a very high level of consistency and a
well sorted manufacturing process, and
this was therefore the tweeter chosen for
the job. And that, folks, is the story of
the SP2/2.

Sound Quality

This system turned out to be about 80 per
cent successful. Predictably, the central
A&R components performed their tasks
well, but it was the Spendor loud-
speakers that really caught my, er, ears.

The VPI turntable might make quite a
mark for itself at a reasonable price. Say
£300 or so. At £684, even allowing for the
usual loading because it has been
imported from the ‘States, it’s a bit over
the top I'm sorry to say. To charge as
much as the established references -
Linn, Roksan, Pink, etc — suggests that
you need to be offering something really
special.

Let me stress that despite the harsh
words, I liked the turntable. It has a
quick, engaging quality (not uncharact-
eristic of decks with plastic platters) with
good integration and analysis, a sharp
but slightly distant bass and a fine over-
all sense of control. But the level of detail
extracted from records is only moder-
ately good (though part of the shortfall is
due to the arm) and dynamics are also a
little under-developed - there was a
clearly defined averaging process at
work, and the VPI never achieved the
dynamic swings nor the sense of power
and grip I had learned to expect from

DELTA 70,2 COMPACT DISC PLAYER




other combinations. Finally, pitch stabil-
ity was only moderately good. Some sus-
tained woodwind and piano passages
displayed the telltale warble character-
istic of turntables suffering fast wow
artefacts.

It’s fair to say that the arm doesn’t suit
this turntable. Something with a little
more finesse and control at the fre-
quency extremes would have been more
appropriate. The cartridge however
proved extremely interesting, and a
short spell in the Alphason Sonata/Xenon
MCS combination confirms that it is a
gem. It has strikingly good mid and high
frequency performance, combining the
clarity of cut glass and the ability to fol-
low the contours of the music — tonally
and dynamically — with unfettered free-
dom. The VPI/Opal combination tended
to cramp it’s style.

At the far end of the system, the Spen-
dors performed marvellously. I had
expected low levels of coloration and a
high degree of seamlessness because
these are the things Spendor is known
for. They were provided in full measure.
They also delivered what the metal
tweeter equipped Rogers LS7t was
incapable of: mid and high frequency
clarity, poise and unobtrusiveness. The
Rogers has the brittle, congested sound
of early metal domes, whereas the Spen-
dors sounded ineffably right.

Little need be said about the two
Arcam products, because what they did
they did unobtrusively yet without any
sense that they were either adding to or
detracting significantly from the signals
they handled. The CD player however,
is open to some censure on the grounds
that it tended to sound congested,
though other observers might prefer to
call it ‘mellow’ or ‘analogue-like’. The
last of these seems to me a double edged
sword.

The 90.2 amplifier can also be
described in similar terms, and I note

that it has been described as ‘ponderous’
in these pages before. But it has
improved significantly since I heard my
first, and to describe the current models
in this way would be far too severe a
judgement for what is a highly articulate
and competent amplifier. In practice it
held the system together effectively by
exerting fine control over the Spendors,
and by reproducing the bass and mid-
band with appropriate power and
weight. Tonal colours were richly
painted, and spatial separation was well
maintained. Although the line stages are
better than the phono input, the shortfall
is not large.

Conclusions

I felt a tinge of disappointment with the
stability and resolution of the record
deck/arm combination, which also
turned out to be unequal to the task of
wringing the best from the surprisingly
good Dynavector cartridge. 1 had
expected more at this price level. The
rest of the system however performed
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well, and this is on the whole a fine,
honest system with considerable gravi-
tas, a very fine musical presentation
from the Spendor speakers (they turned
out to be areal revelation), and a sophist-
icated sound from the Arcam CD play-
er.

Editor’s note: Because of product avai-
lability problems this system did not
turn out exactly as the dealer specified.

Typical retail prices

GENERAL DATA

VPI HW19 Junior/Alphason Opal/

Dynavector17D2 Il £689/£130/£280
Arcam Delta 70.2 £550
Arcam Delta 90.2 £400
Spendor SP2/2 £470
Type belt drive/manual
Speeds manual
Cartridge moving coil
Dimensions 50 x 54 x 41/6¢cm (h x w x d)/overhang
Digital output electrical
Headphone output no
Dimensions 95 x43x27.5cm (hxw x d)
Power output 70wpc
MC cartridge compatible? yes
No of inputs (ex tape) 3
No of tape circuits 2
Dimensions 9.5x43x31cm (hxwxd)
Type 2 way bass reflex
Recommended placement open space
Impedance 8ohms
Sensitivity 88dB/watt/mtrest
Power handling 80 watts approx
Dimensions 50x 26 x 28cm (h xw x d)
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MISSION CYRUS PCM2 £399.95
MISSION CYRUS TWO £329.95
MISSION CYRUS 781 (WALNUT) £249.95
MISSION CYRUS STANDS £79.95
10 METRE MISSION CYRUS CABLE £25.00
£1084.80

DEPOSIT £124.80
BALANCE £960.00
12 MONTHS @ £80.00 PER MONTH 0% A.P.R.

WRITTEN QUOTATIONS ON REQUEST.

Acclaimed throughout the worlds Hi-Fi press, Mission products offer superb
value for money, excellent sound quality and are delightfully easy to use.

The above system is tried and tested. In our judgement it is one of the finest
available at any price.

We would urge you to book your demonstration now, as the interest free facility
is available for a strictly limited period.

Tel : 021 742 0254

Stockists of : Arcam, Audiolab, Cambridge Audio, Castle,
Celestion, Denon, Dual, Exposure, Kef, Linn, Mantra,
Marantz, Meridian, Mission, Monitor Audio, Musical Fidelity,
NAD, Nakamichi, Philips, Quad, Roksan, Rotel, Ruark,
Systemdek, Technics, Wharfedale.

Access BARCLAYCARD!
K. N BDA
_J

ALTERNATIVE AUDIO

93-95 HOBS MOAT ROAD, SOLIHULL, WEST MIDLANDS
OPEN: TUES, WEDS, THURS, SAT 10.00-5.30, FRI 10.00-7.00




£4,640 System

ROKSAN COMBO TURNTABLE, CAMBRIDGE CD, SUMO AMPLIFIER,
SPICA LOUDSPEAKERS

Shiraz . . . Spica . . . Athena . . .
Xerxes . . . These are names to be — not so
much conjured with, as to cause a certain
amount of wry amusement. But this is a
system with much more than just silly
names to commend it. This system is
filled to overflowing with fascinating
components, each of which sparks off
special qualities in the others. It’s also a
truly heavyweight package aimed
squarely at the committed audiophile.
As such its appeal is quite different to
our second £5,000 system discussed in
this issue built around the elegant Meri-
dian 208 CD player/preamplifier and
M60 loudspeakers.

Roksan Xerxes turntable,
Artemiz arm, Shiraz cartridge
The Xerxes is an engineer’s dream: a belt
driven turntable, plain in appearance
but subtle and complex under the skin, it
eschews a normal suspension, though
some heavily damped subchassis move-
ment is allowed. The drive system is out-
wardly conventional, but again appear-
ances deceive. Features such as a motor
which rotates against spring pressure
whilst being rigidly restrained in the
other two planes provide the clue to the
unorthodox management of unwanted
torque effects, as well as providing a
smooth takeup of power. The inner and
outer platter are also more complex than
they look, each being made in two parts.
The main bearing design is also novel
and sophisticated. Engineering overall is
of the very highest standard.

