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B&O’s BeoLab 90 – pristine sound, all around

Audio Research PH9
Foundation series phono amp

Mark Levinson No526 
The preamp that does it all...

Quad VA-One 
The cutest tube amp ever? 

Hi-Fi Show Live ’16
Inside the UK’s No1 high-end 
audio experience, p18

Musical Fidelity
Encore 225
All-in-one system with 
power and features galore

INVESTIGATION
Vinyl cutting crisis
Are LPs on borrowed time? 
Exclusive report, p28

• PLUS 18 pages of music reviews & features • VINYL RE-RELEASE Serge Gainsbourg’s Initials B.B.

• OPINION 12 pages of letters & comment • VINTAGE REVIEW Garrard Module Zero 100SB turntable

• MEET THE PRODUCERS We profile Tony Visconti • READERS’ CLASSIFIEDS Hi-Fi bargains galore

  UK £4.99 US $13.00 Aus $12.99
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SPARKS
KIMONO MY HOUSE



Intuitive Operation, Huge Connectivity,  
Internal 1TB Upgradeable Hard Disc Drive 
The Encore 225 is a complete audio solution allowing you to keep all your music 
in one place. It accepts almost any conceivable analog or digital audio source. 

Experience it for yourself at your local Musical Fidelity dealer.

M6 ENCORE 225
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ABOVE: We visit Metropolis 
Studios to talk vinyl with 
engineer Tim Young. 
See p28

VINYL & RECORD REVIEWS

74  Classical Companion
 For this month’s guide to classical
 music Christopher Breunig
 looks at the recorded work of the
 Dutch conductor Bernard Haitink 
76  Vinyl Release
 Sumptuous strings and sensual
 melodies as Steve Sutherland hears 
 the 180g reissue of Initials B.B. –
 Serge Gainsbourg’s ode to amour
78  Vinyl Icon
 This clever clash of piano-driven
 pop with operatic-sounding vocals
 was to secure Sparks their fi rst
 UK hits. Mike Barnes looks at the
 making of Kimono My House
84 Meet The Producers
 From Bowie and Bolan to the giants
 of prog rock, this American-born
 producer took them all to the top.
 Steve Sutherland on Tony Visconti
90  Music Reviews
 Our selection of audiophile LPs
 and hi-res downloads reviewed by
 our specialists alongside the latest
 rock, jazz and classical albums

DEFINITIVE PRODUCT REVIEWS

34  Bang & Olufsen BeoLab 90
 The company returns with a radical
 new loudspeaker packing no fewer
 than 18 drivers driven by 8.2kW of
 amplifi er power. And it rocks!
40  Mark Levinson No526
 USB DAC, high-end phono stage,
 headphone output... this preamp
 is nothing if not fully loaded, but
 can its sound live up to its price?
44  Musical Fidelity Encore 225
 This ‘just add speakers’ network
 music system has a trick up its
 sleeve in the form of expandable
 internal storage. We listen...
48  Audio Research PH9
 From the company’s Foundation
 series comes a phono preamp with
 a trio of tubes, and fi ve impedance
 settings changeable on the fl y

52  Revel Concerta2 F36
 Sophisticated, dynamic-sounding
 and priced to appeal, has this fl agship
 loudspeaker redefi ned value in the
 £2000 fl oorstander market?
56 Quad VA-One
 What’s this? A PA-One headphone
 amp with speaker terminals? We test
 this integrated amp/DAC with valves
60 ELAC Discovery DS-S101-G
 Minimalist network music player
 offers a novel streaming solution but
 is its sound too safe to really stir?
64 Technics EAH-T700
 Two drivers per side and a frequency
 response said to extend to 100kHz.
 We hear the company’s latest cans 
68 Oppo HA-2 SE
 Makeover for EISA Award-winning
 headphone amp/DAC sees a new
 ESS Sabre chip used. Still a bargain?

VINTAGE

118 Vintage Review
 How does the classic kit of yesteryear
 measure up today? We test Garrard’s
 Module Zero 100SB turntable, the
 ’70s deck with zero tracking error
124 From The Vault
 This month’s dip into HFN’s vast
 archives fi nds us in 1988 where
 Paul Miller is picking apart the tech
 behind Pink Triangle’s PIP II preamp
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CONTENTS
NEWS AND OPINION

15  Welcome
 A message from the editor
16  News
 Constellation’s compact integrated,
 massive fl agships from YG Acoustics, 
 DS Audio’s reference optical pick-up
 and signature ’phones from B&W
18  Show Blog
 Once again the Hi-Fi Show Live saw
 the covers come off the latest key
 product launches while visitors
 enjoyed presentations and a chance
 to see and hear the world’s best kit.
 We have a special eight-page report
28  Investigation
 Make-or-break tape baking, the LPs 
 cut from digital fi les, a new take on
 half-speed mastering... Barry Fox on
 the challenges of cutting vinyl today 
103  Opinion
 Insider comment on the audio
 topics of the day from Paul Miller,
 Barry Fox, Jim Lesurf, Keith Howard
 and, writing from the US, Barry Willis
112  Sound Off
 Rega tonearms and VTA, using a
 valve amp with large fl oorstanders,
 a look at aftermarket cables, plus
 measuring large panel speakers
138  Off The Leash
 When it comes to buying box-sets
 Ken Kessler wonders if he’s now
 more of a fool than a true music
 fanatic. So what about you?

See page 60See page 57See page 60See page 82See page 60See page 57

BSCRIBE!

Special Christmas offer:
Three issues for just £3!

See page 60

RIGHT: All things 
to all men? The 
Audio Research PH9 
is based around 
three 6H30 tubes 
while settings 
are switchable in 
real time via the 
remote. See p48

ABOVE: MetropolisWe visit M

SUBSCRIBE!

FREE! AudioQuest JitterBug  
USB fi lter worth £39! See p100



Distributors of exquisite audio equipment
Tel +44 (0)1900 601954





When a legendary name in music production 

and the leader in music reproduction join 

forces, great things happen in the world of 

personal listening. The AKG N90Q doesn’t just 

raise the bar, it redefines everything you’ve 

come to expect from headphones. Starting 

from fit and finish, to patented technologies 

that optimise the sound to music genre,

and even the shape of your ear. 

PRESENTING THE WORLD’S
FIRST BESPOKE HEADPHONES.
INSPIRED BY GRAMMY WINNER

QUINCY JONES.
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Experience at John Lewis, selected Apple stores and our network of specialist audio retailers.

Connect your home to a 
deeper music experience

Channelling forty years of audio engineering, we present Mu-so. 

A range of compact, yet commanding wireless music systems, that will unleash 

you music wherever it’s stored, in breathtaking quality. Advanced connectivity includes 

AirPlay, Bluetooth®, Spotify Connect®, TIDAL, iRadio and multiroom streaming.









For more info visit yamaha.com/musiccast

AirPlayHDCP 2.2 Bluetooth ECO High-Res
AudioWi-Fi

W i r e l e s s  M u s i c  S y s t e m

Soundbar began with Yamaha
Continuing to innovate and invent to this very day, the world‘s first object based audio 

enabled soundbar was a Yamaha. The YSP-5600 offers real surround sound from a single bar at 
the front of your room and included in Yamaha‘s MusicCast multi-room system.

MuMusisisicCcCcCasastt CController App

YSP-5600



Bang & Olufsen of Bath 
3 Fountain Buildings, Lansdown Road, Bath  BA1 5DU
Tel: 01225 445211  Email: store@bang-olufsen.tv

Bang & Olufsen of Brighton & Hove 
56 Church Road, Hove  BN3 2FP
Tel: 01273 205448  Email: brighton@bang-olufsen.co.uk

Bang & Olufsen of Canterbury
1a Beer Cart Lane, Canterbury  CT1 2NY
Tel: 01227 452451  Email: canterbury@bang-olufsen.co.uk

Bang & Olufsen of Chelmsford 
16/18 New London Road, Chelmsford  CM2 0SP
Tel: 01245 266117  Email: chelmsford@bang-olufsen.co.uk

Bang & Olufsen of Colchester 
61 High Street, Colchester  CO1 1DN
Tel: 01206 763344  Email: colchester@bang-olufsen.co.uk

Bang & Olufsen of Exeter 
30/31 Gandy Street, Exeter  EX4 3LS
Tel: 01392 424600  Email: exeter@bang-olufsen.co.uk

Bang & Olufsen of Jersey 
34-35 Hilgrove Street, Jersey  JE2 4SL
Tel: 01534 758518  Email: info@genesis.je

Bang & Olufsen of Merchant City 
153 Ingram Street, Glasgow  G1 1DW
Tel: 0141 552 5552  Email: store@bomerchantcity.co.uk

Bang & Olufsen of Harrods 
Brompton Road, Knightsbridge, London  SW1X 7XL
Tel: 0207 730 1234  Email: harrods@bang-olufsen.com 

Bang & Olufsen of Knightsbridge
50 Brompton Road, Knightsbridge, London SW3 1BW
Tel: 0207 052 9292  Email: knightsbridge@bang-olufsen.com

Bang & Olufsen of Lincoln 
114 High Street, Lincoln  LN5 7PY
Tel: 01522 542180  Email: lincoln@bang-olufsen.co.uk

Bang & Olufsen of Norwich
20 Bedford St, Norwich  NR2 1AG
Tel: 01603 767375  Email: norwich@bang-olufsen.co.uk

Bang & Olufsen of Selfridges 
400 Oxford Street, London  W1A 1AB
Tel: 020 7318 2405  Email: selfridges@bang-olufsen.com

Bang & Olufsen of Sheffield 
403 Ecclesall Road, Sheffield  S11 8PG
Tel: 0114 267 0718  Email: sheffield@bang-olufsen.co.uk

Bang & Olufsen of Wilmslow
50 Alderley Road, Wilmslow, Cheshire  SK9 1NY
Tel: 01625 527666  Email: wilmslow@bang-olufsen.co.uk

Bang & Olufsen of Winchester 
29 The Square, Winchester  SO23 9EX
Tel: 01962 820200  Email: winchester@bang-olufsen.co.uk

Bang & Olufsen of Winchmore Hill 
727 Green Lanes, London  N21 3RX
Tel: 0208 360 5088  Email: winchmorehill@bang-olufsen.co.uk

Bang & Olufsen invite you to  
experience the future of sound.
Visit one of the stores below for your own personal 
demonstration of BeoLab 90 speakers.

bang-olufsen.com
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HI-FI NEWS’ EXPERT LINE UP: THE FINEST MINDS IN AUDIO JOURNALISM BRING THEIR EXPERIENCE TO BEAR ON ALL AREAS OF HI-FI & MUSIC

DEC/16

S
ome months ago, 
before the clocks went 
back and before our 
short summer was 
fading from memory, 

I received an unexpected call 
from Bang & Olufsen’s UK 
offi ce. ‘Would Hi-Fi News like 
the fi rst review of the BeoLab 
90 loudspeakers?’ I was asked. 
I expressed a certain surprise, 
‘hadn’t this technological 
fl agship already been reviewed 
around the globe?’ I was sure 
that I’d seen it gracing the cover 
of several overseas glossies 
in addition to one or two 
underground-style papers.

These, I came to suspect, 
were what are euphemistically 
referred to as ‘hands on’ reviews, 
loosely translated as ‘we saw this 
product at an exhibit 
or press conference 
and were given 
suffi cient pictures 
and documentation 
to cobble together a 
listening impression 
or technical feature.’

Never, it seemed, had B&O 
installed its pride-and-joy at a 
magazine’s own facilities for 
truly independent, long-term 
evaluation – in our case this 
meant lab testing and listening 
sessions with various of our key 
reviewers, all on site. We even 
had an extended visit from Bang 
& Olufsen’s ‘tonmeister’, Geoff 
Martin, the man responsible for 
driving this sophisticated, DSP-
laden loudspeaker project from 
its very inception.

The fact that the 
development of this ground-
breaking loudspeaker overshot 
the company’s 90th anniversary 
by the best part of a year, 
indicates the extent of the 
challenges faced and overcome 
by B&O’s engineers.

It also explains why many 
audiophiles – myself included 
– thought they’d already seen 
this beast reviewed before. In 

practice what you see and read 
here really is the fi rst in-depth 
study and defi nitive technical 
review of the BeoLab 90, even if 
our sample still did not have its 
USB input fully enabled!

To discover why the multi-
faceted BeoLab 90 looks the way 
it does, how it compensates for 
room acoustics and how lucky 
owners can ‘steer’ its sweet 
spot into almost any listening 
environment, turn to p34. 

PAUL MILLER  EDITOR

BARRY FOX 
Investigative journalist 
supreme, Barry is the 
fi rst with news of the 
latest developments 
in hi-fi  and music 
technologies

‘The real launch of the 
BeoLab 90 overshot 

B&O’s 90th by a year’

JOHN BAMFORD 
JB brings huge 
industry experience, a 
penchant for massive 
speakers and a love of 
hi-res audio in all its 
diverse guises

KEN KESSLER
is a long-serving 
contributor, luxury 
goods writer and  
champion for the 
renaissance in valves 
and ‘vintage hi-fi ’

KEITH HOWARD 
has written about 
hi-fi  for 30 years, and 
edited Hi-Fi Answers 
for nine. KH performs 
our speaker and 
headphone lab tests

STEVE HARRIS
Former Editor of this 
very title from 1986 
through to 2005. A 
lifetime in audio and 
a love of jazz makes 
Steve a goldmine

ANDREW EVERARD 
has reviewed hi-fi  for 
over 30 years and 
is still effortlessly 
enthusiastic about new 
technology, kit and 
discovering new music

VINYL: Sparks’ witty and lyrically savvy 
Kimono My House is our Vinyl Icon (p78), 
while Serge Gainsbourg’s tribute to a 
lost love, Initials B.B, now on 180g vinyl, 
is explored by Steve Sutherland (p76)

STEVE SUTHERLAND 
worked on Melody 
Maker and then edited 
NME from 1992-2000, 
the Britpop years. Steve 
brings a unique slant to 
our Vinyl Release pages

RIGHT: Technics’ 
novel EAH-T700 
headphone 
incorporates a 
supertweeter. We 
reveal the high notes 
on p64

RIGHT: Hi-Fi News & RR is the UK’s 
representative of EISA’s Hi-Fi Expert 
Group. Editor Paul Miller took over as 
EISA’s President in June 2016

ABOVE: Slim but astonishingly versatile, the new No526 from Mark 
Levinson is preamp, USB DAC and high-end phono stage (see p40)
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‘OPTICAL’ PICK-UP GOES ULTRA HIGH-END 

Constellation Audio’s most affordable 
integrated amp to date is a distillation of 
the circuit ideas developed for its Inspiration 
Preamp 1.0 and 200W Inspiration Stereo 
1.0 power amp  [HFN Jul ’15]. The £15,000 
Inspiration Integrated 1.0 offers single-ended 
and balanced line inputs only but incorporates 
the same 200-step resistor-ladder volume 
control and line stage gain module used in the 

Preamp 1.0. This is married to a 100W version 
of the ‘balanced bridged’ circuit concept found 
in all Constellation’s power amps, employing 
NPN-only rather than complementary NPN/PNP 
power transistors. The machined alloy casework 
and 432x230-pixel display are also recognisably 
pure ‘Constellation’.
Constellation Audio, USA, 0208 971 3909; 
www.constellationaudio.com,
www.absolutesounds.com

DS Audio Master 1 New Constellation

TURNTABLE TREATS
In response to the launch of so 
many new turntables, Atlas Cables 
has added to its extensive range by 
introducing four new replacement 
turntable cables. These are the 
Element TT, Element Tonearm, Hyper 
TT and Hyper Tonearm – ranging in 
price from £82.50 for the Elements 
to £190 per metre for the Hyper 
cables. The Elements employ 
OFC conductors in a low-density 
polypropylene dielectric while 
the Hyper interconnects feature 
symmetrical OCC copper conductors 
with a superior FEP dielectric.
www.atlascables.com

ESSENTIAL VINYL
Based on the gloss-painted MDF 
frame of the Essential II, the new 
£239 Essential III turntable from 
Pro-Ject features an upgraded acrylic 
platter, a stainless/bronze/Tefl on 
bearing and 8.6in alloy tonearm 
fi tted with an Ortofon OM10 pick-up.
www.henleydesigns.co.uk

Derived from the alloy-bodied DS-W1 [HFN Nov 
’15] from Japan’s DS Audio, its new fl agship 
Master 1 pick-up uses an enhanced version 
of its novel photo-electric generator with the 
micro-optic sensor now placed closer to the 
stylus. Tracking force is a recommended 1.7g, 
the boron cantilever now replaced by a stiff 
sapphire rod and the stylus by a line-contact 
micro-ridge type. Compliance has also been 
reduced to enhance its compatibility with a 
wider range of arms. Cost is £19,995 with the 
partnering Master 1 phono equaliser/PSU.
Digital Stream Corp, 0118 981 4238; www.
ds-audio-w.biz, www.soundfowndations.co.uk

INTEGRATED VERSION OF INSPIRATION AMPS

YG Acoustics quartet
15TH ANNIVERSARY, FOUR-BOX ALL-ALLOY FLAGSHIP LOUDSPEAKERS

Presaged in our CES 2016 
Show Report [HFN Mar ’16] 
here, at last, are pictures of 
YG Acoustics’ fl agship Sonja 
XV loudspeaker system. 
Celebrating YG’s 15th 
anniversary (2002-2017), this 
four-box, three-way behemoth 
is based around an improved 
version of the Sonja 1.3 
[HFN Feb ’16], now featuring 
new ‘ViseCoil’ and ‘ToroAir’ 
crossover inductors with 
custom-made frames.

Each 1.79m-tall speaker is 
joined by a second bass tower 
that carries another three 
260mm ‘BilletCore’ (milled 
from solid alloy) woofers, 
effectively doubling the low 
frequency radiating area. 
Described by YG Acoustics as an 
‘extreme Sonja’ this quartet of 

aluminium enclosures includes 
no fewer than 18 proprietary 
‘BilletCore’ drivers married to a 
pair of brand new ‘BilletDome’ 
tweeters. This is a soft dome 
supported by a stiffening layer 
of alloy, combining very low 
mass (30mg) with great rigidity.

Existing pairs of YG 
Acoustics Sonjas can be 
expanded to the full Sonja 
XV without the need to 
replace the speakers. The 
specifi cation includes a 
sensitivity of 88dB, a 4ohm 
nominal impedance and a 
total shipping weight of 1.3 
tons! Price will be in the 
region of £275,000.
YG Acoustics LLC, USA,
01223 653199;
www.yg-acoustics.com, 
www.padood.com
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NEW D-SERIES LOUDSPEAKER

NEW POWER AMP TO COMPLEMENT UK BRAND’S PREAMPLIFIERS

FLAGSHIP HEADPHONE PUTS ON THE STYLE

ATC muscles up

Signature cans from B&W

Spendor D9Chord TToby

12-13 NOV AV Trend & Hi-Fi Show, Hotel Marriott, Budapest, Hungary
05-08 JAN International CES 2017, Las Vegas, USA; www.cesweb.org
19 FEB Audio Jumble 2017, The Angel Leisure Centre,
 Tonbridge, Kent; www.audiojumble.co.uk
24-26 FEB Sound & Vision Show, Marriott City Centre Hotel, Bristol;
 www.bristolshow.co.uk 
18-21 MAY High End Show, M.O.C., Munich, Germany;
 www.highendsociety.de

HI-FI NEWS? JUST ASK...
Please reserve/deliver my copy of Hi-fi  News
on a regular basis, starting with issue....................

Title................First name........................................

Surname..................................................................

Address.....................................................................

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

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

Postcode..................................................................

Telephone number..................................................

If you can’t always fi nd a copy 
of this magazine, help is at 
hand! Complete this form, 
hand it in at your local store 
and they’ll arrange for a copy 
of each issue to be reserved 
for you. Some stores may 
even be able to arrange for it 
to be delivered to your home. 
Just ask!

IF YOU DON’T 
WANT TO MISS 
AN ISSUE...

Rated at twice the output of ATC’s P1 power amp, the new £3125 
P2 chassis is a dual-mono design, right down to separate L/R PSUs, 
and said to offer 300W/8ohm. It was developed in parallel with 
the P2-Pro studio amp, both employing MOSFET power transistors.
ATC, 01285 760561; www.atcloudspeakers.co.uk

Designed by the team responsible for the fl agship 800 D3 speaker, 
B&W’s £700 P9 Signature is also its largest over-ear headphone. 
The headband and capsules are fi nished with Italian Safi ano 
leather while the earpads are fashioned from memory foam.
B&W Group Ltd, 0800 232 1513; www.bowers-wilkins.co.uk

Upcoming Events
IMPORTANT DATES FOR YOUR HI-FI DIARY

Capitalising on the cabinet and 
driver technology developed 
for its 3-way D7 loudspeaker, 
Spendor’s new D9 fl oorstander 
boasts a high 90dB sensitivity, 
courtesy of a refl ex-loaded 
design populated entirely with 
in-house drivers. Spendor’s LPZ 
(Linear Pressure Zone) woven 
polyamide dome tweeter has 
a protective micro-foil phase 
plate while, between 4.2kHz 
and 500Hz, the EP77 polymer 
bass/mid unit operates into its 
own enclosure at the top of the 
cabinet. Two kevlar-coned bass 
units reach down to a claimed 
27Hz in-room. Price is £6495 
or £7495 for special fi nishes 
including hi-gloss and ebony.
Spendor Audio Systems Ltd, 
01323 843474;
www.spendoraudio.com

Designed to complement its 
award-winning Hugo TT DAC/
headphone amplifi er, Chord 
Electronics has announced the 
availability of its partnering 
TToby power amp. Priced 
at £2750 and rated at 
100W/8ohm, the TToby is 
built into a matching compact 
enclosure that’s machined from 

HUGO TT GETS A BOOST

a solid billet of alloy. The 
casing also contributes 

to the amplifi er’s heatsinking, 
along with a forced-air cooling 
regime. A switchmode power 
supply also keeps bulk to a 
minimum while the limited real 
estate of the rear panel is still 
suffi cient for single-ended RCA 
and balanced XLR inputs plus 
4mm speaker cable sockets.
Chord Electronics Ltd,
01622 721444;
www.chordelectronics.co.uk 

HI-FI NEWS? JUST ASK...

Chord TToby

DeDeDesisisigngnnnnnng edededee t too cocompmpm lelement its
award-wiinning Hugo TT DAC/
headphone amplifier, Chord

HUGO TT GETS A BOOST

a solid billet of alloy. The 
casing also contributes

to the amplifi er’s heatsinking,
along with a forced-air cooling
regime. A switchmode power
supply also keeps bulk to a
minimum while the limited real



SHOWBLOG Sights and sounds from around the globe

Hi-Fi Show Live, Windsor 
Words: Paul Miller, Andrew Everard, Adam Smith & Ken Kessler; Pics: Andrew Sydenham

For those looking to stock 
up on quality music, Dawn 
and Chris Harris of Theme 
One Records came armed 
with a selection of the best 
new and used pressings 
to tempt visitors. The vast 
selection of titles on offer 
included recordings from 
the specialist Dutch label 
Music On Vinyl alongside 
Gearbox and Plane Groovy.
www.musiconvinyl.com

Mola-Mola’s Bruno Putzeys, developer of the Hypex NCore Class 
D technology, with a brace of his Kaluga monoblocks, which 
were driving the Vivid Audio Giya G4 speakers. In the rack is the 
Mola-Mola Makua preamp, which features optional phono and 
DAC sections. www.mola-mola.nl; www.vividaudio.co.uk

G-Point Audio provided numerous compelling reasons to visit its 
spacious Sandringham 6 suite, not least the eye-catching £23k 
hORNS Universum MkIII loudspeakers by Auto-Tec, available in 
numerous colourways and modelled here by Nives Osvald. The 
turntable pictured is the £11k J. Sikora Reference with an 11in 
Kuzma 4Point arm. www.gpoint-audio.com; www.horns.pl

Now in its fourth year, the 
Hi-Fi Show Live expanded its 
ground fl oor exhibits into 
the Beaumont Conference 
Centre’s prestigious White 
House suites as UK enthusiasts 
were offered the unique 
opportunity to experience 

the cream of 2016’s high-end 
audio. Exclusive UK product 
launches were unveiled by 
iconic brands including Mark 
Levinson, Wilson, Continuum, 
Classé, GamuT, Luxman, Audio 
Alchemy, D’Agostino and 
many others. The big White 
House, Windsor, Lancaster and 
Buckingham Suites provided 
the ideal environment for 
many unforgettable demos 
while the various special 
presentations were often left 
with standing room only. If 
you missed this unique high-
end audio extravaganza, then 
here’s a taster of the event. 
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KEF showed the latest 
version of its Muon 
fl agship speaker, 
driven by Chord 
Electronics’ CPA 
8000 Reference 
preamp and 
SPM 14000 MkII 
Reference mono 
power amps, all 
connected with ChordMusic 
cables from The Chord Company. 
KEF’s new LS50 Wireless active 
speakers were also demonstrated, 
by Head of UK Sales and Marketing 
Nick Bryant [inset, alongside vintage 
R105.2s]. www.kef.com;
www.chordelectronics.co.uk;
www.chord.co.uk

Irv Gross of Constellation and Continuum poses 
proudly with the latter’s Obsidian turntable and Viper 
tonearm, a UK scoop for the show. The sound was 
spectacular heard through Constellation electronics 
and Magico speakers. www.continuumaudiolabs.com

Clearaudio’s Robert Suchy leans on the Statement 
v2 turntable tipped with a Goldfi nger Statement 
MC. He’s fl anked by GamuT’s new Zodiac speaker, 
enjoying its world debut and demo’d with two huge 
GamuT M250 power amps. www.clearaudio.de

Mandy Clark of Pioneer 
& Onkyo Europe demos 
the upmarket Esoteric 
range, including the 
N-05 network player, 
C-02X preamp, and 
290W S-02 power 
amps. The towering 
rack is from Atacama’s 
Evoque Bamboo Custom 
range, with a waterfall 
of power, interconnect 
and speaker cables 
from Nordost’s V 
range (plus new Sort 
Lift cable elevators).
www.esoteric.jp; www.
atacama-audio.co.uk; 
www.nordost.com

Izumi Saito, Luxman’s European Sales Manager, fl ew in to demonstrate 
the heavyweight PD-171A belt-drive turntable (£5000) with the fl agship 
C-900u/M-900u solid-state pre/power amplifi er combination (£10k each). 
Rated at 150W/8ohm, the massive M-900u drove the partnering DALI 
Epicon 8s with a velvet fi st. www.luxman.com; www.dali-speakers.com
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www.c lasseaud io .com

Enjoyed Worldwide.

Classé — every detail matters.

“The Sigma SSP can be regarded as a superb stereo analog 
preamp, and all the rest of its bells and whistles as a gift.” 
Kal Rubinson, Stereophile, USA

“It combines the fl exibility of a Swiss Army knife with the 
precision of a surgeon’s tool in an easy-to-use package. There’s 
simply not enough room here to even pretend to detail what you 
can do with this processor. It’s just awesome.”
Theo Nicolakis, Audioholics.com, USA

“Oh my, what a wonderful system Classé has provided 
with the Sigma range. It shows that audiophile sound is 
not the sole preserve of stereo and equally that it is not 

incompatible with reliable and convenient operation.”
Stephen Dawson, Audio Esoterica, Australia

“This Sigma system is a huge achievement 
which everyone must absolutely discover.”

Adrien Rouah, Québec Audio & Video, Canada
“But most impressive is the sound quality. This is real 
high-end at a price that must be considered reasonable. 
And the step up from the traditional home cinema 
receivers is nothing but huge.”
Ludwig Swanberg, HemmaBio, Sweden
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Here’s Chris Fayers of 
Decent Audio, fi elding 
a fi ne-sounding system 
fronted by a £14k Kronos 
Sparta 0.5 deck. It may 
lack the contra-rotating 
platter of its bigger 
brothers, but it’s still an 
impressive sight! Fitted 
with a Transfi guration MC, 
it played through a £3000 
Audio Analogue Puccini 
Anniversary amp and 1.7i 
Magneplanar panels.
www.decentaudio.co.uk

Pure Sound’s Guy Sergeant poses beside a dazzlingly 
white £2500 Heco Direkt speaker, a pair of which were 
driven by Pure Sound’s own valve monoblocks. Source 
was a Motus II turntable from STST with Vertex arm and 
Etsuro Urushi cartridge. Aurorasound’s PREDA line stage 
and HEADA headphone amplifi er were also in use. www.
puresound.info; www.stst-hi.de; www.aurorasound.jp

Atlas Cables’ Donal Cook used the Hi-Fi Show Live to demonstrate the 
new Zeno headphone cables and very new turntable interconnects 
[see News, p16]. Alongside, and with no hot iron in sight, technician 
Bryan McFarland gave a practical and insightful demo of Atlas’s ‘cold-
soldering’ termination technique. www.atlascables.com

Nigel Crump of Symmetry demo’d his system with 
Magnepan 20.7 loudspeakers ‘because it sounded so 
good last year!’. Electronics were Ayre KX-R Twenty 
preamp and MX-R Twenty power amps and the full Audio 
Alchemy line-up including the Roon-ready DMP-1 music 
player, fed by a Brinkmann Spyder turntable and Lyra MC. 
www.symmetry-systems.co.uk

Elite Audio had a roomful of innovative brands driven by a MacBook and 
Acoustic Signature Thunder turntable (centre rack). Amplifi ers included 
the Gato AMP-150 (top left) and new Crayon CFA-1.2 at £4400 (top 
right), all demo’d via a Pure Power 2000 regenerator. Rune Jacobsen 
from Triangle poses with the £4600 Signature Delta fl oorstanders. 
www.gato-audio.com; www.triangle-fr.com; www.eliteaudiouk.com
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In one of Absolute Sounds’ three rooms, the Wilson Alexx and Yvette loudspeakers 
enjoyed their UK debut, demonstrated by Peter McGrath (inset) with D’Agostino 
electronics for the former and Audio Research the latter, and with Transparent cable 
throughout. www.wilsonaudio.com; www.absolutesounds.com

Primare’s Siemen Algra gets up close to the cool, UFPD-equipped 
Class D I32 integrated amp. This £3200 version was ‘fully 
loaded’ with its MM30 module (USB, wired/wireless network 
streaming and DAC). This small system, with Revel Concerto 2 
M16 standmounts, sounded very big! www.primare.net

YG Acoustics’ head of European sales and marketing Kerry St 
James poses with the company’s Sonja 1.2 loudspeaker, which is 
built using a modular concept. The Denver manufacturer offers 
the smaller Sonja 1.1 speaker which can be supplemented with 
a bass module to create the 1.2. www.yg-acoustics.com

Convert Technologies’ Dave Belcher 
shows off the AvantGarde Uno XD 
speaker, which his company now 
distributes. The speakers were being 
driven by the best-known product from 
Convert (formerly Entotem), the Plato 
music streamer/player. The company was 
demonstrating the new Class A version of 
the Plato, to be reviewed in HFN Jan ’17. 
www.platoentertainment.com;
www.avantgarde-acoustic.de

Many boutique hi-fi 
brands are family 
businesses and here’s 
Felicity Isherwood cueing 
up the £4500 Inspire 
Monarch Mk2.1 (with 
improved PSU, platter 
and clock-referenced 
direct-drive) for dad, 
Robert. Also demo’d was 
the stunning Vivid DC 
Carbon – based on an 
LP12 chassis with carbon-
fi bre upgrades.
www.inspirehifi .co.uk

22 | www.hifinews.co.uk | DECEMBER 2016



SHOWBLOG Sights and sounds from around the globe

Tube amp fans made a beeline for Icon Audio’s room where the company’s 
David Shaw demo’d his new SE version of the 100W MB81 monoblocks 
featuring big GU81 tubes alongside a prototype of his new Stereo 30SE 
single-ended amp, expected to cost £1600. www.iconaudio.com

Decent Audio’s Simon 
Griffi n kneels next to the 
£6500 Audio Analogue 
Maestro Anniversary 
amplifi er, rated at 
150W/8ohm, with the 
exceptional 2-way ribbon-
tweetered Raidho D1.1 
standmount loudspeaker 
– new to the UK market – 
on the right. Source was 
the sublime £35k Kronos 
Pro turntable with 12in 
Black Beauty tonearm.
www.decentaudio.co.uk

Mike Valentine of Chasing The Dragon joined Symmetry to talk 
about the recording techniques he uses at Air Studios in London. 
Playing to a packed house, twice a day, Mike gave visitors the 
chance to compare half-speed mastered and direct-cut albums with 
standard LP pressings. http://chasingthedragon.co.uk

Naim’s Dave Spiers (left) and Jason Gould demo’d 
the range-topping Focal Sopra No3 loudspeakers – in 
fetching Hermès Orange – using a Naim NDS Streamer, 
555 power supply, NAC 552 preamp and NAP 500 DR 
power amp. www.naimaudio.com; www.focal.com 

Our Hi-Fi Show visitors 
enjoyed a uniquely 
‘Live’ event in the 
Audio Note room 
as acclaimed cellist 
Vincent Bélanger 
accompanied his 
own recordings 
played through a very 
high-end AN system. 
Highlights included 
Audio Note’s CD 4 disc 
player, the Tomei 211 
tube-based integrated 
amplifi er and silver-
wired Audio Note’s E 
Spe loudspeakers... 
and Bélanger Pure 
Cello, of course!
www.audionote.co.uk 

Bill McKiegan of D’Agostino Master Audio Systems 
introduced the Progression mono power amplifi er to 
the UK. This beastie is said to deliver 500W/8ohm or 
2kW/2ohm! It inherits the venturi-style cooling from 
the Momentum range, as well as the distinctive meter. 
www.dandagostino.com; www.absolutesounds.com
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Music First Audio’s Jonathan Billington unveiled the 
company’s Classic Step Up Transformer V2 with key 
improvements in shielding and winding. Source was an 
Audio Note TT2 Deluxe turntable and tonearm, playing 
through Music First’s Classic MM Phono Amp 632. 
www.mfaudio.co.uk; www.audionote.co.uk

Oppo offered visitors the chance to catch up with its latest planar 
magnetic cans and also showed its new HA-2 SE portable headphone 
amp, which has been tuned and upgraded [see p68]. Tucked away 
in a side room was Oppo’s new Sonica range of multiroom wireless 
speakers, along with a new Sonica DAC. www.oppodigital.co.uk

Puritan Audio Labs showed its £995 PSM136 mains 
purifi er with six independently conditioned 8A power 
outlets. Company MD Mike Lester has designed military-
standard power conditioners, and used this knowledge in 
the unit’s internal circuitry. www.puritanaudiolabs.com

Hi-Fi News’ vintage expert Tim Jarman wowed 
visitors with the performance of his 1970s
system... driving Focal’s fl agship Sopra No3 
fl oorstanders! With B&O’s Beogram 4000 
turntable at the helm, power was provided 
by Sony’s 88-series separates and Aurex 
System 15 components. www.hifi news.com

Hi-Fi News’ Ken Kessler delivered three vinyl-spinning 
demos each day, to riveted audiences, one each in the 
Sound Fowndations, Decent Audio and Absolute Sounds 
rooms. Here he’s seen during a last-minute Q&A session, 
squeezed in on Saturday afternoon, trying to explain why 
he doesn’t listen to classical music! 

ELAC’s Export Sales 
Manager, Monika 
Lowe, poses with the 
massive Concentro 
fl agship speaker, which 
was being driven by a 
pair of Devialet 1000 
Pro amplifi ers. The 
speaker was designed 
as a showcase for ELAC’s 
technology, and has 
front and rear panels 
each containing the 
company’s JET-5 tweeter 
and midrange driver, 
and four 25cm bass 
drivers, horizontally 
opposed on the side 
panels. www.elac.com; 
www.devialet.com
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In the Headphone Haven, Harman Consumer UK allowed visitors 
to experience its 2016/17 EISA award-winning N90Q reference-
class auto-calibrating headphones from AKG, while Criterion 
Audio used the new Bel Canto DAC 2.7 USB DAC/preamp to 
demonstrate Grado’s PS1000e headphones. The no-compromise 
planar-magnetic Abyss AB1266 cans were paired up with Moon’s 
Nēo 430 HA headphone amp alongside Grace m920/Audeze 
LCD3 and Chord Hugo/Sennheiser HD800 combinations.

A key overseas presenter at this year’s Hi-Fi Show Live, Todd 
Eichenbaum (left) discussed his role in overseeing the design 
and development of Mark Levinson’s latest 500-series separates, 
including the No519 disc player/streamer/DAC and No534 power 
amp (a single chassis derivative of the No536 monoblocks). With 
JBL’s K2 horns – breathtaking sound. www.marklevinson.com

Computer Audio Design, led by Isabel Whitley and Scott Berry, 
joined forces with GamuT whose hefty RS7i fl oorstanders 
developed a mighty sound in concert with its D31/D200i pre/
power combo. CAD’s CD transport/ripper/DAC solution was 
augmented here by its passive GC1 Gound Control unit (£1650).
www.computeraudiodesign.com; www.gamutaudio.com

Marking its half-century by charting the history of its 800 Series, 
shown by the company’s Tom Henderson (inset), B&W also 
demonstrated the new 800 D3 speaker on the end of a pair of 
Classé CAM300 monoblocks, due early in 2017. Classé president 
Dave Nauber said the 350W amps will cost around US$10,000 
apiece. www.bowers-wilkins.co.uk; www.classeaudio.com

Vinyl startup, Planalogue, 
showed its Prelude 
turntable equipped with 
Abis SA-1.2 tonearm and 
Hana SL moving coil. 
The deck features an 
acrylic/birch-ply sandwich 
plinth while the platter is 
machined from acrylic and 
supported on a stainless/
brass/Delrin bearing. 
Founder Peter Laitt used 
Harbeth P3ESR mini 
monitors to great effect. 
www.planalogue.com
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Next 
month

We report from Hong Kong’s 
high-end AV Show

With a hi-fi  legacy stretching back over 40 years, Japanese IT 
giant Melco may have the perfect heritage to deliver PC-free 
digital audio but it was Alan Ainslee, pictured, who brought this 
unique range of digital music storage/players to the UK. The 
slimline HA-N1ZS10, HA-N1ZH60 and HA-N1AH40 were all on 
demonstration at the Hi-Fi Show Live. www.melco-audio.com

Either side of this rack of PS Audio electronics sits a pair of 
the company’s £13k BHK Signature 300 monoblocks. On the 
rack’s bottom shelf is a PerfectWave P10 Power Plant AC mains 
regenerator (£4.5k) feeding a PS Audio DirectStream Memory 
Player, LanRover USB transporter (for digital signal conditioning) 
and DirectStream Junior DAC. www.psaudio.com

There was a treasure trove 
of exotic gear in Malvern 
Audio Research’s room. 
Raj Jassal demo’d a Pre 
Audio deck with air-bearing 
tonearm, Audio Detail 
Nuvistor phono stage, and 
Ming Da Piccolo integrated 
amp feeding the new Ana 
horns from, er, hORNS. 
Just 18W fi lled the room 
with palpable and 
dynamic music. www.
malvernaudioresearch.
co.uk; www.horns.pl

Paul Mortimer of Emerging UK was on hand to demonstrate the 
MERGING NADAC network-attached DAC, which was fed music 
fi les stored on a hard drive. The NADAC played directly through 
pairs of active loudspeakers from Swiss company PSI Audio: the 
PSI A25/225 [far right], A215 [middle] and A17. Also in use were 
PSI’s AVAA C20 Active Bass Traps – effective, though not cheap 
at £4500 per pair. www.emerginguk.com; www.psiaudio.com

In Hidden Systems’ room, Fredrik Lejonklou was on hand with his 
new integrated amp, the £2500 Boazu. Sources were all Linn, 
namely a fully-equipped Sondek LP12 SE turntable and Klimax DS 
and DSM servers. These played through the new Totem Acoustic 
Sky loudspeakers, which are a modern take on the company’s 
famous Model One standmount. www.hiddensystems.co.uk 
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Vinyl: on borrowed time?
Cutting records has real challenges. Barry Fox talks to engineer Tim Young

Computer. This replaced the existing 
pitch control and continually 
adjusted the track pitch according 
to how loud the music was.

‘As a test we used a VMS 80 with 
a Paul Simon Greatest Hits album, 
which had nearly 30 minutes per 
side. It sounded better – hotter – 
and with more disc space to spare. 
So Whitfi eld Street got the fi rst 
VMS 80 outside the USA.’

SECONDHAND LATHES
Young left CBS in 1993 when 
Metropolis Studios, which had 
opened in 1989, poached him, 
along with both Ian Cooper and 
Tony Cousins.