Like other high- grade turntables

before it, the Xerxes has evolved signifi-
cantly in it’s lifetime, most of the key
components having been redesigned at
one point or another. The bearing was
completely redesigned a couple of years
ago and, more recently, a new and much
better power supply has been sub-
stituted for the original. Identifiable by
the use of two small press buttons on the
front panel for speed and on/off selection
(the original has a front panel lever
switch and an on/off switch on the rear),
the new supply confers important sonic
advantages, but is one factor in pushing
the price of the player well above its
one-time near parity with the Linn Son-
dek LP12.

The other thing that has changedisthe
introduction of the Artemiz arm with the
so-called ‘intelligent’ free hanging coun-
terweight, and the Shiraz, an exotically
rebodied variant of the EMT generator,
cantilever and sharp, pointy bit. Again
both have been subject to certain run-
ning improvements, but only in matters
of detail.

Like other record players of the genre,
the Roksan needs to be set up expertly,
and requires occasional routine readjust-
ment, though after an initial settling-in
process drift is not a problem. The Rok-
san is no primadonna and is far from
being temperamental.

Ease of use is good for a manual turn-
table due to the electrical speed change
and a fairly quick run-up to speed, but
for best results the centre spindle cover
should be removed when the record has
been positioned.

Cambridge Audio CD3

CD player

I was in initially puzzled by the product
name. The CD2 was the original one-box
CD player from Cambridge Audio as
designed by Stan Curtis, who subse-
quently sold the company to the present
owners, and this model looks almost
exactly like a CD2.

Early incarnations of the CD2 were
somewhat messy internally and far from
being wholly reliable. The CD3 might
more appropriately be known as a MklI
version of the CD2; the name change was
probably imposed to underline the fact
that significant changes have been made
to counter the somewhat notorious
reputation of the original.

The changes are in the nature of a
cleaning up exercise. The internal layout
has been simplified and rationalised,
partly to improve heat dissipation. Some
of the components have also been
upgraded, the use of relatively costly
Sidereal capacitors for example. The
front panel and control matrix have also
been improved. The original was
extremely tacky, the current one is less
so, though it’s still far from achieving
normal industry standards, the control
button matrix in particular being sloppy
and lacking in proper tactile feedback.

The basic design, including the central
16-bit 16-times oversampling converter
that set it apart at the time of its launch,
remain unchanged. 16-times oversamp-
ling means that the normal analogue
filter network can be dispensed with
entirely, the DACs being connected to
the output sockets through a de-
emphasis network (where necessary)
and a coupling capacitor only. The cir-
cuit features a relatively sophisticated
power supply. Electrical and optical
digital outputs are fitted.

The CD3 is supplied with a simple
remote control. The very rudimentary
display can now be turned off. Unusual
features include a ‘disc condition” light
which flashes when errors requiring
interpolation are detected, and a de-
emphasis indicator.

Sumo Athena + Polaris
pre/power amplifiers
Notwithstanding the Japanese allusion
in the manufacturer’s name, Sumo is an
American outfit through and through.
The Athena is a self-contained preampli-
fier, slim in build and with detachable
‘rabbit’s ear’ grab handles. The similarly
endowed power amplifier is a relatively
compact MOSFET unit with a specified
100 watts per channel power rating.

HI-FI CHOICE 73 JULY 1990



The Athena’s front panel furniture
holds a few surprises. There are no tone
controls of course (it’s nice to be able to
say ‘of course’ about something that not
long ago required detailed explanation),
and the increasing popular arrangement
of split tape and listen selectors is
employed, labelled in this case ‘input’
and ‘tape copy’.

The phono input has an internal gain/
impedance switch to allow MC and MM
cartridges to be used. Loading resisters
can also be changed, but the normal
value is 100ohm, a perfectly usable
figure in most cases including this one.
Additionally there are two tape circuits
and three line inputs.

A volume control and concentric bal-
ance control (with Noble potentio-
meters) are fitted, alongside mono, high
pass filter (a near useless 6dB/octave
below 70Hz!) and ‘bypass’ switches. The
last of these removes all active circuitry
(and 10dB of gain) from the preamplifier
which then becomes passive, with the
exception of the output buffers which
provide a nice, low impedance 750hm
source to feed long interconnect cables.

The Polaris has more than enough gain
to coexist with the Athena in its low gain
mode (though other power amps might
not) and following experimentation this
is how the amplifier was used. The
power amp itself is featureless, the only
external points of note (apart from bias-
ing LEDs which shine through the venti-
lation slots!) is its ability to catch unwary
shins. Take care.

In common with the Cambridge
Audio CD3, the Sumo amplifier is bereft
of headphone sockets. Or even socket,
which would have been enough.

Spica TC-50 loudspeakers

As Paul Messenger so aptly noted in his
epistle in issue 71, the Spica TC-50repre-
sents a challenge to potted plant lovers,
everywhere.  Its  uncompromising
(tri)angularity makes a very rigid and
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irregular shape which helps disperse
internal standing waves, though the
parallel side walls means they’re not
actually eliminated. Solid triangles are
also intrinsically strong. Well this once
certainly is. The slanted front panel,
which is covered in thick sound absorb-
ing material to inhibit secondary radi-
ation, provides physical time alignment
between the two drivers.

Electrically the TC-50 is relatively con-
ventional, the highlights being a doped
pulp cone bass unit with a hard centre
cap and a soft dome tweeter. Bass load-
ing is infinite baffle (sealed), and the sys-
tem is designed for open standing
mounting 25cm or so from the rear wall.
The Zyp stands (included in this test),
which are spiked in both directions, are
neither especially heavy nor particularly
rigid, but they work uncannily well
when compared to other stands that I
though might be more suitable.

The official 84dB/meter/watt sensitiv-
ity figure doesn’t look very promising,
but alow 4ohm impedance disguises the

fact, as does the system balance, of
which more shortly. And oh how times
have changed! The Spica instructions
have a section labelled ‘Breaking it in’
(Sumo’s has a similar chapter by the
way). Not too long ago the very idea of
running-in hi-fi equipment was widely
regarded as little short of black magic.

Sound Quality

The Cambridge Audio CD3 sounded
wonderful. For comparative purposes I
ran it in parallel with a Deltec PDM One
‘bitstream’ outboard converter, which I
have used for other purposes with
excellent (though not world-beating)
results. The test unequivocally favoured
the CD3 on it’s own, which this and
other comparisons showed to be at the
very top of the one-box player league.
True, there were many specific differ-
ences which might have led other
observers to take whatever view they
liked of this comparison. The Deltec, for
example, sounded tauter and produced
a more sharply defined focus of sound
around and (in particular) between the
two loudspeakers. For the author, how-
ever, the crucial advantage of the Cam-
bridge player is that time and time again
the sound took on an independent life of
its own which appeared to emanate from
the far end of the listening room and -
occasionally — beyond. With the Deltec,
the music often seemed box-bound, a
trace of stridency or coloration of the
kind often associated with capacitors
inhibiting the sense of organic freedom
so evident from the unaided CD3.