He remembers: ‘Metropolis 
bought two secondhand VMS 80s 
that were in good condition at a 
very good price, one of them from 
Switzerland. At that time (with CD 
sales taking off) lathes were easy to 
get. People were glad to sell them.

‘But Metropolis hadn’t really 
become aware of the inevitable 
decline of vinyl that was on the 
horizon. Now those lathes are very 

BELOW: The 
entrance to 
the studios. 
Metropolis can 
now boast two 
customised 
Neumann VMS 
80 lathes and 
that it is the 
world’s largest 
independent 
recording facility 

BELOW RIGHT: 
Original VMS 70 
lathe, which 
CBS in the US 
wanted CBS UK 
to use instead of 
the new VMS 80. 
CBS UK won the 
battle

There aren’t many thriving 
businesses that rely on 
equipment that is no longer 
made and which is easy to 

damage, with no offi cial source of 
spares. But that’s what’s happening 
in the vinyl revival. The all-essential 
master disc cutting lathes are on 
borrowed time.

For the inside track we talked 
with Grammy Award-winning 
engineer Tim Young at Metropolis 
Studios in West London. Metropolis 
is based in an old power station 
and is now the world’s largest 
independent recording facility.

Tim Young is busy doing what 
he has been doing since pre-CD 
days – cutting lacquers for vinyl 
stereo release – as well as mastering 
Queen, and The Beatles’ Love album 
in 5.1 surround.

DEFYING THE BOSSES
Although the original 1960s Beatles 
sessions were recorded for stereo 
LP release, George Martin and the 
engineers then working at Abbey 
Road were experimenting with early 
multitrack recorders. They sync’d 
two 4-track machines by recording a 
50Hz pilot tone on one track to give 
a total of seven music tracks for mix-
down to stereo. This is what made 
the 5.1 mix for DVD-Audio possible. 
And Love is what won Tim Young a 
Grammy in 2008.

Tim Young joined the famous 
CBS Studios in Whitfi eld Street in 
1976, initially doing the dogsbody 
job of copying tapes for artists like 

David Essex. He graduated to LP disc 
cutting, and recalls how CBS (before 
it was swallowed by Sony in 1987) 
tried to hold back the digital tide by 
using CX noise reduction on LPs.

‘You could hear the noise level 
pumping up and down as the music 
level changed,’ he recalls. ‘We 
also released a couple of discs for 
Chandos around 1981 with the old 
dbx noise reduction system.’

CBS UK had to defy its corporate 
bosses in New York when the studio 
needed new cutting lathes. The Brits 
wanted to buy the then-new and 
now-legendary Neumann VMS 80. 

‘We had to prove to New York 
that the VMS 80 worked better than 
their existing Neumann VMS 70 
and Scully lathes, which had been 
modifi ed with the in-house CBS Disc 

RIGHT: Founded 
in 1993, 
Metropolis 
Studios is 
based in an old 
power station 
in West London 
and houses 
fi ve mastering 
suites. Inset 
shows mastering 
engineer Tim 
Young at work
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hard to fi nd, especially if they have 
been well-maintained.’

If you check eBay you will see 
that – when one occasionally comes 
on the market – prices start at 
around £50,000. And buyers need 
to examine the condition of a lathe 
very carefully before parting with 
their money.

‘Neumann no longer makes 
any cutting equipment, or any 
spare parts. They don’t do repairs,’ 
explains Tim Young. ‘The cutter head 
is cooled with helium, but if you 
blow one by overloading the coils 
you have to fi nd one of the one-man-
band operations that will do you a 
repair job by hand and pay at least 
£5000 for the work.’

WORK OF ART
‘CBS also used Ortofon cutter heads,’ 
Young continues. ‘They were a work 
of art. Like a Leica camera, only 
more so. It sounds an odd thing to 
say but if the music suited the head 
you could get a beautiful sound. 
But they were incredibly fragile and 
not for loud music. The 12in single 
was terrible news for Ortofon! I 
remember blowing three Ortofon 
heads in 24 months. 

‘Ortofon still makes player 
cartridges, of course, but nothing 
for cutting. In fact all the original 
companies making cutting 
equipment have ceased.

‘I’m told that someone in Italy 
may be trying to make cutter heads. 

ABOVE: In 2008 
Tim Young 
was awarded a 
Grammy for his 
5.1 Surround 
Sound mastering 
of The Beatles’ 
Love album

TOP RIGHT: 
One of the two 
VS 80 lathes at 
Metropolis. To 
the right can be 
seen the cutting 
head

RIGHT: Freda 
Payne’s ‘Band Of 
Gold’ – a Motown 
classic and a half-
speed cut from 
the ’60s, reckons 
Tim Young

RIGHT: Cylinder 
of helium, used 
to cool the 
cutting head. 
Repairing an 
overloaded coil 
is an expensive 
business

BELOW: The 
late Stan Ricker, 
engineer and 
pioneer of half-
speed mastering

But no-one is making the mechanics 
– except perhaps for the ‘toy’ mono 
lathes that some DJs use and reggae 
bands used in the 1970s. 

‘Certainly no-one is making 
anything like the VMS 80 anymore. 
Anyone hoping to start a new 
cutting facility would have to be 
incredibly lucky to fi nd a well-
maintained machine that has come 
on the market. It’s 
well-nigh impossible. 

‘Really it’s idiocy 
that with all the new 
interest in vinyl, the 
people now cutting 
don’t get together 
as a consortium 
to encourage the 
manufacture of a new lathe. But 
it would need co-operation and 
this is a cut-throat business. You 
could describe it as the most brutal 
manifestation of capitalism. So 
co-operation hasn’t happened.’

HALF-SPEED CLOCKING
The latest trend is half-speed cutting 
from digital fi les, which updates the 
technique developed by mastering 
engineer Stan Ricker in California, 
for the original Mobile Fidelity LPs 
released in the 1970s and 1980s.

Ricker, who died last year, 
realised that playing the master 
tape at half speed and running the 

lathe at half speed reduced the high 
frequency content going to the 
head. This gave a cleaner top end 
with less risk of overload damage 

to the head coils. 
The penalty here 
was that low bass 
become too low for 
the tape play heads 
to handle.

‘That man 
deserves the 
equivalent of an 

OBE,’ says Tim Young. ‘Actually, since 
1979, the VMS 80 has always been 
capable of running at half speed. 
But the amps needed modifying to 
change the RIAA curve.

‘Now we just clock the digital fi le 
at half speed, and run the lathe at 
half speed. But for it to work the fi le 
must be oversampled by 2x or 4x, so 
that it’s at 96kHz instead of 48kHz 
or 88.2kHz instead of 44.1 kHz and 
so on. There is less problem with low 
bass since it’s all just digits. And the 
out of phase content cuts better.

‘I am pretty sure that a lot of 
the old Motown material from the 
mid-’60s was cut at half speed, in 

‘“I remember 
blowing three 
Ortofon heads 
in 24 hours!”’
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ABOVE: A 
peek inside 
one of the fi ve 
mastering suites. 
Each uses PMC 
loudspeakers 
for monitoring 
and a range of 
analogue EQs 
and compressors

BELOW LEFT: 
It was when 
working on Elton 
John’s four-part 
To Be Continued 
box set that 
Tim Young fi rst 
encountered 
the problem of 
sticky, degraded 
master tape

mono of course,’ he adds. ‘Listen to 
“Band Of Gold” by Freda Payne. That 
sounds to me like a half-speed cut.’

DOUBLE TIME 
The biggest practical problem with 
half-speed cutting is now fi nancial. 
The process doubles the working 
time to three hours from 90m 
and thus doubles the studio cost. 
Record companies seldom like 
paying more for anything that is 
not strictly necessary. Fortunately, 
some producers are willing to pay 
the extra out of their own pocket 
to achieve the half-
speed sound.

The VMS 80 
cutter stylus is made 
from sapphire. All 
the originals have 
long gone but 
there is now a good 
source in Japan. But 
every stylus has a short and very 
unpredictable life.

‘The sapphire may last six hours 
or maybe 36 hours at the most,’ Tim 
Young says resignedly. ‘You can’t 
know in advance. It’s the nature of 
the sapphire material.’

Almost all 
LPs are now cut 
from digital 
fi les, rather than 
original analogue 
masters. Tim 
Young puts the 
digital fi gure at 95% 
or more. ‘We seldom 
get asked to work from 
16-bit fi les. In fact, I reject 
them. They must be 24-bit and at 
higher sampling than 44.1kHz. But 
I prefer 96kHz to 192kHz because 
there are not many processing 

software tools 
for 192kHz.

‘The fi le must 
be without 
limiting and 
with plenty of 
headroom. The 
problem is that 
you get some 

spotty oik in a band who has only 
ever listened to loud music and 
doesn’t want any headroom. 

‘So I advise the mixing engineer 
to make two mixes, one with 
limiting and one without. Then I can 
work from the original un-doctored 

mix, without limiting, and they 
can use the limited mix for 
whatever they want.’

STICKY PROBLEM 
There is a very good reason why 
almost all LP source material is 
now digital. It’s the ‘sticky tape 
syndrome’ [see box-out].

‘I remember distinctly when I 
fi rst came across it,’ recalls 
Young. ‘It was the summer of 1990 
and I was working on Elton John’s 
To Be Continued collection with 

‘“Some tape was 
creased. I had 
to hold it with 
my thumb”’

RIGHT: Ad 
for Ampex 
456 master 
tape extols its  
durability. Later 
the company 
would bake 
degraded 
tape for past 
customers at 
no cost

In 1990 the recording industry 
grapevine started buzzing 
with horror stories. Engineers 
were taking analogue tapes 
from storage and hearing a 
mechanical squealing noise 
as they ran them through 
the machine. The recorder 
then slowed down and 
eventually stopped, stripping 
the magnetic coating off the 
plastic backing. Many of the 
fi rst ‘sticky’ tapes had been 
made by Ampex in the period 
1972 to 1984.

The stickiness results 
from a viscous by-product of 
hydrolysis (a reaction with 
water) of the polyurethane 
binder that holds the magnetic 
oxide coating on the polyester 
base fi lm. The water comes 
from the atmosphere in 
storage areas which are not 
air-conditioned.

BASF claimed its tapes 
were safer because it did 
not use a polyurethane 
binder. Meanwhile Ampex 
discovered that baking sticky 
tape (at 55ºC and 10-15% 
Relative Humidity for a day) 
temporarily reformed the 
binder. Engineers then have a 
month to make a safety copy 
onto a new tape.

Ampex baked tape free 
for past customers. IDT of 
Riviera Beach, Florida provided 
a service, at commercial 
prices while Metropolis still 
keeps two ovens, just in case. 
Incidentally, video tape, 
particularly the type used for 
early PCM audio, has a thinner 
polyurethane coating which is 
less prone to hydrolysis.

STICKY TAPE
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INVESTIGATION

Gus Dudgeon. We were playing old 
Ampex tapes and I said “there’s 
something funny happening, the 
tape is juddering as it passes the 
heads”. The industry had originally 
used 3M and EMI tape but moved 
over to Ampex 406 and 456, and 
it was those tapes that were most 
likely to become sticky when stored 
for some years. 

‘CBS also use Agfa tape which 
suffered too, but not as badly as 
Ampex. And BASF was the best of 
the lot. When I used some original 
Clash masters for Combat Rock from 
1982 most of the tapes were Ampex 
and had to be baked. Some tape 
was creased, too. I had to hold it 
against the heads with my thumb. 
But one was a BASF tape and it 
was pristine.’

HUGE TASK
Are there more 
recordings in vaults 
round the world 
which are being 
lost to posterity?

‘Sony digitised 
its entire 
catalogue at the 
end of the 1990s,’ 
says Young. ‘So they 
should be fi reproof. 
Universal is working on full-
scale digitisation. But it’s a huge 
task because the Universal archive 
is so vast. It’s extraordinary – 
unbelievable. For instance it includes 
all the old Decca material that was 
recorded at 50kHz/18-bits on 2in 
video tape using the old IVC system.

‘I remember Tony Griffi ths 
of Decca getting up at Audio 
Engineering Society meetings and 
arguing that 18-bits was enough as 
long as it was properly dithered. And 
he was very likely right…’

I ask if the time is now right 
for some kind of LP logo labelling 
scheme to describe the source, 

TOP LEFT: The 
Clash’s Combat 
Rock – Ampex 
and BASF tape 
masters, with 
very different 
results

ABOVE: The late 
Yoshiaki Sugano, 
maker of Koetsu 
cartridges and 
Japanese artisan 
supreme

BELOW: Some 
of the best 
productions are 
now coming 
out of studios in 
China, says Tim 
Young, as youth 
become involved 
in pop music

cutting and pressing pedigree 
– much like the AAD, ADD, DDD 
scheme that was adopted in the 
early days of CD?

‘There is a strong case to be 
made for some kind of vinyl marking 
scheme,’ he says. ‘It’s morally right. 
But I can’t see any record company 
thinking it would be in their interest, 
so I don’t see it happening.’

‘What really annoys me is the 
rubbish being written about vinyl 
in the online forums, especially in 
the US. One of the worst examples 
is when some Joe Shmo hooks up 
a turntable to a computer, looks at 
waveforms and says what sounds 
good or bad. As they say, a little 
learning is a dangerous thing. I 
certainly won’t get involved in 
debates on those forums’.

CHINA AND JAPAN
Looking to the future, Tim Young 
looks Far East.

‘I am amazed at the way the 
Chinese recording industry has 
advanced in just a few years 
of being part of the pop music 
business,’ he says. ‘Some of the best 
productions are now coming out 
of Chinese studios. In fact they can 

be mind-blowingly good. It’s 
remarkable how quickly 

they have come 
from nothing to 

being very good 
at recording 
and mixing and 
producing.’

Perhaps the new cutting lathe 
which the vinyl revival clearly needs 
– because those VMS 80s can’t last 
for ever – will come from China?

‘I think it will more likely come 
from Japan. Remember how Koetsu 
cartridges came out of the skill of 
the late Yoshiaki Sugano during the 
1970s in handling the high quality 
metals used for sword-making. 
Making a new cutting lathe is the 
kind of esoteric backwater and 
discipline that sits well with the 
Japanese mind-set. 

‘I recently cut some sides for a 
Japanese band and I was astonished 
at the quality of everything to do 
with the project. The artwork, 
the printing; it all looked so good, 
so expensive. That’s the way of 
Japanese culture. They have pride in 
owning an object like a disc.

‘It’s the absolute utter opposite of 
buying a download.’ 
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Fully active fl oorstanding loudspeaker with room compensation
Made by: Bang & Olufsen a/s, Denmark

Supplied by: Bang & Olufsen a/s
Telephone: 0045 9684 5100

Web: www.bang-olufsen.com
Price: £53,990

Few of us may be old enough or 
confi dent enough to have started 
planning our 90th birthday, 
but Bang & Olufsen decided to 

celebrate its, in November 2015, in grand 
style, announcing what is unarguably 
the most technically ambitious high-end 
loudspeaker yet made, named (what else?) 
the BeoLab 90, priced £53,990 per pair.

UNIQUE DSP EFFECTS
The bare statistics are stunning enough 
– 137kg, 18 drive units and 18 Class D 
power amplifi ers per speaker, the last 
totalling 8.2kW of output capability. But 
what makes the BeoLab 90 really special 
– more than that, unique – is the internal 
digital signal processing that integrates 
those 18 drivers in such a way that this 
monumental polyhedron can deliver sound 
with a narrow, almost constant directivity 
across the entire audible frequency range.

This makes the loudspeaker’s sound 
less dependent on the acoustics of the 
room where it is used [see KH’s Opinion, 
p111]. But doesn’t narrow directivity mean 
a single hot seat? Yes, in Narrow mode, 
the BeoLab 90’s directivity is tighter than 
a cardioid microphone’s and the listening 
sweet spot is quite small. But if you want 
to expand the listening area you can select 
Wide mode – and deliver it along one of 
fi ve different axes around the speaker. Or, 
for a party, you can dial up Omni mode, 
when the ’90 will do omnidirectional sound 
radiation better than many so-called ‘omni’ 
speaker designs.

The BeoLab 90 can offer all this 
because of its 18 drive units, distributed 
around the speaker. These comprise four 
woofers, seven midrange drivers and 
seven tweeters, all of them off-the-shelf 
items from fellow Danish manufacturer 
Scan-Speak but tightly matched to within 
±0.25dB. This is required because the 
outputs of the multiple drivers interfere 
constructively or destructively (adding or 

RIGHT: Beneath its facets 
(industrial design by 
Frackenpohl Poulheim) the 
BeoLab 90 sports 18 drivers 
– seven tweeters, seven 
midrange and four woofers – 
each with its own amplifi er

subtracting) at different 
frequencies to provide 
the controlled directivity 
in Narrow and Wide 
modes, under the 
control of the DSP that 
fi lters the feed to each 
driver as required. Any 
signifi cant mismatch 
in the amplitude or 
phase responses of the 
individual drivers would 
foul this up.

LINEAR-PHASE
Structurally, the 
BeoLab 90 comprises 
two principal parts. 
The main body is a 
substantial 65kg 
aluminium sand-
casting which 
accommodates the 
four bass drivers 
(one 260mm unit 
and three smaller 
212mm units), on top of which is mounted 
a ‘head’ moulded from mineral-loaded 
plastic which carries the midrange units 
and tweeters. All the bass and midrange 
drivers have separate internal volumes. 

In plan view the head is an irregular 
pentagon, the normal to each face defi ning 
the fi ve axes along which the ’90 can direct 
sound in Wide mode. Narrow mode is only 
available on the forward axis, because here 
three of the tweeters and three of the 
midrange drivers are closely positioned to 
provide additional control of directivity. 

The design axis is a little high at 108.6cm 
from the fl oor, but apparently Danish sofas 
tend to sit people more upright than ours, 
where seated ear heights of 95-100cm are 
more common.

B&O has an illustrious history with 
respect to linear-phase loudspeaker design 
– it was the company’s Villy Hansen and 
Erik Madsen who kick-started the mid-
1970s interest in linear-phase loudspeakers 

Thought B&O had abandoned high-end audio? 
You’re wrong – its new fl agship is awesome
Review: Keith Howard & Andrew Everard

Bang & Olufsen
BeoLab 90
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for the crossovers, as it 
is with conventional 

passive or active 
speakers, because the 
same signals are not 
sent to all the bass 
drivers, midrange 

drivers or tweeters. But 
the bass-mid crossover 

is at roughly 300Hz, and 
the mid-treble crossover at 

about 3kHz.
Another DSP role is to 

apply room correction. The 
Active Bass Control System of 
the earlier, 
conically 
shaped 
BeoLab 5 
has been 
replaced 
with 

Active 
Room 

Compensation 
(ARC) in the ’90, 

which requires 
measurements 
to be taken 

near the 
listening area 

using a supplied microphone that plugs 
into the speaker. Although the largest 
corrections are made at low frequencies, 
ARC provides progressively reduced 
correction up to around 2kHz.

B&O has made it very diffi cult to ‘break’ 
the BeoLab 90 despite the 8.2kW of 
amplifi er power packed into each speaker. 
Using the output of more than 40 sensors 
inside each speaker, algorithms within the 
DSP monitor driver diaphragm excursion 
and voice coil temperature, and take 
protective action when prescribed limits 

Bang & Olufsen’s entry into the 1960s fi eld of ‘serious hi-fi ’ was marked 
by its Beolab separates. Launched in 1967 to immediate acclaim for 
its radical (and latterly widely imitated) styling – not to mention its 
outstanding performance – the B&O High Fidelity Beolab/Beosystem 
series was an instant hit, at home and in all the Danish company’s 
export territories, including the UK. The seeds of the High Fidelity 
project are to be found in the falling sales of B&O’s cinema sound 
systems, which came about as a result of the ’60s boom in the Danish 
TV market. After all, why go to the cinema when you could watch TV 
at home? This left a design team with considerable experience of large 
speakers and powerful amps at a loose end. Until, that was, it was asked 
to design a range of audio components that would not only offer the 
performance of professional equipment but would also look good in 
the home. The Beosystem series reigned for some 30 years, so today’s 
Beolab 90 marks a bold return by B&O to its high-end hi-fi  roots. 

are exceeded. The monitoring of voice 
coil temperature also allows the DSP to 
counter the power compression that would 
otherwise result from changes in voice 
coil resistance. What the DSP does not 
do – despite the low frequency protection 
being called ‘Adaptive Bass Linearisation’ 
– is provide any correction of driver 
nonlinearity within normal excursion limits.

EXTRAORDINARY OUTPUT
Meanwhile each BeoLab 90 is set up for 
the specifi c characteristics of each of its 
drive units so that, in the case of a driver 
failure, a new one can be installed and its 

measured parameters 
loaded to the speaker 
via USB, at which point 
the internal processing 
will realign itself to the 
replaced components. 
The speakers can also 
be monitored remotely 
via their network 

connection, provided the user agrees. 
Presently the company is only using this for 
anonymised data-gathering, for example 
to see how specifi c drivers are operating 
across the installed base of speakers, 
but future developments should make 
it possible for remote diagnostics and 
adjustments to be carried out.

In addition to facilitating directivity 
control, all those drive units and all that 
amplifi cation endow the BeoLab 90 with 
an extraordinary output capability. Claimed 
to exceed 120dB SPL at 1m across virtually 
the entire audible frequency range from 
32Hz out to an ultrasonic 32kHz, it boasts 
the capacity to deliver the transient peaks 
of wide dynamic range music with ease. 

Balanced and unbalanced analogue 
inputs are provided along with digital 
input via USB, coaxial S/PDIF or Toslink 

with two papers published in the Journal 
of the Audio Engineering Society – so it’s 
no surprise to discover that the BeoLab 90, 
among its other attributes, is linear-phase 
from about 100Hz upwards. 

Below that the bass roll-off, which is 
equalised to extend the response down 
to a 10Hz corner frequency, imposes 
minimum-phase characteristics. It isn’t 
possible to defi ne frequencies and slopes 

‘There’s 8.2kW of 
amplifi er power 

packed into each 
loudspeaker’
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(although the USB option wasn’t 
yet implemented in the review 
samples). Sampling rate is limited 
to 192kHz as this is used internally 
in the DSP just as asynchronous 
sampling rate conversion converts 
all digital inputs to this rate. DSD 
compatibility is planned.

The set-up of the speaker 
is rather more complex than 
the kind of room optimisation 
common in AV receivers and will 
be carried out by the installing 
retailer as a matter of course.  
B&O says it doesn’t know of any 
speakers out in the fi eld that 
haven’t been subject to set-up, 
although their size and mass 
means the BeoLab 90 is hardly a 
‘buy, pop in the car and set up 
yourself’ proposition. Our pair 
took two chaps and a large 
van to deliver and move into 
position within editor PM’s 
spacious listening room. 

Finally, there’s the 
industrial design of the 
speaker. Despite the 
collective gasp and slight 
nervous laughter when the 
speakers were fi rst revealed last Autumn 
in Struer, the fi nished look – the work of 
Cologne-based consultancy Frackenpohl 
Poulheim – is slowly growing on us.

 SEDUCED BY SOUND
If the looks of the BeoLab 90 are divisive, 
it seems the sound is equally likely to split 
opinion, so let’s get it out 
there right from the start: 
these speakers aren’t very 
hi-fi , and if you’re someone 
for whom spotting every 
last nuance of a recording 
is more important than the 
way music is presented, 
chances are you won’t be 
too sold on what they do. That ‘ting’ on 
a triangle or the subtlest of shadings may 
go unnoticed when a recording is played 
through these speakers, but what they lack 
in forensic or dissective ability they more 
than make up for in their ability to draw 
you into the music.

By way of source we used a combination 
of the HFN room’s reference Melco server 
and Mutec MC-3+ USB interface, taking 
signals from the former’s USB output and 

feeding the speakers from the latter’s 
S/PDIF out, but if you wanted to go more 
conventionally you could use anything from 
one of the Bang & Olufsen units designed 
for the task – which could even mean 
one of its TVs – to something as simple 

as the little Raspberry 
Pi/HiFiBerry Digi+. Or, 
of course, you could 
just use a preamplifi er, 
run into the speakers 
in analogue form at a 
standard line level.

Firing up the BeoLab 
90s with ELP’s ‘Toccata’, 

from the Brain Salad Surgery album 
[Manticore 88883772842; 96kHz/24-bit], 
it was immediately clear that they were 
just as adept with the delicate nuances 
of the track, such as the tolling bells, as 
they are when the full chugging, shrieking 
sound of the band kicks in, with organ 
leading the charge and drums, cymbals and 
even Syndrums going like crazy.

The speakers deliver big, visceral bass 
when the music demands, and thanks to 

‘They deliver big, 
visceral bass 

when the music 
demands it’

As Bang & Olufsen’s ‘tonmeister’, 
Geoff Martin is ultimately 
responsible for the sound of the 
company’s products – from speakers 
like these all the way down to TVs 
and portable devices. Working 
closely with the electronics and 
acoustics people at B&O’s famous 
R&D labs, not to mention the 
industrial designers, he describes 
his job as ‘creating problems once 
everyone thinks they’re fi nished’.

Martin freely admits that the 
BeoLab 90’s long gestation – in 
excess of six years – was due to 
challenges in its voicing as much 
as any technical issues. In fact, he 
reveals that the ‘90’ moniker was 
almost fortuitous as the speaker 
wasn’t planned as a 90th birthday 
model, but became such when the 
project’s completion coincided with 
last year’s anniversary!

A lot was learned along the way, 
from acoustics to signal processing, 
and not least the discovery that one 
really couldn’t have four 26cm bass 
units in one speaker and stand any 
chance of getting the completed 
speaker through a normal domestic 
doorway! That’s why there’s one 
26cm unit facing forward, backed 
up by three 21.2cm drivers.

And yes, he sees a lot of the 
technology here trickling down to 
less expensive, smaller models from 
B&O in the near future. For now he’s 
characteristically adroit when asked 
about compatibility with other 
music formats: ‘We don’t currently 
support DSD,’ he says. Press him 
more and you get the same reply, 
but with just a little more emphasis 
on that third word…

GEOFF MARTIN
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RIGHT: The head section, containing 
the seven tweeters and seven midrange 
drivers, is moulded in mineral-loaded 
plastic, while the four bass drivers are 
mounted in a 65kg aluminium casting
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Experience a New
Dimension in Sound
The Model 15 could be described as "the 
ultimate in recovery vehicles", allowing the 
cartridge to retrieve the last nth of recorded 
material whether digital or analogue, from the 
vinyl disc and thus approaches the ultimate in 
perfection.

Receiving its inspiration from the superb Model 
10 precision turntable the Model 15 seeks to 
emulate the excellence of our Models 20/3 & 
30/2 turntable whilst retaining the more compact 
footprint preferred by many of our enthusiasts.

The Model 15 has been designed with the same 
attention to detail combined with simplicity of 
operation that has come to be expected from all 
SME products. Its superb performance together 
with laid back styling make it a glamorous 
addition to your sound system that will astound 
and amaze listeners for many years to come.
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London W1U 3SG
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ABOVE: Quasi-anechoic resp. at 1.5m shows mild loss 
in presence and gradual lift in treble (ignore <500Hz)the power on offer down there – 

4kW, remember, just for the bass 
section – they take not just chest-
pounding but actual sofa-shaking in 
their stride. They go low, especially 
with hi-res content, and there’s 
no shortage of pace and punch to 
match the extension. And it’s not 
just with bombastic tracks that the 
BeoLab 90s shine, for even with the 
more delicate title track from Kate 
& Anna McGarrigle’s Dancer With 
Bruised Knees [Warner Bros 7599-
25958-2], they do a fi ne job with 
the simple, focused bass-line.

MAGICAL IMAGING
However, they simultaneously reveal 
another of the rather special things 
they do, for almost my very fi rst 
listening note says, ‘They sound 
just like a very good small speaker’. 
Rather like my earlier ‘not very hi-fi ’ 
observation, that’s emphatically a 
good thing. Indeed, when focused 
down on the listening seat in 
‘Narrow’ mode, these big speakers 
deliver almost magical imaging 
and depth of soundstage between 
and around them, but with the 
benefi t of that powerful low-down 
(and dynamic) grunt to back up the 

conjuring trick. True, one 
can’t quite ‘dial out’ the 
presence of the speakers – 
well, not unless you close 
your eyes – but what’s 
even better is that, with 
the dispersion in wide 
mode, for example to 
entertain a whole sofa, 
the effect is almost as 
convincing in a variety of 
listening positions.

Play tight jazz such as 
Basie’s vintage Live At The 
Sands… [88.2kHz/24-bit 
rip of MFSL UDSACD 
2113], and the BeoLab 
90s will put you in front 
of a big band in its 
prime. Dial things back 
to the enchanting 
simplicity of the 
Brodsky Quartet’s 
Petits-Fours encores 

album [Chandos 
CHAN 10708], and the control and 
defi nition available, plus the natural 
warmth, is highly attractive.

True, the BeoLab 90 fl oorstanders 
sound as unlike a conventional 
pair of hi-fi  loudspeakers as they 
look, which may be a disadvantage 
for some potential buyers but will 
delight others. I really do suggest 
that a comprehensive audition would 
be well worthwhile, whether you 
think you’d like their sound or just 
out of idle curiosity. 

LEFT: Large, curved, ribbed 
heatsinks either side at the 
rear dissipate heat from the 18 
internal amplifi ers; analogue and 
digital inputs are provided, the 
latter via USB, coax and Toslink

Because different signals are fed to its drivers to control 
directivity, our usual nearfi eld measurements of bass extension 
and spot-frequency distortion weren’t feasible with the BeoLab 
90. Plus, as an active design, it doesn’t merit the sensitivity and 
impedance measurements of a passive speaker. So I performed 
our usual on-axis quasi-anechoic response measurements, but 
at 1.5m from the head assembly to match the distance which 
B&O uses. As well as generating left/right frequency responses, 
this also facilitated a cumulative spectral decay waterfall.

The other measurement is not part of our usual fare: an 
in-room response at the listening position. This was performed 
before and after the 90’s Active Room Compensation (ARC)
was applied, the existing correction being for wherever 
the speakers were previously installed. Although the quasi-
anechoic responses [Graph 1, below] will be infl uenced by 
room correction, the two traces – measured in Narrow mode 
– show similar trends: a mild presence band suckout followed 
by rising treble. Still, the response errors are modest at ±2.8dB 
for both speakers (500Hz-20kHz), and pair matching very good 
at ±0.6dB. (Ignore the roll-off below 500Hz which is due to 
the short measurement window.) The in-room response [Graph 
2, below] is pretty fl at in trend with correction applied (green 
trace) but the sub-bass hump and roll-off beyond 10kHz remain. 
The CSD waterfall [Graph 3, below] evinces generally fast 
energy decay with just some low-level resonances visible. KH

BANG & OLUFSEN BEOLAB 90

ABOVE: Cabinet shows quick decay and with only very 
mild treble resonances/break-up modes visible

ABOVE: In-room response is quite fl at (green trace 
with ARC applied) but with some loss of extreme 
treble and a lift in subsonic bass  

Greeted with interest in some 
quarters and disbelief in others, 
the BeoLab 90 loudspeakers 
are without a doubt a technical 
tour de force – a strong visual 
statement and capable of 
scintillating performance. They’re 
a radical rethink of loudspeaker 
design – and not just in the 
styling – while their cost is partly 
mitigated by the sheer number of 
amplifi ers and high-quality drive 
units incorporated for the money.

Sound Quality: 87%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

LAB
REPORT
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Think audiophile preamplifi er, and 
the chances are you’d imagine the 
archetypal product to be a model 
of minimalism – after all, it needs 

do no more than switch between sources 
and offer a volume control, right? Trouble 
is, the sheer diversity of sources available 
to today’s listeners means things can’t be 
that simple any more, what with listeners 
using everything from CDs and LPs through 
to computer-stored fi les at ever-greater 
sampling rates and/or fi le sizes.

Hence the latest preamp from Mark 
Levinson, the No526. Don’t let the prosaic 
model designation – the company’s 
numbering system never gives you much 
of a clue as to what the product actually 
does – fool you into thinking it’s in any way 
ordinary: this £20,000 preamp comes fully 
loaded. And then some.

HIGH-END POSTER CHILD
The company, for more than two decades 
owned by Harman International, and 
part of its Luxury Audio stable, describes 
the No526 as a ‘Dual-Monaural Pure Path 
Preamplifi er with Precision Link DAC and 
Pure Phono’, but even that only scratches 
the surface of what’s going on here. For 
example, it has no fewer than 12 inputs 
– six analogue and six digital – and offers 
a level of confi gurability that requires 
the use of a computer browser interface 
connected via both USB and network. 
We’re a very long way from a volume 
control and a handful of relay-switches here 
– but a version without the digital inputs, 
the No523, is also available.

It’s designed, like all Mark Levinson 
products, at a dedicated facility in Shelton, 
Connecticut – the ‘Engineering Center 
of Excellence’, no less – where Todd 
Eichenbaum, Director of Engineering at 
Harman Luxury Audio, leads a ten-strong 
team working on Lexicon, Mark Levinson 
and JBL Synthesis. Readers may be familiar 

with Eichenbaum from his previous 
employment: he was at Krell for a total 
of 25 years, worked on more than 60 of 
that company’s products as well as being 
instrumental in the development of some 
of its ‘signature’ technologies.

The No526 is hand-built by contract 
assembly company Mack Technologies, 
which has a close partnership with 
the brand, at its facility in Westford, 
Massachusetts. And this preamp very 
much epitomises American high-end audio 
in both the quality of its construction 
and its sheer mass. It’s a hefty beast, 
clad in a combination of cold-rolled 
steel and aluminium and weighing a 
not inconsiderable 17.7kg. Open the 
substantial shipping carton and you might 
be surprised to see an altogether more 

sensibly sized box within… turns out it’s 
just for the accessories.

CLEVER STUFF WITHIN
What’s immediately clear from fi rst 
acquaintance with the preamp is its dual-
mono layout, with the analogue inputs and 
outputs arranged in a mirror-image across 
the rear panel, and with the phono inputs 
below them. There’s also a headphone 
output on the front panel – a fi rst for the 
brand – driven by the main Class A preamp 
stage, allowing it to power headphones 
down to 32ohm, rather than using a 
separate headphone amp (as is often the 
case in products of this kind).

There are two sets of balanced inputs 
and of course one set of balanced outs, 
plus three single-ended pairs of RCAs, while 

RIGHT: Switchmode and linear PSUs feed 
digital and analogue preamp stages. Resistor-
ladder volume control and confi gurable MM/
MC phono stage are screened from interference

Here we have a hefty preamp with a price-tag to match, and a remarkable level of 
fl exibility – so can it impress as much with its sound as it does with its technology? 
Review: Andrew Everard Lab: Paul Miller

Mark Levinson No526

Stereo line/phono preamplifi er & USB DAC
Made by: Harman International Ind., Northridge, CA, USA 

Supplied by: Karma-AV
Telephone: 01423 358846

Web: www.marklevinson.com; www.karma-av.co.uk
Price: £20,000 
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digital ins run to AES/EBU, two coaxial and 
two optical S/PDIFs, and an asynchronous 
USB Type-B for computer hook-up. There’s 
also a standard USB-A and a micro USB 
socket, and an RJ45 Ethernet network 
connection. But before anyone gets 
too excited about the unlikely prospect 
of hooking up an iPod or – more likely, 
streaming music from NAS – hold your 
horses. In practice these are purely to 
facilitate product updates using a home 
computer or, with the USB-A, the loading of 
new fi rmware fi les from a 
USB thumb drive.

Other connections 
run to the usual range 
of home automation 
options, including in/out 
12V triggers, an external 
infrared sensor for remote 
control, and RS232 on 
an RJ12 socket. The No526 comes with a 
relatively compact and decidedly non-
extravagant handset [see p43], which does 
the job but is unlikely to become a coffee-
table conversation piece.

However, while the preamp presents 
a somewhat plain if purposeful face to 
the world, all the clever stuff behind that 
lofty price is, as you might hope, within. 
The proprietary ‘Precision Link’ DAC is 
based around ESS Sabre technology, has 
a choice of three fi lters, offers a selection 

of ‘Normal’ or ‘Wide’ PLL digital input lock 
tolerances, uses seven separate power 
supplies and can handle fi le formats up 
to 192kHz/32-bit and DSD128/5.6MHz. 
There’s also Harman’s Clari-Fi ‘music 
restoration’ system, designed to put 
some life back into highly compressed 
fi le formats. Now one might wonder why 
anyone would want to play such fi les 
through a £20,000 preamp, but if you do 
you’ll fi nd you can adjust the amount of 
Clari-Fi processing to suit your taste.

There’s more on the 
No526’s remarkably 
versatile phono stage in 
editor PM’s boxout [see 
below]. Other options, 
accessed from the front 
panel using a menu 
system, include a choice 
of display and power/

standby options, the latter going from the 
factory default ‘Green’ mode, which is a 
conventional standby, to simply muting the 
output and turning off the display while 
keeping the audio circuits powered and 
ready for action.

It’s also possible to switch the response 
of the resistor-ladder volume control. The 
default has the up/down volume respond 
to the speed at which the knob is turned, 
while there’s the option of faster response 
in the lower stages of the volume range, 

ABOVE: Modern and very elegant industrial 
design belies the complexity of the No526’s 
feature set – navigated via a two rotary 
encoders and row of buttons, or via a browser 

No fi ddling with jumpers or DIP switches with Mark Levinson’s No526 as the 
phono stage’s user-confi gurable 50-680pF input capacitance (MM), its 20ohm-
47kohm input loading (MC) and +40dB to +70dB gain options [see Lab Report, 
p43] are all accessible via the front panel setup menu. As is, I might add, the 
infrasonic fi lter that switches in a 2nd-order roll-off at a low 15Hz. In practice, 
I preferred the sound of the phono stage without the fi lter in situ, although 
the contoured LF response of the eq section reinforced the already rich and 
boisterous quality of the SME 20/3 and SME Series V/Koetsu Black front-end 
spinning at the back of my listening room. But while the No526 brings a powerful 
sense of weight and momentum to vinyl, the likes of Isaac Hayes’ ‘Life’s Mood’ 
[Branded; Virgin VPBLP 24] is not overly brooding but bursts into song as the
off-beat piano contrasts with the more fulsome feel of his deep and soulful 
vocals. It’s a neat trick but I’d still be wary of warped LPs, less-than-perfectly 
isolated decks and, most importantly, under-damped refl ex-loaded speakers. PM

slowing as higher levels are reached. I quite 
liked the default setting, which enables 
one to make a change quickly, then adjust 
things in very fi ne increments when the 
desired level is approached.

The balanced and single-ended outputs 
can be set to variable or fi xed – the latter 
handy if you already have a good preamp 
and for some reason have chosen to buy 
the No526 as a DAC/phono stage – and to 
activate a 24dB/octave 80Hz high-pass 
fi lter on the output should you be using an 
active subwoofer. Finally, a Surround Sound 
Processor mode allows one of the inputs 
to be confi gured to fi xed unity gain for use 
when the No526 is fed by the front left/
right outputs of a surround processor.

 FAST AND ASSURED
Without a doubt the No526 is an extremely 
fl exible control centre for a high-quality 
system, its fairly slender casework 
incorporating functions one might 
otherwise assign to three separate boxes – 
phono stage, DAC and preamp. How that 
sits with your views on future upgrading 
or putting all one’s eggs in a single basket 
is a decision only the buyer can make, but 
the good news is that the No526 fulfi ls 
all its functions to a very high standard, 
and never gives rise to any doubts about 
performance being sacrifi ced in the quest 
for convenience.

It sounds big, fast, dramatic and entirely 
assured across a wide range of musical 
genres, and if you put the old ‘tingle 
factor’ high on your list of priorities, it 
will certainly rise to the occasion. There’s 
nothing false, artifi cial or overtly ‘hi-fi ’ 
about the sound here: rather the music 
is given room to breathe and shine, 
constantly catching the ear not only with 
the level of detail on offer, but also with 
the sense of fl ow and expression.

Indeed, rather as one fi nds when a
high-quality, high-power amplifi er is slotted 

‘The sense of the 
solo instrument 
before me was 

almost palpable’
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PREAMP/USB DAC

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

Based on the No585 [HFN Apr ’15] and No519’s ESS Sabre 
DAC stage, the No526 offers a full 20V output via its 73ohm 
balanced XLR outs while the A-wtd S/N ratio reaches 112.6dB 
and the response is fl at to within –0.15/20kHz, –1.1dB/45kHz 
and –6.2dB/90kHz with 48kHz, 96kHz and 192kHz digital 
inputs. The ‘Slow’ fi lter option offers a stronger –3.1dB/20kHz 
cut than either the ‘Fast’ or ‘Minimum Phase’ fi lters, but there’s 
less acausal distortion (pre-ringing) on transients. Harmonic 
distortion drops as low as 0.00008% at 1kHz/–10dBFs but is a 
little higher at 0.001% by 20kHz/–10dBFs [see Graph 1]. Jitter is 
phenomenally low at ≤10psec, all sample rates, while low-level 
resolution is good to ±0.3dB over a full 110dB dynamic range.

The precision engineering of the No526’s phono stage is 
refl ected in most of the measurements. The notional +40dB 
(MM) and +50dB, +60dB, +70dB (Low, Mid and High gain 
MC) settings arrive closer to +53.7dB, +63.3dB, +73.4dB and 
+83.1dB in practice (full volume, balanced output). So the 
No526 is very sensitive but also benefi ts from very low noise, 
delivering a massive 94.2dB A-wtd S/N ratio via MM and 77.6dB 
via all three MC settings (re. 5mV and 500μV in, respectively). 
High gain typically means limited overload margins and so the 
No526 clips at 89mV (MM), 31mV, 9.2mV and 3.0mV (Low, 
Mid and High gain MC), suggesting it’s best partnered with 
lower-output MMs and MCs. Distortion is far lower than ML’s 
<0.03% spec. at 0.003-0.007% (20Hz-20kHz, re. 0dBV) but the 
boost in sub-1kHz response (+0.25dB/300Hz, +0.5dB/50Hz and 
+0.7dB/20Hz) must surely be intentional [see Graph 2]. PM

MARK LEVINSON NO526

LAB
REPORT

into a system, the effect of the 
No526 is somewhat akin to letting 
the music off the leash. Best of 
all, it delivers this standard of 
performance across its wide gamut 
of input options, from balanced and 
single-ended analogue to high-res 
digital music played via USB input.

PLAYING WITH FILTERS
With PM having established the 
quality of the inbuilt phono stage 
in his boxout, I have to admit I was 
most intrigued to fi nd out how well 
the onboard digital stage combined 
with the analogue section would 
fare as a source/control set-up. Here, 
the No526 never disappointed. With 
everything from violin with orchestra 
on DSD – Arabella Steinbacher’s 
Fantasies, Rhapsodies & Daydreams 
[Pentatone PTC5186536; DSD64 
via NativeDSD.com] – through to 
mainstream rock and blues, the 
No526 demonstrated the ability to 
put what sounds like everything 
that’s on the recording out there for 
the listener’s pleasure, drawing the 
attention deeper into the music.

On the Steinbacher recording 
the sense of the solo instrument 
before me was almost palpable, 
with every bite of rosin on string 
beautifully delineated, while the 
orchestra had wonderful scale and 
richness, never seeming cloying 
or over-bloomy. Meanwhile with 
the recent 44.1kHz/24-bit release 
of Rage Against The Machine’s 
eponymous album [Epic; HDtracks 
download] the No526 simply let the 
full-on onslaught of the sound slam 
out of the speakers, losing nothing 

in impact or power, or indeed the 
visceral effect of the performances.

There’s not much the digital 
fi lters can do to alter the charge 
of that particular album, but with 
less bonkers content there is a 
perceptible difference between 
‘Fast’ and ‘Slow’ settings, the 
former giving a little more attack, 
and the latter a marginal gain in 
warmth and weight. Meanwhile, the 
Minimum Phase fi lter gives slightly 
sharper focus when listening to 
solo instrument recordings such as 
Johan Brouwer’s Vaudry [Aliud ACD 
BA089-2; DSD64], tightening the 
rendition of the harpsichord strings 
just a shade.

Switching the PLL Lock to ‘Wide’ 
softens the sound very slightly, but 
may be useful if fi nd yourself using 
digital sources prone to momentary 
drop-outs. As ever, preferences when 
it comes to all these digital settings 
are really down to the user. 

Whichever you choose, one 
thing is for certain – if the mark of a 
great hi-fi  component is how well it 
offers everything while apparently 
doing nothing to get in the way of 
the music, then the Mark Levinson 
No526 is very special indeed. 

By any standards a remarkable 
preamplifi er, as much for its 
sound and fl exibility as the 
quality of its build – oh, and the 
price! The No526 is striking for 
its ability to deliver everything 
played through it with maximum 
conviction and clarity. Of course 
it places demands on the system 
with which it’s used, but if you’re 
lucky enough to be able to afford 
a set-up able to do it justice, 
you’re in for a treat.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality: 90%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

ABOVE: Two coaxial and two optical S/PDIF digital ins are joined by USB 2.0 and 
AES/EBU inputs, micro USB, USB-A and Ethernet port plus XLR and four analogue RCA 
inputs (including a confi gurable MM/MC input) plus RCA and XLR outputs

ABOVE: Distortion versus 48kHz/24-bit digital signal 
level over a 120dB range via S/PDIF (1kHz, red) and 
USB (1kHz, black; 20kHz, blue)

Maximum output level (Balanced) 20Vrms at 73ohm

A-wtd S/N ratio (Digital/MM/MC) 112.6dB / 94.2dB / 77.6dB

Distortion (1kHz, 0dBFs/–30dBFs) 0.00065% / 0.00018%

Freq. resp. (20Hz-20kHz/45kHz/90kHz) +0.0dB to –0.15/–1.13/–6.2dB 

Frequency resp. (MM, 20Hz-20kHz) +0.70dB to +0.04dB

Input sensitivity (MM/MC, re. 0dBV) 2.07mV / 682μV/214μV/70μV

Input overload (MM/MC, re. 1% THD) 89mV / 31mV / 9.2mV / 3.0mV

Power consumption 67W (1W standby)

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 267x76x295mm / 3.6kg

ABOVE: RIAA-corrected frequency response over an 
extended 5Hz-100kHz (infrasonic fi lter, dashed) with 
THD versus frequency (red) via MM at 0dBV output
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All-in-one music player/storage/DAC/amp. Rated at 225W/8ohm
Made by: Musical Fidelity Ltd, London 

Supplied by: Musical Fidelity Ltd
Telephone: 0208 900 2866  

Web: www.musicalfi delity.com
Price: £3999

The trend towards systems that 
not only play music from physical 
media, but also from a remote 
network connection, has put a 

lot of pressure on some of the world’s 
specialist hi-fi  manufacturers. New 
engineering skills, some of them well 
outside traditional comfort zones, need to 
be acquired, and some of the traditional 
thinking on audio, principally that it doesn’t 
mix too well with an interference-ridden 
computer environment, re-considered. 

Musical Fidelity was one of the earliest 
adopters of this new music strategy, with 
models such as its M1 CLiC ‘Universal 
Music Controller’ [HFN Jul ’11], combining 
its heritage in hi-fi  preamplifi ers with a 
bought-in streaming player solution – and 
of course the company has long been 
making standalone DACs. The M6 Encore 
range, however, takes it to a whole new 
level, both in the preamp-only Encore 
Connect (£3299) and the full £3999 
Encore 225 we have here, complete with 
built-in power amplifi cation for a ‘just add 
speakers’ system.

VIEW TO THE FUTURE
As the full model designation suggests, 
this chunky but elegant unit is part of the 
company’s M6 series which slot into MF’s 
line-up below its fl agship NuVista and M8 
ranges. However, Encore is also an entity 
in itself, the Wembley company saying it 
‘is not simply a new product from Musical 
Fidelity. It is a platform upon which the 
next decade of our business is being built’.

To that end, the new models have been 
designed to withstand future software and 
fi rmware upgrades, while retaining the 
same hardware architecture for many years 
to come. In fact, the company speaks of 
new features already planned for release 
over the coming months, which will be 
added via network updates. As you’ll see 
later, that process created the odd hiccup 

with the review sample, but it’s a laudable 
intention, and should ensure that an 
Encore bought now will be able to stay ‘on 
the pace’ in the future.

The two versions of the Encore – the 
Connect and 225 – share the entire 
package, the only difference being the 
onboard amplifi cation in the latter, claimed 
at 220W per channel [but see PM’s lab 
Report, p47]. That package extends to not 
just network playback via wired Ethernet 
connectivity, but also a wide range of 
digital audio inputs – including a USB Type 
B ‘for future expansion’ and four Type As as 
well as two optical and two coaxial S/PDIFs
 – along with three line-ins. There are also 
line and preamp-level outputs, as well as 
optical and coaxial digital outs, and a full-
size 6.35mm fascia headphone socket.

At the moment the USBs aren’t 
activated for audio use, although we’re 

told that’s coming – but they are powered, 
and could thus be used, for example, to 
charge portable devices. Given that some 
of the company’s integrated amps already 
have asynchronous USB inputs fi tted and in 
operation, it’s not hard to imagine that this 
will soon be set up on the Encore. 

There’s also a CD player/ripper backed 
up with internal hard disk storage. As 
standard the Encore comes with a 1TB 
2.5in conventional hard disk installed, 
but it wouldn’t be hard to upgrade this 
to higher capacity and/or an SSD. The 
drive is mounted in a bay accessed via the 
rear panel, and can be changed with no 
‘computer knowledge’ at all.

Neither do you need to be au fait with 
this kind of system in order to get your 
music onto the Encore. Indeed, all you have 
to do is ‘post’ a CD into the slot-loading 
mechanism, and the system will rip the 

RIGHT: The heart of the Encore is an Intel Atom 
Quad core processor-powered development 
platform from Mi-embedded, customised by MF. 
The amp modules are derived from the M6si

It’s far from the fi rst company to launch a network music system, but Musical Fidelity 
thinks its new arrival has a signifi cant edge over its rivals – expandable internal storage
Review: Andrew Everard Lab: Paul Miller

Musical Fidelity Encore 225
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tracks to the hard disc as FLAC fi les by 
default, while looking up metadata and 
cover artwork via the network connection. 
To play a disc using the drive rather than 
ripping it, you have to select the ‘CD Player’ 
function in the system’s menu.

ACCESSING YOUR MUSIC
Alternatively, for owners with music 
collections already stored on a computer 
or NAS drive, it’s possible to ‘drag and 
drop’ fi les or folders onto the Encore’s 
hard disk via the 
system’s web interface. 
At the moment this is 
only available using 
the Google Chrome 
browser, but with this 
installed on a computer 
on the same network as 
the system, it’s possible 
not just to copy content, but also adjust 
the Encore’s settings – and indeed read the 
instruction manual, which is only provided 
online. The only printed documentation 
supplied is a simple Quick Start Guide.

Once music is stored, you have a 
choice of ways to access and play it. You 
can use the front panel buttons or the 
comprehensive remote supplied and the 
large, clear colour display, or use an ‘MF 
Encore’ app for Android or iOS, on a tablet 

or smartphone. At the time of writing the 
Android app was ‘live’, and while the iOS 
version was caught up in the labyrinthine 
process of Apple approval, it’s expected to 
be online by the time you read this. 

Other services available include the 
usual access to Internet radio and podcasts 
via the TuneIn Radio platform, with presets 
available to store favourite stations. 
However, at the moment the Encore 225 
can’t access streaming services such as 
Spotify and Tidal, although perhaps MF will 

be able to add this with 
future updates.

The internal 
monoblock power 
amplifi ers are derived 
from the M6si 
integrated, and are 
mounted symmetrically 
on either side of the 

Encore, with hefty fi nned heatsinks on the 
side of the casework, hidden by the thick 
aluminium front panel, to disperse heat. 
The amps are designed for high power, 
real-world speaker-driving capability and 
stability, and feed substantial speaker 
terminals – one set per channel – able to 
handle spades, bare wires or banana plugs.

Connecting up the Encore 225 we 
were initially surprised that not very much 
happened. It turns out that as soon as it’s 

on and connected to the network (which 
it needs to be to fi re up), the unit contacts 
base to check whether there are any 
updates, and downloads and implements 
any software available. This could confuse 
buyers at fi rst, so by the time you read 
this the company assures us it will have 
implemented an elective update system. 

That’s a wise precaution, as 
disconnecting computer-based equipment 
when it seems not to be working, but 
is actually updating and writing new 
operating software, is a pretty sure-fi re 
way to ‘brick’ such a device! Other updates 
planned include a way of turning the 
power amps off should the Encore 225 be 
used as a preamp-level device into external 
power amplifi cation, although if you’re 
planning on this perhaps it’s worth saving 
£700 and just buying the Connect.

 DYNAMICS WITH DETAIL
With no shortage of similar devices on the 
market – albeit very few of them offering 
the fl exibility of the Encore 225 – our 
focus is very fi rmly on how this all-in-one 
system sounds. Having tried it as a source 
component, as a streaming preamp/player 
and as intended straight into speakers, 
the simple verdict is that it sounds very 
fi ne indeed, in a typically rich and yet 
beautifully detailed MF kind of way. 

So while PM has identifi ed the system 
doesn’t quite live up to its ‘225’ billing into 
8ohm [see p47], there’s certainly no sense 
of a shortage of power when the system is 
playing music, and it exhibits fi ne grip on 
speakers to give a sound that’s controlled 
without ever being restrained, and has 
both excellent dynamics and detailing.

With the attack and energy of the latest 
ZZ Top album, Live! Greatest Hits From 
Around The World [Suretone SURET1606-
001], the Encore 225 shows itself more 
than capable of hitting hard and driving 

ABOVE: The Encore 225’s fascia is relatively 
simple, with menu functions to the left of the 
display, ‘transport’ buttons to the right, and a 
CD slot-loader for ripping/playback below

‘The Encore 225 
delivers snappy 

rhythms and bags 
of ambience’

Musical Fidelity has always been swift to implement advanced third-party 
solutions to power its digital offerings, its collaboration with StreamUnlimited 
in developing its CLiC streaming solution [HFN Jul ’11] eventually spawning 
an entirely new class of hi-fi  product. Fast forward some fi ve years and MF has 
done it again – this time leveraging an Intel-based ‘Mi-embedded reference 
platform’ into a specialist audio product. Based on the E3800 Intel Atom 
processor product family, this is the fi rst system-on-chip (SoC) platform designed 
for intelligent systems, promising ‘outstanding computer, graphical and media 
performance... with secure content delivery’. Musical Fidelity customised the 
software that integrates various of the platform’s third-party applications, 
including the separate server and Linux media player ‘layers’ while facilitating 
various gateway services, including Tidal. It also developed a bespoke (open 
source) bios that manages the Encore’s embedded Linux OS boot sequence – 
including power management and its automated online fi rmware updates. PM

EMBEDDED TECHNOLOGY
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the music unstoppably, while still 
conveying the live presence of the 
recordings, from a variety of venues. 

The snarly, rough-edged version 
of ‘La Grange’ sounds hoarse-
vocalled and hard-charging, with the 
system almost willing the listener 
to crank it harder – and when you 
do, things just become even more 
magnifi cent, the distant roar of the 
crowd adding to the atmosphere, 
swelling as the band comes to a 
juddering halt before slamming back 
into the track’s pile-driver riff.

ENTRANCING INTIMACY
Bring the tempo down a bit to ELP’s 
medley of ‘Take A Pebble’, ‘Still… 
You Turn Me On’ and ‘Lucky Man’, 
from Welcome Back My Friends in 
96kHz/24-bit [Manticore, via Qobuz], 
and that fi ne detailing and even-
handed balance with just a hint of 
warmth is fi rmly to the fore, both in 
the character of Greg Lake’s voice 
and guitar and the subtleties of 
keyboards and percussion behind. 

Similarly with Michael Wollny and 
Vincent Peirani’s Tandem album, 
combining piano and accordion/
accordina [ACT Music ACT 9825-2], 
the Encore 225 manages to sound 
warm and rich while at the same 
time delivering snappy rhythms and 
bags of ambience, the percussive 
piano intertwining with the breathy 
reeds of the ‘squeezeboxes’ to quite 
entrancing effect. There’s a defi nite 
intimacy about this recording, and 
the MF system ensures this was 
presented in an attractive manner 
– for example in the low chords 
opening the duo’s cover of Björk’s 
‘Hunter’, and the way the rhythm 
of the accordion remains taut and 

focused even after Wollny opens up 
more in the right hand, the piano 
skittering and soaring.

As you might expect given 
the company founder Antony 
Michaelson’s passion for all things 
classical, this system sounds 
especially impressive with chamber 
to orchestral and choral music. 
Playing the recent Resonus recording 
of Fauré’s Requiem [RES 10174], 
reveals the way it can bring out the 
light and shade of a piece while still 
being able to turn on the power 
when required, with a shimmering 
delicacy giving way to real slam. 

Meanwhile Alfred Brendel’s 1984 
set of Haydn piano sonatas [Philips 
412 228-2] has both freshness and 
vigour, allied to a richness of tone, 
the piano sounding well-weighted 
and real, with a fi ne clarity and 
defi nition in both hands.

Completing what is a very 
competitive package, the Encore 
225 even sounds good when 
used via its line and digital inputs, 
enhancing the view that this is a 
very viable all-in-one replacement for 
anyone contemplating an upgrade 
to streaming but fearing an increase 
in system box-count. 

ABOVE: Pairs of coaxial and optical S/PDIF digital ins are joined by USB A and B ports 
(to be enabled) alongside Ethernet and three line ins on RCAs. Single-ended (RCA) pre 
outs are offered along with pairs of 4mm speaker outlets. Note detachable HDD bay

Certain elements of the Encore 
225 suggest it’s still something 
of a work in progress, and the 
lack of streaming services might 
discourage some, but as an
all-in-one solution, complete with 
music storage and a decent range 
of inputs, this is a pretty solid buy. 
It’s easy to use, even for network 
audio neophytes, ensuring it is
well-suited to those who want the 
convenience without the need to 
‘get’ computers.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality:  86%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

MUSICAL FIDELITY ENCORE 225
On test the Encore 225 did not quite meet its rated 225W 
specifi cation – 215W/320W into 8/4ohm is also what I had 
recorded for MF’s M6si integrated amp and suggests a 200W 
rating would be ‘safer’. However, under dynamic conditions 
there’s enough headroom to service 295W, 525W, 855W and 
a full 1010W (1kW) into 8, 4, 2 and 1ohm loads at <1% THD 
[see Graph 1, below]. Through bass and midrange frequencies, 
distortion is typically just 0.001-0.002% over a full 1-190W 
range but climbs by about 10x at 20kHz and 20x at 40kHz – a 
feature that’s exaggerated via digital inputs/storage where THD 
climbs from ~0.004% to ~0.18% (a factor of 40-50x) over the 
same frequency range. This is a function of the PCM5242 DAC/
pre stage which also shows a marked improvement with 24-bit 
media over 16-bit CD [red vs. black infi ll, Graph 2 below]. Jitter 
is also far lower with stored 48kHz/24-bit media at ~15psec 
vs. ~400psec via CD, even if the overall A-wtd S/N ratio is little 
different at 100-101dB (re. 2.0V at 0dBFs, preamp vol = 88).

The analogue in/out frequency response of the Encore 225 
is necessarily fl atter and more extended than via its digital 
inputs at –0.4dB/20Hz to 0.0dB/20kHz and –0.6dB/100kHz 
versus –1dB/45kHz and –3dB/90kHz with 96kHz and 192kHz 
media respectively (stored or via S/PDIF). The power amp’s 
output impedance is a moderate (but fl at) 0.17ohm while 
the preamp offers a fairly standard 47ohm. The amplifi er’s 
A-wtd S/N ratio is also bang-on the industry average at 86.5dB 
(re. 0dBW) and only 1dB shy of that achieved by the M6si 
integrated – testament to MF’s success in managing the PSU 
requirements of this complex digital/analogue audio solution 
without undue compromise. PM

ABOVE: THD vs. digital level over a 120dB range via
S/PDIF (1kHz, red) and CD (1kHz, black; 20kHz, blue)

OVE THD di i l l l 120dB i

ABOVE: Dynamic power output versus distortion into 
8ohm (black trace), 4ohm (red), 2ohm (blue) and 
1ohm (green) loads. Maximum current is 31.8A

Continuous power (<1% THD, 8/4ohm) 215W / 320W

Dynamic power (<1% THD, 8/4/2/1ohm) 295W / 525W / 855W / 1010W

Output impedance (20Hz–20kHz) 0.169–0.145ohm (47ohm, pre)

Freq. resp. (20Hz–20kHz/100kHz) –0.4 to +0.0dB/–0.6dB (Analogue)

Digital jitter (CD / 48kHz/96kHz) 400psec / 15psec/200psec

A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBW/0dBFs) 86.5dB (Analogue) / 101.9dB (Dig)

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz; 0dBW/0dBFs) 0.0009–0.008%/0.0037–0.12%

Power consumption (idle/215W) 60W / 700W (2W standby)

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 440x125x400mm / 16.6kg
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Valve phono preamplifi er
Made by: Audio Research Corp, Minnesota, USA

Supplied by: Absolute Sounds Ltd
Telephone: 0208 971 3909

Web: www.audioresearch.com; www.absolutesounds.com
Price: £6998

Traditional values in a modern 
setting’ is how you might 
describe the new Audio Research 
Foundation Series, albeit in a 

nutshell. It feels very contemporary, a 
world away both from the golden age of 
tube amplifi cation of the 1950s and ’60s, 
and almost as distant from the hobbyist, 
tweaky valve renaissance of the past 
decade or so. Indeed it rather renders 
obsolete much of what people typically 
associate with the thermionic breed. 

The £7k PH9 phono stage is but one 
of the series: there’s also the LS28 line 
stage preamplifi er – to be reviewed next 
month – and the DAC9 digital-to-analogue 
converter. Audio Research says there 
will soon be a new amplifi er and other 
associated products to complete the line. 

A SENSIBLE SIZE FOR BRITS
The mission for this particular phono 
stage then is to do its job in a classically 
satisfying but unerringly modern and fuss-
free way. Yet as we all know, one doesn’t 
automatically follow the other – quite the 
reverse, in fact. Indeed, many tube designs 
are still very much hobbyist devices, aimed 
at those enthusiasts who relish tube-rolling 
of an evening. This Audio Research product 
by contrast, will likely be seen and heard 
but mostly left alone.

The company is famous for its technical-
looking products. To the British eye 
especially, and with our quaint, cramped 
listening rooms full of tea and scones, 
Audio Research gear can look a bit too 
imposing. Well, the PH9 hasn’t exactly 
shrunk compared to previous ARC offerings 
but it’s still just about sensibly sized 
enough for ‘the old country’. It’s also nicely 
and subtly styled with a more rounded and 
less industrial feel than of yore – so much 
so that it may well fi nally be allowed out 
of the man cave and into your main living 
area, providing it behaves itself.

Aiding its transition into the world of 
domestic acceptability, the unit comes 
in a choice of black and natural silver 
anodised aluminium fi nishes, which both 
look superb. The reassuringly sturdy metal 
remote control unit is a nice touch too 
– although of course analogue source 
components don’t offer track search, play 
and pause buttons. The real reason for this 
hefty handset, we shall soon discover…

Inside the PH9’s svelte casing, you’ll see 
those glowing glass bottles – the Audio 
Research trademark. Three 6H30 vacuum 
tubes are at the core of a simple signal 
path, and provide an impressive amount 
of whack at the output terminals [see PM’s 
lab report, p51]. The PH9 has fi ve different 
impedance settings (47kohm, 1000, 500, 
200 and 100ohm) to allow for accurate 
cartridge loading, and usefully they can 
be changed on the go, so you can hear 

the difference as you listen. Indeed, that’s 
where the remote control does come in 
handy, because it lets you toggle between 
settings from the comfort of your listening 
chair. However, I must say that once I had 
got the right setting for each cartridge 
I tried, I didn’t do too much subsequent 
fi ddling with this particular feature. 

A PLEASURE TO USE
As phono stages go, this Audio Research 
model has a complex user interface, but 
it’s not hard to use. There’s no fumbling 
underneath and/or messing with DIP 
switches. Instead everything is selectable 
or displayed via the user menu – including 
the aforementioned pick-up loading, the 
number of hours on the tubes, and the 
auto shutdown mode. 

One of the most useful buttons is 
‘mute’ because, as we vinylistas know, you 

RIGHT: The vacuum tube audio stage employs 
three 6H30 triode tubes as part of the input
and RIAA with another 6H30 and a 6550WE 
beam tetrode for regulation in the power supply

Blending superb sound from tube circuitry allied to ultra-modern styling and a slick 
user-interface, this new high-end phono stage is all things to all men – well, almost
Review: Nick Tate Lab: Paul Miller

Audio Research PH9

‘
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invariably end up brushing dirt off your 
stylus periodically and this means you don’t 
have to twiddle the preamp volume knob 
every time, to avoid thumps and bangs. 
Overall the PH9 was a pleasure to use, even 
down to the sizeable central fl uorescent 
display (which was a joy to behold for 
ageing eyes like mine), and the large rack 
handles which made moving it a breeze – 
so they’re not just for show…

Unlike its fl agship Reference Phono 3 
big brother, the PH9 offers a single, fi xed 
gain of 55dB (x560). I 
tried various MM and 
MC cartridges, and 
found it to work well 
in practice with most 
– from medium-output 
moving-magnets like 
the Audio-Technica 
AT-120EB (4.0mV), to 
higher-than-average output (but not high 
output) moving-coils like the Lyra Dorian 
(0.6mV). However, the 0.2mV output of my 
vintage Northwest Analogue-rebuilt Supex 
SD900 MC was just a tad too feeble to get 
really high volume levels out of my system. 

If you’re going to have fi xed gain input 
for MM and MC cartridges, then Audio 

Research has drawn the line in the sand 
pretty much in the right place, and most 
owners should fi nd it workable [see PM’s 
boxout, below].

 EXPANSIVE SUPPLE SOUNDS
Those who have owned Audio Research 
products in the past won’t be entirely 
surprised by how the PH9 auditions, for 
there’s a strong family resemblance. 
In essence it delivers a powerful and 
expansive sound, with a solid but supple 

bass, and crisp but 
shimmering treble. 
Across the midband 
it demonstrates both 
scale and detail, placing 
instruments in space 
with consummate 
accuracy and ease. 
And like the best tube 

designs, it’s devoid of the metallic sheen 
that some solid-state phono stages still 
possess – there’s certainly no sense that 
the upper mid in particular has been 
chromium-plated! Rather, this big silver 
box has a very subtle sepia tint that is most 
pleasing to the ear. Don’t get me wrong, 
for I don’t want to suggest it’s cloyingly 

rich or gloopy. Rather, the PH9 treads a 
well-judged path between satisfyingly 
sweet and sickeningly syrupy!

A fi ne example of its talents can be 
heard when spinning the classic Jolly 
and Swain produced ‘Just An Illusion’ 
by Imagination on their 1982 album 
In The Heat Of The Night [R&B Records 
RB LP1002]. This chart peaking dance 
track has a wonderfully thick – and much 
imitated – analogue synthesiser bass line 
which drives the whole song along. Added 
to this is some delicious electric piano and 
Fender Rhodes keyboard work that’s set 
in front of a tight snare drum sound, with 
some added drum machine handclaps for 
good measure!

I’ve heard a few phono stages suck all 
the tonal vibrancy out of this track, but the 
PH9 retained this in all its glory – this, it 
told me, was a classic analogue disco song 
rather than a digitally sampled dance tune. 
That bass was a delight, full and fat but fast 
and fl uid. Moving up to the midband, and 
my attention was drawn to the cathedral-
like soundstage, inside which singer Lee 
John’s saccharine vocals echoed around. 
Forget the dance fl oor, this became a 
hugely enjoyable listening experience from 
the comfort of my sofa…

Sweetness can be a blessing for some 
types of music, and a downside for others, 
but this didn’t prove the case for the PH9. 
Cueing up my well-played pressing of 
My Bloody Valentine’s Loveless [Creation 
CRELP 060], and ‘When You Sleep’, was a 
joy. This track can be downright torture 
with a less than subtle system, laced as 
it is with distortion and compression. Yet 
underneath there’s a melody that wouldn’t 
disgrace The Byrds at their best, and a 
touching sentimentality that’s easily lost. 

ABOVE: The superbly fi nished PH9 presents a 
slick user interface with switchable load, auto-
off settings and valve hour display via the menu 
and central display, plus handy mono and mute

One of the great benefi ts of a tube-based phono preamp is its potential to 
accommodate relatively huge voltage swings – up to 51V at the output of the 
PH9 in this instance. With a fi xed gain of some 55dB, and wide 85dB S/N ratio, 
the PH9 is therefore perfectly placed to work with a wide gamut of pick-ups: 
sub-mV MCs will not drown in noise while high output MMs, including Ortofon’s 
2M Red, Blue and Black with their 5-6mV (re. 5cm/sec) specifi cation, will not 
clip any stage of the preamp. But compatibility problems may still be manifest 
downstream as few integrated amp/preamp line inputs will tolerate an input 
of 20, 30 or more volts. And even if they do, you’ll not get a lot of use out of the 
volume control! In practice, and with a maximum +18dB groove excursion from 
a very ‘hot’ LP pressing, a high output MM might deliver up to 50mV, which is 
about 30V from the PH9... So while the PH9 is as versatile and bullet-proof a 
fi xed-gain phono stage as you’ll ever fi nd, audiophiles might experiment with an 
attenuator or even a passive pre on its output. PM

‘I was struck by 
how easy it was to 
listen into the inner 
recesses of the mix’

HOW MUCH GAIN?



The R 1000 E receiver has been developed 

to combine the functionality and quality of 

these two high-end separate components 

into a single, convenient package.  With a 

continuous output of 2 x 180 Watts and 

a wide range of digital and analogue in-

puts, the R 1000 E offers true audiophile 

performance, making it the perfect multi-

function receiver.

EVOLUTION

The new E-series is a complete redesign of a classic range and consists of three models offering class-leading performance. 

The dynamic PA 1000 E integrated amplifier and the MP 1000 E multi-source player are the superlative individual components 

of an extremely modern high-end system. The classic analogue technology of the PA 1000 E, which features symmetrical 

construction and a continuous output of 500 Watts, provides an incredibly natural, audiophile sound experience. The MP 1000 E 

plays music to the very highest standards of quality from every imaginable source: from CD; via Bluetooth; from VHF, DAB+ 

and Internet radio; from UPnP network music servers; from external digital sources; from USB memory media and from PCs 

and Laptops - even in the high-res DSD format. The streaming services Tidal, Deezer and qobuz are also supported. 

R 1000 E

T+A elektroakustik GmbH & Co. KG · Planckstraße 9 – 11 · 32052 Herford · +49 (0)5221-7676-0 · info@ta-hifi.com · www.ta-hifi.com

Hand built in Germany, the MP 2000 R MKII from T+A is available in the UK now.

For more information or to arrange a demonstration, please contact:

Kog Audio

PO Box 5260 · Coventry CV4 0GB

Office:    +44 (0)24 7722 0650

Email:    info@kogaudio.com

Web:      www.kogaudio.com
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HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

LAB
REPORT

The Audio Research PH9 struck just 
the right balance, conveying the 
track’s rawness and power without 
descending into harshness or chaos. 

True, you might say that this 
phono stage ever so slightly 
‘sugared the pill’, but this made it 
easier to take one’s metaphorical 
hi-fi  hat off and just get lost in the 
music. I was quite struck by how 
easy it became to listen into the 
inner recesses of the mix, despite 
that vast wall of distortion-laced, 
effects-processed electric guitars. 
At the same time, the PH9 carried 
the vocals beautifully, allowing them 
to break out of the mix and hover 
ethereally above the fray. 

HERBIE AND HERBERT
Jazz was just right. I had a funny 
feeling that this phono stage would 
sing with Herbie Hancock, so I cued 
up Maiden Voyage [Blue Note BST 
84195]. The opening title track is 
one of my favourites of the great 
man’s career, and has a shuffl ing 
rhythm that lesser front ends simply 
sail past imperiously. 

The PH9 got right into the 
groove, showing off its fi ne 
combination of speed and delicacy. 
It captured the subtle rhythmic 
nuances of the music adeptly and 
displayed effortless dynamics, 
showing itself able to go loud at a 
millisecond’s notice to really push 
out the players’ accenting and 
musical infl ections.

The same skill set brilliantly 
transferred to classical music, as 
I found as my vintage pressing of 
Beethoven’s ‘Pastoral’ Symphony 
with Herbert von Karajan and the 
Berlin Philharmonic [DG SLPM 138 
805] was taken from its ageing inner 
sleeve. This was recorded in 1962 
by the legendary engineer Günter 

Hermanns. The beginning of the fi rst 
movement lapped gently around 
me like ripples on the seashore, the 
PH9 serving up a blissful sound that 
retained every last rhythmic and 
dynamic nuance. 

The recorded acoustic was 
large, yet the instruments within 
the soundstage were so delicately 
rendered that it was hard not to be 
transfi xed. I particularly loved the 
timbral richness of the strings, which 
dripped with harmonics, plus the 
sheer fi repower available when the 
orchestra wound itself up to full chat 
on the climaxes.

This is a superb phono stage by 
most measures yet its fi xed gain 
means it can never be all things to 
all men. While it works superbly with 
medium and lowish output MMs and 
highest and medium output MCs, 
it’s less happy with low output MCs, 
which need more juice. 

Likewise, a high output MM 
will reduce your volume control 
range considerably, providing it 
doesn’t overload your preamp input 
beforehand. However, its obvious 
talents will charm a great many 
people, and I’d strongly suggest 
an audition to see if you’re one of 
them – ideally with your own pick-up 
cartridge, of course. 

ABOVE: Could not be simpler – a single set of RCA phono inputs (with ground post) 
and another pair of RCAs for the RIAA-equalised output. RS232 services automation

Combining a quintessentially 
sweet and powerful tube sound 
with a modern user interface 
– alongside a number of handy 
facilities – the Audio Research PH9 
will catch the audiophile’s eye 
and ear. Yes, it’s expensive and, 
with its fi xed gain, not entirely 
universal in its application, but 
with anything other than very low 
output MCs still offers real appeal. 
For purity of sound, it’s one of the 
fi nest phono stages around.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality:  85%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

AUDIO RESEARCH PH9
Judging the amount of gain to offer in a fi xed input/output 
phono stage is tricky – too high, and input overload margins 
can be compromised with very high o/p pick-ups, too low and 
lower output MMs or medium output MCs may not achieve 
an adequate S/N ratio. Audio Research has opted for a very 
compatible +55.4dB (x586) with input loading options ranging 
from 100ohm to 1kohm for medium/high output MCs and a 
standard 47kohm for MMs, suffi cient to raise 0dBV from its RCA 
outs with a 1.7mV input. Ordinarily this generous gain might 
presage a limited input headroom, given by ARC as 80mV for 
its PH9. In practice this phono stage will tolerate a full 111mV 
input before reaching 1% THD at its output, at which point 
the latter has developed to a truly massive 51V! Furthermore, 
and despite this generous gain, the A-wtd S/N ratio remains 
impressive at 85.2dB (re. 5mV in), illustrating that the PH9 is an 
unusually versatile phono preamp [see boxout, p49].

Distortion remains very low, especially through the 
midband where its minimum of 0.0015% is around 500x 
lower than that possible from any contemporary MM or MC 
pick-up [see Graph 2, below]. The RIAA response is very fl at and 
extended, albeit with the faintest ‘shaping’ through the bass, 
and eschewing the 7950μs subsonic pole [see Graph 1, below]. 
ARC quotes ±0.2dB from 5Hz-20kHz with –1dB limits at 0.3Hz-
80kHz for its equalised response, but the PH9 is fl atter still, 
achieving ±0.15dB from 5Hz-20kHz while actually climbing 
into ultrasonic frequencies to reach +1.2dB/100kHz. Rather 
like the THD profi le, this response is signifi cantly more linear 
than that obtainable under practical conditions from any MM/
MC pick-up. As, I might add, is the 0.1dB channel balance and 
stereo separation of ~75dB through the midband. PM

ABOVE: Distortion versus frequency (20Hz-20kHz) at 
0dBV. THD is low with a mild lift through bass/treble 

ABOVE: RIAA-corrected frequency response over an 
extended 5Hz-100kHz at 0dBV (left, black; right, red)

Input loading (MM/MC) 47kohm / 100-1kohm

Input sensitivity (re. 0dBV) / Gain 1.71mV / +55.36dB

Input overload (re. 1% THD) 111mV

Max. output (re. 1% THD) / Impedance 51.2V / 185ohm

A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 5mV in / 0dBV out) 85.2dB

Freq. response (20Hz-20kHz/100kHz) –0.08dB to +0.11dB/+1.17dB

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz, re. 0dBV) 0.0015–0.0265%

Power consumption 99W (3W standby)

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 480x137x348mm / 7.0kg
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Two-and-a-half way refl ex-loaded fl oorstanding loudspeaker
Made by: Revel, Harman Luxury Audio Group, USA 

Supplied by: Karma-AV
Telephone: 01423 358846

Web: www.revelspeakers.com; www.karma-av.co.uk
Price: £1900

The £2000 loudspeaker market 
is becoming an increasingly 
competitive place, and 
manufacturers now have to work 

harder than ever to ensure their products 
stand out from the crowd. One such is 
Harman International, and one of the 
loudspeaker brands bearing its technological 
know-how is Revel.

The current Revel Concerta2 range 
replaces the original Concerta models 
from 2005. These were typically well-
liked designs, so revising them was not a 
task to be undertaken lightly. Fortunately 
the makeover Harman has given these 
newcomers has been thorough and sitting at 
the top of its six-model range is the £1900 
Concerta2 F36 reviewed here.

The F36s are joined in the Concerta2 
range by smaller F35 fl oorstanders and M16 
standmounts, a C25 centre channel and 
S16 on-wall surround speakers, together 
with an 800W B10 active subwoofer. 
Thus a fully-fl edged home cinema set-up 
is easy to assemble as necessary and since 
all the models are treated to the same 
technological advancements as the F36, 
they are very well matched. The product 
brief, says Revel, was ‘to offer a distinct sonic 
improvement over the previous Concerta 
series, be visually stunning with a more 
modern design, and fi nally to maintain a 
popular price point’.

A COMPLETE REDESIGN 
To this end, everything about the F36 is new, 
starting with the cabinet. This is a pleasingly 
sculpted item that is shaped by cutting slots 
in the wood and curving it inwards, after 
which a layer of fi breboard is applied to the 
inner face to seal and brace the structure. 
Externally, a deep gloss fi nish is applied 
which is available in black or white. The 
grilles are magnetically attached and they 
snap on to the baffl es with almost alarming 
vigour when offered up!

The F36’s driver complement comprises 
four units, three of which are 6.5in mid/
woofers, connected in a 2.5-way rather than 
standard 3-way confi guration. Revel uses the 
additional low-end output of the topmost 

RIGHT: The topmost 6.5in ceramic-coated alloy 
driver covers both mid and bass, crossing over 
below 600Hz to a (lower) pair of identical woofers  
and at 1.8kHz to Revel’s 1in alloy tweeter. The 
curved cabinets are reinforced with fi breboard 

bass/midrange driver to supplement the two 
bass drivers, increasing sensitivity without 
making the design unduly diffi cult to drive 
[see KH’s lab report, p55]. All three drivers 
are based around a new cone material called 
‘Micro-Ceramic Composite’ – a sandwich 
affair consisting of two layers of a ceramic 
material with an aluminium core. The 
ceramic layers are very stiff and light, but 
the addition of the aluminium (which is 
less dense) brings a degree of damping to 
moderate cone break-up.

In addition, the drivers’ motor units 
employ a long pole piece that helps to 
extend the reach of the magnetic gap. 
In making this modifi cation, Revel has 
adjusted the position of the coil relative to 
the magnet, and optimised the progressive 
movement of the suspension. The work was 
aided by use of a Klippel Analyser, ideally 
suited for assessing the behaviour of any 
drive units, and suffi cient for Revel to claim a 
consequent improvement in driver linearity 
and reduced distortion.

THE NEW TWEETER
The loudspeaker’s bass output is augmented 
by a sizeable rear-facing port. Besides the 
inner and outer fl are on the port tube to 
improve airfl ow and reduce noise, the 
F36’s port is what Revel calls a ‘Constant 
Pressure Gradient Design’. Put simply, most 
conventional port tubes have a constant 
diameter between the two fl ared ends but 
in the Concerta2s this gently curves inwards 
and then back outwards towards the inside. 
Revel claims that this – as the name suggests 
– keeps the air pressure within the tube 
constant and reduces distortion.