It’s no match for the best two-box play-
ers however, and I repeat that its spongy
control matrix, tardy response to com-
mands and primitive fluorescent display
give it a somewhat geriatric feel. But by
single box CD player standards it is
dangerously close to the state of the art,
and it proved particularly well suited to
the rest of this system.




Since it was first released, I have been
an unashamed, though not always
uncritical fan of the Roksan deck, which
struck me then as having a near ideal
blend of solidity, depth and excellent
timing. Rightly or wrongly, though, it
paints a rather drier, flatter picture of the
bass and lower midband than some, and
with the wrong material this can leave
the midband sounding a tad exposed. I
stress this is never a liability except with
very dodgy recordings where the
slightly slower, warmer quality of other
established references can have a mildly
civilising influence. The Roksan was
always good, but it was not always nice.
On the other hand, who wants nice?

But it positively insists upon a high
level of resolution and coherence from
the system it is used with. It's here that
the Spica loudspeakers really shine.
They're fast, assured, very concise and
precise and have an absolutely unstopp-
able feel. They're refined enough for the
job, but refinement is never an excuse
not to get to grips with the dynamics and
structure of the music, which can be the
case with audiophile loudspeakers.
Despite the unfashionable tweeter (no
metal domes here!), the treble is sharp
and clear without grain, though it does
sound slightly bright, and the bass,
though lean, is astonishingly accompl-
ished. Low frequency performance is
ideally integrated into the system as a
whole, and in terms of speed and tune-
fulness it is amongst the best.

In this system, I found the Polaris
power amplifier totally transparent. It
did its thing with utter consistency,
sounding for much of the time ratherlike
adrier sounding and lower powered ver-
sion of my Musical Fidelity A370. The
preamplifier was in the same class when
driven by the CD player in it’s passive
(bypass) mode, but the same didn’t
apply with the phono preamplifier,
which is just slow enough to pull the

performance of the record player down
to earth. As a footnote, I tried substitut-
ing a DNM preamp which sounded sig-
nificantly tighter and more coherent — at
a price.

Conclusions
As a system, this one is tantalisingly
close to true all-round synergy except
with the record deck, which is blocked
by the preamplifier’'s phono stage from
providing the kind of inner resolution
and dynamic stature it is capable of.
With the Athena switched for a DNM
Primus, the sound becomes incredibly
tight and together, but the price
increases by over £400, which is unfor-
tunate. A better and more practical solu-
tion might be the brand new Roksan
Artaxerxes phono amplifier (powered by
the spare output on the new turntable
power supply) which will feed any pre-
amplifier line input direct.

One word on practicalities. If ever
there was a system that cried out for
solid core loudspeaker cabling, this is the

one — despite the absence of bi-wire con-
nections on the rear of the speaker. The
system is capable of fine resolution from
both sources and at surprisingly high
volume levels, with electrifying trans-
parency and liveliness. Thick stranded
cables sit on the sound, blunting transi-
ents and to some extent spoiling the
dynamic interplay of background instru-
ments during complex recordings.

GENERAL DATA
Roksan Xerxes/Artemiz/Shiraz £695/£595/£655
Cambridge CD3 £649
Sumo Athena/Polaris £695/£750
Spica TC50/Zyp stands £599/£229
Type manual/belt drive
Speeds 33/45
Cartridge moving coil
Dimensions 15x48x39/7cm (hx w x d)/overhang

CD Player
Digital output electrical & digital
Headphone output no

Dimensions 10x43x29cm (hxwxd)
Power output 100wpc
MC cartridge compatible? yes
No of inputs (ex tape) 4
No of tape circuits 2

Dimensions Athena
Dimensions Athena

Loudspeakers

4x48x22cm (hxwxd)
13x48x22cm (hxwx d)

Type 2 way/sealed
Recommended placement open space
Impedance 4ohms
Sensitivity 84dB/watt/mtr
Power handling 50 watts approx
Dimensions 39.5x33x29.5cm (hxw x d)
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£4,760 System

GYRODEC/MOTH/MILTEK TURNTABLE, MERIDIAN 208 CD/PREAMP,

MERIDIAN M60 LOUDSPEAKERS

This intriguing system is based on quite
different priorities to those that form our
alternative £5,000 system, which is
assembled with hairshirt audiophilia
from tip to tail. To a greater extent than
any of the other seven systems assessed
this month, this one, whose central com-
ponents are a combined CD player/
preamp and loudspeakers with built-in
power amps, is a visual treat, and one
that willlook the part in some very smart
homes indeed.

Michell Gyrodec turntable,
Rega RB300 arm, Miltek
Olympia cartridge

I was pleased to hear that John Michell
was to be the first subject in a series look-
ing at engineers in the hi-fi industry
(Craftsman —issue No. 82). Michell is one
of the most unassuming personalities in
the industry, but he is without doubt the
consummate engineer. In what mightbe
apersonalmark of esteem by one of their
more prominent peers, Michell is the
only manufacturer able to obtain RB300
arms direct from Rega on an OEM basis.
All others have to make do with the
Moth/RB250 arm.

Readers may be surprised, as I was, to
discover that the Gyrodec has been in
existence for almost ten years. A recent
price rise, from £595 to £645, is the first
since 1981, and coincides with a package
of improvements.

Physically massive, the Gyrodec is
based on a 12.5mm thick Perspex plat-
form with three feet, on which a mass-
ive, sandcast alloy subchassis is hung

from suspension towers, whose covers
can be readily removed for adjustment
purposes. The platter is an acrylic disc
heavily loaded with vinyl and carbon,
with gold plated weights slung under
the platter rim to increase rotational iner-
tia. The platter is very slightly dished,
the deck being supplied with a quick fit
(and very elegantly designed) centre
clamp. Arm bases are machined and
weighted so that the arm and base com-
bination always weighs the same (im-
perial and metric!), obviating any need
for suspension adjustments in normal
use, and keeping suspension spring
rates constant irrespective of the arm.
The platter is rim driven by two round
section belts from a high speed Papst
outer rotor motor.

Recent changes include a redesign of
the motor casing which is now totally
enclosed in order to eliminate wind
noise from rotating parts (identified in a
previous review). The main bearing has
also been totally redesigned. Previously
conventional, the current one is inverted
so that the belt plane runs through the
plane of the bearing. The bearing outer is
made in two parts, a hollow shaft with a
screw on cap to eliminate the otherwise
inevitable runout when drilling at the
bottom of a long, blind hole (Roksan
does something similar). The (patented)
lubrication system uses a spiral cut
around the bearing shaft to pump the oil
upwards (lubrication is a key problem
with inverted bearings) and a relief hole
is drilled at the top to drain the oil back
for recirculation. The tolerances of the

bearing are amazingly high.

Although supplied with a standard
in-lead power supply, this test specified
the new optional outboard supply (£99),
a rather beautiful Perspex encased item
which has an internal LED to show when
it is under power. Speed change how-
ever, remains manual.

The Rega RB300 is one of the best
known arms available. The sample sup-
plied has a slightly more robust looking
cable than older versions. For the few
who don’t know, the Rega has a single
piece cast headshell/armtube/bearing
yoke, which has won at least one
engineering industry award. Only the
rear arm extension is separate. Tracking
force is applied partly by spring and
partly using an ultra-dense tungsten
steel counterweight positioned close to
the pivot, both measures having the
effect of reducing effective mass. The
RB300 has always been an incredible bar-
gain in engineering terms, and the pro-
gress of time has changed nothing.

The Miltek Olympia cartridge looks like
nothing other than a featureless rectan-
gular box, painted red and weighing in
at a substantial 9gms, with a fixed stylus
assembly. It turns out there are two Mil-
tek cartridges, both made by Kiseki but
cheaper than the Kiseki branded mod-
els. They're high output moving coils
with a nominal 2mV output (at 5cm/sec).
The Olympia is the more costly of the
two, and is fitted with a sapphire cantil-
ever and an unspecified line contact
stylus.

Meridian 208 CD player/
preamplifier

The Editor has just reminded me that
Meridian was the first British specialist
hi-fi manufacturer to take CD seriously
to the extent of producing an audiophile
version of an existing (Philips based)
player — the MCD, and later the Pro
MCD. The 208 is the latest and most
expensive player Meridian has pro-
duced, though some of the cost properly
belongs to the preamplifier which is
included gratis and for free.

The 208 consists of two self-contained
units, a transport module and an elec-
tronics module, which are bolted
together for convenience whilst offering
near perfect electrical isolation. The
transport is based on a Philips mechan-
ism in which the whole heavily built
transport slides forward on command.
The electronics module is home to the
self-indicating controls and socketry,
which includes facilities for one line level
item, a record player (or a second line
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input if the phono module is omitted)
and a tape circuit with proper monitor-
ing for those who have 3-head cassette
decks. A headphone socket, which
tends to require inconveniently high
volume settings, is buried away at the
rear.

There are no tone or balance controls;
the volume control is a 64 step digital
type supplemented by a full mute
switch. The display has a number of
modes, but generally gives a bare
minimum of information.

Two extras were included. One is the
switchable MM/MC phono module cir-
cuit which fits inside the preamplifier
casing. The other is a ‘table top’ remote
control, the 209, which adds some extra
facilities — non-audible cueing, track pro-
gramming, random track selection and
an absolute phase toggle. LED indicators
on the front panel of the player read the
current phase status and disc read errors
requiring interpolation. The handset
also serves as a full system remote with
preamplifier source switching, tuner
channel selection and so on.

Meridian M60 active
loudspeakers
The M60 is an active loudspeaker featur-
ing a plastic coned bass unit, a similar
size bass/midrange unit and a metal
dome SEAS tweeter built to Meridian’s
specifications. Each enclosure also
includes three 65W amplifiers and cros-
sovers, so instead of accepting loud-
speaker cables, each enclosure needs a
mains lead and a signal lead (van den
Hul 102 Mk 3 was supplied, and seems
generally satisfactory). The M60 has
balanced and unbalanced inputs, but the
208 has only an unbalanced output. In-
line miniature switches on the back of
each enclosure allow for fine tuning of
system response as well as varying input
arrangements.

The M60 is tall, narrow and elegant,
especially with it’s covers on, though it
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performs best with them off. The base
can be fitted with hard feet, which can be
dismantled to reveal spikes. Three
guesses which sounds better . . .

Sound Quality

When I finally had all the boxes for this
month’s test project lined up like gross
toy soldiers in their original packing, it
was this system that I ripped the packa-
ging off first. What do you think it was
that attracted me? The swanky splen-
dour of that Perspex and alloy marvel,
the Gyrodec? Well no, I've used the
Gyrodec before. The Miltek Olympia car-
tridge? Not really. At the beginning of
the test, it was just a name that sounded
like a football ground.

No, what attracted me were the two
Meridian items. The 208 is full of interest
from every conceivable angle. Visually
it’'s more than a cut above the rest. In a
world where most designers are tripping
over each other in their desire to conform
to clapped out styling cliches (I hope the
Prince of Wales is reading this), I value it

when a designer comes along with
something different.

But this wasn’t why I was so anxious
to try the Meridian. The real reason is
that the 208 is a 1-bit PDM ‘bitstream” CD
player, and others whose opinion I have
learned to trust have suggested to me
that it is “A thoroughly good thing and
wonderful to listen to as well as to
behold.”

I should perhaps have prefaced these
remarks with a few words on where I see
bitstream coming from, since much has
been written by others that I believe tobe
disingenuous. Bitstream has been
touted as the answer to the problems of
CD, and some reviews have concluded
that any further improvements will be
small and maybe not worth having,
echoing Herbert von Karajan’s infamous
epigram on CD ‘all else is gaslight!.
Piffle. Balderdash.

But I've indicated that the 208 really is
something special. Is it bitstream made
good? Probably not, at least if Meridian
is right in its assertion that the D-to-A
converter contributes no more than
about 20 per cent to the sound of the
player as a whole. In any case the 208 is
emphatically 10t the complete answer to
the familiar rollcall of CD limitations. Its
sound does not have the architectural
qualities, the solidity, the weight and the
power of the high-end Wadia and Theta
D-to-A converters with their time
domain filtering.

Enough of this. The Wadia doesn’t do
what the Meridian does either. It was
clear that the 208 was special from the
moment [ fired it up with another ampli-
fier and loudspeakers. It is an extraordi-
narily well behaved player, refined,
astonishingly detailed and, for reasons I
cannot explain, unusually easy on the
ear — even in protracted use. Although
the 208 tended to underplay the dynamic
and structural properties of music, it did
so is an entirely innocuous fashion,




while stereo soundstage presentation
was first class.

As a preamplifier, the208is also pretty
good, though it’s limited by the number
of inputs on offer. On balance, the mov-
ing coil input is the weakest point: it
sounded a little tight and dry, and this
affected record reproduction a little,
though not too severely I'm pleased to
say. The Michell player combination was
still handled extremely effectively, bar a
slight weakening of bass.

Bass aside, I was delighted with the
record deck, and the way it sounded
through the Meridian. The Miltek car-
tridgeis particularly praiseworthy. It has
much of the energy, weight and open-
ness in the midband of a Koetsu, and it
tracked like a dream. It made big, bold
and lusciously textured noises which
projected way out from the speakers and
filled the space in front of the listener —
gripping stuff indeed! Needless to say,
this couldn’t have happened without the
expert connivance of the Michell turn-
table (which, from what I can hear,
sounds considerably better than it used
to) and of course the Rega arm.

Finally, the speakers. The visual eleg-
ance of the M60 is reflected in a clean and
elegant, rather clipped style of presenta-
tion. The metal dome tweeter is not as
good as some recent units: the treble
sounds a little forced and lacks trans-
parency. By contrast the midband is
extremely refined and transparent, and
is capable of the nearest thing I have
heard to audio holography for some
time.

The real limitations of the M60 are to
be found in the bass, which rings. Cer-
tain very deep notes boom quite severely
whilst slightly higher frequencies are
smoother and more distant in presenta-
tion. There is also a loss of air and space
around individual musicians, especially
affecting bass.