The F36’s tweeter is also brand new. 
Based around a 25mm aluminium dome, 
the unit has a hollow cavity behind the 
dome that reduces its free-air resonance to a 
claimed 800Hz. This is low for a tweeter and 
extends its usable frequency range to the 

Described as ‘affordable high-end’ does this fl agship from 
Revel’s new Concerta2 range punch above its weight?
Review: Adam Smith Lab: Keith Howard

Revel Concerta2 F36



DECEMBER 2016 | www.hifi news.co.uk | 53 

point that the mid/treble crossover point 
can be set at just 1.8kHz. Furthermore, 
the new tweeter has a revised acoustic 
lens (a waveguide) that manages its 
directivity, its alignment with the mid/
bass drivers and also improves its overall 
sensitivity. And because the ‘lens’ sits in 
front of the delicate alloy dome, it offers 
the additional bonus of deterring prying 
young fi ngers!

Finally, the F36s are not unduly heavy 
at 23kg, making them easy to move 
around for optimal positioning. The rear-
fi ring port benefi ts from some clearance 
away from back walls, to ensure that its 
bass does not become 
too turgid, but apart 
from this the F36s 
are quite room-
friendly. After some 
experimentation, 
I settled them at 
around two feet from 
the rear wall and 
18in from the side walls in my listening 
room, where they were driven by a Naim 
Supernait amplifi er. 

 CHEST THUMPING
Set up like this, Revel’s claims that the 
design of the Concerta2s has reduced 
distortion came to mind immediately, as 
the F36s are a very ‘clean’ sounding pair 
of loudspeakers. By this I mean that they 
tell you exactly what you are supposed 
to be hearing from a recording, with no 
unwanted artifi ce. If this implies that 
they sound a little safe at times, then this 
couldn’t be further from the truth as in 
fact they’re rather beguiling.

The F36s appeared to be an easy load 
to drive (as KH’s lab report confi rms) and I 
found that my amplifi er’s volume control 
was set a little lower than usual. Yet at 
no point did the speakers sound strained 
or did I feel that they were having to be 

pushed hard. Indeed, the Revels proved 
to be effortless in their presentation, and 
this held true with whatever kind of music 
I cared to send their way.

At the low end, bass was fi rm, clean 
and rhythmical. There are one or two 
similarly priced designs that will dig a 
little deeper, but the way in which the 
F36s handled bass meant that they 
never sounded lightweight. During initial 
listening, I noted a very slight ‘chestiness’ 
to the upper bass which never really went 
away, but this actually balanced out the 
slight lack of ultimate ‘clout’ in quite a 
neat way. The result was that the Revels 

were never overblown 
at the low end but were 
actually endowed with a 
pleasing bass warmth.

Thanks to this, 
double-basses had 
a delicious woody 
fruitiness to them and 
the pounding back-

beat to Underworld’s ‘Jumbo’ from their 
Beaucoup Fish album [Junior Boy’s Own 
JBO1005438] was a chest-thumping 
delight. Equally, however, the Revels 
pulled off the rare trick of keeping the 
backing synthesiser line from the intro 
easy to hear within the mix, even when 
the drum-machine and bass line kicked in. 

I was also most impressed by the 
way in which bass and midrange were 
seamlessly joined. This is often a strength 
of a good 2.5-way design, and the F36s 
showcased it very well. The overlap of 
the drivers’ frequency responses adds 
uniformity to the low to mid region when 
done properly and the smooth fl ow up 
to the main vocal and instrument region 
showed that Revel has this sorted. At 
no point did I feel that I was listening to 
three good drive units that weren’t quite 
working in unison, which even today can 
be a failing of a three-way.

‘The acoustic 
guitar was crystal 
clear and cymbal 
strikes pin-sharp’

As may be discovered, considerable research has gone into the new Revel 
Concerta2 range. This speaks volumes for the Harman Group’s comprehensive 
loudspeaker test facilities in Northridge, Los Angeles. Starting with multiple 
anechoic chambers, the facility also boasts a number of listening rooms and 
home theatres that represent different domestic and studio environments. 
It even has dedicated headphone measurement facilities and a testing 
wall. One of its room confi gurations is duplicated in the company’s other 
design facilities in the USA, Europe and Japan, so that listening conditions 
can be repeated across the globe as required. Finally, evaluation of different 
loudspeakers is made easy through a dedicated double-blind comparison 
utility. Manipulating one loudspeaker at a time, this uses a mechanical 
positioning device to move each candidate in turn to the very same spot 
behind an acoustically transparent screen.

TESTING, TESTING...



Special Trade-in Promotion*
Musical Fidelity M6 Encore 225, M6 Encore Connect and the NEW Nu-Vista 600

Full Musical Fidelity range on Demonstration and available from Brighton Hi-Fi Specialist:

Musical Fidelity 
M6 Encore 225 streaming 
music system - £3,999.00 

Trade in any amplifier up-to the value 
of £1,500*, and pay just £2,499 for 

the M6 Encore 225. 

Musical Fidelity 
M6 Encore Connect streaming 

music system - £3,299.00 
Trade in any pre-amplifier up-to the 

value of £1,000* and pay just £2,299 
for the M6 Encore Connect. 

Musical Fidelity 
Nu-Vista 600 integrated 

amplifier - £4,999.00
Trade in any amplifier up-to the value 
of £1,900* and pay just £3,099 for 

the Nu-Vista 600. 

Musical Fidelityl FidelityMusi
M6 Encore Connect streaming

Musical FidelityMusical Fidelity
Nu-Vista 600 integrated

Products available in silver or black.   *Promotion ends on 31 December 2016.  *Subject to certain terms & conditions, please ask. 
*Free UK delivery.  *Customer has to arrange for safe shipping/delivery of the item they want to trade-in.

E: listen@audionotelounge.com     TEL. 01273 041714     W: www.audionotelounge.com
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As a result of this uniformity, 
Natasha Khan’s vocals on ‘Sunday 
Love’ from her The Bride album 
[Parlophone 0190295983901] 
were heartfelt and poised, the F36s 
making the best of her impressive 
range. Equally, however, the backing 
beat was fi rm and authoritative, yet 
did not overwhelm proceedings. 
The F36s pulled the performance 
together and presented it with fi ne 
degrees of spatiality and depth. 

Imagery was another high 
point with these speakers. Their 
previously mentioned clean nature 
was accompanied by a sense of 
fi ne precision when it came to 

placing instruments and performers. 
Never stretching things too wide or 
projecting detail unrealistically, the 
F36s again seemed to be revealing 
exactly what was on the disc in the 
manner it was meant to be heard 
– neither more nor less. Intimate 
acoustic performances seemed to 
shimmer, almost spot-lit, between 
the pair, whereas the soundstage 
opened up superbly with large-scale 
orchestral works.

CRISP ’N’ SPRY
Even more rewarding, the treble 
from the new tweeters was 
more than a match with the high 
standards set lower down. The F36s’ 
top end was, once again, clean, but 
detailed and spry. That said, there 
was an occasional hint of ‘spit’ at the 
very top but only when the Revels 
were pushed hard and loud with 
unsympathetic recorded material.

The rest of the time, the F36s 
were an absolute delight in terms 
of transparency and crispness. The 
acoustic guitar strings on Metallica’s 
‘Mama Said’ from their Load album 
[Blackened BLCKND011-1] were 
crystal clear and the cymbal strikes 
pin-sharp. And when the track grew 
in intensity, the Revels rose to the 
challenge with aplomb. 

Ultimately, I found the F36s able 
to rock, croon, funk and even head-
bang enthusiastically when required. 
If you’re looking for a loudspeaker 
for all musical occasions, this 
fl oorstander could well be it. 

LEFT: All three of the 6.5in drivers are 
refl ex-loaded via Revel’s latest ‘Constant 
Pressure Gradient’ port, which is 
designed to minimise ‘chuffi ng’

Revel claims 91dB sensitivity for the F36 but our measured pink 
noise and ‘music’ fi gures of 89.1dB and 89.2dB, respectively, 
suggest that 89dB is more realistic. The upside is that Revel 
has not resorted to low impedance to achieve this. Although, 
with a measured minimum modulus of 3.6ohm, the F36 would 
more realistically carry a 4ohm nominal rating than the quoted 
6ohm, impedance phase angles are suffi ciently well controlled 
that the EPDR (equivalent peak dissipation resistance) dips to a 
minimum of 2.0ohm at 100Hz – about 0.3ohm higher that we 
typically fi nd in modern fl oorstanders. So Revel’s F36 is easier 
than average to drive.

Forward frequency response [Graph 1, below], measured at 
1m on the tweeter axis with grille removed, is essentially fl at in 
trend with departures suffi ciently small to restrict the response 
errors to ±2.6dB and ±2.7dB, respectively, for the pair – a 
good result for a passive speaker. Pair matching, over the same 
200Hz-20kHz, is exceptionally good at ±0.5dB: a testament to 
stringent quality control at Revel’s factory. It’s notable, though, 
that the fi rst tweeter breakup resonance is of exceptionally 
high Q and occurs at just 23.5kHz – about 13kHz (35%) lower 
than the best 25mm aluminium dome tweeters now achieve. 
The high Q may be deliberate to prevent the resonance having 
any greater infl uence on response accuracy below 20kHz. 
Diffraction-corrected near-fi eld measurement showed the F36’s 
bass extension to be a modest 50Hz (–6dB re. 200Hz) although 
the response is almost fl at down to 70Hz before beginning its 
roll-off. The CSD waterfall [Graph 2] illustrates the speaker’s fast 
decay except for some resonances between 5 and 10kHz. KH

REVEL CONCERTA2 F36

ABOVE: Cabinet resonances are well damped leaving 
a series of very mild driver modes between 5-10kHz

ABOVE: The F36’s forward response is generally fl at in 
trend but note high-Q tweeter resonance at 24kHz

The arrival of Revel’s Concerta2 
F36s will likely send ripples 
across the £2000 loudspeaker 
pond. Harman’s acoustic design 
expertise shines through, as these 
are sophisticated and dynamic-
sounding loudspeakers. Its work 
on reducing drive unit distortion 
has clearly paid dividends and 
the results are highly impressive. 
They’re easy to position, easy to 
drive and very easy on the ear – 
what’s not to like?

Sound Quality: 84%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Sensitivity (SPL/1m/2.83Vrms – Mean/IEC/Music) 89.3dB/89.1dB/89.2dB

Impedance modulus min/max (20Hz–20kHz) 3.6ohm @ 164Hz
16.5ohm @ 69Hz

Impedance phase min/max (20Hz–20kHz) –47o @ 80Hz
35o @ 58Hz

Pair matching/Response error (200Hz–20kHz) ±0.5dB / +2.6dB/±2.7dB

LF/HF extension (–6dB ref 200Hz/10kHz) 50Hz / >40kHz/>40kHz

THD 100Hz/1kHz/10kHz (for 90dB SPL/1m) 0.4% / 0.2% / 0.1%

Dimensions (HWD) 1120x250x310mm 
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This is absolutely true: so taken 
was I by the Quad PA-One 
headphone amp [HFN Feb ’15] 
that I immediately sent an e-mail 

to Quad begging it to do a version with 
speaker terminals. Now I am not for a 
moment suggesting that I have the kind of 
pull to infl uence such a decision, but here 
we are 18 months later with the integrated 
amp sibling, dubbed the VA-One. 

Retailing for £1300, it resembles its 
forebear so closely that even Quad anoraks 
like me have to look closely to see how 
the company did it. Two dimensions are 
changed: the depth of the VA-One, not 
counting knobs or terminals, is 298mm, 
while the PA-One is shorter at 259mm and 
height has increased by 16mm to 179mm. 
Because the width is identical at 180mm, 
they still look perfect situated side-by-side.

NEW TUBES PLEASE
What has changed to turn the PA-One 
into VA-One, accounting for the slight size 
increase, are the valves, the necessary 
circuitry (transformer) to drive speaker 
loads and certain functions. Starting with 
the most important alteration, entirely 
replaced is the PA-One’s tube complement, 
now a single ECC83, two ECC82s and four 
EL84EHs. The output is rated at 12W-15W, 
or roughly double that of the Luxman MQ-
300 [HFN Nov ’16], at £15,000. Food for 
thought – especially as both come from the 
same parent company.

While I have no complaints about the 
quality of the valves – in fact, they’re 
superb – I know just how some of you 
readers think. The tweakers are probably 
already determining which new-old-stock 
Telefunkens they’ll roll-in asap. What Quad 
has fi tted are easy-to-fi nd tubes, so you can 
hot-rod this, like the PA-One, with over-
priced, matched-pair luxo-tubes to your 
heart’s content…

While the fascias are nearly identical, 
changes denote different functions. Most 
obviously, one of the two headphone 
outputs on the PA-One has been replaced 
with an IR receiver, because the VA-One 
has a remote control for standby on/off, 
source, mute and level, via a motorised 
pot. The other sacrifi ce is the removal of 
the balance control, but that probably had 
greater applicability to headphone usage.

Left to right, the 
PA-One’s ‘Line’ button 
has been replaced 
with the VA-One’s 
Bluetooth selector, and 
the balanced output 
selector is the VA-One’s 
Aux button, but the 
digital input toggles both 
models between USB, coax or (Toslink) 
optical. The VA-One also loses the option 
below that position, which selects high or 
low headphone impedance on the PA-One.

At the back it’s a similar situation. All-
new for the VA-One is a Bluetooth input, 
complete with pivoting aerial. The PA-One’s 
XLR balanced input is sacrifi ced, as is line-
out, but the VA-One retains all three digital 
sources, while the recovered space allowed 
Quad to fi t truly decent multi-way speaker 
terminals. Main power on/off, fuse and the 

IEC three-pin socket are in the same rear 
position on both units.

My only complaint about the PA-One 
was the rear-mounted on/off rocker, but 
the VA-One’s remote eliminates that 
issue. What will be interesting to see is if a 
number of PA-One owners buy a VA-One, 
taking the former’s line-out and feeding it 
into the latter’s Aux input. This would yield 
a half-dozen digital inputs and Bluetooth, 

plus the two analogue 
inputs (XLR and RCA) of 
the PA-One. 

Indeed, I used that 
set-up with a fi rst-
generation Pro-Ject Tube 
Box Phono stage into 
the PA-One, as well as 
directly into the VA-One. 

Versatility is a virtue one cannot discount, 
and even without its sibling, the VA-One 
feels so right so far as fulfi lling the role of a 
comprehensive integrated is concerned – 
this amp is loaded!

While its dimensions suggest relegation 
to desk systems, the VA-One should not 
be thought of as ‘mini’, like the minuscule 
Carot 1 Ernestolo. I drove the MartinLogan 
Motion 15s, the Quad quite an alternative 
to the the heft of my usual desk-top 
amp: the 60W Musical Fidelity M1 PWR. I 

RIGHT: Lifting the VA-One’s bottle cage reveals 
seven tubes: one ECC83 input triode, two 
ECC82 driver/phase splitters and two pairs of 
EL84 push-pull pentodes. The PSU and output 
transformers are screened in a box to the rear

‘With speakers or 
’phones, the VA-

One exhibits solid 
punch and attack’

As hoped for, Quad has introduced a version of the delightful PA-One headphone amp 
that will drive speakers – the VA-One Integrated. Now KK is doing the Snoopy Dance!
Review: Ken Kessler Lab: Paul Miller

Quad VA-One

Integrated tube amp/headphone amp. Rated at 12W/4ohm
Made by: International Audio Group, China 

Supplied by: IAG Ltd, Cambs
Telephone: 01480 447700  

Web: www.quad-hifi .co.uk; www.internationalaudiogroup.com
Price: £1300



DECEMBER 2016 | www.hifi news.co.uk | 57

HONEY, I SHRUNK THE AMP

didn’t feel short-changed by a drop to a 
quarter of the power. Other speakers used 
included LS3/5As and Tannoy Autograph 
Minis. Sources were MacBook Air for USB 
and iPad via Bluetooth, Pro-Ject CD Box DS 
transport [HFN Mar ’16], Rega RP8 [HFN 
May ’14] with its own arm and cartridge 
and headphones from Audeze and B&W. 

 UPPING THE ROMANCE 
While the VA-One has less in common with 
Peter Walker-era Quad amps than do its 
QII models, with their cod-Quad II styling, 
the VA-One sounds as if it was voiced to 
emulate a ’II. I am not daft enough to 
equate its 12W rating with the Quad II’s 

brace of ’66s, for – as we all know – all 
valves have their own signature sounds, 
and EL84s do not sound like KT66s. But a 
wonderful facsimile of the bigger tube’s 
richness, if not its bass extension or 
force, can be found in this amp. And the 
character remains using the digital inputs.

Of those, I preferred the coaxial, then 
optical, lastly the USB, while Bluetooth 
is… meh. For those who must go wireless, 
fi ne, but don’t expect it to match the other 
three – not even USB, which isn’t exactly 
my path to nirvana. 

What was more interesting was how it 
differs from the PA-One. Able to run them 
side by side, playing CDs, downloads of 

LEFT: Beside the (motorised) volume knob 
and headphone out are selection toggles for 
Bluetooth, analogue line in and Toslink, coaxial 
and USB digital ins. Tube cage is detachable

Quad found itself in an odd position with the earlier PA-One: there was too 
much on offer, too much pure engineering for it not to sprout a set of speaker 
terminals. There are parallels elsewhere, and they suggest a new breed of 
schizophrenia infecting the industry. As identity crises go, it’s a product of 
our times. Too many headphone amps have no line outputs, a small matter 
that could convert them into a control centre for a full system, without 
compromising the pureness of being a dedicated headphone amp. McIntosh is 
another to address the dilemma with its MHA150 headphone amp – nowhere 
does it refer to this as an integrated. And yet, the MHA150 contains a 50W amp 
and speaker terminals. McIntosh and Quad, as did AudioValve with its RKV in 
2002, are simply repositioning to appeal to those who favour headphones over 
speakers. And I suspect we’ll see more like this, bridging two types of listener.

various resolutions and streaming, the 
DACs were impossible to tell apart. What 
was curious was that, via headphones, 
the VA-One seemed quieter. Could it be 
the beefi er power supply demanded of 
the integrated amp status? Or perhaps 

a completely different valve line-up? 
Although the two have a common 
overall sound, the PA-One errs on 
the side of detail, despite being 
a touch noisier, while the VA-One 
ups the romance without shedding 
much precision.

Listening to the new CD 
version of The Beatles’ Live At The 
Hollywood Bowl [Apple 02557 
05497] I was doubly impressed 
by the way Giles Martin had 
boosted the music, and seemed to 
reposition the noise of the audience. 

The newly-presented vocals excelled, 
but the real surprise was the percussion, 
with depth and attack simply not present in 
the 1977 release. 

A ‘GOLDEN’ MOMENT
Via the VA-One, the mass and scale were 
impressive, while moving to the Audeze 
LCD-X [HFN Sep ’14] made it even more so 
for the amp clearly benefi ts from Quad’s 
experience with the PA-One in creating 
an output worthy of today’s ’phones. 
But whether using speakers or cans, the 
VA-One always exhibits solid punch and 
attack, with no compromising the speed 
of transients even for ears weaned on 
transistor designs.

Also recently remastered were The 
Turtles’ stunning 45s, in glorious mono. The 
Turtles – All The Singles 2CD set [Manifesto 
MFO 48040] contains chart monsters like 
‘You Baby’ and ‘It Ain’t Me Babe’, but it was 
– of course – ‘Happy Together’ that leaped 
from both speakers and headphones. 
Again, the percussion excelled, but so, too, 
did the harmonies and the brass. Even in 
the mono mix, as opposed to the room-
spanning stereo, every detail was just so 
easy to savour. 

On ‘She’d Rather Be With Me’, the 
cowbell at 1m 48s was portrayed with 
such authenticity that I enjoyed one of 
those frissons of confusion in which the 
sound is so real that I looked up from my 
keyboard. No, I wasn’t suffering a ‘senior 
moment’ – it was one of those audiophilic 
‘golden’ moments.





DECEMBER 2016 | www.hifi news.co.uk | 59

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

QUAD VA-ONE

LAB
REPORT

Needing a dose of textured 
vocals, Lou Rawls’ At Last [Blue 
Note CDP 7 91937 2] provided that 
treasured duet with Reeves, and the 
Quad soared with her responses in 
the title track. As with much dearer 
units the Quad counterbalanced 
two disparate sets of ‘pipes’, hers 
crystal-clear, his rich and resonant. I 
kept fl ipping between headphones 
and speakers, both possessing their 
own revelatory abilities (though I still 
prefer speakers), and was ecstatic to 
learn that the VA-One treated both 
vocalists with such equanimity.

IT GOT ME SINGING
A synergy I didn’t expect was the 
way the MartinLogans sang. I’ve 
been using the Motion 15s for 
some time now, and revel in their 
extended, clean and crisp top end. 
The Rawls tracks enjoyed near-
forensic detail recovery, especially 
a sense of space, while the warmth 
of the valves ensured that listener 
fatigue was not on the cards.

Particularly delicious were the 
rolling piano lines on ‘Fine Brown 
Frame’, which got me singing, 
upsetting the rest of the household 
– but that’s the sign of a super-
sounding system. When Reeves’ 
uninhibited vocals kicked in, I had to 

stop everything. This amp grabs you, 
size, price, et al, be damned.

It is clear that Quad has the 
engineering prowess to ignore 
limitations even within the confi ned 
real estate of a chassis like this. So, 
given its charms, its dimensions, its 
generosity with digital inputs and its 
pricing (as well as its performance) 
I would really like to see the VA-One 
and PA-One joining Quad’s Artera, 
Elite, QII and the rest, by a stand-
alone preamplifi er, possibly with 
phono stage – or maybe even a 
standalone phono stage with every 
possible option – and both stereo 
and mono power amplifi ers. 

I have never been inclined to 
use the word ‘darling’ or ‘sweet’ 
to describe the look of a hi-fi  
component, but this VA-One is surely 
the fl uffy kitten of all amps. 

Do you even need a verdict if 
you’ve gotten this far? I obviously 
adore the VA-One. It’s everything 
a modern integrated amp/DAC
should be, yet with the retro-
warmth of valves. Sixty years on 
from the Quad II, Walker’s spirit 
lingers. The VA-One does not 
have the fi eld to itself, as it must 
compete with Icon, PrimaLuna 
and others on price, size or both, 
but if Quad is in your blood, this 
already feels like an old friend.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality: 85%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

LEFT: Quad 
provides analogue 
ins (on RCA) plus 
Toslink and coax 
S/PDIF digital 
ins alongside a 
USB port and 
Bluetooth 
Wi-Fi antenna. 
Gold-plated 
4mm speaker 
terminals 
complete the 
package

Based on Quad’s equally diminutive PA-One headphone amp/
USB DAC [HFN Feb ’15] this VA-One chassis adds an EL84-based 
power amp to the mix. The performance of the 192kHz/24-bit
S/PDIF and USB DAC stage is largely unchanged but is 
dominated here by the tube power amp (the VA-One has 
no preamp outputs). Also, the power supply is necessarily 
more substantial and there’s an additional output coupling 
transformer connected to the 4mm speaker terminals. Quad 
rates the VA-One at 2x12W into 8/4ohm with 2x15W/6ohm, 
suggesting the latter impedance is matched to the output 
transformer’s fi xed secondary tap. However, in practice, the
VA-One’s frequency response holds up better into higher 
impedances, showing +0.25dB/20kHz into an open load and
progressively rolling off to –0.3dB/20kHz/8ohm, –0.8dB/20kHz/
4ohm, –1.5dB/20kHz/2ohm and –2.5dB/20kHz/1ohm. Similarly, 
the power output is about equal at 2x17W into both 8 and 
4ohm loads (at <1% THD) with some very small headroom 
offering 20W, 20W, 14W and 9W into 8, 4, 2 and 1ohm loads 
at <2% THD under dynamic conditions [see Graph 1, below].

If 2% is indicative of the VA-One’s ‘hard clip’ point then 
distortion otherwise rises very gently with increasing output 
from 0.05%/1W to 0.13%/5W and 0.2%/15W through the 
midrange. Quad’s literature mentions ‘highly specifi ed’ output 
transformers but there’s a limit to how much iron can be 
packed into so small a device, so THD still increases from 
0.2%/20Hz at 1W to ~10%/20Hz at 10W [see Graph 2, below]. 
Nevertheless, the VA-One’s output impedance is <1ohm up to 
10kHz – usefully low for a tube amp – while the A-wtd S/N ratio 
is far better than specifi ed at 85dB (re. 0dBW). PM

Power output (<1% THD, 8/4ohm) 17W / 17W

Dynamic power (<2% THD, 8/4/2/1ohm) 20W / 21W / 14W / 9W

Output impedance (20Hz–20kHz) 0.98–1.65ohm

Freq. response (20Hz–20kHz/100kHz) +0.0dB to –0.26dB/–4.3dB

Input sensitivity (for 0dBW/15W) 48mV / 190mV

A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBW/15W) 85.4dB / 97.2dB

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz re. 10W/8ohm) 0.18–10%

Power consumption (Idle/Rated o/p) 84W/120W

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 180x179x335mm / 10.8kg

ABOVE: Dynamic power versus distortion into 8ohm 
(black trace), 4ohm (red), 2ohm (cyan) and 1ohm 
(green) speaker loads up to 2% THD

ABOVE: Distortion versus frequency at 10W/8ohm 
(20Hz-20kHz, black) and 1W/8ohm (5Hz-40kHz, red)
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NETWORK MUSIC PLAYER

Some would have you believe that 
we’re in the midst of an audio 
revolution – one in which the 
familiar ideas are being swept 

away by a new wave of active solutions 
combining amplifi cation and speakers in 
single boxes. 

The idea is that you add something to 
act as a bridge between your digital music 
collection – be it on discs, a computer or 
even an online service – and the speakers, 
to create a complete playback solution. Fill 
a skip with all those outmoded black boxes, 
sit back, relax, and enjoy. 

For all the arguments about the pros 
and cons of active speaker technology, 
there’s no denying the appeal of the 
convenience of the solution – provided, 
that is, you can fi nd a suitable source to 
feed the speakers. Having rolled out its 
own active loudspeakers, German speaker 
company ELAC thinks it has that one 
covered too with its new DS-S101-G music 
player, at £900 the spearhead of a planned 
range of ‘Discovery’ products.

SETTING THE HOUSE STYLE
Other models on the way include an 
amplifi er solution, yet to be launched, so 
for now the DS-S101-G is the Discovery 
series, its sleek aluminium casework and 
white LED power indicator setting the 
‘house style’ for the line-up. In fact, that 
stylish metal case and lamp is really almost 
all there is for me to report on the unit, 
for there’s no display, and not even 
any visible controls. You plug it in, 
using the 12V plugtop power supply 
provided, the light comes on and, well, 
that’s sort of it, and you’ll search the 
packaging in vain for a remote control.

The rear is almost as simple, but gives 
a few more clues to what the unit is all 
about. There are two sets of analogue 
outputs, plus optical and coaxial S/PDIF 

connections, with an Ethernet port for 
network access (including your own
wi-fi ), plus a USB Type A input to which a 
playback drive can be connected.

It’s a very simple device, even though it 
feels classy and solid in the hand, and looks 
rather intriguing on the equipment rack. 
But to fi nd out how to work it, and what 
it can do, you need to get to grips with 
the ‘enabling technology’. This is a version 
of the Roon Laboratories software, itself 
gaining quite a following 
in hi-fi ’s opinion-forming 
circles, and indeed
fi nding itself inside 
more than a few digital 
products of the moment.

This isn’t the full-fat 
Roon, which will set you 
back $119 a year (with 
a 14-day free trial) or $499 for a lifetime 
membership. The functional differences 
between that and the Roon Essentials 
implementation offered here are laid out in 
our boxout opposite. 

Suffi ce it to say, however, that the 
version here will not only index and play a 
music library held locally on a computer or 
network storage, but also allow the user 
to access the Tidal online music streaming 
service (subject to having a licence) and 
Internet radio stations by entering the URL  
directly. And it’s free, bundled in with the 
DS-S101-G, with no ongoing subscription 

requirement. Remove that cost from the 
£900 price-tag, and you’re looking at a 
hardware-only cost of around £500 for the 
Discovery player itself.

A LIFETIME’S LIBRARY
To ‘drive’ the unit, you need to download 
the Roon Essentials app, which is available 
for Windows or OSX computers, or phones 
and tablets running either iOS or Android 
(albeit you need to check whether older 

portable devices support 
the app, as not all do). 
Make sure that you do 
download the Essentials 
version, and not the full 
Roon control app, as 
the latter won’t see or 
operate the Discovery’s 
version of Roon.

Roon 101? This is the company that, as 
Sooloos, was bought by Meridian to form 
the heart of its multiroom music streaming 
offering, then later spun off again as a 
separate operation before changing its 
name to the current Roon Labs. 

The technology is based around an 
in-house metadata engine, enabling the 
software to index a locally-stored library, 
deliver extended information, artwork and 
the like, and even integrate music you 
own with the content available on Tidal, 
‘completing’ artist discographies or just 
suggesting further listening when your 

RIGHT: Based on an NXP/Freescale i.MX6 CPU, 
a powerful VAR-SOM-MX6 (System On Module) 
from Variscite lies at the heart of the Discovery 
while the audio PCB, hosting two CS4350 DACs, 
is a collaboration with co-brand Sonavox

‘The Discovery is 
every bit as fast 

as a full-fat Roon-
based device’

The German speaker manufacturer is back in mainstream electronics with this sleek, 
novel streaming solution: so how does it shape up to the established competition?
Review: James Parker Lab: Paul Miller

ELAC Discovery DS-S101-G

Network-enabled music server
Made by: ELAC Electroacustic GmbH, Germany

Supplied by: Hi-Fi Network
Telephone: 01285 643088

Web: www.elac.com; www.hifi -network.com
Price: £900
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chosen tracks are completed. The user can 
also edit metadata, and prioritise or discard 
the system’s selections for future reference, 
using a thumbs up/down voting system 
similar to that used on the likes of the TiVo 
TV set-top box. 

From start-up, one needs only to point 
the software to the location of the music 
store on your network, and/or plug in a 
hard drive to the rear socket, and the 
system will start indexing the contents 
and building the metadata library ready 
for playback. As covered in the boxout, the 
number of tracks it will index is limited in 
this Essentials version, but for very many 
users the 30,000-track capacity (recently 
updated from 15,000) will be more than 
suffi cient for their needs – after all, even 
erring on the side of caution, we’re talking 
about more than 2000 albums here.

As far as the outputs are concerned, the 
DS-S101-G can deliver different content 
simultaneously via its two sets of analogue 
outputs, or both at the same time, but it’s 
not possible to synchronise the digital and 
analogue outputs for ‘play to all outputs’ 
operation. It’s also planned that multiple 
Discovery series units will be able to be 
connected together to make an extended 
multiroom set-up, all controlled from the 
app. In addition, it’s possible to play out 
from the unit to suitable Apple AirPlay-

capable devices, such as the Naim Mu-so 
Qb I had to hand during the testing period.

Initial set-up is only a little time-
consuming because the software has to 
chug through the contents of your library 
(so of course the time taken will depend 
on the size of that library). However, once 
complete, the system responds quickly to 
the addition of new content on the server 
being indexed, such that ‘new arrivals’ 
appear in the index just about instantly. 

It’s also worth noting that the Internet 
radio set-up proved a bit tiresome. In 
practice the unit won’t search for stations, 
but requires the broadcast URLs to be 
copied and pasted over from a suitable 
site (like TuneIn), after which they will be 
stored with the station names and logos.

All that done, the Discovery player 
proves every bit as fast as any Roon-based 
device, thanks to its quad-core ARM9 
processor running Linux, with its 512MB 
of RAM, plus 8GB of separate storage for 
the metadata. Tracks are fast to load, 
play without drop-outs, and are handled 
gaplessly if you want to set the unit that 
way – crossfade, shuffl e and repeat modes 
are also available.

 CHOOSE THE BEST FORMAT
So far, so good, and within the limits 
of its specifi cation, which extend up to 

ABOVE: It’s at times like this that writing 
captions is a thankless task – the DS-S101G is 
solidly built and fi nished, but has a single white 
(power) LED, thanks to totally app-based control

compatibility with 192kHz/24-bit fi les, the 
DS-S101-G sounds – well, ‘respectable’ is 
perhaps the best word. It isn’t going to 
set the world alight, via either digital or 
analogue outputs and, while running the 
former into more sophisticated conversion 
– from a Naim DAC unit to the digital input 
of a Marantz HD-AMP1 – suggested the 
streaming and playing bit of the Discovery 
was more than up to par. However, the 
analogue output stages seemed to do the 
music few favours, rendering it both a little 
vague and somewhat bleached-sounding.

Although PM’s lab report makes it 
clear that the unit does exhibit some 
unexpected behaviour in its handling of 
various fi le formats [see p63], it’s clearly 
mainly designed to be used via its analogue 
outputs, and with the two most common 
sampling rates found on most music 
download sites offering uncompressed 
content: 44.1kHz, usually 16-bit, CD 
quality, and the ubiquitous 96kHz/24bit 
fi les. Go beyond that, and there’s really 
nothing much to be gained. And as PM 
suggests, the DS-S101-G can actually sound 
better when playing 96kHz fi les than it 

ROON: THE ESSENTIALS
Yes, the Discovery DS-S101-G runs Roon, but as already 
mentioned in the main review, it’s not the full version. Instead, 
the Roon Essentials implementation here has some limitations, 
the most obvious of which is that it will only work with its 
dedicated app (it’s not UPnP) and products that offer Roon-end 
points. Other Discovery units and AirPlay devices are supported. 
The upgraded 30,000 track limit will likely be suffi cient for most, 
but made things a bit haphazard when it came to testing the 
unit with our even larger reference library. Also, the Discovery 
wouldn’t access our existing Roon server, but had to re-index 
one of our network shares instead. We also missed the DSD 
capability of ‘full-fat’ Roon, and the sheer depth of information 
the complete package delivers: what you get here is good, and 
a lot better than many other music players on the market, but 
nonetheless it’s a somewhat hobbled version of greatness.
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NETWORK MUSIC PLAYER

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

does with 192kHz, unless using the 
digital outputs only into an external 
DAC, when the signal is passed 
through natively.

The trouble is, even at its best 
through its analogue outputs, 
the Discovery player does not 
always sound riveting, sometimes 
failing to get deep into the heart 
of recordings and delivering the 
appropriate ‘sparkle’, while the bass 
can sound slightly soft at times, and 
perhaps lightweight at others. 

The result is that fast, powerful 
bass-lines, such as those on Kyle 
Eastwood’s Time Pieces [Jazz 
Village JV 570034], are somewhat 
diminished, the sound spotlighting 
the slick brass of Quentin Collins 
on trumpet and saxophonist 
Brandon Allen to give an excessively 
‘midbandy’ effect that can be hard 
on the ears. This album can sound 
so much more balanced, and much 
more akin to band’s live sound, than 
it does here.

SPRINGSTEEN’S SWAGGER
Similarly, the swagger of the 
recent Springsteen Chapter And 
Verse compilation [Columbia 
88985358202; 96kHz/24-bit] 
was rendered down to something 
of a ‘wall of sound’ through the 
Discovery player’s analogue outputs. 
Of course, if you only connect the 
unit through a very modest system, 
some of its sins will be obscured, 
but through anything especially 
revealing, they can be laid bare.

And when it comes to the 
absolutely ‘on their game’ sound of 
Led Zep on the recently remastered 
Complete BBC Sessions, now 
available in 96kHz/24-bit [Atlantic 
81227943899], some of the 
vibrant nature of the recordings, 
so apparent through a system with 
higher levels of resolution and sheer 
clout, are somehow held in check by 
the Discovery player, as if it’s almost 
afraid to let go. The ‘specialness’ of 
the sound can be diluted as a result.

I experienced a similar issue with 
classical music, too, as was evident 

with the recent Resonus recording 
of the Fauré Requiem, performed 
by New York’s St Thomas’s Choir 
[RES10174; 44.1kHz/24-bit]. In the 
quieter passages the Discovery 
player sounded smooth and refi ned 
enough, if perhaps a little dry while 
shrinking the perceived ambience 
of the recording venue. I wouldn’t 
say the sound was anonymous, but 
it was very composed to the point 
of being over-cautious when the 
choir was required to soar from the 
speakers to the rafters.

As a regular Roon user, I so 
wanted to like ELAC’s DS-S101-G, 
both as a simple route into the 
system, and as one likely to spread 
the word of how good its fi le-
handling can be. But I came away 
mildly disappointed, mainly by the 
sound from its analogue outputs. 
The Discovery is on safest ground 
with simple, ultra-clean recordings 
of the kind able to make almost 
anything sound good, and if you 
don’t challenge it too hard it will 
sound smooth and sort of pleasant 
in an inoffensive way. At this price, 
however, that’s not quite enough. 

LAB
REPORT

The concept of the Discovery 
DS-S101-G is attractive enough, 
and the styling has defi nite charm 
in a minimalist way, while the 
(cut down) Roon implementation 
is good to use after only a 
little familiarisation. However, 
the performance is somewhat 
inconsistent, and verges on the 
safe rather than truly involving, 
suggesting that this novel little 
player could stand some further 
evolution in tech and sound.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality: 70%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

ELAC DISCOVERY DS-S101-G

ABOVE: Music fi les (up to 30,000 tracks) 
are assimilated via Ethernet and/or an 
external drive connected to the USB 
input. Two pairs of analogue outs are 
joined by coax and optical S/PDIF outs

Tested with the Roon Essentials app addressing the Discovery’s 
‘Analog Out 1’ set to a volume of 96 and its ‘Digital Out’ set 
to 100, the DS-S101-G delivers a very mixed performance. 
Managing the incoming sample rate is key to getting the best 
from the Discovery. With 48kHz/24-bit data there’s a clear 
truncation of output at –92dBFs (less than 16-bits) which is 
clearly illustrated by the black trace [Graph 1, below] and by 
its low-level resolution which is good to ±0.5dB at –90dBFs 
but which is +5.5dB adrift by –100dBFs. Similarly, the A-wtd 
S/N ratio is just 98dB relative to its 2.5V maximum output. And 
jitter, while free of correlated sidebands, clearly manifests as 
a substantial noise-like modulation that peaks at ±2.5kHz [see 
Graph 2, below]. Exactly the same performance is realised with 
the highest resolution 192kHz/24-bit media fi les which are 
downsampled to 48kHz and offer the same –0.35dB/20kHz 
response. These same 192kHz fi les delivered via the Discovery’s 
digital output into an external S/PDIF DAC are realised over their 
full 90kHz+ bandwidth however.

The best performance via its dual analogue outputs, driven 
internally by a pair of CS4350 DACs, is realised with 96kHz/
24-bit music fi les. The maximum 2.5V output and slightly 
high 500-700ohm source impedance is unchanged as is the 
peak-level distortion of 0.0025%/1kHz and 0.045%/20kHz, 
but the A-wtd S/N ratio now stretches out to 103.4dB and the 
low-level resolution is now good to ±0.5dB over a full 100dB 
dynamic range. Neither is there any downsampling so the 
frequency response extends to –2.9dB/45kHz. Finally, at digital 
levels below –15dBFs, distortion is uniformly 8-10dB lower with 
96kHz/24-bit data than 48kHz data [see red trace, Graph 1]. PM

ABOVE: High resolution jitter spectra with 48kHz/
24-bit data. Jitter is uncorrelated (noise-like)

ABOVE: Distortion versus 24-bit digital signal level 
over a 120dB dynamic range (96kHz data – 1kHz, 
red; 48kHz data – 1kHz, black and 20kHz, blue)

Maximum output level / Impedance 2.53Vrms / 503-690ohm

A-wtd S/N ratio (48kHz / 96kHz data) 98.3dB / 103.4dB

Distortion (1kHz, 0dBFs/–30dBFs) 0.0025% / 0.011%

Dist. & Noise (20kHz, 0dBFs/–30dBFs) 0.0045% / 0.0071% 

Freq. resp. (20Hz-20kHz/45kHz) +0.0 to –0.35dB/–2.9dB

Digital jitter  (48kHz / 96kHz data) See Lab Report

Resolution @ –100dB (48kHz / 96kHz) +5.5dB / ±0.5dB

Power consumption 4W

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 210x48x110mm / <1kg



HEADPHONES

64 | www.hifi news.co.uk | DECEMBER 2016

Closed-back circumaural headphone
Made by: Panasonic Corporation, Osaka, Japan

Supplied by: Panasonic UK, Berks
Telephone: 0844 844 3899

Web: www.technics.com; http://panasonic.net
Price: £900

As part of Technics’ continuing renaissance, it introduces a headphone that features 
two drivers per capsule and claims a frequency response out to an amazing 100kHz
Review & Lab: Keith Howard

Technics EAH-T700

Little did I imagine when I reviewed 
the Panasonic RP-HD10 last year 
[HFN Nov ’15] that it was the 
precursor to a headphone from the 

re-established Technics brand (Panasonic’s 
Lexus). Yes, Technics had been reborn by 
then but with relatively few products. It 
wasn’t obvious that a headphone would 
soon be added to the inventory – or that 
the £900 EAH-T700 which emerged, 
closed-back like the ’HD10, would be one 
of that rare breed of headphones having 
two drive units per capsule. 

ADDITIONAL SUPERTWEETER
Most headphones do well enough with a 
single full-range driver, typically of 40 to 
50mm in diameter. But there are reasons 
for supposing that a two-way headphone 
might be superior. Just as with a two-way 
loudspeaker, division of the frequency 
range reduces intermodulation distortion 
and can sidestep at least some of the 
diaphragm breakup resonances of the 
larger driver. The use of a tweeter can also 
extend the frequency response.

That last reason seems to have been 
the prime motivation for Technics to 
elaborate the design of the ’T700 by 
adding a 14mm supertweeter (its 
terminology), allowing it to claim a 
frequency response out to 100kHz 
[see the box-out, opposite]. 
Exactly where the crossover 
between this small dome unit 
and the 50mm main driver 
occurs is not stated, nor is it clear 
if a crossover network is involved. 

The elimination, or at least 
the suppression, of breakup 
resonance appears not to have 
been core to Technics’ thinking 
because, as described in the 
lab report [p67], the ’T700 is 
not quite as squeaky-clean as the 
’HD10 in this respect. Given also 

that I could fi nd no evidence of a crossover 
in my measurements, it seems likely that 
the supertweeter joins the party only at 
very high audio frequencies or beyond.

Accommodating the two units in a 
single capsule is achieved by placing 
the larger driver above the capsule axis, 
with the supertweeter 
below and a little forward 
of it. All this is clear to 
the naked eye because 
the drivers are not (as is 
usually the case) hidden 
from view. As I explained 
in the RP-HD10 review, 
the alluring lustre of the 
larger driver’s diaphragm arises from the 
‘hundreds of layers’ of the ‘Multi Layer Film’ 
(MLF) polymer of which it’s formed, which 
generate interference colours like those of 
an oil fi lm or butterfl y wing. ‘It would have 
been a missed opportunity not to show it 
off,’ I wrote, and all the more so now that 
there’s a tweeter for company.

‘The passion of 
Peters’ vocals 

cut through with 
real poignancy’

RIGHT: Thick, soft earpads and a well-
padded headband both aid comfort but 
weight is quite high and the head clamping 
force not as low as in some competitors

Despite the likeness of the RP-HD10 
driver to that in the EAH-T700, they are 
not identical. The ’T700 has a signifi cantly 
higher nominal impedance – 28ohm rather 
than the ’HD10’s 18ohm – so its driver has 
a different motor. There also appears to 
have been some change to the diaphragm 

material, as the ’T700’s 
is described as ‘advanced 
MLF + aluminium’ as 
opposed to just MLF for 
the ’HD10. 

A feature they do 
share is the anti-vibration 
driver frame, where the 
ribs that support the 

magnet housing are unevenly spaced so 
as to disrupt structural resonances by 
the lack of radial symmetry. Technics’ 
description of the EAH-T700 also refers to 
a ‘fl oating dynamic driver’, suggesting that 
compliant mounting is used to isolate its 
vibrations from the rest of the headphone. 
This works at high frequencies but when 
pink noise is played over one channel only, 
low-frequency components can still just 
be heard migrating towards the inactive 
capsule due to headband vibration.

Externally the EAH-T700 has the 
same horizontal slide adjustment 

debuted in the ’HD10 which allows 
the capsules to be adjusted 
backwards and forwards over 
a range of about a centimetre 
where they join to the headband. 
I found that sliding the capsules 
fully forward did make the ’HD10 
more comfortable, and it’s the 
same with the costlier ’T700. 

Despite it being quite 
heavy, the EAH-T700 rates as 
reasonably comfortable to wear 
for extended periods due to its 
deep, soft earpads and well-

padded headband, even if the 
head clamping force is notably 

higher than with the recently 
reviewed Fostex TH610 [HFN Nov 

’16], for example.
Whereas the RP-HD10’s connecting 

lead attaches to the left capsule only, the 
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EAH-T700’s is a Y-cable that attaches to 
both. Two cables are supplied, one 3m in 
length, the other 1.2m, both terminated 
in 3.5mm mini-jack plugs with a sleeve 
adapter for 6.35mm sockets. 

At the headphone end 3.5mm jacks 
are again used but they screw to the 
capsules to ensure reliable connection. The 
’T700 is described as ‘balance connection 
compatible’ but no suitable cable is 
mentioned or recommended. A carrying 
bag is supplied and the capsules rotate 
fl at, but the ’T700 is probably too bulky for 
most to consider using on the move.

 IMPROVED NEUTRALITY
Listening was conducted using my usual 
upstream components: a Teac HA-501 
headphone amp [HFN Apr ’14] fed 
analogue signals from a Chord Electronics 
QuteHD DAC while a second-generation 
Mac mini, running Windows XP and JRiver 
Media Center v19, delivered the music.

I was very critical of the Panasonic 
RP-HP10 because its wayward frequency 
response resulted in what I considered to 

be an unacceptable coloration, particularly 
on classical music programme. The good 
news is that the EAH-T700 is improved, 
in that it has a less prominent suckout 
in the lower midrange despite having a 
slightly deeper suckout in the presence 
band. I didn’t have an ’HP10 to hand for 
comparison but, all told, this still modifi ed 
response struck me as defi nitely preferable 

‘AUDIBLE’ ULTRASOUND
The ’T700 is one of a growing number of headphones, most from Japan, to claim 
frequency responses reaching far beyond the conventional 20kHz upper limit 
of human hearing. In the case of the ’T700 its 14mm supertweeter extends the 
ultrasonic response out to a claimed 100kHz. At one level this is a marketing 
exercise which allows a product to carry the Hi-Res Audio logo, which requires 
a response reaching to at least 40kHz (within unspecifi ed limits). But surely it’s 
also logical technically given the audible benefi ts of high sampling rate? Actually 
that is far from clear. Wider bandwidth might seem to promise an improvement 
in impulse response, like hi-res digital audio, but many headphones have strong 
in-band resonances that militate against this. As for the claimed perceptual 
benefi ts of ultrasonic signal content, these depend on frequencies of 20kHz-plus 
reaching the cochlea. There is evidence, though, that the path for this is not via 
the ears but via the eyes – in which case wideband headphones can’t deliver it.

LEFT: Below and slightly forward of the 
main driver in each capsule is a 14mm dome 
supertweeter (just visible here) which is 
claimed to extend the response to 100kHz, 
albeit within unspecifi ed limits

to the Panasonic’s because it leaves 
frequencies around 1kHz less exposed by 
the response dips either side. That’s not 
to say that the EAH-T700 entirely escapes 
some censure for coloration, since its 
balance is still not wholly neutral.

The Scottish Chamber Orchestra’s 
polished but playful rendition of Mozart’s 
Divertimento in E fl at, K375 [Linn Records 
CKD 479; 192kHz/24-bit download] 
illustrated how the prominence around 
1kHz could introduce a vein of hardness 
around certain sounds and instruments, 
including the clarinet here. The slight 
presence band suckout may have 
diminished some sense of air and space, 
but it also holds out the prospect of 
ameliorating the potential for fi erceness.

WARM PIANO SOUND
This deviation from absolute fl atness 
bothered me less with some other 
types of music. Bugge Wesseltoft And 
Henrik Schwarz’s ‘Dreaming’ from the 
CD Duo [Universal Music 277041-9] – a 
combination of piano and electronic 
sounds – didn’t shout ‘wrong’ in any 
particular way. Indeed, while the stereo 
image sounded less spacious than I’m 
used to, I quite liked the warmth added to 
the piano sound and appreciated that a 
grumble of real LF now accompanied the 
bass-drum thumps, as it should, despite the 
EAH-T700’s gradual roll-off below 100Hz. 

The inherent color of the ’T700 
was arguably slightly more obvious as I 
listened to ‘Black Beauty’, a rollicking trad 
jazz piece from the Opus 3 Showcase 1 
collection [88.2kHz/24-bit PCM conversion 
of the DSD128 download available from 
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It’s good to see the Technics 
name back on a headphone, even
if the EAH-T700 might have built
more signifi cantly on the sound 
of Panasonic’s RP-HD10. Once 
again, this headphone is better 
suited to rock and pop than the 
low color demanded of classical 
music. The attempt to reach out 
into ultrasonics is also interesting 
and holds out the prospect of 
even better performance with 
subsequent models.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality:  78%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Technics specifi es a sensitivity of 102dB SPL for the EAH-T700, 
presumably for an input power of 1mW. Across the specifi ed 
nominal impedance of 28ohm this corresponds to a voltage 
sensitivity of 117.5dB for 1V. Impressive as this would be, our 
measurements recorded a value over 4dB higher – 121.6dB at 
1kHz, averaged for the two capsules – making this one of the 
highest sensitivity headphones we have encountered (albeit 
well short of the astonishing 128.4dB recorded by the Final 
Sonorous X in HFN Sep ’16).

Over the 20Hz-20kHz frequency range, its impedance 
modulus ranged from a low of 26.7ohm to a high of 29.7ohm, 
suffi cient to give rise to a 0.24dB modifi cation in frequency 
response with a headphone amp source impedance of 10ohm 
or 0.47dB with a 30ohm source. The uncorrected frequency 
responses [Graph 1, below] make for interesting comparison 
with those from the Panasonic RP-HD10 [HFN Nov ’15]. Both 
models show a gentle decline in LF output below 100Hz and 
both have a signifi cant dip in response below 1kHz. But where 
the ’HD10’s occurred at ~430Hz and had a depth of 14dB, the 
’T700’s occurs at 600Hz and is shallower at ~10dB.

Above 1kHz the RP-HD10 and EAH-T700 are quite different, 
the EAH-T700 having even less boost at 2-3kHz and a marked 
narrow peak at 5.8kHz followed by another at around 8kHz – 
which is also present in the HD10. As the ’T700’s impedance 
versus frequency trace is distinctly uneven at these frequencies, 
this suggests the presence of diaphragm resonances, confi rmed 
by a cumulative spectral decay waterfall which shows high-Q 
resonances associated with both of the narrow response peaks. 
The corrected frequency responses [Graph 2, below], give a 
better idea of the perceived tonal balance. Key features are 
raised lower-midrange output, a hole around 500Hz and an 
even deeper hole in the presence band, centred on 3kHz. KH

TECHNICS EAH-T700

LAB
REPORT

www.dsdfi le.com]. As you’d expect 
of an Opus 3 minimalist recording, 
the sound has natural timbres and 
there’s a realistically dimensioned 
stereo image. 

PASSION CUTS THROUGH
What it also has, and which makes 
it particularly challenging, is a 
centre-stage trumpet. With its 
rich harmonic content and highly 
asymmetric waveform, the trumpet 
is a diffi cult instrument to reproduce 
at the best of times, and gets no 
easier when it’s played with a 
mute as here. So the fi rst thing to 
listen out for with this version of 
‘Black Beauty’ is whether the lead 
instrument sounds clean or whether 
– as happens all too easily – it strays 
into hardness or harshness.

To some degree at least, that’s 
what occurred via the ’T700. The 
muted trumpet sounded suitably up-
front and raw but also took on just 
a slightly harder character, although 
the string bass fared well, given a 
welcome leg-up by the upper bass/
lower-mid response boost. 

Jimmy Cobb’s unmuted trumpet 
in ‘I Had The Craziest Dream’ from 
In The Key Of Blue [Chesky Records; 
HDtracks 96kHz/24-bit download] 
also betrayed a hint of this 
hardness but the sense of air and 
ambience was better represented. 
As with so many heavily-engineered 
headphones, the subjective 
experience is one of pros and cons.

I doubt that anyone would call 
‘Hello Cruel World’, ripped from 
Gretchen Peters’ Blackbirds [Proper 
Records PRPCD124], an audiophile 

recording but it’s mostly clean if 
a little congested in the choruses 
and, praise be, it hasn’t had the 
dynamic range squeezed from it by 
compression. All of which makes the 
desolate lyric all the more affecting. 

In this instance, Peters’ vocal 
sibilants were emphasised in a way 
that’s possibly symptomatic of the 
EAH-T700’s treble resonances [see 
adjacent lab report] but the passion 
of the piece still cut through with 
immediacy and poignancy. 

Whether Technics’ novel 
supertweeter added anything to 
the listening experience is almost 
impossible to say, not least because 
this ‘range extender’ is a permanent 
fi xture, though it’s not unreasonable 
to postulate that its impact will be 
greater with 96kHz+ media than 
CD/48kHz fi les. A switch, ‘in’ or 
‘out’, would have made for some 
instructive comparisons! 

ABOVE: With separate connections to each capsule the ’T700 is ‘balanced output 
compatible’ even if both supplied cables are unbalanced, with mini-jack termination

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS
Sensitivity (SPL at 1kHz for 1Vrms input) 121.6dB

Impedance modulus min/max (20Hz–20kHz) 26.7ohm @ 7.7kHz
29.7ohm @ 1.3kHz

Capsule matching (40Hz-10kHz) ±5.6dB

LF extension (–6dB ref. 200Hz) 22Hz

Distortion 100Hz/1kHz (for 90dB SPL) <0.1% / <0.1%

Weight (inc cable and 0.25in connector) 550g

ABOVE: Third-octave freq. resp. (red = Harman 
corrected; cyan = FF corrected; green = DF corrected)

ABOVE: Unequalised responses (L/R, grey/red; average 
3rd-octave, black) look like less exaggerated versions 
of those recorded for the Panasonic RP-HD10 
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HEADPHONE AMP/USB DAC

Remember Blu-ray? Of course it 
hasn’t gone away, but it’s hardly 
bleeding-edge technology any 
more. That wasn’t the case, 

however, when Oppo Digital arrived on 
the audio-visual scene the best part of 
a decade ago, with some of the most 
impressive Blu-ray players the world had 
yet seen. Straight out of nowhere, we 
found ourselves wowed by their obvious 
quality and engineering depth – when 
we’d expected to see the likes of Sony and 
Pioneer making most of the running with 
this new format. 

CUTTING EDGE TECHNOLOGY
However, the interesting thing about 
Oppo’s machines is that the company 
didn’t focus solely on video (even though 
that was state-of-the-art), as the BDP-103, 
BDP-105 and later BDP-105EU [HFN Jan 
’13] also sported serious audio sections. 
They were also among the very fi rst 
products to reach the UK that used the 
now almost ubiquitous ESS Sabre32 DAC 
and digital fi lter regime – which at the time 
was absolutely cutting edge, and is still 
pretty special even today.

A few years later, the brand moved 
into headphones, culminating in the very 
affordable PM-3 model [HFN Jul ’15], 
which trickled-down much of the 
innovative planar magnetic technology 
featured in its top PM-1 and PM-2 models 
[see boxout, adjacent]. The portable HA-2 
headphone amplifi er [HFN Jun ’15] was 
a logical addition to the range. But time 
waits for no manufacturer, and as it’s been 
on the market for nearly 18 months, the 
company has now refreshed the HA-2 as 
this £289 SE version (a £30 premium).

Oppo promises better performance and 
lower noise thanks to its use of the new 
ESS Sabre 9028 ‘mobile’ DAC chip (from 
the earlier 9018 part), together with small 
component changes. As before, the HA-2 

SE accepts inputs at up to 384kHz/32-bit 
resolution via PCM, and DSD256. 

Anyone unboxing this sleek little DAC/
headphone amplifi er for the fi rst time 
will be impressed by its superlative fi nish, 
which is on a par with anything from any 
of the major Japanese manufacturers. It’s 
also solid and precise to the touch and 
fi nely fi nished, yet not bulky or clunky. 
Unsurprisingly perhaps, at 68x157x12mm 
[whd], the unit is roughly 
the size of an iPhone 
– although sadly, in 
my view, it’s designed 
with its leather cover 
permanently attached,
so you can’t slide it out
as you might expect to. 

Parts of the silver 
anodised aluminium casing are exposed, 
including the beautifully bevelled edges 
and the exquisite on/off volume control 
knob, which feels more as if you’re 
adjusting the shutter speed on a vintage 
analogue SLR. The other buttons and 
switchgear work satisfyingly too, as does 
the handy LED battery condition indicator. 
Beneath this are slider switches for gain 
and bass boost, the latter unnecessary with 
a good pair of headphones, but perhaps 
attractive to some earbud wearers.

At the base of the unit, there’s a source 
selector – it can be run from its digital 
inputs or a 3.5mm analogue socket (this 

doubles as an input and output). Up top 
there’s a combined 3.5mm line and optical 
output, and a 3.5mm headphone output, 
plus the accompanying mode selector.

As well as Mac computers, the HA-2 
SE’s USB socket can be used with any of 
the latest iPhones (dating back to the 4s, 
iPod touch and Lightning-equipped iPads). 
Its USB Type-B input works with Android 
devices that support USB OTG (On-The-Go) 

and USB Audio Class 
2.0 – which should cover 
most, if not all, recent 
mobile devices. 

Owners of power-
hungry iPhones will 
fi nd its mobile power 
bank feature to be an 
absolute godsend – this 

is accessible by pressing and holding the 
battery button.

When not asked to gas-up your phone, 
the built in lithium polymer battery 
powers the unit for around seven hours 
of continuous use via its USB input, and 
about twice that from the analogue input. 
This can be three-quarters replenished in 
around 30 minutes thanks to its VOOC 
rapid charging function via the USB Type-B 
input and the supplied rapid charger. It’s 
also chargeable from a Mac or PC, but at a 
less frantic pace.

Hooking up the device is easy enough 
– just use one of the supplied USB or 

RIGHT: Surface-mount chip components 
enable Oppo to pack in performance while 
retaining a compact form-factor. This includes 
the new 32-bit ES9028 Sabre ‘mobile’ DAC

‘It serves up a 
precise, confi dent 
sound with insight 
and real fi nesse’

Two years after launching its fi rst ever portable DAC/headphone amp, Oppo is back 
with a reworked version promising better sound. Is this enough to retain its edge?
Review: Nick Tate Lab: Paul Miller

Oppo HA-2 SE

Battery-powered USB DAC and headphone amplifi er
Made by: Oppo Electronics Corp., China

Supplied by: Oppo BD UK Ltd, Norfolk
Telephone: 0845 060 9395  

Web: www.oppodigital.co.uk
Price: £289
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analogue connection cords 
for your phone or computer. 
Most of my auditioning was done 
via a MacBook Pro running Audirvana 
(for hi-res playback) with ‘Oppo HA-2 USB 
2.0 DAC output’ selected in Preferences, 
although some mobile music-making also 
came courtesy of my Apple iPhone 6S. 

 SWEETENING THE SOUND
The Oppo HA-2SE’s raison d’être is to 
provide a substantial boost to the sound 
quality of popular smartphones, as well as 
to beat rival DAC/headphone amps in the 
sonic and convenience stakes. It succeeds 
in both, providing a really convincing 
package that’s a subtle but worthwhile 
improvement on its predecessor. 

Whether you use the analogue input 
or the digital ones, it serves up a precise 
and confi dent sound with real insight and 
fi nesse. Indeed, compared to the audio 
output of your average smartphone, the 
difference is like night and day – so any
in-shop demonstration is bound to have 
you reaching for your credit card or 
splashing the cash…

Take, for example, an iTunes rip of ABC’s 
‘Look Of Love’ from The Lexicon Of Love 
[Neutron Records 9824373] via an iPhone. 
This is a sweetly recorded early 1980s 
track with very high production values 
from Trevor Horn. The song is perfectly 
listenable using the phone alone, but 

it’s not 
particularly 
satisfying – 
the music sounds 
workmanlike and plodding. 
Superfi cially it’s punchy and propulsive but 
there’s no magic. 

Plug in Oppo’s HA-2 SE and suddenly 
things take a dramatic turn for the better, 
as the sound sweetens up, smoothes out 
and becomes far more propulsive. You can 
now hear right into the mix, as the HA-2 
SE excavates a rich new seam of detail, 
with the bass now stronger and better 
articulated, more able to play a tune. 

At the other end of the frequency scale 
you hear a newfound clarity to hi-hat 
cymbals – before, they were too ‘crispy’ 
and processed-sounding, but now appear 
just as they should. Across the midband 
the music snaps into focus and comes 
alive, the soundstage is better defi ned 
with instruments suitably separated yet 
together, and there’s a sense of depth 
and dimensionality that stands in marked 
contrast to the fl at, lifeless rendition from 

LEFT: The compact smartphone-sized matt 
aluminium case is covered in leather to prevent 
scratches, but is not removable. Alloy volume 

knob has a pleasingly smooth action

the stock smartphone. 
The difference is so 

profound that even through 
the phone’s bundled earbuds – 

which can hardly be called ‘hi-fi ’ – you’d 
still fi nd yourself enjoying things more. Via 
a decent set of headphones such as the 
Oppo PM-1s I used, it’s like night and day.

COOKING ON GAS…
The same goes for when you’re listening 
from a computer, but more so. The HA-2 
SE is a profound upgrade to the MacBook 
Pro’s built-in sound system, for example. 
Of course it makes iTunes music far more 
palatable, but its potential is not properly 
realised here. Via Audirvana playing hi-res 
fi les is when it really begins to cook on gas. 

Chic’s ‘I Want Your Love’ from C’est 
Chic [Atlantic 7567-81552-2; 96kHz/24-bit 
PCM] proved a joy, as the HA-2 SE showed 
its great resolving power and gutsy nature. 
This classic bass-driven disco standard was 
delivered at a high volume with absolutely 
no sense of breathlessness or strain, yet 
remained unerringly smooth and sweet. 
Indeed the wonderful clarity that the HA-2 
SE showed made me want to keep pushing 
the volume higher, which isn’t necessarily a 
great idea with headphones.

The Oppo HA-2 SE’s naturally enjoyable 
sound makes listening a pleasure, and 
unlike some rivals it’s not edgy or overly 
showy in its presentation, so you don’t 
get distracted. The Chic track is a warm 
recording and this dinky DAC/headphone 
amp proved neutral enough to convey this, 
rather than stamping something of its own 
character on the proceedings. 

Indeed, if it does have a personality, 
you would say that it’s ever so slightly 
‘cerebral’. Its manner is to serve up a 
precise and well defi ned sound, rather like 
that of a high quality MC cartridge. It’s 

PORTABLE PROGRESS
Its economy of scale has ensured Oppo could enter the market with cutting-
edge products including its very powerful HA-1 headphone amp [HFN Sep ’14] 
and PM-1 planar magnetic headphones [HFN Jul ’14], the latter precipitating 
something of an arms race in technological development among its 
contemporaries. Oppo’s original HA-2 also made something of splash when 
introduced a year or so back [HFN Jun ’15], but a rising tide raises all boats, and 
since then we’ve seen new entrants into the portable DAC/headphone amplifi er 
market, not least Chord’s EISA award-winning £400 Mojo [HFN Jan ’16]. If the 
Mojo’s sparkling performance cast a cloud over Oppo’s original HA-2, despite the 
latter’s £110 advantage, then perhaps this has fuelled the development of its 
tickled-up SE version. The HA-2 SE remains usefully smaller, slimmer and lighter 
– so is far better suited to music on the move – and has less of a quirky feel, yet 
there’s no denying the Mojo’s sonic brilliance.
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HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

not one for euphony or big, 
grandiose gestures and doesn’t try 
to turn the music it’s playing into 
something that it isn’t. 

A 192kHz/24-bit FLAC of 
America’s ‘Ventura Highway’ from 
Homecoming [Warner 7599-
26695-2] showed that its mission 
in life is to reproduce music with as 
much focus as possible. This is not 
a particularly brilliant recording but 
the Oppo HA-2 SE let it emerge from 
the shadows and shine. 

PEERING INTO THE DEPTHS
It really went to work on the layered 
guitars and fi ne vocal harmonies, 
conveying their textures more 
faithfully than you might expect 
from a device at this price. It picked 
through the slightly murky mix and 
allowed much of the instruments’ 
vibrancy to come out, rather than 
keeping everything buried in a bland 
morass of sound.

The result was a tidy, orderly, 
fuss-free presentation that lets you 
listen right into the inner recesses of 
the recording. And you were never 
sidetracked by any one particular 
aspect of the presentation. (All 
the more important then that you 
avoid that bass boost function with 
good headphones, as this will make 
the bottom end sound unnaturally 
lumpy and leaden. The feature is 
somewhat out of character for a hi-fi  
product of this calibre.)

The DAC section clearly sounds 
better than the analogue input 
when you are using a computer or 
smartphone – not least because of 
the pretty gruesome, noise-addled 
environment that such devices 
work in. So whenever possible you 
should always pipe your digital 
datastream out to the quiet, battery-
powered HA-2 SE where it will 
certainly benefi t from its fi ne digital 
converter. This seems subtly better 
than in the previous non-SE model, 
and is a gentle but signifi cant 
improvement. There’s a greater 
sense of low-level detailing, more air 
and space and a less ‘electronic’ feel 

to proceedings. The difference isn’t 
huge but is worthwhile nonetheless.

That new digital converter 
chip isn’t the beginning and end 
of this unit’s talents, however. 
The little HA-2 SE is also a rather 
good analogue preamplifi er and 
headphone stage – proving well able 
to make any conventional signal 
you care to feed it sound pleasing 
through your headphones. 

I tried it with a range of analogue 
sources, from FM radio to a turntable 
phono stage, and was particularly 
encouraged by the crisp, open 
sound it served up from on an old LP 
pressing of Donald Byrd’s ‘Lasana’s 
Priestess’ from Streetlady [Blue Note 
BN-LA140-F].

Dynamically strong, the unit 
proved well able to catch the 
accenting of the players in this 
classic slice of early-’70s rare groove, 
and propelled the song along with 
gusto. Powerful and confi dent 
sounding, the HA-2 SE has a more 
gutsy analogue output stage than 
you might expect given its size and 
price. Clearly, Oppo hasn’t fi tted an 
analogue input just to make up the 
specifi cation numbers. 

LAB
REPORT

The new SE version of Oppo’s 
HA-2 headphone amp is a 
‘tweaked’ rather than dramatic 
rework of its predecessor. That’s 
not to suggest the SE isn’t 
a meaningful improvement, 
bringing a soupçon of extra detail 
and poise to an already very 
polished performance. Indeed, its 
strong sonic showing, its range 
of genuinely useful features, plus 
superb build and fi nish, ensures 
it’s place at the top table.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality: 85%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Our exclusive review of Oppo’s original HA-2 [HFN Jun ’15] 
established it as arguably the most profi cient battery-powered 
USB DAC/headphone amp we’d tested, en route to it winning 
an EISA Award for 2015/16. This revised version, which sees 
the ES9018 DAC swapped out for an ES9028 part offers some 
subtle, measureable improvements. So here are the headlines: 
the A-wtd S/N ratio is expanded by 2dB to 99dB and distortion 
down from 0.001% to 0.0005% through the midrange (all re. 
0dBV) while ‘tweaks’ to the battery supply and analogue output 
have pushed the maximum power output from 280mW to 
292mW/32ohm (high gain) and 174mW to 182mW (low gain).

As before, these fi gures suggest the HA-2 SE has more 
than enough clout to drive any sane headphone to palpably 
insane levels [see Graph 1, below] while the output impedance, 
reduced still further from 1.3-1.4ohm to 0.88-1.06ohm in the 
SE (including cables, regardless of gain setting) also promises 
a uniform system response with a signal loss of just 0.2dB. In 
practice, the response reaches way out to 100kHz with a mere 
±0.05dB variation and down to –0.2dB/20Hz and –3dB/5Hz. 
The bass boost function offers a +5dB lift centred on 40Hz but 
extends well into the upper bass. 

Via USB, THD is reduced to a very low 0.0005-0.0019% from 
1kHz-20kHz [see Graph 2] but still increases at low frequencies 
to 0.08%/20Hz and 0.40%/5Hz – loaded or unloaded. The 
response, however, is much fl atter with 48/96kHz digital 
inputs (within ±0.01dB to 20kHz and 40kHz, respectively) and 
particularly so at very low bass frequencies. Noise-like jitter, that 
can impact stereo focus, is also reduced in the SE model. PM

OPPO HA-2 SE

Maximum output (re. 0dBFs into 47kohm) 3.01V (High Gain)

Max. power output (re. 0dBFs into 25ohm) 182mW (Low)/292mW (High)

Output Impedance (20Hz-20kHz) 0.88–1.06ohm

A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBFs / 0dBV) 98.8dB (USB) / 96.9dB (Line)

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz, re. 10mW) 0.0009–0.080%

Freq. resp. (20kHz/45kHz/90kHz, 25ohm) +0.0 to –0.0dB/–0.3dB/–0.1dB

Stereo separation (20Hz-20kHz) 105dB to 99dB

Digital jitter (24-bit/48kHz) 460psec

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 68x137x12mm / 0.175kg

ABOVE: 3.5mm sockets for headphones 
and line out sit on top – the latter also 
doubling as the line input. The USB A and 
micro B connectors are beneath

ABOVE: Continuous power output vs. distortion into 
25ohm ‘headphone’ load (Low Gain, black; High, red)

ABOVE: Distortion from line output versus digital 
level with 48kHz/24-bit data over a 120dB range via 
USB (1kHz, black; 20kHz, blue)
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W hat was I thinking 
of, when I left our 
Croydon offi ces leaving 
so little time to reach 

Covent Garden to interview Bernard 
Haitink? When I stepped out of the 
rickety old lift at the Royal Opera 
House and into the Music Director’s 
modest upper fl oor suite I was about 
25 minutes late.

Had it been Solti, doubtless I 
would have been sent packing, but 
Haitink just looked at his watch and 
said he’d be unable to give as much 
time as he had anticipated…

Mostly we talked about 
recordings – he’d just fi nished all 
nine Vaughan Williams symphonies 
with his former London Philharmonic 
Orchestra (1967-79) – and he 
had a little phrase, such-and-such 
‘just came my way’. Or, when I 
asked about the last six Mozart 

Dvořák Seventh Symphony – the Max 
Bruch Concerto surprisingly urgent 
in tone. Then with Mahler’s music 
always well received in Holland, with 
interpreters such as Mengelberg, 
van Beinum and Filipse, a complete 
symphony cycle with Haitink and the 
Concertgebouw was made, neck 
and neck with Bernstein’s in New 
York (neither including any of the 
completions of No 10).

A CROWNING ADDITION
Hi-Fi News had attended the 
sessions for No 8 ‘The Symphony of 
a Thousand’ for a feature article, 
although the engineers seemed 
not to have caught the scale of the 

music. However, 
Pentatone’s 
remastering [see 
boxout] shows it in a 
new light. 

Would he return 
to the Eighth, I had 
asked. ‘Probably no. 
The ending of the 

fi rst movement – how can you ever 
follow that?’ (We put a version on 
the HFN test CD Test Disc III.) Other 
Mahler symphonies Haitink did
re-record in Amsterdam and Berlin – 
an enjoyable BPO Fifth and a remade 
Seventh, for example, and the 
Dresden series has an outstanding 
‘Resurrection’ (No 2) [Profi l 
PH07040] and a Bavarian RSO Ninth 
which, to my mind still sanitises the 
anguish inherent in the score 
[BR Klassik 900113] but which has 
been well received elsewhere.

While Bartók, Stravinsky and 
Janáček (the opera Jenufa) are 
represented – and Haitink even 
recorded Takemitsu’s November 
Steps, coupled with Messiaen [Philips 
4266672] – his discography has 
nothing from the Second Viennese 
School. But he did record Britten’s 
Peter Grimes when at the Royal 
Opera House [Warner Classics 

symphonies, which most ‘classical’ 
conductors had done, ‘they never 
came my way’. And they never did 
– only the ‘Prague’, 
in a majestic live 
performance in 
the Staatskapelle 
Dresden Edition 
[Profi l PH07057].

Bernard Haitink 
had grown up during 
the Occupation and 
he described with a faint shudder 
going to Amsterdam concerts in 
an unheated, barely-lit hall where 
police agents were posted at 
doorways looking out for any Jewish 
persons who had been tempted out 
of hiding by the music.

Born in 1929, Haitink had 
studied violin, then conducting, 
at the Amsterdam Conservatory 
and later under Ferdinand Leitner. 
His fi rst concert (1954) was with 
the Netherlands Radio Orchestra 
where he was promoted to chief 
conductor three years later. His 
Concertgebouw debut was in 1956 
and he succeeded Eduard van 
Beinum [Classical Companion, HFN 
Apr ’16] in 1961. His long tenure, 
and return visits after a break with 
management have resulted in a 
large discography.

It began in 1960 with violin 
concerto LPs with Grumiaux and a 

‘Haitink spoke 
admiringly of 
von Karajan in 
our interview’

Now in his 88th year, the Dutch conductor is still a frequent visitor to London, for 
concerts and masterclasses with the RCM. Christopher Breunig profi les his work

Bernard Haitink
Conductor

èHaitink’s 
fi rst 

Philips recording 
(1960) coupled 
the Mendelssohn 
and Tchaikovsky 
Violin Concertos 
with Arthur 
Grumiaux

íBernard 
Haitink 

in a portrait by 
photographer 
Clive Barda
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5091562, now download only], with 
Anthony Rolfe Johnson in the lead, 
Felicity Lott, Thomas Allen, et al.

Besides his Mahler and complete 
Bruckner symphonies, we might 
think of Haitink more as a Brahms/
Beethoven conductor, like Karajan 
(of whom Haitink spoke admiringly 
in the interview). He’s accompanied 
four pianists in the Beethoven piano 
concertos, Arrau, Brendel, Perahia 
and Schiff for Philips, Sony and 
Warner (also, a Decca DVD has live 
performances with LPO/Ashkenazy 
fi lmed in 1974 but the mono sound 
there is poor), and the third of his 
symphony cycles (LSO Live: see 
boxout, below right) is a benchmark 
set complementary to the 1962 
Karajan on DG.

Crowning this achievement, the 
Missa Solemnis appeared only last 
year [BR Klassik 900130], recorded 
live in Munich when he was 85. It 
is a reading free of ego and utterly 
transparent to the music itself [HFN 

Yearbook 2015]. You could see a 
YouTube upload in high defi nition 
but, alas, BR Klassik has removed this 
now, although the sound you can 
still obtain as a 48kHz/24-bit FLAC 
download from highresaudio.com.

ENGLISH COMPOSERS
Bernard Haitink is the only European 
conductor to have tackled all the 
Vaughan Williams symphonies 
(though we’ve had Previn, Slatkin 
and even Rozhdestvensky cycles) 
and he showed a real affi nity with 
his music. The Sinfonia Antartica 
stands out for me and there’s a Nov 
’84 alternative, also with Sheila 
Armstrong, on LPO Live [LPO-0072].

His Walton and Elgar CDs aren’t 
quite as satisfying but there was a 
wonderful Enigma Variations from 
1975 with Strauss’s Don Juan [Philips 
6500 481], with corrections to 
the published score, that’s worth 
seeking in Oxfam shops!

It’s strange that the Sibelius 
symphonies don’t appear with 
Haitink, whom you’d think would be 
an ideally authoritative interpreter. 
Yet he’s at home with Tchaikovsky, 
Rachmaninov and Debussy/Ravel – 
for example, lovely performances 
recorded with the Boston SO, like 
the Mother Goose that’s part of 
the set pictured top right, and the 
exemplary Concertgebouw La Mer, 
Nocturnes and Prélude à l’après-midi 
d’un faune on Philips [4387422].

One great symphony, Bruckner’s 
No 8, has (again, as with Karajan) 
seen a progressive deepening of 
understanding over the years – 
broadening too. In HFN Apr ’97 I 
welcomed his VPO recording as ‘the 
recorded Eighth I have waited over 

35 years to hear’ but there was still 
more to come [see boxout].

Seen at this year’s Proms in 
Mahler’s longest symphony, No 3, 
Haitink is a frequent guest with 
the LSO and he teaches at the 
Royal College of Music, Lucerne 
and at Juilliard School. On YouTube 
you can see his modest but fi rm 
manner with students, eg, Brahms’s 
Third Symphony with the RCM 
at https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=HjMyx06nR5M. You can 
also see him in various Berliner 
Philharmoniker website interviews. 

Had I not been so stupid in the 
1990s I would have had time to 
enquire about that large circular 
bowl arrayed with new batons, 
sitting on his offi ce table… 

ESSENTIAL RECORDINGS
Beethoven Symphonies Nos 1-9, etc
LSO Live (SACD, six discs)
Supersedes his LPO and Concertgebouw 
cycles. Nos 1, 2, 3, 5 and 6 are also available 
as 96kHz/24-bit FLAC downloads.

Brahms Symphonies Nos 1-4, etc
Philips 4427992 (No 1); 4320942 (No 2) 
4421202 (No 3); 4349912 (No 4)
Fine recordings with the Boston SO. No 4 also 
has the Haydn Variations. 

Bruckner Symphony No 8 (Ed Haas)
RCO Live RCO05003 (SACD)
Haitink’s performance here lasts 12m longer 
than his fi rst, 1969, reading although those 
from 1981-2002 refl ected a broader view.

Mahler Symphony No 8
Pentatone PTC5186166 (SACD)
Transformed by Pentatone’s RQR series 
remastering, and with a four-channel option.

Shostakovich Symphony No 15
RCO Live RCO11003 (SACD)
Rather more austere than the 1978 LPO/Decca 
(which was an audiophile analogue LP).

Vaughan Williams The Symphonies, etc
Warner Classics 9847592 (seven discs)
Former EMI recordings, this LPO cycle is now 
a Warner budget set, with the Tallis Fantasia, 
fi rst Norfolk Rhapsody and The Lark Ascending 
(the one diappointment notwithstanding 
Classic FM’s frequent airplays!).

èThis 2009 
Decca 

set [478 1429] 
ranges from 
Haitink’s fi rst 
Concertgebouw 
recording of 
a symphony 
(Dvořák’s No 7) 
to later Boston 
Ravel and 
Brahms, and with 
the LPO Liszt and 
Shostakovich

ëYouTube 
has various 

conducting 
masterclass fi lms 
with Haitink: this 
is from Lucerne 
in 2013



BEHIND THE MUSIC WITH HI-FI NEWS & RECORD REVIEW

Vinyl Release

76 | www.hifi news.co.uk | DECEMBER 2016

STEVE SUTHERLAND
Steve edited NME from 1992-2000, the Britpop 
years, launching NME.com and reviving the 
NME Awards. Previously he was Assistant 
Editor on Melody Maker. Among his many 
adventures he has been physically threatened 
by Axl Rose, hung out awhile with Jerry Garcia 
and had a drink or two with Keith Richards...

Serge Gainsbourg
Initials B.B.

This is not the album about the 
bloke who falls in love with his 
hairdresser, has his evil way with 
her, walks in on her having an 

orgy with an acid-fried rock band, goes 
mad, murders her and gets put in a mental 
asylum where he becomes convinced his 
head is a cabbage which is being eaten 
away by a Playboy Bunny. That one is 
L’Homme À Tête De Chou.

Neither is this the one about Adolf 
Hitler’s fi nal days stuck underground being 
slowly driven even more mad by Eva Braun 
singing her favourite song, ‘Smoke Gets In 
Your Eyes’, over and over and over again. 
That one is Rock Around The Bunker.

Nor is it Vu De L’Exterieur, the one full of 
songs about breaking wind. Nor Histoire De 
Melody Nelson, the concept album about 
driving your Rolls Royce into a teenager on 
a bicycle, only for things to end suddenly 
when she dies in a plane crash.

And this one is not the 
internationally notorious album on 
which it sounds like the singer and 
his girlfriend are actually having 
sex in the recording studio. 
Though it very nearly was...

A WILD AFFAIR 
The story goes like this: a famous 
– and married – French singer/
songwriter gets the chance to 
romance a world famous – and also 
married – actress. He’s been around the 
block a few times and his bedpost is not 
exactly lacking in notches, but such is the 
beauty of this sex kitten that our lothario 
is reduced to a mumbling, bumbling wreck 
and ruins their fi rst date.