This leaves the system suiting certain

SIGNAL INPUT
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types of music better than others. The
M60 works very well with much
chamber music and more generally with
smaller instrumental and vocal forces,
but the lowest octave on grand pianos
can sound rather mechanical, and heavy
rock or orchestral material can also run
foul of the deep but restricted bass qual-
ity. On the other hand, simple very pure
bass sounds, such as are heard on many
organ recordings, can sound beautiful
and, at times, exciting.

Conclusions

The turntable sounds marvellous, and
the Miltek in particular is an unexpected
and welcome find, a cartridge with the
all round capabilities and much of the
style and power of a similarly priced
Koetsu (if such a thing existed). The 208
is equally praiseworthy, and obviously
amongst the finest CD players yet made
with a perfectly adequate preamp
thrown in. It lacks almost any trace of
digital nasties, and substitutes an

unusual degree of clarity and refine-

ment. The M60 however might be a
problem. It is extremely refined in it's
own terms, but the treble is not of the
highest class, and the bass ringing
(which can be modified but not cured by
small changes in positioning in the
listening room) represents a limitation
with some wide bandwidth recordings.

Typical retail prices

GENERAL DATA

Gyrodec/Moth arm/Miltek Olympia £744/£78/£349
Meridian 208/PM Phono module £1,490/£99
MeridianM60 £1,800
van den Hul 102 Mk 3 (6m terminated) £200

Turntable

Type manual/belt drive
Speeds 33/45
Cartridge moving coil
Dimensions 55x 54 x 41/6cm (h xw x d)

CD Player/Preamp

Digital output

2 optical/1 electrical

Headphone output yes
MC cartridge compatible optional
No of inputs (ex tape) 2
No of tape circuits 1
Dimensions 10x 32 x32.5cm (hxwxd)
Type active, self-powered

Recommended placement open, free standing
Power output 3x65wpc
Impedance n/a
Sensitivity n/a
Acoustic Output >115dBA/1m
Dimensions 90x 21 x29.5¢cm (hxwxd)
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Richard Black looks at the complex task assigned to the cartridge .
and details the lab tests used in our reviews of ten moving coils.

Choosing and Using . . .
Cartridges

To the cartridge is entrusted
the job of converting the
mechanical signal in the
record groove to an electrical
signal that can be amplified
and used to drive the
loudspeakers. This is far from
easy, for the signal has a
frequency range from only a
few Hz to well above 20kHz
and a dynamic range from
single molecules to a tenth of
a millimetre.

Almost all modern
cartridges share the basic
operating principle of
scanning the groove with a
diamond stylus attached to
an electrical generator, using
the same principles that
generate electricity for the
National Grid. To achieve
faithful reproduction, the
stylus must follow the groove
accurately and the generator
must be very linear in
converting the motion to an
electrical signal.

The difficulties of following
the record groove, especially
at high frequencies, have
given rise to the large number
of stylus profiles currently
used. Early cartridges mostly
had simple conical (spherical)
styli, and the first
improvement on this was the
elliptical stylus, which with
its smaller depth achieved
better high-frequency
performance than the
spherical type. Now, it is
common to find various ‘line
contact’ styli such as the van

den Hul, Gyger and micro
ridge types, all of which are
capable of working to very
high frequencies indeed.

An additional problem is
that-at a certain frequency the
mass of the stylus-
plus-cantilever (or other
stylus support) and the
springiness of the vinyl from
which the record is made will
resonate, making accurate
groove tracing impossible
and effectively defining an
upper limit on the cartridge’s
mechanical frequency
response. This ‘tip resonance’
should occur well above the
audio band, say at least as
high at 50kHz, which
requires a very light stylus
assembly, ideally less than
0.3mg (as low as 0.07mg has
been achieved, but 0.3mg is
by most standards a good
figure). This in turn places
constraints on the structural
integrity of the cantilever,
which should nevertheless be
as stiff as possible so as to
ensure minimum bending
and inherent signal loss.
Hence the use of such exotic
cantilever materials as boron,
beryllium and precious
stones.

Of course, the cantilever
must be attached to the
cartridge body by a springy
suspension, and this adds
more problems. For one
thing, this springiness adds
another resonance, with the
mass of the arm and the

cartridge body, this time at a
low frequency. It is usually
necessary to tune the
resonance by careful
matching of arm and
cartridge to ensure that it is
neither too high (where it
would intrude directly on the
music signal) nor too low
(where it could be triggered
by record warps and cause all
sorts of intermodulation
effects in the cartridge,

amplifiers and loudspeakers).

Ideally, arm resonance
should be damped at the
front or back of the arm; the
small amount of damping
within the cantilever
suspension is quite
inadequate to have much
effect on it. Where thereis no
provision for this, however,

Plucked from our Directory,
two MCs from Cello and
Audio Technica.

the general rule is: low
compliance (ie stiff
suspension) — high mass
arm/cartridge and vice versa.

Another important area of
cartridge performance, which
is also affected by
compliance, is tracking of
high signal levels. The
suspension provides a
restoring force to the stylus,
ensuring that it stays in the
groove, but if the modulation
is too severe the stylus may
try to move outside the range
of the suspension when it
will lose contact with the
groove. This is termed
‘mistracking’” and sounds like
tearing paper - horrible!
Mistracking can be overcome
to a large extent by increasing
the tracking force on the
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‘As an aside, it is
worth noticing that
cartridges are to an

extent sensitive to
the electrical loading
put on them by the

amplifier.

cartridge, and there is an
approximate inverse
relationship between
compliance and required
tracking force. Not only does
mistracking sound bad, it
also damages the record very
rapidly and must be avoided
—so don’t be tempted to
reduce tracking force too far,
you’ll do more harm than
good.

As for the generator, this
must as already mentioned
be very linear, capable of
coping with both high levels
and high frequencies. Two
types of generator are
commonly used: the moving
coil (MC) and the fixed coil,
the latter more generally
called a moving magnet
(MM). In MM cartridges a
magnet at the rear of the
cantilever moves and induces
art electric currentin a
stationary set of coils, while
in MC cartridges the magnet
is fixed and the coils move.
Advantages of MCs include
lower effective mass and
better high frequency
response, but the stylus
assembly must be fixed to the
cartridge — so when the stylus
wears out the cartridge must
be returned to the
manufacturer for re-tipping.

The voltage output of an
MC cartridge is usually low
(except forspecial ‘high
output’ types) and requires a
high gain amplifier (a pre-
amplifier or MC phono stage)
or step-up transformer. There
is a popular misconception
that moving coil cartridges
are noisier than moving
magnet types; in fact the
reverse s true but the
superior noise performance is
only realised with a
particularly quiet amplifier or
a transformer.

As an aside, it is worth
noting that cartridges are to
an extent sensitive to the
electrical loading put on them
by the amplifier. Moving
magnet types require a high
impedance load, and moving
coil cartridges a lower
impedance, but there is
debateover exactly how low.
Work done by various
researchers has shown that
best linearity is achieved from
moving coil cartridges
(probably moving magnets
too) when they are run with a
short circuit load. As thisis
not possible with
conventional amplifiers, a
low impedance is a good
compromise, where ‘low’
means between half and
twice the cartridge’s internal
impedance - the lower the
better, but also the noisier. In
these reviews, all low output
moving coil cartridges were
normally terminated with
10ohms.