Returning home, he’s disconsolate and 
convinced he’s completely blown it when 
the phone rings. It’s the actress. She says 
she can’t believe he’s been such a schmuck 
but she’ll forgive him if he writes her the 
most beautiful love song ever. So what 
does our Romeo do? He writes two! One 
of them is on the album we’re here to 
celebrate and the other one isn’t. The story 
continues: the pair have a wild affair, fi rst in 

Titled as a tribute to a lost love, this 30m-long journey 
through the sensual and the strange has now been 
reissued on 180g vinyl. Steve Sutherland listens...

gangsters Bonnie & Clyde wrote just before 
the Feds blasted them to kingdom come. 
It’s a wonderful thing, sassy, sexy and cool, 
as is the album it fi rst appeared on, 1968’s 
Bonnie & Clyde. But it’s not that album 
we’re concerned with here; it’s the next 
one, released later in the year, the one 
the singer/songwriter put out when the 

actress in question broke 
his heart into a million 
pieces by sneaking off 
back to her husband.

The album’s called 
Initials B.B. and it’s kind 
of Serge Gainsbourg’s (for 
yes, it is he) tribute to 
Brigitte Bardot (for, yes, 

it is she) plus him egotistically assuming 
his very life to be art, and presenting his 
personal diary as if it were something 
eternally symbolic, plus him simply airing 
his dirty linen in public (something he 

secret and then under the lascivious gaze 
of the paparazzi. The singer/songwriter 
records an album with the actress, as he 
tends to do with all his conquests. They 
record both the beautiful songs. Then the 
actress gets cold feet about one of them. 

The song is called ‘Je T’Aime… Moi Non 
Plus’ and it’s the heavy-breathing, orgasmic 
squealing sex-in-the-studio 
one we mentioned earlier. 
The actress is afraid it will 
upset her husband if it 
were to be released. No 
s**t Sherlock!

The recording is, 
therefore, shelved, but 
the other one, equally 
magnifi cent, makes it onto the album. 
It’s called ‘Bonnie & Clyde’ and it’s a duet 
with the lyrics rewritten from a poem the 

actual Bonnie Parker of 
the actual notorious 

‘It was rush 
released to cash 
in on the public’s 

fascination’

ì Serge Gainsbourg, who died in March 1991, and (inset) actress Brigit Bardot with whom 
the singer had an affair, pictured in a 1962 publicity still for the French film Vie Privée
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habitually made a career out of doing), 
plus an opportunity to cast himself in the 
sympathetic role of the victim deeply 
wounded by love, plus of course, the 
chance to come on all heroic and be a man 
about the whole thing. All in all then, just 
what we Brits expect of the French and 
splendid stuff to boot.

Brazenly rush-released to cash in on 
the public’s fascination with this latest 
chapter in his torrid adventures in the land 
of l’amour, Initials B.B., from start to fi nish a 
sparkling 33 minutes, is part contemporary 
documentary and part compilation of 
past goodies, three of which had already 
appeared on the recent B&C LP. 

GEEZER IN DRAG
The bulk of the songs are in the Ye-Ye style 
popularised by Gainsbourg at the time. 
Ye-Ye was the French take on British beat, 
the Gallic version of The Beatles’ ‘Yeah 
Yeah’. But under Gainsbourg’s infl uence, 
the fad was not quite what it seemed with 
most of the songs sung by young teenage 
girls, such as France Gall. Typical of this 
genre was ‘Lollipops’, in which Gainsbourg’s 
lyric has Gall sucking on a lolly.

‘Lollipop’’s not on here but Ye-Ye is 
superbly represented by the bubbly ‘Bloody 
Jack’, which seems to be about a Sylvester-
type cat attempting to get his claws into 
a Tweety-Pie type girl, although my French 
leaves much to be desired, so I could well 
be wrong. Look it up on Youtube and 
there’s a black and white video of what 
looks like a TV show performance with Jack 
played by an old geezer in drag. 

 ‘Qui Est In Qui Est Out’ is pretty similar, 
as is ‘Shu Ba Du Ba Loo Ba’. Both fi nd 
Gainsbourg suavely narrating through the 
verses (you could never say he actually 
sang) while the catchy choruses are taken 
on by female backing singers in that giggly 
style designed to conjure up images of 
mini-skirted ‘dolly birds’ go-go dancing on 
Ready Steady Go.

Weirdest of the Ye-Ye types are ‘Marilu’, 
where Gainsbourg decides to become a 
Beach Boy, and ‘Torrey Canyon’, which 
refers to the shipwreck that occurred 
off the Cornish coast a year earlier, 
resulting in one of the world’s most 
infamous environmental disasters. Then, 
there’s ‘Comic Strip’, which everyone 
mistakenly thought had Bardot singing the 
Liechtenstein-y chorus ‘Shabam! Pow! Bloc! 
Wow!’ (it was, in fact, ace session singer 
Madeline Bell). It’s an understandable error 
considering the wonderful video you can 
fi nd on Youtube with Bardot playing the 
part of the superhero.

MERCILESSLY SAMPLED 
Slightly less giddy is Gainsbourg’s creepy 
‘Docteur Jekyll Et Monsieur Hyde’ in which 
he appears to have been infected with a 
strong dose of the Orson Welleses. Best, 
though, are the trio of songs which have 
been mercilessly sampled by groovers. 

‘Bonnie & Clyde’, triggered by the then 
recent Arthur Penn movie starring Warren 
Beatty and Faye Dunaway, is sheer class, 
replete with spooky background whooping 
and the sexiest duet ever recorded. 
(There’s another stunning video worth 
checking out on Youtube.) 

‘Ford Mustang’ is just about the coolest 
thing you’ll ever hear, again graced by 
Ms Bell, and the title track is just upliftingly 
gorgeous, shamelessly purloining its 

main melody from Dvorak’s ‘New World’ 
Symphony No 9. 

‘Little Technicolor movies in sound,’ 
is how one critic referred to Initials B.B. 
and the chap wasn’t far wrong. As for 
‘Je T’Aime…’ , Gainsbourg wasn’t one to 
waste a classic just because the dame it 
was written for chucked it away. So he 
waited until he met the next love of his 
life, a beautiful young actress called Jane 
Birkin, and recorded it so brilliantly with 
her that it rocketed the pair of them to 
international infamy. Ah, but that’s another 
story for another time. 

RE-RELEASE VERDICT
Released on the Mercury label as part of 
Universal’s Back To Black series, this 180g 
reissue has been remastered from the 
original master tapes and comes with a 
voucher for an MP3 version of the album, 
which can be downloaded online.

The production here is nothing if not 
busy, with Gainsbourg’s vocal often high 
and centre-stage in the mix against a 
background of lush, yet highly complex, 
orchestration. But thanks to a revealing 
and silent transfer, this is a crisp-sounding 
and highly enjoyable reissue. HFN

ìPriced £13.45 plus shipping, the 180g 
reissue of Serge Gainsbourg’ Initials B.B. 

is available to order online at www.mdt.co.uk
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Sparks Kimono My House
Opening with their best known single, the band’s third studio album was packed with 
a wit and lyrical savvy that struck a chord with young British pop music fans of the day. 
Going against the grain in a world of glam ensured Sparks have never been forgotten
Words: Mike Barnes
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The appearance by T Rex on 
Top Of The Pops in March 
1971 to perform their new 
single ‘Hot Love’ was a 

pivotal moment in pop history. Not 
only did the song become the band’s 
fi rst UK No 1 but the way Marc Bolan 
was dressed, in satin trousers with 
his cheeks daubed with glitter, was 
to have real impact. 

Psychedelia burned out so 
quickly after its 1967 heyday that 
its fl amboyant fashions suddenly 
appeared anachronistic. Bolan 
had heralded the start of a new 
dandyism, a move away from the 
typical hippy garb of denims and 
t-shirts. Soon groups were sporting 
the most outrageous of costumes, 
taking to the stage dressed in cloaks, 
satin jumpsuits and huge platform 
boots. Glam rock had arrived. 

SINISTER AND BEMUSED
While fi gures such as Bolan, Bowie 
and Bryan Ferry took care over their 
couture, for others it was a joyous 
festival of bad taste. In 1973, the 
glam movement was still going 
strong when along came two 
brothers from Los Angeles, fronting 
a band called Sparks. 

Russell Mael was sharply dressed 
with androgynous heartthrob looks, 
while sibling Ron appeared to be 
completely out of place in the pop 
world, looking both sinister and 
permanently bemused. He also 
sported slick-backed hair and a 
Charlie Chaplin moustache. Some 
compared his look to Adolf Hitler’s.

Sparks’ music was a have-your-
cake-and-eat-it mix of stomping pop 
and sophisticated art rock. It’s hard 
to think of anything more removed 
from the honest-to-goodness boogie 
or laid-back west coast pop sound 
so prevalent in their homeland. 

And while they might have been 
glam rock by default, they slotted 
perfectly into their own niche within 
the UK music scene.

The Mael brothers were natural 
interviewees and their quickfi re wit 
and ironic, self-deprecating humour 
– which fed into their music – not 
to mention their absurdist image, 
seemed essentially 
more English than it 
was American.

The Sparks story 
began in 1971 when 
the Maels, drummer 
Harvey Feinstein, 
and bass guitarist 
Jim Mankey and his 

brother Earle Mankey, recorded 
an LP for Albert Grossman’s 

Bearsville label under the 
name Halfnelson.

The label’s young 
hot-shot producer, 
Todd Rundgren, had 
seen them live and 
brokered the deal, 
and was keen that 
the group pushed 

their eccentricities in 
the studio. But public 

interest was slim and 

Grossman decided that their 
name – that of a wrestling hold 
– was putting people off and 

didn’t refl ect their music. 
In a highly unusual move, he 

decided to re-release their self-titled 
album the following year but under 
a different name. Grossman said 
they should call themselves The 
Sparx Brothers. Tenuous though the 
joke was, the band decided to go 
for Sparks, and so the album Sparks  

arrived in 1972 in 
a new cover.

This change 
of name failed 
to translate into 
greater sales 
but the group 
followed up 
later that year 

with the drolly-titled A Woofer In 
Tweeter’s Clothing. 

RICK ’N’ ROLL FLASH 
The material on their second LP was 
stronger, and although capricious 
it came with a hint of rock ’n’ roll 
fl ash courtesy of the muscular 
rhythm section and Earle Mankey’s 
crunching guitar chords. 

Russell Mael’s vocals were 
extraordinary, peaking at a soaring 
falsetto with a timbre somewhere 
between Bolan and Lotte Lenya. 

‘The BBC’s Bob 
Harris made it 
clear he was 
unimpressed’

ì Ron and 
Russell 

Mael in a 
recent press 
shot. The duo 
is still active 
as Sparks

ìPromo 
shot 

issued after 
Sparks signed 
to Island 
Records in 
1973

ìThe 
Mael 

brothers 
in 1974 on 
Dutch TV 
show TopPop

íRear 
cover of 

the original 
LP from 1974 
and label with 
Island ‘Pink 
Rim’ design
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Sparks played on the LA club 
circuit, supporting groups such as 
Little Feat, but failed to build much 
of a fanbase. They fi rst came to the 
UK in autumn 1972 and were invited 
to appear on The Old Grey Whistle 
Test. Presenter Bob Harris made 
it clear that he was unimpressed, 
likening them to a cross between 
The Mothers of Invention and The 
Monkees, which 
was not meant as a 
compliment. 

Yet the group’s 
TV appearance 
provoked enough 
interest to secure 
them a residency
at one of the 
capital’s most famous clubs. 

‘The reaction was so beyond 
anything we had encountered in 
the States,’ said Russell. ‘We were 
playing the Whisky A Go-Go in Los 
Angeles for six cocktail waitresses. 
We went from that to a residency at 
The Marquee for four straight weeks. 
One TV show and suddenly there’s a 
line around the block.’

ISLAND LIFE
In 1973 the group acquired a new 
manager and secured a provisional 
deal with Island Records. The Maels 
decided to dissolve the group and 
relocate to London. This suited them 
as they had always been anglophiles, 
enjoying the work of groups like 
Tomorrow, The Dave Clark Five and 
The Kinks, plus their mother and 
stepfather lived in Clapham.

‘We were in love with the 
whole music scene,’ said Ron. 
‘And the whole thing of just being 
somewhere else than Los Angeles... 
The reaction was so strong from an 
audience who liked groups that we 
liked – it was a dream.’

The brothers made a number 
of demos for Island. Firstly some 
acoustic tracks with just the two of 
them, then with session musicians, 
including former Roxy Music bass 
player John Porter.

 
BEARD FREE
In search of a stable line-up they put 
ads in Melody Maker, one of which 

said, ‘Wanted – 
bass player for 
Sparks. Must be 
beard free and 
exciting’. The 
clean-shaven 
bass player who 
landed the job 
was Martin 

Gordon, who was 
joined by guitarist 
Adrian Fisher and 
drummer Dinky 
Diamond. In late 
1973 the new line-
up started rehearsing 
for a new album.

The Mael brothers 
were eminently 
quotable in 
interviews, 
explaining, for 
example, that their 
new songs were 
quicker than before 
as they had to play 
faster over in the 
UK in order to 
keep warm.

The LP was 
previewed 
in March 
1974 by 
the release 
‘This Town 
Ain’t Big 
Enough 
For Both 

‘Gordon played 
with his back to 
the group. He 
was sacked’

éRon and 
Russell 

on the LP’s 
inner sleeve 

ëOn 
stage 

at Shepherds 
Bush Empire, 
June the 
13th, 2008

ë‘This 
Town 

Ain’t Big 
Enough For 
Both Of Us’ 
hit No 2 in 
the UK charts

íAIR was 
one of 

four studios 
used for the 
recording of 
the album

PRODUCTION NOTES 
Initial studio time was booked at 
Ramport, The Who’s south London 
facility, with Island Records A&R man 
Muff Winwood as producer. During 
initial sessions, Winwood was keen 
to ensure that there was a balance 
between the bottom end and mid-
range of the guitar, bass and drums 
and the piano and high-pitched 
vocals of the Maels. As a result, Ron’s 
piano has a greater presence than on 
previous Sparks albums.

Winwood worked closely with the 
engineers Richard Digby-Smith and 
Tony Platt, but it was Winwood who 
suggested the instrumental coda on 
‘Hasta Mañana, Monsieur’. Digby-
Smith came up with the idea of 
putting gunshots on ‘This Town Ain’t 
Big Enough For Both Of Us’, recording 
them from a BBC sound effects 
record that he found in the studio.

The sessions for Kimono My 
House continued at AIR and Wessex 
studios and were fi nished at Basing 
Street studios. Although all fi ve 
musicians had signed the contract 
with Island, and Ron Mael had said 
that he welcomed input into the 
music, when the mixing was taking 
place the English contingent were 
excluded from the studio. 

On listening to the fi nal mixes, 
Adrian Fisher pointed out that they 
had missed a guitar line off ‘Falling 
In Love With Myself Again’, an 
observation met with silence. 

Martin Gordon was asked to re-do 
his bass line on ‘Amateur Hour’ – 
initially played on a Rickenbacker – 
but this time using the more rounded 
sound of a Fender Precision that 
belonged to Ian Hampton of Jook, 
who were also managed by Sparks’ 
manager John Hewlett.

By his own admission, Gordon did 
this very ungraciously, playing with 
his back to the group while waving 
to people in the offi ce visible from 
the studio live room. He was sacked 
after Sparks’ May the 8th appearance 
on Top Of The Pops, his place taken 
by Hampton.

ëThe  
brothers 

are to release 
a new album 
in 2017 
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Alternate Format
Discography

ORIGINAL LP (1974)
Kimono My House was released on 
Island Records [ILPS 9272] in the 
UK, Italy, Sweden, Netherlands, 
US, Canada and Australia. The 
Australian version had a roundel 
with the title in pink faux-oriental 
text on the top left of the cover.

Most versions had an inner 
sleeve printed with lyrics and 
photos. The French version was 
released on Island with the 
catalogue number 9101 632.

German and Spanish versions 
were manufactured by Ariola 
Eurodisc GmbH and carried the 
catalogue number 87818IT. 
Oddly, the German version came 
out on Island, whereas the Spanish 
version was released on the Ariola 
Eurodisc SA label.

In Japan the album came 
with a silver-grey obi strip with 
red lettering and an image of the 
Mael brothers in negative. The 
release included an eight-page 
insert with photographs and the 
lyrics translated into Japanese. 
This version was released on Island 
Records [80058].

In Yugoslavia the album was 
licensed to Jugoton Records and 
came out with the classic Island 
‘i’ logo and the Jugoton logo on 
the top right corner [LSI 70643, 
ILPS 9272]. This Island logo had 
stopped being used on LP labels – 
bar a few special series – in 1970.

CASSETTE (1974)
The album was also released in 
the UK on cassette [ZCI 9272]. The 
cassette itself was grey with pink 
Island Records logos while the 
cover comprised the LP cover shot 
on a pink background above the 
Island ‘i’ logo in black [see top].

Of Us’, a song even the group didn’t 
think was single material. Elton 
John, meanwhile, had made a bet 
with producer Muff Winwood that it 
would never be a hit. 

Elton was wrong, and even today 
the song remains a strange, thrilling 
creation. It’s partly based on a 
syncopated, staccato piano line – 
an extract from a Bach étude that 
Ron was learning – which is given a 
souped-up band performance. 

BOLD STATEMENT
Released in May, Kimono My House 
was an emphatic commercial 
breakthrough, a bold statement 
chockfull of melody and drama 
that reached No 4 in the UK album 
charts. ‘Amateur Hour’ is an account 
of early sexual experiences, ‘It’s a lot 
like playing the violin/ You cannot 
start off and be Yehudi Menuhin,’ 
Russell coos. On ‘Hasta Mañana, 
Monsieur’ a tourist’s affair with his 
tour guide is ultimately defeated by 
the language barrier, with lines such 
as ‘You mentioned Kant and I was 
shocked, so shocked’. 

Kimono My House is imbued 
with a delicious sense of humour 
throughout and one of the oddest 
tracks is ‘Talent Is An Asset’, about 
‘Albert’ a mollycoddled child 
prodigy. But while there was 
musically and lyrically much to 
savour, Sparks were also a target for 
rather more basic attention from a 
particular type of fan.

‘It was weird – the disparity 
between the lyrics we were singing 
and the young girls who were 
throwing themselves at us,’ Russell 
recalled. ‘The lyrics of teeny bands 
were not usually as substantive as 
ours – singing about Einstein – there 
was a lot of stuff going on lyrically. 
There’s a great video shot at a gig 
in Croydon – I’m singing “Talent Is 
An Asset” and there are ten girls on 
top of me who are not really getting 
what we’re on about.’ 

8-TRACK (1974)
The 8-track cartridge [Y81-9272], 
mainly manufactured for the US 
market, had a similar cover to that 
of the cassette version released in 
the UK but had the classic Island 
‘i’ logo printed in black above the 
album photo and title.

There was also a slight 
difference in the running order of 
the tracks, with ‘Amateur Hour’ 
pushed from being the second 
song to the sixth.

LP REISSUES (1977)
Jugoton was behind the fi rst 
repressings in 1977, when a joint 
Jugoton and Island LP appeared in 
Yugoslavia [LSI 70643, ILPS 9272]. 
So far all the releases had come out 
on the pink-rimmed Island label, 
but a German repressing, also in 
1977, came out on the newer blue 
‘night and day’ labels [87 8181 ET].

FIRST CD RELEASE (1994)
Kimono My House didn’t appear on 
CD until 1994 when it was released 
as part of the mid-price Island 
Masters series, ostensibly for the UK 
market [Island Masters IMCD 198, 
Island Records 524 0342]. 

The package included two 
tracks from the album sessions: 
‘Barbecutie’, which had been 
released as the b-side of ‘This Town 
Ain’t Big Enough For Both Of Us’ 
and ‘Lost And Found’, released as 
the b-side of ‘Talent Is An Asset’.

The CD insert has track 1 
incorrectly titled as ‘This Town Ain’t 
Be Enough For Both Of Us’.

JAPANESE CD (1995/2001)
A Japanese CD was released in 
1995 on Phonogram/Island Records 
[PHCR-6717]. The next issue on 
CD was also a Japanese version, 
this time solely on the Island label 
[UICY-9177]. Appearing in 2001, 
it included an obi-strip bearing the 
rather dubiously accurate English 
text: ‘British Rock Legend Series’.

21ST CENTURY EDITION (2006) 
In 2006 Island released the 21st 
Century Edition of the CD, with 
the re-mastering credited to 
Keiron McGarry [984 341 7]. This 
version includes ‘Barbecutie’ and 
‘Lost And Found’, with a bonus 
track, ‘Amateur Hour’, recorded 
at Croydon’s Fairfi eld Halls in 
1975. This edition also came with 
memorabilia and liner notes.

SHM-CD (2009) 
A special edition SHM-CD of Kimono 
My House was released in Japan 
in 2009 to celebrate the 50th 
anniversary of Island Records 
[UICY-94098]. It was part of the 
‘paper jacket’ series, which featured 
thin card facsimiles of the original 
LP sleeve and inserts, including liner 
notes. The CD came with a silver-
grey and red obi strip [see top]. 

40TH ANNIVERSARY LP
In 2014 Kimono My House was 
remastered again, by Bill Inglot 
and Dave Schultz, for release 
as a double LP set by Island and 
Universal as part of the Back To 
Black series [4707310]. 

The extra tracks that featured 
on previous releases were replaced 
by a selection of 1973 acoustic 
demos from the group’s personal 
archive while the second LP 
contains seven previously unheard 
tracks. The 2LP set came with a 
download voucher for MP3 versions 
of all the tracks.

ìThe band pose on the Dutch 
TV show TopPop in 1974
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Tony Visconti
Never one to be wedded to a particular style, this American-born musician and producer 
would help to shape the sound of some of the world’s most iconic music artists, following 
a career-changing move to London. Steve Sutherland assesses the work of Tony Visconti

ì Tony 
Visconti 

caught on 
camera in 
2016 at 
British Grove 
Studios in 
West London

í  Bowie 
in 1975 

and 1970’s 
The Man 
Who Sold The 
World (right)

Pop quiz! Name fi ve record 
producers immortalised 
in song lyrics. Allow me to 
save you the Google schlep. 

There aren’t that many – surprisingly 
few, in fact, considering the impact 
producers have on the careers of the 
artists they cater for.

Anyway, here are the names I 
came up with: 

1. MGMT did a track called 
‘Brian Eno’ in 2010 on their 
far from wondrous second LP, 
Congratulations. 

2. Toots & The Maytals’ chirpy 
1969 not-too-fl attering knees-
up ‘Monkey Man’ was apparently 
written in mock-reference to their 
studio boss Leslie Kong. 

3. Dr Dre’s 2001 album boasts 
a pretty ace self-congratulatory 
number called ‘Forgot About Dre’, 
sung by Eminem.

4. Rick Rubin gets a heat-of-the-
moment, impromptu fi rst name 
check on Jay Z’s 2004 masterpiece, 
‘99 Problems’.

5. And then there’s this…
‘I, I can remember/ Standing by the 
wall/ And the guns shot above our 
heads/ And we kissed/ As though 
nothing could fall/ And the shame 
was on the other side/ Oh we can 
beat them, forever and ever…’

That, in case you’ve been hanging 
out on Mars for the past few 
decades, is David Bowie’s ‘Heroes’, 
the doomed anthem that regularly 

comes top when Best Of Bowie 
charts are compiled by learned 
musicologists and fans alike. 

The album was recorded in 
Germany in the Hansa Studios near 
the Berlin Wall and for many years 
folks puzzled over the identity 
of the lovers, spawning many a 
theory about the symbolic post-war 
reconciliation of previously warring 
nations and lofty suchlike.

TEMPORARY EXILE 
As it turned out, the solution was 
way less theoretic and mysterious. 

Bowie was in the habit of 
messing about with 
chord structures, 
riffs and jams, often 
based around a mood 
– happy, sad, that kind 
of thing – getting the 
musical atmosphere 
right on the desired 
emotion. Then he’d 
slope off for a while 
– sometimes days, 
sometimes weeks, 
sometimes years – 
before rocking up at the 

studio and knocking out the lyrics in 
an hour or two.

This is what happened with 
‘Heroes’. He turned up ready to 
write the words and everyone quit 
the premises to give him some 
space. One of those in temporary 
exile was Tony Visconti, who was 
producing the album alongside Brain 
Eno, and he took the opportunity to 
grab a furtive few moments to steal 
a snog with Antonia Maass.

Unbeknownst to the passionate 
couple, Bowie spied them out of 
the studio window, embracing 
in the shadow of the Wall, and 
incorporated their liaison into the 
song – a secret the singer kept for 
many years in respect to his friend. 
And so it is that Tony Visconti, of 
whom we write here, is one of 
the few record producers to be 
commemorated in song.

Which is probably as it should be 
as Visconti is a crucial presence in 
just about any musical collection of 
merit and taste. A native New Yorker 
who studied music, Visconti played 
bass in all kinds of bands and wound 
up as an in-house studio guy at the 
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Richmond Organisation 
where he bumped into 
whizz-kid producer Denny 
Cordell. Cordell had come 
over from England to get 
something good going for 
one of his charges, pop-
jazz crooner Georgie Fame.

Visconti helped him out 
and was soon on a plane to 
join his new pal in London 
where he spread his artistic 
wings organising and 
handling sessions for 
Cordell’s Essex/Straight 
Ahead Productions.

HIPPIE DUO 
Quickly picking up on 
Britain’s advanced studio 
techniques [he was a huge fan 
of George Martin – HFN Jun ’16], 
Visconti was allowed to scout his 
own talent. His career really took 
off when he stumbled across a 
hippie duo called Tyrannosaurus 
Rex whose singer seemed to exhibit 
star potential despite the twee and 
rudimentary delivery of his songs.

Visconti produced the band’s 
1968 debut on Regal Zonophone, 
My People Were Fair And Had Sky 
In Their Hair… plus all their equally 
prosaic follow-ups until their leader, 
Marc Bolan, got the bug to be as big 
as The Beatles, shortened the band 
name to T Rex and, with Visconti 
at the controls, zoomed to the top 
of the charts with such timeless 
groovers as ‘Get It On’, ‘Telegram 
Sam’ and ‘Hot Love’. 

Mixing a pure Chuck Berry ’50s 
rock ’n’ roll sensibility with some 
suitably dramatic orchestration, 
Visconti piloted the whole run of 
T Rex’s early ’70s chart-topping 
albums and established himself as 
one of the world’s most successful 
producers in the process.

Another of the talents he 
nurtured was a clever dilettante 

called David Bowie, with whom he 
would form a working friendship 
right up until the singer’s sad death 
in 2016. Visconti was at the controls 
for Bowie’s debut LP, 1969’s David 
Bowie, and 1970’s The Man Who 
Sold The World, the latter utilising 
The Hype, a band Visconti had put 
together (he played bass) which 
went on to form the basis for the 
infamous Spiders From Mars.

ETERNAL GREATS 
Young Americans, Low, Heroes, 
Scary Monster (And Super Creeps), 
The Next Day and the fi nal Blackstar 
were among the eternal greats that 
Visconti helmed for 
Bowie and he had 
this to say about his 
talent in the studio: 
‘I give the artist 
what they want. 
I really have little 
agenda of my own 
in a production. I’m 
not out to prove myself. I take pride 
in what I do and I do what I do very 
well. But my name’s not going to be 
bigger on the album than theirs – I 
have the ratio right. 

‘The record business has always 
been putting unnatural pressures on 
the artist, and in the whole forest of 
those people that want to try and 
infl uence the artist I’m the beacon 
of light. “We can do it your way”.

‘I’ll have the artist communicate 
their dream to me and that’s the 
goal. “What do you hear in your 
head? I can do it”. And I really can 

do most things, in an audio sense. 
I suppose that’s why people invite 
me back. They see they have a great 
ally in me, and a good friend…

‘If I have one talent as a 
producer it’s that I have a way of 
capturing someone’s essence. I 
don’t want to be Svengali, and I 
don’t want to work with people 

who need that – if 
they need that, 
they’re not really 
true artists. David 
has worked with 
other producers, 
many illustrious 
producers, but 
they gave him their 

sound. My philosophy is always to 
defer to the alpha male: “David, 
what do you want?” So I think on 
the records I’ve co-produced with 
David, people are going to get a 
more real Bowie.’

And the great man, it seems, 
wholeheartedly agreed:

‘There’s a sense of freedom 
working with Tony that I rarely 
fi nd with other producers,’ Bowie 
remarked. ‘It’s a non-judgemental 
situation where I can just mess 
about and play quite badly on all 
manner of instruments and Tony 

éVisconti 
worked 

on T Rex’s 
1968 debut 
LP (top) 
before taking 
the band 
to the top 
of the UK 
charts with 
albums such 
as The Slider 
from 1972 
(pictured)

ìMarc 
Bolan at 

the height of 
his glam fame 
in 1973

ìAnother 
hit, Thin 

Lizzy’s Live & 
Dangerous 
from 1978. 
Visconti said 
of the LP later 
that ‘75% was 
recorded in 
the studio’ 

ëProg 
rock 

too – Visconti 
produced 
Gentle’s 
Giant’s debut 
from 1970

‘He considers 
the ’70s to be 
the zenith of 

modern music’
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MEET THE PRODUCERS

1977
Punk rules, but 
Thin Lizzy’s 
‘Dancing In The 
Moonlight’ hits 
No 14 in the UK 
charts thanks to 
Visconti’s power- 
production

BEHIND THE MUSIC WITH HI-FI NEWS & RECORD REVIEW

generations sought him out, 
having been raised on the 
genius of his records and 
wanting a taste of their own.
When John Squire quit The 
Stone Roses in 1996 and 
formed The Seahorses, he 
called Visconti to produce 
their debut LP, Do It Yourself. 

Visconti also did three of 
the tracks on The Manic Street 
Preachers’ 2004 LP, Lifeblood, 
and was co-pilot with Morrissey, a 
long-time Visconti fan, travelling to 

Rome to work on 
the singer’s eighth 
and rather splendid 
album, Ringleader 
Of The Tormentors.

As we speak, 
Visconti’s keeping 
himself active 
alongside his 

productions, occasionally playing 
with Holy Holy, a supergroup he 
formed with Spiders From Mars 
drummer Woody Woodmansey to 
perform Bowie’s material live. In 
September he opened a recording 
studio at Kingston University, named 
in his honour. It is pure analogue.

 Interviewed recently he had this 
to say about his illustrious career: 
‘Even today, when I make an album 
with anyone I’m working with, I 
think to myself: “Is this one going to 
be a classic?” Then I go about trying 
to make it a classic…

‘I have a cultural responsibility 
to keep standards high, I know that 
sounds pompous but I don’t want 
to contribute to the mindless soft 
material that clogs the airways and 

Internet. I hold out for great 
artists – they are out there, 
and I try to do my bit to get 
them heard.’

To conclude, let’s return 
to our opening gambit. There 
was a brief moment when 
it looked like Tony Visconti 
had reached the absolute 

pantheon and got himself a second 
mention in a popular song. It would 
have come courtesy of Morrissey. 

THE AWESOME 
According to Visconti: ‘We were 
talking one day early on in the 
sessions, and he said, “I’ll bet you 
never expected to fi nd your name in 
a song, did you?”. And he pulled out 
the lyric sheet, and there it was.’ 

He’s referring to ‘You Have Killed 
Me’, which goes: ‘Visconti is me/ 
Magnani you’ll never be/ I entered 
nothing and nothing entered me’.

Sadly Mozzer’s Visconti was the 
Italian fi lm director Luchino Visconti. 
It just goes to show that even the 
awesome can’t win ’em all. 

éIn 2005 
Visconti 

fl ew to Italy 
to record 
Morrissey’s 
eighth studio 
album,  
Ringleader 
Of The 
Tormentors

îJohn 
Squire 

(second left) 
with The 
Seahorses.  
Visconti 
produced 
their debut

doesn’t laugh! I can’t tell you how 
important it is to feel that free in 
the studio, and that somebody isn’t 
judging your musical abilities.

‘Often, when I’ve done something 
with Tony, it just sounds right. It 
might not be played perfectly but 
there’s a way that I’ll put a B-fl at into 
a chord that nobody else would, 
probably because they’ve been 
trained properly, and it just sounds 
interesting. Tony can spot that.’

Visconti was most productive 
in the 1970s – an era he considers 
to be the zenith 
of modern music. 
During that decade, 
he did the weird and 
wonderful – Iggy 
Pop’s debut The 
Idiot, which he co-
produced with Bowie 
in 1977, and Sparks’ 
nutty Indiscreet in1975. He also did 
rock – Thin Lizzy’s full-on 1977 opus 
Bad Reputation, plus their incredible 
’78 Live & Dangerous double, now 
infamous for its studio enhancement 
and embellishment of the live tracks. 

NEW GENERATIONS 
He did folk too – the four best 
Strawbs albums: Dragonfl y, Just A 
Collection Of Antiques & Curios, 
From The Witchwood and Grave 
New World. He did prog: the fi rst 
two Gentle Giant LPs – Gentle Giant 
and Acquiring The Taste. And he 
did the Fabs, arranging the strings 
for Paul McCartney on Band On The 
Run. That Visconti, he did the lot.

Then, during the ’80s, he fell 
off the radar somewhat until new 

‘“I hold out for 
great artists; 

do my bit to get 
them heard”’
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1975 
One of two 45s 
from Sparks’ 
Indiscreet LP, 
‘Looks Looks 
Looks’, with 
strings arranged 
by Visconti, went 
Top 30 in the UK

1973
Visconti is asked 
to arrange the 
strings for Wings’ 
third studio 
album, Band On 
The Run. All the 
arrangements for 
the LP are taped 
at AIR studios in 
a single day

1968
One of Visconti’s 
fi rst productions, 
The Iveys’ Maybe 
Tomorrow was 
not released in 
the UK, meaning 
the Japanese 
version on Apple 
is highly sought 
by collectors 

1971 
Limited to 16 
tracks in the 
studio, Visconti 
keeps the kick 
drum separate, 
recording the 
rest of the kit in 
stereo. ‘Get It On’ 
is a foot-stopping 
No 1 hit for T Rex

1977
One of David 
Bowie’s all-
time great 
songs, ‘Heroes’ 
references 
Visconti in the 
lyric, albeit 
obliquely

2014
The song ‘Sue 
(Or In A Season 
Of Crime)’ sees 
David Bowie on 
a rare adventure 
into jazz. Visconti 
co-produces the 
single. It lasts 
seven-and-a-
half-minutes 
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ALBUM REVIEWS: VINYL

THE BEACH BOYS
Surf’s Up
Acoustic Sounds AAPP 070P (200g vinyl)

While the consensus deems Pet Sounds to 
be The Beach Boys’ greatest achievement 
[see opposite], I derive much more joy from 
this 1971 release. Issued when the band 
was considered so unhip as to be beyond 
redemption, it featured Bruce Johnston’s 
heartbreakingly gorgeous ‘Disney Girls 
(1957)’, famously covered by Art Garfunkel, 
‘Long Promised Road’, ‘’Til I Die’, ‘Feel 
Flows’ and the luscious title track. Surf’s Up 
restored the band’s credibility, despite Brian 
Wilson not dominating the proceedings. It 
sounds equally glorious on SACD. Audiophiles 

will note it was recorded for surround sound, 
to be heard via a Dynaco Quadaptor. Pity 
Acoustic Sounds didn’t issue that mix, too! KK

ALL TIMES BIG BAND
The Crimson Investigation
STS-Digital 611151 (180g DMM pressing)

STS seems to be cornering the market 
in audiophile LPs fi lled with gems from 
the Great American Songbook – the only 
challenger is Lyn Stanley – and this one 
gives us 13 beautifully recorded numbers 
performed by a proper 14-piece ‘big band’. 
As such, the power is palpable and it’s hard 
not to be charmed by this throwback to 
the days of JVC and Sheffi eld Lab. Taste 
trumped imagination, so the tracks include 
‘Let’s Fall In Love’, ‘Mack The Knife’, ‘It 
Don’t Mean A Thing’ and ten others from 
Messrs Arlen, Ellington, Gershwin, et al. 
Fortunately, familiar tunes do not breed 
contempt. Also offered on reel-to-reel tape 
for the well-heeled enthusiast. KK

THE CARS
Heartbeat City
Mobile Fidelity MFSL1-442 (180g vinyl) 

Although the band’s eponymous fi rst LP is 
(for my money) the best thing they ever 
produced, and one of the greatest debut 
LPs ever, this release was their best-selling 
because it was dripping with hits. Issued in 
1984, the band’s fi fth studio LP – recorded 
after The Cars enjoyed a two-year hiatus – 
delivered the title track, the irresistible ‘You 
Might Think’ and the elegiac ‘Drive’, sung 
by the late Benjamin Orr, and familiar to 
many millions thanks to being used in ads 
that need to tug at the heartstrings. It was 
even covered by Des O’Connor, while the 
band’s video was directed by actor Timothy 
Hutton. Perfectly polished pop/rock from 
one of Boston’s fi nest. KK

SARAH VAUGHAN
After Hours
Pure Pleasure SR52070 (180g vinyl)

If you prize vocals above all else, the 
next best thing after a cappella is as few 
instruments as possible. Ms Vaughan, 
among the most revered of the great jazz 
vocalists, catered to just such tastes with 
this 1961 release on Roulette, during 
a sojourn from Mercury. Recorded in 
3½hrs, according to the new Morris Levy 
biography, the result is a night-club feel 
that exhibits no artifi ce or studio pressure, 
and the backing from guitarist Mundell 
Lowe and bassist George Duvivier is there 
to serve her and ten standards, including 
‘Sophisticated Lady’ and ‘Every Time We Say 
Goodbye’. The sound is so atmospheric you  
can smell the cigarette smoke. KK

Sound Quality: 90%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Sound Quality: 90%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Sound Quality: 91%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Sound Quality: 91%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100
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AUDIOPHILE: DIGITAL SUPERAUDIO DVD BLU-RAY VINYL DOWNLOADCOMPACT DISC

BILL WITHERS
Greatest Hits
Mobile Fidelity USCAD 2155 (SACD)

Mellow from start to fi nish, this 1981 ‘best 
of’ reminds us that Withers produced some 
of the sexiest soul music of all, during an 
era not short on sensual delivery. While 
less worshipped than Marvin Gaye or the 
Philly Soul crowd, Withers had memorable 
smashes that still turn up all the time 
supporting adverts or simply satisfying 
the needs of oldies stations: ‘Lean On Me’, 
‘Just The Two Of Us’, ‘Ain’t No Sunshine’, 
‘Grandma’s Hands’ and six others, sounding 
simply sensational, especially the vocal 
textures and the lower registers. Further 
proof that Withers is a soul master? None 
other than Al Jarreau recorded an entire 
album’s worth of Withers compositions. KK

JEFF BECK
Blow By Blow
Analogue Productions CAPP 078SA (SACD)

Beck’s second proper solo came out 
in 1975, a surprise for fans in that it 
consisted solely of instrumentals. But 
what instrumentals! It set a pattern that’s 
evident right up to the present, with sleek, 
shimmering and iconoclastic guitar playing, 
blues-y and jazzy interludes, complex 
rhythm patterns and the feeling that Beck 
is happy to be just a musician in a band. 
Max Middleton joined him on keyboards, as 
with his earlier albums, while Stevie Wonder 
guests anonymously, and George Martin 
produced it, his deft touch ensuring a 
milestone in Beck’s career. That it contains 
the coolest-ever Beatles cover – ‘She’s A 
Woman’ – is no coincidence. KK

THE BEACH BOYS
Pet Sounds 50th Anniversary Edition
Capitol 4782253-6 (four CDs + Audio Blu-ray)

You have every right to groan if you’re 
an old Beach Boys fan because this 
is – what? – the fi fth version with extra 
material, including the 4CD Pet Sounds 
Sessions. While it is truly one of the ten 
greatest rock albums of all time, this crass 
exploitation doesn’t befi t Brian Wilson’s 
masterwork. There wasn’t much left worth 
unearthing despite its epic gestation, one 
soon realising that the extras aren’t that 
interesting. And yet… if only for the Blu-
ray’s astonishing sound quality, providing 
the album in 192kHz mono and stereo, 
and DTS 5.1, its purchase is justifi ed – and 
ideally for the last time. You’ve never heard 
‘God Only Knows’ sounding so majestic. KK

THE BEATLES
Live At The Hollywood Bowl
Apple/Universal Japan UICY15566 (SHM-CD)

When released in 1977, listeners struggled to 
hear the music through the screams on what 
remains the only post-Beatlemania live album, 
despite George Martin’s Herculean efforts at 
digging them out from under the noise. Armed 
with the latest studio tools, his son Giles – now 
the Beatles ‘restorer’ par excellence – eked out 
even more from the original tapes, so we can 
at last learn just how fab The Beatles were on 
stage: performances as incredible as you hoped 
they would be. Timed for the premiere of Ron 
Howard’s fi lm Eight Days A Week: The Touring 
Years, the reissue has four more tracks and the 
packaging is improved, but this SHM-CD sounds 
even clearer than the red-book CD. Worth the 
wait? Yeah, Yeah, Yeah… KK

Sound Quality: 92%
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Sound Quality: 90%
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Sound Quality: 91%
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Sound Quality: 90%
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  LAB REPORT

Recorded in Hampstead’s All Hallows’ 
Church in April 2015, this is a very clean, 
low-level recording with one to two bits 
of unused headroom. Piano extends 
to 10kHz, voices to 15kHz and string 
harmonics out to 30kHz. PM

Following our Investigation feature 
[HFN, Jun ’11] where we examined 
the claimed quality of high-resolution 
downloads, Hi-Fi News & Record 
Review is now measuring the true 
sample rate and bit-depth of the HD 
music downloads reviewed on these 
pages. These unique reviews will be 
a regular source of information for 
those seeking new and re-mastered 
recordings offered at high sample rates 
and with the promise of delivering 
the very best sound quality. (Note: 
asterisk in headings denotes technical 
reservation explained below.) PM

  OUR PROMISE

Sound Quality: 90%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

OLA GJEILO
Voices, Piano, Strings (96kHz/24-bit, FLAC)
www.highresaudio.com; Decca 4788689

This is the big-label debut by the 
young Norwegian composer Ola 
Gjeilo, some of whose work may 
be familiar from recordings on the 
enterprising 2L label – for example, 
the ‘Ubi Caritas’ opening this set 
is also available as on his Piano 
Improvisations album [2L-082]. A 
former Classic FM album of the week 
(but let’s not hold that against it), 
this set sees Gjeilo’s work performed 
by some top-notch singers in the 
form of Tenebrae and Voces 8, with 
the strings of the title provided by 

the London Chamber Orchestra and 
the piano by Gjeilo himself. It’s a 
programme of unmistakably Nordic 
music, ranging from the sacred to the 
secular, and is treated to a wonderfully 
detailed and ethereal sound well-
suited to the content, especially in 
the tracks evoking the landscape so 
familiar to the composer. Yes, perhaps 
it’s somewhat ‘classical-fusion’, but it’s 
defi nitely hugely enjoyable. AE

  LAB REPORT

ADÈS/NØRGÅRD/ABRAHAMSEN
Arcadiana/Quartetto Breve/10 Preludes; 
The Danish Quartet (96kHz/24-bit, FLAC)
www.highresaudio.com; ECM 4812385

This is a programme for the adventurous 
listener: three works for string quartet all 
written when the composers were young 
(respectively 23, 20 and 21). Adès’s seven-
movement Arcadiana has a lot of sliding 
up the notes with simultaneous pizzicati 
and bowing. This independence of the 
string parts it has in common with the 10 
Preludes by the Danish composer Nørgård. 
He is of an earlier generation (born 1932) 
and in fact Hans Abrahamsen was a pupil 
of his. Nørgård’s short two-movement work 
sits in the ‘night music’ territory of Bartók 
and shouldn’t frighten anyone. But far more 
aggressive and wholly unwelcoming, I’d 
say (eg, Prelude No 7 with its motoric high 
registers), the Abrahamsen is nonetheless 
the most interesting music here. It’s all 
securely managed by the players and ECM’s 
May 2015 recording is exemplary. CB

Sound Quality: 85%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Abrahamsen’s 10 Preludes fi nd the 
Quartet’s strings at their most vivid 
and this is refl ected in the rich spray of 
harmonics that scatter out to 30kHz and 
beyond. The ~45kHz bandwidth of this 
96kHz fi le captures all the colour! PM
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  LAB REPORT

SAM BUSH
Storyman (96kHz/24-bit, FLAC)
www.highresaudio.com; Sugar Hill Records SUG00011

From the off, this set by bluegrass/New 
Grass mandolin player Sam Bush explodes 
with the kind of authenticity sorely missing 
from Cyndi Lauper’s recent ‘Detour’ into 
country. The tongue is fi rmly out of cheek 
here, and instead we get realism thanks to 
Bush’s rootsy approach to the heritage of 
American acoustic music. It’s a wonderfully 
upbeat and affi rmative set, from the ever-
so-slightly funky ‘Everything Is Possible’ to 
the defi ant ‘Carcinoma Blues’. Meanwhile, 
the instrumental track ‘Greenbrier’ fi nds 
Bush and his band working out with 
almost quartz-locked precision and superb 
interplay, and the quieter ‘It’s Not What 
You Think’ is simply beautiful, and almost 
classical in its scoring and performance. 
Oh – and ‘Handmics Killed Country Music’ 
is as nostalgic as it is amusing. Add in a 
meticulous recording, and you have a 
serious feel-good album. AE

Sound Quality: 85%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

This is a clean enough 96kHz render but 
what’s been captured evidently contains 
a deal of distortion at source, particularly 
off percussion, from downstream (mic) 
amps and/or limiters. Note the excess 
energy >30kHz [see Graph, trk 11]. PM

MOZART
Violin Concertos in G, K216; in D, K218; in A, K219 
Marianne Thorsen, Trondheim Soloists/Øyvind Gimse 
(44.1kHz-192kHz/24-bit, FLAC; DSD64)
www.highresaudio.com; 2L 2L-038-MQA2016

Available in various formats, with sample 
tracks at www.2l.no, this Mozart album 
has featured as a reference in more than 
one HFN hardware review, and was this 
year remastered in conjunction with Bob 
Stuart using MQA technology. It is certainly 
a fi ne production with stable balances, an 
intimate scale, realistic string timbres and 
just a hint of decay as movements end. 
The performances are well prepared and 
certainly enjoyable, although Thorsen’s 
cadenzas are rather too long for all tastes 
(ie, mine!). However she does suggest 
music improvised, as would have been the 
case in the 18th century. And I liked the 
‘Turkish’ effects in the accompaniment of 
K219 (iii). But there are more distinguished 
recordings around: most notably Vilde 
Frang in K219, etc [Warner Classics]. CB

Sound Quality: 80%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

  LAB REPORT

Our release was provided at 44.1kHz/
24-bit, but this recording is also on sale 
as 96kHz/192kHz FLAC fi les with WAV at 
352.8kHz and DSD64. The latter will not 
resolve more than at 44.1kHz, but the 
352.8kHz fi le will prove interesting! PM

  LAB REPORT

While this fi le will light the 192kHz 
LED on your DAC, it behaves like an 
upsampled 96kHz fi le complete with 
sampling artefacts at 76-96kHz. Much of 
the post-20kHz energy looks like in-line 
distortion from amps/limiters etc. PM

MONKEY HOUSE
Left (192kHz/24-bit, FLAC)*
www.highresaudio.com; Alma Records ACD52762

Coming to this album with no knowledge of 
who or what Monkey House were, I played 
it through the fi rst time with a nagging 
feeling that it sounded very familiar – or at 
least very like something familiar. Reading 
a little of the background cemented that 
feeling: this set led by Canadian singer/
songwriter/producer Don Breithaupt has 
defi nite overtones of ‘the album Steely Dan 
never made’, from its brass arrangements 
and backing vocals to the sound of the 
guitars. This is hardly surprising as guitarists 
Elliott Randall and Drew Zingg are both part 
of the current Dan line-up, and trumpeter 
Michael Leonhart their current musical 
director. Recorded at Toronto’s Drive Shed 
studios, this set may not be as musically 
inventive as prime Dan, but the sound is 
big, lush and constantly interesting – and 
that’s not just for those nods and hints 
along the way. AE
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KATIE MELUA
In Winter
BMG BMG1266

If this doesn’t become the Christmas No1 album 
I’ll have to stop believing in Santa. Recorded in 
a makeshift studio in Georgia, Melua, with the 
Ukraine’s 25-strong Gori Women’s Choir, has 
fashioned a gorgeous-sounding set of winter-
themed songs, opening with their ice-meltingly 
lovely a cappella rendition of ‘The Little 
Swallow’ (better known here as ‘The Carol Of 
The Bells’). Notwithstanding the sheer beauty 
of the album’s sonics, Melua is smart enough 
to avoid cosy sentimentality with songs like ‘A 
Time To Buy’ addressing the commercialisation 
of the season, and ‘Plane Song’ recalling her 
childhood after the Georgian civil war. Bob 
Chilcott’s vocal arrangements are stunning, the 
whole album a triumph. JBk

CHAIN WALLET
Chain Wallet
Jansen plateproduksjon JANSEN075

This gets better with every listen. Based in 
Bergen, the three-piece Chain Wallet have 
created a debut album which conjures up 
images of a mid-’80s collaboration between 
The Cure and Cocteau Twins with beats 
by New Order. Happily, their light, airy 
vocal sounds and shimmering synthscapes 
contrive to establish the band’s own 
distinctive character, which is undeniably 
Scandinavian, by virtue of being decidedly 
chilled, lyrically understated and as smooth 
as a sleigh ride over a frozen lake in six-inch 
deep snow. If these guys ever set their 
sights on the charts, they could become 
a new a-Ha, but for the moment they’re 
creating terrifi c indie dream-pop. JBk

JESS MORGAN
Edison Gloriette
Drabant Music DM07CD  

Norwich-based singer-songwriter Jess 
Morgan’s fourth album is an enchantingly 
lovely piece of work. She’s less a 
confessional artist than a storyteller, 
seeming to draw her lyrics from insightful 
observation of the world around her and 
the interactions of the people – often 
complete strangers – she sees. There are 
moments when you might want her to 
show a little more fi re, express perhaps a 
trace of anger, but she probably knows that 
her pure, country-folk voice is heard at its 
best when she’s underplaying the angst and 
focusing instead on its prettiness. Pay close 
attention to her lyrics, though, because the 
angst is there if you care to look for it. JBk

ALBERT AF EKENSTAM
Ashes
King Disk KD131

The very good Mr Ekenstam is a Swedish 
singer and songwriter, but only in the 
same sense that Bon Iver or Mogwai are 
songwriters. This solo debut album is about 
as far from chirpy as it’s possible to imagine, 
but there’s something curiously uplifting 
about Ekenstam’s haunted vocals, gentle 
strumming and poignant lyrics. It helps 
that producer Filip Leyman (who also works 
with Ekenstam in post-rock trio Tempel) is 
intimately involved in the music, playing 
keyboards and drums as well as twiddling 
knobs, beautifully integrating delicate 
electronics with traditional orchestral 
instruments, to establish an intimate frame-
work perfectly matched to the songs. JBk
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JOEY ALEXANDER
Countdown
Motéma 234279

Session pictures show the diminutive 
piano prodigy fl anked by tall bassist Larry 
Grenadier and burly drummer Ulysses 
Owens Jr, but once he starts to play, there’s 
no doubting this 13-year-old’s stature as 
a musician. Alexander’s fi rst recognition 
from the world beyond his native Bali 
came at age eight when he played for 
visiting celebrity Herbie Hancock. At 11, 
he was invited by Wynton Marsalis to play 
at Lincoln Center, and soon went on to 
record My Favorite Things. This time, with 
the same great rhythm team on most 
tracks, Alexander’s confi dent virtuosity and 
invention are matched by greater depth as 
composer and leader. Not to be missed. SH

CHET BAKER
Live In London
Ubuntu Music UBU0003 (two discs)

Last year’s Born To Be Blue biopic 
underlined the enduring appeal of the 
late Chet Baker, and must also have 
encouraged this CD project. In 1983, when 
the trumpeter appeared for six nights at 
The Canteen in Covent Garden, backed 
by UK pianist John Horler’s trio, bassist Jim 
Richardson recorded the music using just 
a Sony portable cassette recorder. Yet the 
painstakingly restored sound is clean, clear 
and listenable, if still with some inevitable 
compression and not much in the way 
of stereo. And with intimate, extended 
performances, sometimes majestic, always 
commanding, this is the real Chet Baker, 
not the celluloid version. SH

SEAN FORAN
Frame of Reference
Jazzhead HEAD222

Best known as one-third of Trichotomy, 
pianist Sean Foran is heard here with an 
unusual and innovative quintet, recorded 
in the UK with UK-based musicians. Ex-
Loose Tubes saxophonist Julian Argüelles 
contributes some really beautiful soprano 
playing, while the guitarist is Stuart 
McCallum, whose City album [Naim] 
featured Foran. Trendy cello sounds are 
added by Ben Davis of F-IRE Collective fame, 
while the fl eet and sympathetic drummer 
is Joost Hendrickx. You don’t notice the 
absence of a bass player because all the 
musicians are so well keyed in to Foran’s 
characteristically tripping and tumbling 
melodies, in an engaging, sunny album. SH

CHARLIE HADEN LIBERATION MUSIC 
ORCHESTRA
Time/Life (Song For The Whales And Other Beings) 
Impulse! 002567102

In 2011, the LMO appeared at the Middelheim 
Jazz Festival in Belgium, and two tracks were 
captured for radio broadcast. Haden’s failing 
health precluded further studio recording, 
but after his death in 2014 his widow felt 
the project should be completed. Carla 
Bley agreed to arrange and co-produce the 
additional pieces, which were recorded soon 
after the memorial service at which the LMO 
had performed her requiem for Haden, ‘Time/
Life’. For once, a combination of posthumous 
and new material (with Steve Swallow on bass) 
is more than appropriate, in a moving and 
thought-provoking album. SH
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BARTÓK
The Miraculous Mandarin; Dance Suite; Contrasts
Philharmonia Orch & Ch/Esa-Pekka Salonen; Yefi m 
Bronfman, Zolt Tihamér Visontay, Mark van de Wiel
Signum Classics SIGCD466

In his outstandingly written note (in itself 
worth the price of the CD) Malcolm Gillies 
relates the composer’s glee at making the 
Miraculous Mandarin – complete here – as 
lurid as conceivable. And Salonen’s account 
fi ts that description: a top recommendation 
along with the LSO/Abbado [DG]. He also 
makes the Dance Suite attractively light 
and transparent. There is of course the 
‘defi nitive’ 1940 Contrasts recording with 
Bartók and dedicatees Szigeti and Benny 
Goodman, but how much more accessible 
the music becomes in a modern, excellent 
version like this one! CB

SIBELIUS
Symphonies Nos 3, 6 and 7
Minnesota Orchestra/Osmo Vänskä
BIS BIS-2006 (SACD; downloads up to 96kHz/24-bit resolution)

With the management dispute with the 
Minnesota Orchestra fi nally resolved and 
Vänskä reinstated, BIS has been able to 
complete its second Sibelius symphony 
cycle with him. Not that it entirely 
supersedes his earlier Lahti set – and there’s 
competition from BIS’s Okko Kamu cycle 
too. One stand-out track here is the Poco 
vivace from No 6, and that could hardly 
be bettered. And Vänskä is very good at 
differentiating these works: eg, the contrast 
with the end of No 3 then the ethereal 
textures opening No 6. He negotiates the 
course of No 7 smoothly but there’s less 
emotional power than before. CB

STRAVINSKY
Petrushka; Symphonies of Wind Instruments, Orpheus
London Philharmonic Orchestra/Vladimir Jurowski
LPO LPO0091

Jurowski conducts the 1911 Petrushka 
scoring but perhaps rather cleans off 
some of the greasepaint and feeling of 
theatre, with a clear analytical manner 
certainly fi tting to his Symphonies of Wind 
Instruments. But I’d still want to keep it 
because of the piano playing of Catherine 
Edwards and the fl ute solos by Michael 
Cox. The 1947 ballet Orpheus, somewhat 
neglected in recent years, is a key piece in 
understanding the Stravinsky jigsaw as its 
economy of means is tempered here and 
there by some of the Firebird’s romantic 
heritage. Good sound from these Feb ’15/
Dec ’14 Festival Hall performances. CB

BERLIOZ/RAMEAU
Symphonie Fantastique/Suite – Hippolyte and Aricie
Swedish RSO/Daniel Harding
Harmonia Mundi HMC 902244

Unexpected bedfellows (the two premieres 
given almost a century apart), yet HM’s 
booklet note argues similarities between 
these composers in dramatic inspiration 
and adventure in orchestrations. And the 
nine-movement suite does sit well with the 
Symphonie Fantastique. Harding has divided 
violins, the effective optional cornet in ‘Un 
bal’ and repeats observed in movts (i) and (iv) 
– the ‘Marche’ taken at a steady pace – and 
church bells in the malevolent fi nale. It’s a very 
individual account, yet scrupulously faithful 
to score markings. Even more recommendable 
than the Concertgebouw/Davis, I think – and 
no-one should shy away from the coupling. CB
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Paul Miller
Editor
Technician and writer on all things audio for some 30 years, Paul Miller took over
the editor’s chair in 2006. He invented the QC Suite, used across the audio industry

Showtime!
The Hi-Fi Show Live, held on the last weekend of October this year, is called ‘Live’ for a reason. 
Paul Miller is still buzzing from the energy of the event which saw the pages of HFN burst into life

Did you feel it? There was a real 
buzz about the Hi-Fi Show 
Live this year. What exhibitors 
variously described to me as 

‘an upbeat vibe’, I saw mirrored in the 
enthusiasm of our visitors as they poured 
out of one demonstration and straight 
into another. There was just so much 
to see and hear – impossible in just one 
day as many audiophiles took the entire 
weekend to soak up those high-end 
sounds. Our one chance to compare 
as many iconic brands and products as 
possible... until next year.

One week later and I’m still excited 
about what the specialist audio industry 
achieved over the weekend. Don’t 
believe the curmudgeonly types who 
relish putting us down, telling us that 
high-end audio is doomed because it 
doesn’t have the slick appeal and vast 
marketing budgets of the jewellery 
industry. We saw and heard the best of 
the best at our home-grown show, and 
manufacturers came from around the 
world to share their passion with us.

SUPREME SPEAKERFEST
We attracted all the ‘big noises’ in 
cutting-edge loudspeaker design this 
year. Start counting 
the true behemoths 
and you rapidly run out 
of fi ngers – we heard 
the latest iteration 
of KEF’s magnifi cent 
Muons just across the 
hall from ELAC’s fi rst 
overseas showing of its 
Concentro fl agships – a 
90th birthday present to itself!

Elsewhere we had Wilson Audio’s 
awesome Alexx fl oorstanders [HFN Nov 
’16] within striding distance of Magico’s 
all-alloy M3s, and GamuT’s Zodiac – a 
speaker so massive that only one pair 
will be made per month (and no serial 
numbers, just a star sign). Another few 
strides and we could sit and hear Focal’s 

Sopra No3 [HFN Sep ’16] while Magnepan’s 
room-fi lling 20.7 [pictured, above] swept 
all before it in the way that only big 
panel loudspeakers can. Then there were 
the evergreen K2s from JBL [HFN Aug 
’10], surely the most exquisite-sounding 
compression-driver loudspeakers on the 
scene, and the hORNS Universum MKIII 
delivering the complete, high sensitivity 

listening experience.
And Diamonds? We 

had those too, with 
B&W offering timed 
demonstrations of 
its fabulous 800 D3 
fl agship [HFN Oct ’16] 
to hushed crowds on 
the hour, every hour. 
The list goes on... DALI, 

YG Acoustics, Raidho, Boenicke, Heco, 
AvantGarde, Triangle, Vivid, Vandersteen, 
Revel, PSI Audio and Totem – models large 
and, well, not so large (but did you hear 
the scale of sound coming from those baby 
Boenicke W8s?) – fi lled the venue with 
beautiful music.

And the amplifi ers? Don’t get me 
started on those because we all had the 

opportunity to hear the apex predators 
of amplifi cation – everything from 
Constellation’s Hercules monos, to 
Devialet’s 1000 Pro, the Progression 
monos from D’Agostino, Naim’s NP 
500DR, the SPM 14000 MkII Reference 
monos from Chord Electronics right 
through to surprises like Classé’s 
CAM300 monoblocks – so secret that 
they were only announced as the Show 
opened its doors!

PERFECT PRESENTATIONS
And if our heads weren’t in a spin already 
we had two fun-packed presentations 
a day with Ken Kessler twirling his 
favourite vinyl. He had us enthralled, of 
course, but it’s probably the fi rst time 
so illustrious a deck as a Continuum was 
ever employed for DJ purposes. Fans of 
hi-fi ’s yesteryear were just as thrilled by 
Tim Jarman’s 1970s system, complete 
with B&O linear-tracking deck, all heard 
through 2016 Focal fl oorstanders.

Bet you wish you’d joined us. Well 
you can, next year, same place but one 
weekend earlier on October 21st-22nd 
2017. I look forward to welcoming you!

‘We had the 
chance to hear the 
apex predators of 

amplifi cation’

ABOVE: Chasing The Dragon’s Mike Valentine on recording and LP cutting, at the Hi-Fi Show Live





RIGHT: As well as 
keeping your PC’s 
virus protection up to 
date, the author also 
recommends the free 
version of Macrium’s 
back-up software [see 
www.macrium.com/
refl ectfree.aspx]. 
This enables you to 
create a ‘clone’ of 
your PC’s hard disk 
on a separate hard 
drive. The clone 
contains everything 
on your PC, should an 
unexpected disaster 
strike
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Technician and writer on all things audio for some 30 years, Paul Miller took over
the editor’s chair in 2006. He invented the QC Suite, used across the audio industry

Barry Fox
Technology journalist
Barry Fox trained in electronics with the RAF and worked as a patent agent, but he 
gave that up to enter journalism. He is one of the world’s top technology writers

Ijust received an email, apparently 
from Apple, thanking me for choosing 
to spend £49.99 on ‘Apple Music 
Membership’ – which I didn’t – and 

telling me I can click on a link marked 
‘Cancel and Manage Subscriptions’. 
Clicking will probably try to infect the PC 
with a virus or trick me into giving bank 
account and credit card details.

Like it or not, listening to music 
increasingly involves using a computer, 
whether to buy online, access Internet 
radio, download, store, play and copy 
music or network it. So we really do need 
to be aware of the nasty tricks computers 
can be made to play on us, and the best 
way to deal with scams. 

But keeping up to speed can be a 
full time job, which gets in the way of 
listening. And the level of technical 
advice given in the non-geek press is 
decidedly iffy.

SCARILY UNRELIABLE
The Evening Standard’s Technology 
pages recently ‘explained’ interesting 
new developments that let wireless 
signals penetrate 
deeper into homes, 
by comparing radio 
frequencies with 
music bass-thump 
that cuts through 
walls. Better wireless 
penetration is 
achieved, explained 
ES, ‘by using a lower 
frequency… of shorter wavelengths’. 
(My italics.) Slip of the pen? I doubt 
it, because the howler is repeated: 
‘Short wavelengths travel more easily 
through layers of building materials and 
insulation.’ Surely just the opposite, I 
asked ES. Answer came there none. I 
expect they wrote me off as an anorak.

Consumer computers are now so 
powerful and the prices driven so low 
that they can be scarily unreliable. By 
September this year, two of my PCs (a 

Under attack

Installing and keeping virus protection 
up to date is essential. So is not turning 
protection off when it stops other things, 
like networks, working. At worst the result 
of poor protection is money taken from 
an account. At best it’s those emails we 
get, purportedly from friends, asking for 
emergency money to get them home 
from abroad, or offering click links to 
viruses or get-rich quick schemes.

A DAILY BASIS 
But personal protection can’t stop the 
loss of personal information when a 
website we once used to buy goods or 
services, or an offi cial body we have 
provided with personal information, is 
hacked. And sadly this is now happening 
on a daily basis.

Who knows how I got the ‘Apple’ scam. 
Who cares? The trick is to carefully hover 
the mouse cursor over the link, without 
clicking. This shows the true destination 
domain, which in this case was not Apple.

Unless you can listen to music without 
ever going online, the hover trick is one 
tip you really should try to remember. 

laptop and a desktop) had completely 
died, due to motherboard failures. Three 
hard drives had variously failed, one of 
them a 3TB store full of music tracks.

‘Drive not accessible, the disc structure 
is corrupted and 
unreadable’, 
it told me. A 
commercial data 
recovery service 
will charge hundred 
of pounds. So I 
gambled $50 for 
a program called 
Wondershare, 

which worked wonders by chugging away 
for 24 hours rebuilding the index. By the 
way, Wondershare is try-before-you-buy 
[see www.wondershare.com].

Gone are the days when viruses 
crashed PCs for fun or turned their 
performance to treacle. Now they slyly 
scan for personal information and send it 
to crooks in far-off lands who sell tranches 
of credit card data, passwords and access 
codes on the ‘Dark Web’. In short, we are 
under criminal attack.

As more of us use computers to buy, store and listen to music, so we become increasingly at risk 
from sudden hardware failure and online attacks. Barry Fox shares a tip or two on remaining safe

‘The trick is to 
carefully hover the 
mouse cursor over 

the email link’



Find out more about IsoTek’s award winning range of power 

cleaners, and for your free brochure, please contact: 
info@soundfowndations.co.uk   •   www.soundfowndations.co.uk
www.isoteksystems.com   •   www.facebook.com/isoteksystems

MOST INNOVATIVE BRAND 2016
The German PLUS X Awards, now in their 13th year, have earned 
a solid seal of approval from the industry in general and from 
consumers who are looking to own products of the highest quality 
and performance.

This year IsoTek won 5 individual awards for 5 products – including 
for Innovation, High Quality, Design, Functionality and Ease of Use.  
The sixth award was the coveted Most Innovative Brand 2016.

Powerful Innovation

2016/2017 PLUS X Award

Best Product, Innovation, 
High Quality, Design & Functionality 

IsoTek EVO3 Syncro

2016/2017 PLUS X Award
Best Product, Innovation, High Quality & FunctionalityIsoTek EVO3 Sequel

2016/2017 PLUS X Award
Best Product, Innovation, High Quality, Design, Ease of Use & Functionality IsoTek EVO3 Mosaic Genesis

2016/2017 PLUS X Award
Best Product, Innovation, 
High Quality & Functionality
IsoTek EVO3 Sirius

2016 PLUS X Award

MOST INNOVATIVE BRAND

2016/2017 PLUS X Award

Best Product, Innovation, 
High Quality, Design & Functionality

IsoTek EVO3 Venus



RIGHT: At CEDIA for 
the fi rst time, French 
company Devialet 
debuted its fl agship 
active Phantom Gold 
loudspeaker in a 
throughly immersive 
‘7.7 surround’ set-up
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Paul Miller
Editor
Technician and writer on all things audio for some 30 years, Paul Miller took over
the editor’s chair in 2006. He invented the QC Suite, used across the audio industry

A visit to CEDIA
Barry Willis takes a look at the world of custom installation through two-channel eyes and reckons 
much could be learnt if there was closer co-operation between this innovative scene and purist hi-fi 

Sony, LG and others had mesmerising 
4K video products that will induce you 
to stand mouth agape for long stretches 
staring at clips of tropical fi sh. Other 
fascinating discoveries included still-
thriving companies that I had imagined 
long dead: projector maker Barco, for 
example, with a big mockup theatre on 
the show fl oor, a long queue outside, 
and a stunning demo inside. The Carver 
Corporation had a booth, and Hafl er/
Dynaco had a presence. 

COMMON ANCESTOR 
Then there were companies I never knew 
were in the CI arena, such as Meridian 
with its multi-zone amps using ultra-high-
effi ciency Class D modules. Which got me 
wondering about the many faces of the 
A/V electronics industry: the pro world, 
with one wing for recording/production 
and another for live performances; 
mainstream audio; esoteric high-
performance audio; and of course, 
custom installation – all evolved from a 
common ancestor, like horses and zebras! 

Few audio companies span all these 
specialties. Only a few, in fact, such as 
Yamaha and Harman International, have 
a signifi cant presence in more than two 
or three. How much advancement might 
we enjoy if there were closer cooperation 
among them? 

The Custom Electronics Design 
and Installation Association’s 
annual Expo is a wonderful 
occasion to see the latest 

in video projectors, fl at-panel TVs, 
multi-zone amplifi ers, purpose-built 
loudspeakers, and specialty installers’ 
tools. It’s also a great opportunity to get 
an alternate take on the health of the 
electronics industry in general and the 
audio industry in particular.

If this year’s gathering in hot steamy 
Dallas, Texas, is any indication, electronics 
and mainstream audio are both in 
fi ne shape. Perhaps audio as a whole, 
from ‘general purpose’ to high-end is 
benefi tting from the revival in vinyl and 
headphone listening.

PRODIGAL RETURN
Judging by the jovial attitudes of 
thousands of CEDIA attendees and 
hundreds of exhibitors who packed 
the cavernous Kay Bailey Hutchison 
Convention Center in mid-September 
– and the apparently robust amount 
of business that was taking place – the 
custom installation 
(CI) industry is 
doing really well. 
One interesting 
development 
this year was the 
inclusion of a seminar 
about incorporating 
two-channel audio 
(CI code for hi-fi ) 
into design and installation packages, a 
strange sort of prodigal return. 

As accompaniment – or reinforcement  
– there were unexpected numbers 
of displays featuring products clearly 
intended for music as destination 
rather than as background: turntables 
from Thorens and Elipson, pre- and 
power amps from many makers, and 
loudspeakers intended to be seen as well 
as heard. Most intriguing in this regard 
were Elipson’s ‘female-friendly’ bright 

red ‘Planet L’ and ‘Planet M’ spherical 
speakers, and Devialet’s Phantom series 
powered wireless beauties, arranged in a 
full-surround set-up and driven to concert 
levels. This was my fi rst exposure to the 
Phantoms. My drive-by appraisal is that 
they are convincing examples that show 
excellent engineering and superb visual 
design can happily co-exist.

As one who has long bemoaned 
the lack of imagination behind the 

audio industry’s 
ubiquitous black 
boxes and wood-
veneered speaker 
columns, I was 
encouraged to 
discover some 
companies 
venturing out 
design-wise. 

At the low end, Triad was showing 
outdoor loudspeakers in multiple 
bright colours. At the high end, JBL was 
showcasing its $44k/pair K2 in several 
high-durability automotive fi nishes, 
including Ferrari red and British racing 
green, all done on a custom basis for an 
$11,000 upcharge. (Design-conscious 
bargain hunters might wish to explore 
dismantling their speakers and having 
the cabinets painted at a local auto body 
shop for much less.) 

Barry Willis
Journalist for top American audio-video publications 
While his main interest is high-end audio, Barry Willis also writes about the culinary
industry, visual art and theatre for a huge variety of US newspapers and magazines

‘Meridian was there 
with multi-zone 
amplifi ers using 

Class D modules’



Audio Research REF 6. Experience this 
incredible high definition valve preamplifier 

for yourself at Oxford Audio today...

Anthony Gallo

Artesiana Audio

Astell & Kern

Audeze

Audio Research

Audiophile Base

Audioquest

Aurender

CAD

Chord Company

Chord Electronics
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Jim Lesurf
Science Journalist
Jim Lesurf has spent a lifetime in audio, both as an engineer at UK hi-fi  company 
Armstrong and reader in Physics and Electronics at St Andrew’s University

having decided they wanted to make 
better hi-fi  equipment, Radford and 
Sugden decided better test gear was 
required. This enabled them to discover 
sources of problems and imperfections in 
pre-existing designs and thinking. Once 
they were able to detect the problems 
others had missed, they knew they had 
the tools at their disposal that would 
make the difference.

TWO PIONEERS
Although best known for amplifi ers, 
James E Sugden also designed and sold 
equipment such as a millivoltmeter 
(Si451), distortion measurement 
notch fi lter (Si452) and low-distortion 
oscillator (Si543). Meanwhile, Arthur 
Radford designed and sold an array of 
low distortion oscillators (LDO1, etc), 
distortion measurement sets (DMS, LDMS) 
and power supplies. 

Many other audio engineers bought 
these tools to use for their own work. 
But by being the ones who made the 
tools, both Radford and Sugden were 
able to set the pace. Nowadays, many 
hi-fi  enthusiasts recall these two pioneers 
for their contributions to audio amplifi er 
design. But engineers recall and respect 
them as craftsmen. 

First make your tools!’ I was 
advised to do this many years 
ago and it was perhaps one of 
the best pieces of advice I have 

ever received. Later, when I worked as 
an academic, I encouraged research 
students to get into the habit of devising 
and building their own experimental 
apparatus rather than buy it from a 
catalogue. This way, many of them ended 
up able to make measurements with a 
precision that was way beyond that which 
they could have obtained using off-the-
shelf equipment. 

And there was more. Some students 
invented ways of measuring things no-
one else had ever been able to observe. 
Others also discovered that they could 
then go on to sell their skills as a result. 
What you can do tends to be shaped and 
limited by the tools you use.

SKILL AND INNOVATION
Many engineers have designed, built, 
and sold audio equipment, but only a 
few continue to be recognised for their 
innovation and skill. When it comes 
to audio amplifi ers, a pair of names 
stand out from the 
crowd – Arthur 
Radford and James 
E Sugden – and they 
share two particular 
characteristics. 
One was that they 
continuously evolved 
and developed their 
designs, restlessly 
seeking improvements and aiming to 
achieve the best possible results. They 
took pride in what they produced and 
employed people who shared the feeling. 

The other is that both were craftsmen.
When it comes to designing and 
developing something like an audio 
amplifi er, you need to be an engineer. 
But this doesn’t mean you have to hold 
any particular paper qualifi cation. What 
is required is the relevant knowledge 

and enough ingenuity (hence the term 
‘engineer’), patience and persistence. 
Yet this can sometimes yield results that 
merely satisfy the criterion of ‘WISBAR’. 
This means ‘Well It Should Be All Right’ 
– the magic incantation engineers utter 
as they decide that what they have 
developed will do well enough.

A craftsman takes a different path. 
Their approach begins by taking one step 

back and pondering 
how to apply the 
maxim: ‘First make 
your tools’. Their 
fi rst thought is 
to consider the 
tools or methods 
they may need to 
produce in order 
to make something 

signifi cantly better than anything that has 
been made before.

Both Radford and Sugden are 
clear examples of this approach. They 
didn’t just design and sell amplifi ers, 
they designed, built and sold test 
instrumentation. You can’t establish if 
an amp adds less than 0.01% distortion 
to low-level signals if you can only buy 
oscillators or measurement equipment 
that, themselves, produce over 0.1%. So 

Get crafty
Making the tools that enable you to measure the performance of components you are designing 
can give you the edge over rivals. Jim Lesurf remembers two engineers who took this approach

‘By making the 
tools, Radford and 
Sugden were able 

to set the pace’

RIGHT: James 
E Sugden (left) 
and Arthur 
Radford. Radford 
was particularly 
interested in 
transformers, joking 
he was a transformer 
designer who liked 
to dabble in audio. 
Sugden founded 
Sugden Audio in 
1967 – the  company 
celebrates its 
half century next 
year (see www. 
sugdenaudio.com)

‘



Unico Series
The Unico range of hybrid electronics from Unison Research combine the warmth of valves with the power 
and the accuracy of solid-state systems. All Unico products are recognised by their thick sand-blasted 

aluminium fascias and solid, reliable build quality.
Unison Research are recognised around the world as a leading manufacturer of high-end audio systems, 
and the quality shines through in the Unico range. First-class components, solid build and phenomenal 

sound; all designed and assembled in Italy.

www.unisonresearch.co.uk
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Keith Howard
Audio and technical journalist
Keith Howard has been writing about all things audio since 1978. Best described
as part scientist, part engineer, Keith performs our speaker and headphone lab tests

than it already was due to the inherent 
frequency dependence of the speaker’s 
off-axis output. From there it was only 
a small step to suppose that constant 
directivity is desirable, since it will remove 
the disparity entirely.

BETTER OPTION
Queen made his observation in an era 
when digital signal processing (DSP) was 
not a viable technology for domestic 
loudspeakers, even costly ones. My 
experience of ‘omni’ speakers – which 
are never truly omnidirectional – is that 
they have seductive effects on image 
spaciousness and dynamics but, on the 
downside, have an unnatural sameness 
to their sound across different recordings 
and are unable to provide the meticulous 
detailing of more directional alternatives. 
And so it seems to me, contrary to 
Queen’s conclusion, that the directional 
loudspeaker is the better option.

But done properly, across the entire 
audible spectrum, it’s a technologically 
complex one, as the BeoLab 90 amply 
demonstrates. The loudspeaker has to be 
active, sport a large number of drivers, 
and perform complex DSP to achieve it. 
So don’t expect B&O’s 90th anniversary 
celebration product to spawn a host of 
imitators. There aren’t many high-end 
speaker makers who have either the 
expertise or resources to follow suit. 

There’s irony in the fact that two 
days after I received a press 
release announcing the launch of 
the Teenage Engineering OD-11 

loudspeaker – a modern reworking of 
Stig Carlsson’s 1974 ‘orthodirectional’ 
speaker of the same designation, itself a 
development of previous Carlsson designs 
sold under the Sonab name – I was sitting 
on the editor’s sofa talking with Geoff 
Martin of B&O about the BeoLab 90, 
reviewed in this issue [see p34].

Although the BeoLab 90 will provide 
something close to omnidirectional 
output should you wish, and do it better 
than the OD-11, its true vocation is to be 
the opposite: a loudspeaker that radiates 
sound over a quite tightly constrained 
angular window across the entire audible 
frequency range. As a vignette of how 
loudspeaker directivity remains a divisive 
issue (at the time, the Sonabs were 
treated with condescension in the UK hi-fi  
press), the two events could hardly have 
been better timed.

SMOOTH OPERATORS
Most loudspeakers are omnidirectional 
at bass frequencies but markedly 
directional at high 
treble frequencies, 
with the transition 
ideally occurring in a 
smooth rather than 
step-wise fashion 
across the divide 
between them. 
Dipole speakers 
are the obvious 
but uncommon exception, with fi gure-
of-eight directivity at low frequencies 
and – in the case of large panel speakers 
– typically even more tightly beamed 
treble than delivered by the more familiar 
one-inch dome tweeter.

Why does this matter? Some speaker 
designers don’t think it does, provided 
that the change from omnidirectional to 
directional output is gradual and occurs 

in the right frequency range. Meridian 
Audio, for instance, has long espoused 
speaker directivity that matches that of 
the human voice, on the basis that this 
is the sound source we are most used to 
hearing in a variety of reverberant spaces.

NEW DIRECTION
Others feel that constant directivity is 
what we should be aiming for. In what is 
a seminal but largely forgotten Journal 
of the Audio Engineering Society paper 
from 1979, Daniel Queen concluded 
from a series of experiments into 
loudspeaker directivity that ‘to achieve 
good imaging and clarity, loudspeaker 
designs for home music listening rooms 
must consider directivity not from the 
standpoint of audience coverage, but 
from the standpoint of uniformity of 
the intensity of arriving refl ections with 
respect to frequency.’ He then went on 
to say that this can be achieved with 
either directional of nondirectional 
(omnidirectional) design approaches, but 
that the latter is more practicable.

Without then knowing of Queen’s 
research, I reached similar conclusions in 
the early 1980s about the importance 

of the spectrum of 
lateral refl ections 
as a result of 
performing 
much simpler 
experiments with 
the placement of 
sound absorbents 
on my listening 
room walls. On 

fi nding that, against expectations, 
attempting to absorb side wall refl ections 
made the sound worse rather than better, 
I concluded that it must be because the 
50mm absorbent foam I was using – 
which was more effective at absorbing 
treble frequencies than those lower 
in the audible spectrum – was making 
the spectral disparity between the 
direct and refl ected sound even larger 

The straight and narrow
Loudspeaker directivity remains a divisive issue. Is direct sound always the best way of achieving 
good imaging and clarity, and what about omidirectional designs? Keith Howard takes a look...

‘Sound absorbents 
on my listening 

room walls made 
the sound worse’

ABOVE: Beam width (directivity) versus 
frequency of BeoLab 90 in ‘Narrow’ mode



ABOVE: Early Rogers LS3/5A  built 
under a BBC licence grante cccc
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Following the letter in the October issue about 

differences between releases of Mingus Ah-Um, 

I’d like to add the following. The alternative takes 

on the Legacy CD were never issued on LP at the 

time and are complete, unedited versions. Some 

of the takes used on the original LP were edited 

to make them fi t by removing all, or portions of, 

solos. The tenor solo on the track ‘Boogie Stop 

Shuffl e’ has been edited while the beginning was 

removed for the LP, making it sound different.

The Legacy CD contains the unedited original 

takes as well as the available alternative takes. 

Therefore, some original takes on the Legacy CD 

are longer than the LP versions.

Steve Gray, via email

Steve Harris replies: Many thanks to Steve Gray for 
elucidating. It looks as if reader Anthony Winterbourne, 
who raised the question in the fi rst place, will have to 
seek out the 2CD Legacy Edition, which includes the 
alternate takes mentioned, to add to the four versions 
of Mingus Ah-Um he already has. According to All 
About Jazz, this gives you everything in the 1998 3CD 
box The Complete 1959 Columbia Recordings, except 
for three alternate takes from the Dynasty sessions. 