Finally, the cartridge body
must be as non-resonant as
possible, since if it resonates
the generator within the body
is sure to pick this up and the
result will colour the output
signal. A cartridge may not
seem to have much room for
resonance, but on a scale of
single atoms (about the
ultimate resolution of a good
cartridge) you can’t be too
careful!

The tests

Listening and measurements
were carried out on a Pink
Triangle PT TOO with SME
309 arm, with a Rock/Excalibur
also used for listening to most
cartridges (not the
Dynavectors). Alignment
was carried out by a mixture
of listening and lab testing.
Animportant part of the
listening tests was
comparison of arecord with a
copy of the master tape used
to make the record, whichis a
useful way of ironing out at
least some of the
inconsistencies arising from
using records ‘sight unseen’,
as it were.

One result not presented
here is Vertical Tracking
Angle; this is not because it
isn’timportant (it is) but
thereis little one can do with
a numerical result for it. Any
cartridge must be aligned for
VTA by ear — and remember,
it interacts with tracking

Choosing and Using . . .

THE ELITE
AlV_IC,;NME:N-T’

GAICGE
Distortion
due to

tracl<ing error

For accurate performance, correct alignment of the pickup cart-
ridge is critical. One of the best tools for the job is the Elite
Alignment Guage. Vertical tracking angle (VTA) is best

set by ear.

force, so do always
experiment with arm height
and tracking force when
setting up a new cartridge or
arm.

Absolute phase was also
checked and mentioned
when found to be wrong; this
can be important, but only
about 70 per cent of records
are actually ‘correct’ - there’s
no professional standard for
it!

Running briefly through
the measurements as
presented:

Compliance was calculated
from the arm resonance (LF
res.), as measured using an
Ortofon Test Computer.
Resonance figures refer to the
cartridge mounted on the
SME 309 (effective mass
9.7kg) and the height of the
resonance peak is also given
as an indication of the degree
of cantilever suspension
damping. Opinions on
additional dampingvary; the
present author (a habitual
Rock user) advocates it.
Tracking ability was also
measured with the Test
Computer, 80um being the
maximum measurement and
an indication of adequate
performance.

Output, channel balance and
1kHz separation are spot
figures taken via the Test
Computer, and averaged
across the channels. Stereo
separation is dependent on
cartridge azimuth, which was

aligned using this figure.
Broadband separation was
measured usipg pink noise
signals cut one channel at a
time; a brief description only
is given.

Tip resonance was measured
using square waves cut at
33rpm and played back at up
to 150rpm, until clear
resonance was observed on
an oscilloscope —a crude but
highly effective technique!
Intermodulation distortion
measurements, shown as a
spectrum plot, used SMPTE
tones but at a lower level of
+2dB. Second order IMD (3.6
and 4.4kHz) is harmless and
due to geometric effects; third
order indicates cartridge
nonlinearity and should be
practically absent.
Frequency response was
measured using pink noise
and Fast Fourier Transform
techniques. Measuring this
really accurately is probably
impossible (there are so many
variables that one can’t
calibrate the system
absolutely) but pink noise is a
very informative way of
doing it and I believe these
results are accurate to about
0.75dB up to 25kHz, 1.5dB to
40kHz and 3dB to 50kHz.
Little wiggles in the plots are
due to the random nature of
the test signal, but trends are
important. Low frequency
response is dominated by
arm resonance and was not
plotted.
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Audioquest 404i-L

A&R CAMBRIDGE LTD., DENNY END IND. CENTRE, WATERBEACH,
CAMBRIDGE CB5 9PB. TEL: (0223) 861550.

Housed in its smart, red-anodised alu-
minium body, the 404i-L looks almost
understated in comparison with some of
its competitors. It is apparently made in
Japan for the American Audioquest com-
pany, and boasts a boron cantilever. A
higher output (by 10dB) version is availa-
ble as the 404i-MH.

On Test

Although the instructions with the 404
recommend a tracking force of 1.9g, over
2g was required to obtain tracking per-
formance better than 80 microns — per-
haps not surprising in view of the
slightly low compliance. With a tip
resonance as high as 60kHz, effective tip
mass is clearly very low (around 0.2mg)
and the response at lower frequencies is
pretty close to flat. Distortion and chan-
nel separation seem fine, and everything
else is in order.

The extra tracking force was clearly
audible as an improvement on audition-
ing. Even so, the sound never lost a cer-
tain edginess at high levels, as if mis-
tracking were not many decibels away.

The sound of the 404i is certainly very
immediate, and images have an impres-
sive solidity. At low levels, detail is up
with the best of ‘em, but on any pro-
gramme material severe modulation
leaves this Audioquest very slightly out
of its depth. The master tape test showed
a lack of weight on piano notes, which
could be related to limited tracking; the
‘weight’ is apparently conveyed as a low
level, low frequency component in the
sound which is all too easily masked by
the least problems with the sharp attack
of the note. However, this particular lack
is only slight and not noticeable on cer-
tain sorts of music — ie heavy rock.

Conclusion

Although it is undoubtedly a revealing
cartridge with good performance in
many areas, the 404i’s lack of confidence
with high level programme is a limita-
tion that it is hard to overlook given the
proliferation of good trackers which lose
nothing in other areas. It therefore
misses recommendation by a narrow
margin.

Dynavector XX-1

DYNAVECTOR SYSTEMS LTD., 32 READING ROAD, WOODLEY,
READING, BERKS RG5 3DB. TEL: (0734) 699159.

The most immediately noticeable feature
of this cartridge is the small switch on the
front; what on earth is it? It's labelled
‘flux damper’, and is supposed (when
switched in) to reduce fluctuation of
magnetic flux in the generator assembly,
in conjunction with ‘softened magnet-
ism’. Neither of these innovations are
described in very much detail in
Dynavector’s brochure, but it seems the
effect of the flux damper is akin to that of
running the cartridge into a zero imped-
ance load.

The XX-1's body is very large and
rather heavy, and in fact could not be
used on a Rock turntable as it hit the
damping trough! Most arms should
manage to balance it, though.

On Test

This high output version of the XX-1 did
not quite achieve the performance of its
low-output brother (XX-1L — see below),
especially in the matter of ultrasonic
response. Presumably due to the extra
mass of the higher-output generator, tip
resonance is relatively low at 40kHz and

is not well damped. In-band response is
also not quite flat, with a dip in the upper
treble (8kHz-ish) and a rise to 20kHz.
Crosstalk and distortion are good.

Sound follows test results in being
good but not quite up to the standard of
the -1L. Detail is good but not outstand-
ing, while surface noise seems very
slightly more obtrusive. On some music
the sound can become almost brash, and
although it never loses its inner detail, it
seems less informative.

Conclusion

It is worth noting that the output of this
cartridge, expressed as power, is in fact
only 3dB higher than the -1L. Therefore,
with an ideally quiet head amplifier or a
transformer there will be a similar level
of noise from both. On the other hand,
head amps and transformers cost
money. This makes the XX-1 somewhat
better value, but assessed as a competi-
tor for its brother it is still distinctly the
lesser performer. Against the rest, its
high output doesn’t quite increase its
merit to recommendation.

TEST RESULTS

Type, body mass Moving-coil, 8.8

Compliance, vert/lat 12/12 mm/N
Trackingforcerecommended/test 1.9/2.1g
Tracking ability, L/R >80/>80um
LFres., vert/lat 11Hz (@ 14dB/11Hz (e 13dB
Output at 5cm/s 0.60mv
Separation at 1kHz 28dB
Separation broadband Better than 20dB
Impedance 9.8ohm + 30uH
Tip resonance, damping 60kHz, quite good
Typical price £400

1kHz 2kHz [IUNEPA 20KkH, S0}

Frequency response

-80dB
OkHz 1 2

Harmonic and intermodulation distortion

TEST RESULTS

Type, body mass Moving-caoil, 129
Stylus type Micro ridge
Compliance, vert/lat 12/12mm/N
Tracking force recommended/test 1.9-2.3/1.9¢
Tracking ability, L/R >80/>80um
LF res., vert/lat 10Hz @ 17dB/10Hz @ 18dB
Output at5cm/s 2.3mV
Separation at 1kHz 31dB
Separation broadband Around 20dB above 3kHz
Impedance 2700hm + 370uH
Tip resonance, damping 40kHz, poor
Typical price £680
. M
o R, T ) \'A ,‘A,“, ,“wfu».‘ﬂ}"" "

10KHZ

TkHz 2kHz

Frequency response

0dB T

-S0dB "
OkHz 1 o 3 1 5 6 7 S 910
Harmonic and intermodulation distortion
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P. M. COMPONENTS LTD

SELECTRON HOUSE., SPRINGHEAD
SPRINGHEAD

ENTERPRISE PARK
RD, GRAVESEND, KENT DA11 8HD

Over 3 million valves available from stock. Please
phone for a competitive quote.

i We offer: specially selected pre amp valves; a wide
- range of matched power valves; high quality CV

ard ruggedised valves;

PHILIPSYMULLARD * Low-microphony GEN ELECTRIC
spacially selected valves

E80CC 26.00 6CA7 10.00
E88CC 6.95 £88CC-01 695  6L6GC 950
E£182CC 7.50 ECCB1 250  5751WA 5.50
ECCB1 350 ECCB2 185 6080 8.50
ECC82 250 ECC83SUPER 3.50  6550A 13.95
ECC83 250 ECCBBSUPER 335  7027A 12.50
EL34 1250  EL84 250  7189A 750
EL84 50 EL86 275 7868 850
EL86 350 GZ34 450 8417 9.95
6L6GC ECG 1050  6LeGC 450  12ATZ/ECC81  3.95
6201GOLDPIN  7.50 6550A 995  12AU7/ECCB2 395

7025 3% IPAX76AECCE 395

KT88 16.00 66 11.95
EOHEXJESTED PL519 595 211 25.00

EL34SUPER 550 61468 15.00
2A3 12.50
6B4G 10.50
6DJA/ECCSS 1.50 SIEHERS
6SN7GT 315 6201 6.45
12AT7 195

E£80CC 25.00
12AU7 0.95
12807 i £81CC 5.50

. £88CC 6.50

21 1495  ES8CC o
845 23.00 -

£288CC 17.50
EF86 350

£CC81 3.50
KT66 5.00

ECCB2 250
EL34 4550

E£CC83 250
61468 950
glac8 9% E£CC88 350

: EL3 450

P. M. COMPO

How to buy: You may phone our sales desk 0474
560521 (24 hour answering service) and order by
credit card or send your order with cheque/postal
order and we will despatch all ex stock items the

same day
UK orders p&p £1.0C per order J

Please add 15% VAT to prices shown
Export orders welcome, carriage at cost

N

- DYNAVECTOR

17D2 MKII
MC Cartridge
£280 inc VAT

with Legendary Solid Diamond Cantilever
creating Ultra precise sound.

Frequency responce 20 -100KHz
Output Voltage 0.15m
Compliance 15x10 cm/dyn
Impedance 100 ohm
Weight 5.3 gms

"The clarity and precision of sound that the 17DS can
produce are about the best I have come across"

-Richard Black, Hi-Fi Choice, March 1990

"This cartridge has all the hoped-for virtues the best
moving coils"
-John Borwick, GRAMOPHONE, June 1989

[IDYNAVECTOR SYSTEMS LTD. 32 Reading Road
'Woodley, Reading, Berks RGS5 3DB Tel:0734-699159

Please send further information of Dynavector cartridges
Name
Address

Postcode

LECTROMNICS

ar DATASOUND
NOW

Full range of Mission Electronics
(inc.Tuner!) and speakers available
for audition in our listening room.

WE ARE AGENTS FOR :
ACOUSTICENERGYE AIWA R AR B
ARCAM B ARISTON BB+W R
CAMBRIDGE B CELEF B
CELESTION B DENON H DUAL B
HECO B JPW B KENWOOD B
MARANTZ B MISSIONH
MUSICAL FIDELITY B NAD B
ONKYO B PANASONIC B PROACH
QED B ROTEL W SANSUI N
SENNHEISER B SONY B
TANNOY B TARGET B TECHNICS B

Large range of popular Compact
Discs at only £9.99

B LARGE RANGE OF POPULAR AND CLASSICAL CD'S
B ALL MAJOR CREDIT B UP TO £1000 INSTANT CREDIT
CARDS ACCEPTED (SUBJECT TO STATUS)

23, South Street, Dorking
(0306) 882897

31, Sadlers Walk
Chichester, Sussex
(0243) 533963

(Hi-Fi Accessories +
Compact Discs only )




Dynavector XX-1L

DYNAVECTOR SYSTEMS LTD., 32 READING ROAD, WOODLEY,
READING, BERKS RG5 3DB. TEL: (0734) 699159.

Dynavector has always been keen on
high output cartridges, and I gather this
version was developed after the XX-1.
Externally identical, it has a boron can-
tilever with micro-ridge stylus and the
distinctive flux damper switch.

On Test

Frequency response appears quite flat to
about 10kHz, but rises to a distinct peak
around 20kHz of rather alarming magni-
tude for a top-notch cartridge. Tip reson-
ance is quite high at 52kHz and its damp-
ing is pretty good. Distortion and cross-
talk show nothing to worry about.
Experimenting with the flux damper
confirmed Dynavector’s statement that
it has no discernible effect on frequency
response, nor indeed on any other rea-
dily measurable parameter.

One might expect the extreme treble
lift to be audible, but on auditioning the
XX-1L (before and after measurement)
no give away signs were found. Indeed,
one comment specifically referred to the
cartridge’s detailed but not over-bright
treble. If there is a problem, it is a degree

of bass ‘woolliness” which suggests that
arm damping might be Dbeneficial,
although the resonance peaks don't
seem too bad. In the midband and treble,
however, the XX-IL sounds exception-
ally clear and detailed, and has no hint of
harshness or distress when tracking
high levels of modulation. Subtle ambi-
ence information is well preserved and
stereo imaging is very solid.

When compared with the master tape
sound, the XX-1L was found to be one of
the few cartridges to convey the weight
and transient speed of a piano and the
fine detail of a violin without making the
listener feel too close to the performers
for comfort. The flux damper switch had
only a small effect; the sound was mar-
ginally preferred with it switched in.

Conclusion

This is a very clear and neutral cartridge
which, notwithstanding the 20kHz lift,
sounds balanced and non-fatiguing. It
seems to be considerably the better of the
two versions and is therefore Recom-
mended.

Goldring Eroica

GOLDRINGLTD., 8 GREYFRIARS ROAD, BURY ST. EDMUNDS, SUFFOLK

IP32 7DX. TEL: (0284) 701101.

This is a high output moving coil, com-
patible with any normal moving magnet
input but with a moving coil’s advan-
tages of low impedance and correspond-
ing low noise floor (about —92dB
referred to 5cm/s). Because it uses a small
metal ‘slug” in the coil to concentrate the
magnetic field and increase output, the
other big advantage of most moving coil
designs — low tip mass — is not fully real-
ised, although at 0.5mg this is still fairly
low.

On Test
The tip mass is only sufficient to bring
the tip resonance down to 41kHz — per-
fectly acceptable — but in-band response
seems a little uneven. Crosstalk is quite
good across the band, but as with the LX
version of the Eroica there is some third
order intermodulation visible on the
plot, as well as various orders of harmo-
nic distortion. Compliance is rather
unsymmetric, and the lateral resonance
is at quite a high level. Damping is
recommended.

Sonically, the Eroica tends to err

towards a hard-edged sound, with
roughness sometimes showing up.
Detail is generally good, but there are
colorations in the upper midband which
show up as undue prominence on cer-
tain notes and as a ‘quacky’ or ‘reedy’
quality, depending on the programme.
Transients can sound over-bright and
show signs of ringing. This coloration
can make the sound seem rather shut-in
and difficult to grasp, especially in
lightly scored music.

At the other extreme, electric guitars
and drum kits, although not terribly
clean, sound quite raunchy and power-
ful, an effect which can in some cases act
against the emasculation of many
recordings and which is therefore popu-
lar with some listeners.

Conclusion

Reactions to the Eroica will vary widely
according to musical tastes. Ultimately it
is too coloured for general recommenda-
tion but at this price it may still be worth
checking out, especially if you like the
heavy stuff.

ecommended

TEST RESULTS

Type,bodymass Moving-coil, 12g

Stylus type Micro ridge
Compliance, vert/lat 14/14 mm/N
Tracking force recommended/test 1.9-2.3/1.9¢
Tracking ability, L/R >80/>80um
LF res., vert/lat 9Hz (@ 12dB/9Hz (e 14dB
Output at 5cm/s 0.25mVv
Separation at 1kHz 32dB
Separation broadband  30dB to 5kHz; better than 18dB above
Impedance 5.50hm + 5.3uH
Tip resonance, damping 52kHz, quite good
Typical price £680
NVRAV '
ST S L W), T
Y ﬂ‘-‘y“v

TkHz 2kHz SkHz
Frequency response

10KkH

0dB 1

10d BI

‘m | g“k“‘w“\\\fvmu‘\c/‘“\!\\\‘ w “‘H M
AL Yy,

14

-80dB
OkHz 1 2 3 } 3
Harmonic and intermodulation distortion

TEST RESULTS

Type, body mass Moving-coil, 5.4g

Stylus type Gyger2
Compliance, vert/lat 14/21 mm/N
Tracking force recommended/test 1.5-2.0/1.8g
Tracking ability, L/R >80/>80um
LF res., vert/lat 11Hz @ 10dB/9Hz (@ 21dB
Output at 5¢cm/s 2.4mV
Separation at 1kHz 28dB
Separation broadband Decreases to 20dB at 15kHz
Impedance 98ohm + 125uH
Tip resonance, damping 40kHz, moderate
Typical price £100
-

TkHz 2kHz

Frequency response

-S0dB

OkHz 1 2 3 4 5
Harmonic and intermodulation distortion
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“THE
LISTENING
SHOP”

Old School house into a specialist Hi-Fi centre.
For friendly experienced service and
the finest UK. separates callin
today ... Basically
Sound - fora
better sound g
in the home.

TECW ACWSTE ENERGY - AUDIOLAB - CREEK - CELEF - CHORD COMPANY - DENON -

B OF: ARCAM - AUBlO EPOS -
:!DL MORDAUNT SHORT - NAIM AUDIO - - ORIGIN LIVE - OMIX - PROAC - Q€D -

NAKAMICHI
ROVD MYA srsuoon SDAC(I.IS‘DCS SME - SOUND FACTORY - SOUND ORGANISATION - ETC I

Basically Sound
of Norfolk

Old School,
School Road, Bracon Ash,
Near Norwich, Norfolk

Telephone (0508) 70829
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Raising the standards.

Standesign’s wide range of products will both enhance the appearance and
improve the performance of your hi-fi system
The new ‘Penta’ system rack featured here is available with two, three, four or
five shelves. Manufactured from high quality black ash, a stylish
accompaniment to any of the speaker stands we also manufacture
Available worldwide, contact us for full details of Standesign products and the
name and address of your nearest dealer

STANDESIGN

Standesign (U.K.) Limited
Unit 20, Venture Court, Venture Industrial Park,
Hilsea, Portsmouth, Hampshire PO3 5RZ
Telephone: (0705) 697333 Fax: (0705) 670289

52-54B SHORTMEAD STREET, BIGGLESWADE BEDS SG18 OAP -

SOUND W DEALS

Tel: (0767) 312249 - Fax: 315714

ALL MANTICORE
PRODUCTS ON
PERMANENT
DEMONSTRATION

“Manticore can be proud of
this tonearm. It is well
conceived, very well built
and extremely well finished
arguably setting standards
at this price point”

Hi-Fi Answers — September 1989

plat

BECAUSE OF OUR CLOSE PROXIMITY TO MANTICORE WE ARE ABLE TO OFFER ANY WALNUT, BLACK
OR MAHOGANY TURNTABLE/ARM COMBINATION, FAST MAIL ORDER SERVICE ON ANY MANTICORE
PRODUCT

STOP PRESS: The amazing new MANTICORE MAGICIAN Tonearm now on Demonstration. Glued armtube,
Swiss Abec 7 bearings, VdH wiring, superb silver finish. Let the MAGICIAN weave its magic spell on your
turntable, £440.00, and in our opinion worth double!

Part-exchange welcomed % wide range of previously owned equipment % Two single speaker
demonstration rooms % Delivery & installation % Rega arms VdH rewired % Rotel RC850 and RC870
Preamps upgraded % Complete LP collections purchased % Custom built Aerolam and MDF support

E)rms % Specialists in Professional Audio/Visual systems % All usual dealer facilities.

SAE OR TELEPHONE FOR LATEST NEWSLETTER WITH DETAILS OF ALL THE ABOVE & SECONDHAND LIST




Goldring Eroica LX

GOLDRING LTD., 8 GREYFRIARS ROAD, BURY ST. EDMUNDS, SUFFOLK

IP327DX. TEL: (0284) 701101.

The low output member of the pair, this
version of the Eroica is distinguished by a
silver body but is otherwise externally
identical to the standard Eroica.
However, the lower output generator
adds less to the effective mass of the tip,
so Goldring is able to quote improved
high frequency specifications.

On Test

Frequency response of the Eroica LX is
very c