WhitWorld
OUR HI-FI WORLD THROUGH THE EYES OF WHITWORTH

A VERTICAL CHALLENGE
HELP SOUGHT WITH ORTOFON AND REGA VTA

More on mystery 
Mingus tracks
READER HELPS UNRAVEL REASONS FOR DIFFERENCES

ABOVE: Original Rega RB300 
tonearm, which was launched in 
1983, is a single-hole fi xing type

or down accordingly. Soundsupports 
[www.soundsupports.com] and 
Michell Engineering [www.michell-
engineering.co.uk] are the people to 
contact if you fancy one of these.

If, on the other hand, your Rega arm 
is the newer three-point fi xing type, 
then there are just as many options 
available, although these generally 
involve using multiple thin spacer 
shims. Acoustic Signature’s set is neat 
as each shim is in two parts so the arm 
does not need to be removed – just 
loosened. Again, Michell Engineering 
makes a nice item that can be fi tted 
to the arm and then adjusted up and 
down on a screw thread.

I’ve been reading hi-fi  magazines 

for years in the hope of seeing 

the information supplied by Adam 

Smith in his reply to the letter from 

Alex Staicu, which appeared in the 

October Sound Off pages.

Alex was seeking to replace the 

Exact cartridge he was using with 

a Rega RP6 turntable. I had hoped, 

as Adam indicated, that the Rega 

is capable of giving an Ortofon 

2M Black a good home, although 

the Bronze, which Adam also 

recommended, is probably a more 

direct comparison price-wise.

My question concerns Rega 

arms. Is it possible to use a spacer 

under the arm pillar to correct the 

VTA for Ortofon cartridges? 

Peter Davey, via email

Adam Smith replies: Yes, it is indeed 
possible to use spacers under the arm 
pillar to increase the height of a Rega 
arm. If yours is the older, single-hole 
fi xing type, then a Google search for 
‘Rega arm spacers’ will bring up a 
plethora of solutions from a wide range 
of suppliers. You could even buy a 
pack of M25 stainless steel washers 
from your preferred DIY emporium. 
Stack these as necessary to lift the arm 
as high as is required. 

Another option, if you are able 
to widen your turntable’s mounting 
hole slightly, is a VTA adjuster with 
a knurled nut. This screws onto 
the arm’s pillar and then the whole 
assembly fi ts into the widened hole, 
allowing easy adjustment by loosening 
the nut and then moving the arm up 

ABOVE: VTA adjusters for Rega can be 
found at Soundsupports and Michell



Can a £39 insect make all 
your CD fi les sound better than 
Hi-Res?
Yes and no: Using the same 
equipment and a quality DAC, a 24/96 
fi le (for example) will always sound 
better than a CD 16/44.1 fi le … but, 
even a single JitterBug will often 
allow a CD fi le to be more musical and 
more emotionally stimulating than 
a Hi-Res fi le without the benefi t of a 
JitterBug.
Noise is the problem. Real noise—
the kind you can’t hear directly. Most 
often, the word “noise” is used to 
describe tape hiss or a scratch on a 
record, but these sounds aren’t noise; 
they are properly reproduced sounds 
that we wish weren’t there.
Problem noise is essentially random, 
resonant or parasitic energy, which 
has no meaning. It can’t be turned 
into discrete sounds, but it does 
compromise signal integrity and the 
performance of everything it touches.
JitterBug’s dual-function line-
conditioning circuitry greatly reduces 
the noise and ringing that plague both 
the data and power lines of USB ports, 
whether on a computer, streamer, 
home stereo or car audio front-panel 
USB input.
A single JitterBug is used in between 
devices (i.e., in series) as shown 
below. For an additional “wow” 
experience, try a second JitterBug 
into another USB port on the same 
device (such as a computer). Whether 
the second port is vacant, or is 
feeding a printer or charging a phone, 
JitterBug’s noise-reduction ability is 
likely to surprise you. No, the printer 
won’t be aff ected—only the audio!
While a JitterBug helps MP3s sound a 
lot more like music, high-sample-rate 
fi les have the most noise vulnerability. 
Try a JitterBug or two on all your 
equipment, but never more than two 
per USB bus. There is such a thing as 
too much of a good thing.

USB Filter
JITTERBUG
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Why use ‘superior’ wiring?
A LOOK AT COMPONENT WIRING AND THE CLAIMED ADVANTAGES OF AFTERMARKET CABLES

Since I purchased my fi rst computer 

some ten years ago I have followed 

the various online audio forums with 

some fascination. But one question 

I have never seen asked is this: we 

read so much about using special 

audio and mains cables to improve 

the sound of our systems, but what 

about the quality of the wiring used 

inside our equipment? 

Surely the maker of an amplifi er 

costing £1k can’t afford to use fancy 

cables and wires inside? So just what 

sort of wire is used? We are advised 

to use special mains cables, but what 

about the quality of the twin core and 

earth inside the walls of our homes, 

not to mention the miles and miles of 

slung power lines and transformers?

If we believe the experts who 

make such cables, we can work 

miracles with a metre or so of special 

mains lead, terminated with some 

super plugs, one of which plugs into 

a bog-standard 12A power socket 

(in the UK). As for myself, I have 

used good quality, fi rmly terminated, 

mains cables and kept them clean 

by using metal polish and contact 

cleaner. But I do wish someone would 

answer my query. Are the claims of 

manufacturers provable or is it all 

some form of magic?

Cliff Millward, via email

Paul Miller replies: Decades before 
‘Audio forums’ existed, the professional 
hi-fi  press – and Hi-Fi News in particular 
– was debating the effi cacy of aftermarket 
audio cables and the potential impact of a 
2m IEC mains cable following a houseful 
of bog-standard 4mm2 twin and earth. 
Ironically, in blind listening tests, standard 

white (or grey these days) PVC-coated 
solid-core mains cable stands up rather 
well as a loudspeaker cable even if 
it’s readily ‘beaten’ for 240V AC duty in 
similar A/B comparisons by third-party 
power cable solutions from the likes 
of The Chord Company or Furutech. 
Why? Quite possibly because the more 
sophisticated materials and geometry of 
the aftermarket power cables interposes 
a low-pass fi lter network between wall 
and equipment, relieving your CD/media 
player/amplifi er of some RF or other 
electromagnetic interference. They are 
mains fi lters in fl exible form!

As regards component wiring, some 
loudspeaker manufacturers regularly 
utilise branded cabling inside their 
cabinets, as do the more massive power 
amplifi ers, but the jury is out as far as 
line-level components are concerned. 
As our pictures [above] show – Luxman 
still prefers a full interconnecting loom 
while Mark Levinson opts for heavyweight 
circuit track and PCB connectors.

ABOVE AND BELOW: Luxman’s C-700u 
preamp [HFN Sep ’15] incorporates a full 
wiring loom while Mark Levinson’s No526 
preamp [see p40] is almost cable free...

ABOVE: Try before you buy – Chord’s 
Powercord (see www.chord.co.uk)



 

www.highendcable.co.uk
Please call Dave Jackson on 01775 761880

Raidho 

 

www.highendcable.co.uk
Please call Dave Jackson on 01775 761880



Remarkably comfortable NightHawk 
headphones not only don’t feel like 
most headphones, they also don’t  
give you that all-too-common “it’s  
all  happening inside my head” 
claustrophobia.
Listening through NightHawk 
is like listening to a pair of 
astonishingly coherent near-
near-field speakers. Emotionally 
compelling and totally immersive.
In addition to proprietary new design 
elements and materials, NightHawk 
is the first headphone to apply many 
of the most advanced technologies 
previously only used in a few of the 
very best loudspeakers.
Please give NightHawk a listen!

AROUND-THE-EAR  
SEMI-OPEN HEADPHONESHi-fi , vinyl and the BBC

READERS SHARE THOUGHTS ON DOCUMENTARY CHARTING THE STORY OF THE LP

ABOVE: When Albums Ruled The World is 
available on both BBC iPlayer and YouTube
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Ken Kessler’s ‘Off The Leash’ piece 

on the BBC TV special When Albums 
Ruled The World [HFN Nov ’16] was 

very interesting. I had missed the 

programme so immediately went to 

the BBC iPlayer where I was able to 

watch it in HD. And how glad I am that 

I did. The programme brought back 

many memories of the 1970s, when I 

was a teenager. Yes, I bought albums 

by some of the artists mentioned  – 

Elton John, Pink Floyd, etc – and yes, 

I am 57 years old. 

One of the turntables shown in the 

programme is the one I still aspire to 

own after all these years: Linn’s LP12. 

It was equipped with what looked 

like an Ittok tonearm, though the deck 

itself appeared to be missing its feet. 

I suppose I will have to settle for a 

Technics 1200, when funds permit.

True, the progamme did not throw 

any light on the hi-fi  scene of the era, 

apart from having period components 

playing records. Did the BBC obtain 

special copies of the records being 

played, because none suffered from 

pops or clicks and all were playing 

fl at with no warps!?

Christopher Smith, via email

I must reply to KK’s excellent piece 

(as always) about the BBC special 

When Albums Ruled The World. I 

suspect the reason that the parallel 

development of hi-fi  was not 

mentioned in the programme was 

simple: hi-fi  is too complex a subject 

to combine with the development of 

the LP in one 90-minute programme. 

You would require a multi-part series, 

and due to the technical nature of 

most hi-fi  (along with the diffi culties 

of demonstrating good sound via 

poor TV speakers) it would be 

diffi cult to see how the programme 

would have much appeal outside 

core audiophiles. Having said that, 

some of the programmes on BBC 

Four are very specialised, so it’s not 

entirely impossible.

OK, so the ‘expert’ on the 

programme wasn’t the wrong side 

of 50 (as am I – 54 and hating it!), but 

surely the opinion of more modern 

‘users’ of vinyl has some weight 

as well as what us oldies think/

remember/mis-remember? 

John Malcolm, via email

Ken Kessler replies: For decades I have 
been railing against the hi-fi  industry’s 
inability to market high-end product to 
anyone other than audiophiles. The result 
is a complete lack of awareness that 
high-end audio – or even basic separates 
– exist, and this show was proof of it.

This is as much an indictment, 
though, of the so-called LP experts on 
the programme. Think about it: is there 
a photography buff alive who doesn’t 
know of Nikon or Leica? A cook who’s 
never heard of Le Creuset? And yet 
here are ‘professional’ music lovers who 
know nothing about the best playback 
equipment available.

But it’s not about the absence of 
specifi c equipment per se that bothers 
me. What rankles is that this quasi-history 
of the LP completely ignores hi-fi ’s. 

ABOVE: Cover of original brochure for the 
Linn Sondek LP12, fi rst launched in 1972



ABOVE: Forward response is shelved-down 
below 1kHz, even at 2m distance [blue trace] 

ABOVE: Multiple panel resonances are shown 
in this cumulative spectral decay waterfall
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MartinLogan Neolith: a panel quiz
READER ASKS IF MEASUREMENTS TAKEN FROM THE TYPICAL LISTENING SEAT WOULD YIELD MORE ACCURATE RESULTS

Having read Keith Howard’s lab 

report on the MartinLogan Neolith 

loudspeakers [see HFN Jul ’16] I have 

an idea I should like to bounce off him 

for further comment. It regards the 

measured frequency response.

From books I have read on the 

subject of loudspeaker design, I know 

that the power response of a cone 

woofer falls by 6dB per doubling of 

distance. I have also read in professional 

literature regarding PA installations that 

line-array systems designed for use in 

venues fall at only 3dB per doubling of 

distance, meaning that sound pressure 

front to back is more even.

So having seen Keith Howard’s 

measurements of the Neolith taken at 

1m and 2m, and its corresponding ~6dB 

reduction from the cone woofer, I am 

wondering whether the large radiation 

area of the electrostatic panel is acting 

in the same way as a line array. That is, 

with less dissipation with increasing 

distance while the bass end acts in 

the same manner as a standard cone 

system. Bearing in mind that Keith had 

the bass control set to 3m, and that most 

listeners with a loudspeaker this size 

would sit, perhaps, 5m away, the Neolith 

may well measure much fl atter from the 

listening seat.

I assume that the messy response 

from 2kHz comes from phase nodes and 

antinodes across the panel, which would 

most likely change all over the show as 

you walk around the speaker. The laws 

of physics make these unavoidable.

I have been buying Hi-Fi News 

for about ten years now. It’s a great, 

thought-provoking read.

Steve McGough, New Zealand

Keith Howard replies: An acoustic line 
source is one in which one dimension of the 
radiating surface (whether actually a single 
surface or formed by an array of smaller 
drivers) is much larger than the other. Usually 
the height is much larger than the width, so 
as to give narrowed directivity in the vertical 
plane but wide directivity in the horizontal 
plane. In the case of the Neolith the quoted 
dimensions of the electrostatic panel are 
122x56cm, an aspect ratio of 2.18:1. 

While MartinLogan refers to the panel 
as a line source, I’d suggest that its aspect 
ratio isn’t large enough for this to be an 
appropriate description. Which is not to 
say that the Neolith – like all large panel 
speakers – does not present measurement 
problems: it certainly does. 

Ideally we wish to measure any 
loudspeaker in the free-fi eld which, by 
defi nition, is where the (anechoic) sound 
pressure level decreases by 6dB for every 
doubling of distance. This typically pertains 
once the measurement distance is fi ve times 
that of the largest dimension of the largest 
drive unit. As the height of the Neolith’s panel 
is 1.22m, this necessitates a measurement 
distance of 6m or more, which is impractical 
for quasi-anechoic measurements performed 
in a listening room. 

Even if the room is large enough to 
allow such large spacing of loudspeaker 
and microphone without wall refl ections 
intruding, the available time window between 
the arrival of the direct sound and arrival of 
the fl oor refl ection is substantially reduced, 
which further compromises the frequency 
resolution of the measurement.

Measuring the Neolith at 2m (which is 
more than fi ve times the diameter of the 
larger bass driver) meant that we should 
have been in the far fi eld for the bass drivers 
but still in the near fi eld for the panel. This 
will not just infl uence their relative levels; it 
will also result in some perturbation of the 
panel’s response due to differences in path 
length from different sections of the panel to 
the microphone. 

This may partly explain the unevenness 
of the measured treble output but remember 
also the multiple panel resonances apparent 
in the cumulative spectral decay waterfall. 
This is a feature of every MartinLogan 
electrostatic we have measured.

We do our best when measuring large 
panel speakers but are subject to the 
inherent limitations of quasi-anechoic 
measurements conducted within typically 
sized domestic rooms or the other spaces in 
which we usually have to work. 

Even were Hi-Fi News to have an 
unusually large, unusually high room 
available for speaker measurements (which 
we don’t) the practicalities of transporting 
large, heavy loudspeakers there, and ideally 
raising them a few metres above fl oor level 
for the measurement, would be considerable.

ABOVE: Rear of the MartinLogan Neolith 
showing the refl ex-loaded subwoofer



Reading Ken’s review of the Ming Da 

Dynasty Cadenza valve amplifi er [see 

HFN Oct ’16] was, as always with 

Ken’s writing, a delight. However, 

what I felt was missing were details 

of how the the amplifi er performed 

with Ken’s bigger speakers. I ask 

because I see that he used a pair of 

KEF LS50 standmounts for the review 

and listened to Kodo’s Heartbeat: 
Drummers Of Japan and Keb Mo’s 

Peace… Back By Popular Demand 

discs while testing. 

I have chosen larger speakers 

than standmounts and think they 

give a better portrayal of the whole 

soundscape. I don’t know how deep 

the KEF LS50s go, but feel certain 

that a signifi cant amount of low Hz 

would have gone missing. My Marten 

Django XL fl oorstanders reach 26Hz – 

much to my bass-loving delight. 

Ken, I really like your writing. A 

lot of English reviewers have a lot to 

learn. Keep up the good work so I can 

continue to subscribe. 

Espen Lange, Norway

Ken Kessler replies: Apologies for not 
being more specifi c, Espen, but the Ming 
Da Dynasty Cadenza, by the nature of 
the relative softness of the specifi c tubes’ 
sound way down below, relative to, say, a 
D’Agostino Momentum amp, did favour 
the smaller speakers, as you surmise. 

However, I do not have an issue with 
the way small speakers, eg, LS3/5As, act 
as benefi cial, even euphonic natural fi lters 
by not exposing weaknesses in what is 

to my tastes the least critical area of the 
overall sound: the deepest bass.

The Ming Da did well enough to suit 
fl oorstanders, but not enough for your 
Marten Django XLs, which I had the 
privilege to use in demonstrations at 
the Tokyo Show. The Martens are much 
more revealing of the lower octaves and 
would require amplifi ers having more 
commanding bass capabilities. 

That aside, the Ming Da is astounding 
value for money, and I could certainly 
live with it driving the KEF LS50s without 
feeling shortchanged.

ABOVE: The Ming Da with its KT90 pentode, 6N9 triode and ‘onion-shaped’ 6SN7 tubes
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Ming Da with big speakers?
HOW MIGHT HIGH-VALUE CHINESE TUBE AMP FARE DRIVING FLOORSTANDING MODELS?

EXTREME?
IT IS NOW!

ABOVE: The Marten Django XL boasts a 
claimed frequency response down to 36Hz
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VINTAGE HI-FI

Despite the fact that records are 
cut in a linear fashion, the radial 
tracking tonearm has reigned 
supreme for over 100 years. Of 

course, linear tracking has its problems – a 
motor can be used to drive an arm across 
a record but this involves complexity, or 
the arm can be left to make its own way, 
which requires very fi ne bearings. On the 
face of it, a sensible approach would be to 
make use of the natural inward pull of an 
offset arm while fi nding a way to keep the 
headshell tangential to the groove as it 
tracks. This is not a new idea.

UNLIKELY QUARTER 
The fi rst arm to employ this method 
appeared in 1957 and was made by Burne 
Jones of Sunningdale. The company’s 
models used two arm tubes of the same 
type, side by side, independently pivoted at 
each end and converging at the headshell. 
But these arms were not a huge success, 
and they faded quietly away. It was not 
until 1970 that a successor appeared, and 
it came from a relatively unlikely quarter.

In the late 1960s, Garrard was riding 
high. It supplied millions of single-play 
record decks to manufacturers for use 
in radiograms and the like along with 

ABOVE: The original instruction manual for the Garrard Zero 100SB covered set-up and operation 
and offered guidance on changing the voltage setting of the motor as well as basic maintenance

It was billed as the only automatic turntable with zero tracking error thanks to a 
simple, yet clever, implementation of an old idea. How will it measure up today?
Review: Adam Smith Lab: Paul Miller

Garrard Zero 100SB turntable

something special was afoot. This tube 
attached to the right rear corner of the 
headshell and also to the bearing assembly 
beside the main arm pivot. The headshell 
was pivoted on the main arm right above 
the stylus tip and, as the arm traversed the 
record, the second tube changed the angle 
of the headshell to keep it parallel to the 

groove. It was brilliantly 
simple. (For a modern 
interpretation of this 
idea see the Thales TTT 
Compact, HFN Jul ’15.)

The rest of the deck 
was no less impressive. 
Motive force came from 
Garrard’s ‘Synchro-Lab’ 

synchronous motor and well-proven idler 
drive system. This powered a die-cast, 
statically balanced platter topped with a 
sturdy rubber mat. While 33.3 and 45rpm 
were the only speeds available, both were 
variable and speed could be monitored via 
a front viewing window that used a mirror 
and neon lamp to illuminate the strobe 
markings on the underside of the platter. 

The unit’s top plate was fi nished in 
a decidedly 301-esque ivory paint, and 
control levers and the arm’s counterweight 
were brass. Even more impressive were a 

autochangers for record players. It also 
had a jewel in its crown in the form of 
the 401 motor unit, which was still highly 
regarded. It was in bridging the gap 
between these two ends of the spectrum 
that the company struggled. The complex 
LAB 80 had been its top integrated unit for 
several years and this had been replaced by 
the SL series. This topped 
out with the SL95B, which 
used a similar wooden 
tonearm to the LAB 80 but 
with much more modern 
underpinnings. However, 
the company needed a 
new model to really make 
people sit up and take 
notice. Enter the Garrard Zero 100.

 The original Zero 100 marked a genuine 
step forward for Garrard. While still based 
around a tried-and-trusted fully automatic 
mechanism, it added a spectacular new 
feature – a zero tracking error tonearm. 
Stylistically, Garrard’s engineers worked 
their magic well, with only a thin second 
armtube to draw attention to the fact that 

‘The original 
Zero 100 added 
a spectacular 
new feature’

LEFT: Period ad for the original Zero 100 
aimed at the US market extolls the deck’s main 
selling point – the zero tracking error tonearm
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record, thus allowing the user to monitor 
how many record sides their stylus had 
played. Finally, the Zero 100SC added the 
counter to the single-play Zero 100S. These 
variants sold well but by the mid 1970s 
belt drive had arrived. 

Garrard was not a company to rest on its 
laurels so the Zero 100 was re-engineered 
to do away with its idler wheel and the 
Zero 100SB was born. The Zero 100SB did 
not seek to change a winning formula so 
was fully automatic and came as standard 
with the stylus counter. 

Equally, no feeble motor was used. 
Rather, Garrard re-worked the sturdy 
synchronous design with a new pulley and 
used this to drive a new platter. This was 
a one-piece casting with a hefty central 
sub-section around which the belt ran. As 
a consequence, the SB was quieter and 
smoother-running than its predecessors 
which worked wonders for sound quality.

Again, two speeds were offered and 
these were selected mechanically. The 
speed and size selector switch operated 
a guide which shifted the belt to the 
appropriate section of the pulley.

Sadly, there was some evidence of 
the cost-cutting that gradually began 
to plague Garrard until its fi nal downfall 
a few years later. The change to a top 
plate painted black may well have been 
a styling decision, but those lovely brass 
control tabs were now plastic and the 
counterweight a simpler plain metal affair. 
The strobe window had also gone, along 
with the option to vary speed. Finally, no 
autochange variant was offered.

BEST OF BOTH WORLDS
The Zero 100SB was popular but things 
were changing. Japanese imports were 
cheaper, simpler and one or two even 
sounded better. As a result, Garrard again 
moved with the times, which sounded the 
death knell for the Zero 100SB. In 1977 it 
was replaced by the GT55, which had more 
modern styling and an arm made from 
magnesium alloy, though the bearings on 
the GT55 would prove to be a great source 
of trouble, making the headshell fl oppy. 

One fi nal footnote is the existence of a 
little-known model called the Zero 2000B. 
This may have been Garrard’s attempt to 
combine the best of both worlds as it used 
a hybrid belt/idler drive system, similar 
to that of the Thorens TD124. It also had 

couple of features that are still considered 
noteworthy even today, namely a 
decoupled counterweight and non-contact 
magnetic anti-skating system.

Initially, four variants of the deck were 
available. The Zero 100 itself offered the 
option of six-record autochange thanks 
to a record support pillar beside the arm 
and supplied long record spindle. A second 
spindle would allow the stacking of large-
hole 45s. This was supplemented by the 
Zero 100S, which was single play only, 
although still fully automatic. 

BELT DRIVE ARRIVES 
Later, the Zero 100C was introduced, 
which was another autochange model but 
with the addition of a stylus counter. On 
the side of the main arm bearing housing 
was a set of markings plus an indicator. This 
indicator advanced one position each time 
the arm left the rest and moved over the 

ABOVE: The Zero 100SB is recognisable thanks 
to its black baseplate and control levers. The 
metal-trimmed plinth is another ’70s Garrard 
staple, but wooden options were also available

LEFT: ‘Nobody who buys it is likely to be 
disappointed’ was the verdict of Frank Jones 
writing on the original Zero 100 [HFN Feb ’72] 



 

Analogue
Amazon Referenz Turntable, excellent boxed used 1999

Avid Acutus Ref power supply dem 2499

Avid Volvere SP turntable, as new REDUCED new 2499

Bakoon EQA11r phonostage, boxed with stand used 1499

Benz Micro Glider SL, as new dem 599

Clearaudio Unify Tonearm excellent boxed REDUCED used 599

Clearaudio Basic Symmetry Phono Stage REDUCED used 399

Consonance Cyber 40 Phono stage, excellent boxed used 599

Fidelity Research FR64S boxed, excellent used 1499

Garrard 401, Jelco 750 12” arm, new plinth and lid used 1199

Graham Phantom Supreme 12”, SME cut dem 3249

Graham Slee Fanfare Gramamp 3 used 179

Linn Akiva cartridge used 899

Linn Basik Plus, vgc+ used 149

Linn LP12, Basik Plus, excellent condition, boxed used 699

Linn LP12, Kahn, Cirkus, Keel, Radikal, Ekos 2 boxed  used 4999

Linn LP12, Cirkus, Ekos, Lingo, Troika, boxed in black used 2999

Linn LP12 Majik, Keel, Akito 2, Hercules, DV17d3 used 2999

Linn LP12 Cirkus, Khan, Sole, Lingo 3, PU7 tonearm used 3249

Linn LP12 Cirkus, Lingo, Ekos, Trampolinn, cherry plinth used 2499

Lyra Skala, excellent boxed used 2249

Lyra Argo, excellent boxed used 499

Michell Focus One with Linn Basik LVV used 299

Michell Focus One with Focus Arm, boxed used 399

NAD C553/OEM Rega arm, Goldring 1012 cart used 199

Nottingham Analogue DAIS, near mint, ex demo dem 3999

Origin Live Illustrious Mk2 Tonearm used 799

Project RPM 10 turntable with arm and platform dem 849

Project Debut Carbon, near mint REDUCED dem 249

Rega RP3/Elys 2, white  boxed, just a few months old used 399

Rega RP6/Exact boxed, near mint dem 699

Rega Planar 2, RB250, AT95e vgc used 199

SME 3009 excellent boxed used 349

SME 3009 improved, vgc+ used 199

SME V12, nr mint boxed used 2249

SME 20/3 with V tonearm excellent boxed used Call

Systemdek IIXE c/w Linn Basik Plus used 349

Technics 1210, New bearing, Hynes PSU, Funk platter used 1499

Thorens TD170 Auto excellent boxed REDUCED dem 229

Thorens TD209 turntable package REDUCED dem 649

Thorens TD150, 2000 Plinth and 3009, superb used 599

Transfi guration Temper W, great condition. used 699

VDH Colibri M/C cartridge, as new boxed, REDUCED dem 2899

VDH Condor M/C cartridge as new boxed, REDUCED new 1899

Whest Audio 30RDT Phono stage, vgc+ used 1599

Amplifi ers
Accuphase E308, excellent boxed used 1899

Arcam Alpha 9 Integrated amplifi er, excellent  used 199

Arcam A19 Integrated amplifi er, excellent boxed used 449

Art Audio Jota 520b, excellent used 3999

ATC SIA 150 Integrated, remote used 1299

Audia Flight Pre and Flight 50 Class A power  dem 3999

Audio Research Ref 610 Monos,  boxed REDUCED used 12999

Audio Research D240 Power, excellent boxed used 749

Audio Research LS7 Pre and D130 Power, boxed used 1749

Auralic Taurus balanced line stage used 999

BAT VK50se Preamplifi er, factory service 2016 used 2499

Boulder 1010/1060 Pre/Power, near mint boxed used 10999

Cambridge Audio 851W Power Amplifi er used 799

Chord Electronics Cyan Click Integrated  used 1699

Chord Electronics Mezzo 140 Power, mint dem 2249

Cyrus XPD Preamplifi er, excellent used 699

Cyrus 6DAC Integrated, boxed, REDUCED used 649

DartZeel NHB108B, excellent £20+k new used 7999

Devialet 400 combo, mint boxed one owner used 6499

Devialet 120, mint boxed, our demo unit dem 2749

EAR 864 preamplifi er, excellent boxed used 1599

Esoteric C03/A03, pre/power ex demo boxed used 8999

Graaf GM50B Mk2 Integrated, ex dealer demo dem 2999

Heed Obelisk PM Monoblock pair used 1299

Jolida Envoy 211 Monoblocks, £7k new, vgc used 1999

KR Audio VA320 Antares used 1899

Krell KAV400xi, excellent boxed used 1199

Lector VFI 70L, 70watt Hybrid Integrated, excellent! used 649

Levinson 331  Power Amplifi er boxed used 1999

Linn Akurate 4200, Dynamik PSU, boxed used 2499

McIntosh C2300 Preamp, near mint boxed  used 3249

McIntosh MC275 Power Amp, near mint boxed used Call

Meridian 501 preamplifi er, excellent used 299

Micromega IA100 integrated, boxed REDUCED dem 449

Ming Da MC5S 5 channel Valve Power amp used Call

Mitchell and Johnson SAP-201V, near mint used 169

Moon W7RS, excellent used 4499

Musical Fidelity M6i Integrated Amplifi er used 1099

NAD C355Bee, excellent remote used 249

NAIM NAP100, nr mint boxed used 499

NAIM NAC152XS/NAP155XS, excellent boxed dem 1399

NAIM NAC202, ex demo nr mint dem 1299

NAIM NAC82, excellent boxed used 899

NAIM NAP250 upgraded DR 2012, nr mint boxed used 2499

NAIM NAC72 with phono boards used 399

NAIM NAP250/2, 2014 model, nr mint boxed dem 2499

NAIM NAP250 Olive excellent boxed 1998 used 899

NAIM NAP200, 2005 excellent boxed used 899

NAIM NAP200, 2008 excellent boxed used 999

NAIM NAP180, excellent  used 599

Onix OA32 Integrated, excellent, REDUCED used 249

Papworth Audio M100 Monoblocks, vgc boxed used 1599

Pathos InPol Remix Hi Dac, ex dem, REDUCED dem 2199

Pathos Logos Integrated, excellent, REDUCED used 1499

Pioneer SA9500, vgc 70s retro integrated used 499

Primare Pre32 with MM30 module, boxed used 1599

Quad 33/303, vgc, serviced used 299

Quad Elite Pre/Power, excellent boxed used 499

Roksan K3 Integrated amplifi er, near mint boxed used 849

Roksan Kandy L3 Power amplifi er used 299

Sugden A21se, excellent used 1199

Sugden Masterclass Monoblocks used 3999

Tandberg TPA3003 Power amplifi er, excellent! used 499

XTC Pre 1 & Pow 2, Pre/Power combo, excellent used 799

Loudspeakers
Art Audio Expression Precision Monitor/Subs used 1999

Aspara Acoustics HL6 in Oak, REDUCED new 1749

ATC SCM7, excellent boxed used 499

Audio Physic Tempo IV, vgc boxed used 949

B&W PV1D subwoofer used 799

B&W 805n with matching stands used 999

Celestion A2, excellent boxed used 449

Dynaudio Focus 220, excellent boxed used 1199

Eclipse TD510 with matching stands used 899

Epos M12i, excellent boxed used 249

Ferguson Hill FH007&8 ‘desktop’ audio set boxed used 349

Focal Aria 948, excellent in gloss black used 1899

Focal Electra 1008, mint boxed dem 2249

Focal Electra 1028, mint boxed dem 2749

Gallo A’Diva Micros plus 150 Sub used 399

Gallo Nucleus Reference 3.1 & matching amp used 1999

Kef R500, near mint boxed used 999

Kef Reference 209 Subwoofer, near mint boxed used 2499

Kudos C20 excellent boxed used 1249

Kudos C30 excellent boxed used 1699

Leema Xandia Mk1 in black, REDUCED new 1999

Le ConToure Mobile 160, boxed, REDUCED used 1399

Magneplanar MG1.7 mint boxed REDUCED dem 1499

Martin Logan Quest, superb sound, REDUCED used 1199

Martin Logan Prodigy, excellent used 3499

Martin Logan Ethos, near mint boxed used 3499

Martin Logan Vista, excellent boxed used 1399

Martin Logan Vantage, active bass, REDUCED used 1999

Martin Logan CLS Anniversary, cherry used 2999

Monitor Audio GR60, vgc+ used 599

PMC Twenty 22, nr mint boxed used 1199

PMC Fact 8, excellent boxed used 3249

Proac D20r, excellent boxed, ex dealer demo dem 1899

Quad 25L Classic ex dealer demo boxed used 999

Rega RS3, black excellent boxed used 399

REL T5 Subwoofer boxed used 299

Revel Performa F32, vgc boxed bargain! used 1199

Revolver RW45, excellent boxed used 699

Revolver Music 1, excellent boxed used 299

Revolver R33 award winning effi cent bargain! used 149

Revolver Cygnis Gold in Black, £14k new dem 4995

Ruark Etude, excellent in black used 179

Sonus Faber Elipsa, superb boxed, REDUCED used 5699

Sonus Faber Electa Amator 2, superb  used 1749

Sonus Faber Olympica 1 & stands near mint used 2899

Spendor A5, vgc boxed used 749

Spendor A6, vgc boxed used 899

Totem Mite in black, ex dealer demo REDUCED dem 399

Totem Sttaf, near mint boxed new 999

Usher Mini Dancer 1, excellent boxed REDUCED dem 1599

Usher S520, excellent boxed  dem 249

Vandersteen Quattro, accessories, transformers  used 2999

Veritas H3 (Lowthers) gloss black, 100db, dem 2499

Wilson Benesch Square Two Mk2, boxed used 1399

Digital
Accuphase DP67, excellent boxed used 1999

Arcam CDS27, nr mint boxed dem 499

Audionet Art V2 CD, fair condition used 799

Cambridge Audio Sonata NP30 Streamer used 169

Chord QBD76HD, our demo unit, mint boxed dem 2999

Chord Mojo, mint dem 329

Chord Hugo TT DAC/Headphone amp, as new used 2199

Chord ‘One’ CD player excellent! used 1799

Chord GEM DAC excellent! used 229

Consonance CD2.2, new sealed new 699

Cyrus CD8, excellent condition used 349

EAR Acute 3, our demo unit near mint dem Call

Forsell Air Reference DAC, excellent crated used 999

Lector 707 hybrid player with psu, superb used 1599

Leema Elements CD player sealed box, REDUCED new 699

Leema Antilla, mint ex demo dem Call

Marantz CD17, remote, excellent boxed used 299

Marantz CD63KI Mk2, excellent used 149

Micromega CD30, excellent boxed, REDUCED used 449

Musical Fidelity M1 DAC,  boxed REDUCED used 199

Musical Fidelity A308CR CD, excellent boxed used 649

Musical Fidelity kW SACD, excellent boxed used 1249

Musical Fidelity Trivista 21 DAC used 599

Musical Fidelity V link Dac, excellent used 99

NAIM UnitiQute 2, excellent boxed used 849

NAIM N172XS Streamer/Preamp, radio module dem 1330

NAIM CD5Si, ex demo, nr mint dem 799

NAIM ND5XS, excellent boxed used call

NAIM HDX - SSD, upgradeable, as new used 2499

NAIM DACv1, excellent boxed used 899

Pioneer N-50 Streamer used 299

Prima Luna Prologue 8, ex dem boxed, REDUCED dem 1199

Project Streambox DS, excellent boxed dem 399

Rega Apollo R, excellent boxed used 399

Rega DAC, excellent rare in satin silver used 349

Rega Saturn R, our demo unit nr mint dem 999

Rega Apollo R, excellent REDUCED used 399

Roksan K3 CD, nr mint boxed used 849

Sansui WLD201 Streamer, mint boxed REDUCED used 119

Sony XA20ES CD, due in used Call

Sugden Masterclass CD original version REDUCED used 899

TAG  McLaren DAC20 excellent bargain! used 299

TEAC UD501 DAC excellent boxed used 449

Theta Pearl CD Transport, excellent bargain used 499

Unison Research Unico CDE, digital in, superb dem 1649

Wadia 170 itransport, excellent boxed, remote used 149

Wadia 830, vgc used 799

Whest Audio DAP.9 used 299

Tel: 01642 267012 or 0845 6019390 Email: news@2ndhandhifi .co.uk

Call: 0845 6019390    Email: news@2ndhandhifi .co.uk
The UK’s biggest and best used audio selection

Special system deals
Arcam Solo Mini, remote boxed used 299

Arcam Solo Mini and Usher S520s used 499

Naim UnitiQute 24/192 used 849

Naim SuperUniti, nr mint boxed dem 2999

Scansonic USB100 Turntable & Active Speakers new 349

Accessories/Cables
Audeze headphones, most models ex demo dem Call

Elemental Audio speaker stands dem 499

NAIM Flatcap 2X used 349

NAIM HiLine, boxed used 449

NAIM Powerline, boxed used 349

NAIM Supercap Olive, boxed choice from used 799

NAIM Supercap 2, vgc+ from 2002 used 1599

NAIM HiCap, Olive with SNAIC used 399

Oppo HA1 Headphone Amp excellent used 749

Pathos Aurium Headphone amplifi er used 749

Stax 404/006 system used Call

Stax 4070 closed system, excellent RARE! used 2499

Stax Omega 007 system, excellent boxed used 2499

Radio/Recorders
Fostex G16, 16 track Reel to Reel, amazing! used Call

Mitsubishi DA-F10, excellent used 249

NAIM NAT101 & SNAPS, excellent £500 NAIM service used 899

NAIM NAT01 & PSU, excellent, boxed used 1199

Naim UnitiServe, near mint boxed used 1299

Nakamichi 680zx, vgc used 349

Nakamichi HiCom II, noise reduction system boxed used 199

Pioneer F91, fl agship FM tuner used 149

Quad FM4, vgc, serviced used 149

Revox PR99, crated, REDUCED used 749

Revox H1, just serviced, great condition, REDUCED used 449

Revox B77mk2, just serviced, great condition used Call

Sony MDS JB940, excellent minidisc recorder used 199

TEAC X1000M, serviced, superb used 599

Technics RS1500 in fl ightcase near mint used 2499

Yamaha T-D500 FM/DAB Tuner, excellent used 199
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every possible feature, including variable 
speed, stroboscope, stylus counter and 
autochange facility. Sadly, Garrard only 
offered this in the US market so they are 
virtually unheard of this side of the Atlantic.

 ADAM LISTENS
One of the biggest delights with the Zero 
100SB is placing the record on the platter, 
selecting speed and size, fl icking the ‘Start’ 
lever and watching as the turntable does 
the rest. And the resulting sound is not a 
disappointment. Indeed, the Garrard Zero 
100SB is really a rather rewarding deck to 
listen to. It has a big, warm and engaging 
presentation, particularly when used with a 
cartridge such as the pictured Shure M93E, 
which would have been an obvious partner 
in the deck’s heyday.

The drum strikes on the introduction of 
Phil Collins’ ‘I Don’t Care Anymore’ from his 
1982 album Hello I Must be Going [Virgin 
V2252] possessed real punch, but were 
also pleasingly taut and did not outstay 
their welcome. Obviously we are not 
talking 401 levels of slam and drop-dead 
timing, but the Zero 100SB makes some 
of its contemporaries, such as the Pioneer 
PL12D, sound rather loose by comparison. 

Change the cartridge to something a 
bit more crisp and insightful, though, and 
the Garrard rises to the challenge superbly. 
With an Ortofon 2M Red fi tted to the 
slide-in cartridge carrier, I was pleased to 
hear that the pairing worked beautifully. 

The Red is a fi ne cartridge, but can sound 
a little over-exuberant at times. Tamed 
by the Zero 100SB’s smooth nature, it 
really showed its strengths, giving a treble 
performance that was 
almost perfectly judged. 
The Ortofon brought 
crispness, insight and fi ne 
detail, but the Garrard 
made sure that this never 
stepped out of line. 

The overall sonic 
balance with the Collins 
album, and other recordings from this 
period, became much more neutral and 
the Garrard proved itself to be surprisingly 

rhythmically adroit. There is good torque 
from the drive system and this, together 
with the weighty platter meant bass lines 
were solid and impactful. Even better, the 

parallel tracking arm 
ensured a consistent 
performance from start 
to fi nish, with no hint of 
inner-groove distortion 
as it moved towards the 
centre of a record.

Where the Zero 
100SB perhaps gave 

away its age and showed the limitations 
of its convenience features was in the 
midband. Vocals and instruments certainly 
sound lifelike, but fi ligree detail was a little 
glossed over. If you like to sit on the edge 
of your seat and listen for the squeak of a 
fi nger on a fretboard or the tiniest click of 
a trumpet valve opening, then the Garrard 
may not be your fi rst choice.

NUANCED VOCALS 
That said, the vocal performances on Stay 
Gold [Columbia 88843 06661-1], the 
2015 album from Swedish folk duo First 
Aid Kit, were highly enjoyable. The deck 
had no problem in capturing the individual 
nuances of sisters Klara and Johanna 
Söderberg’s voices.

The Garrard was also more than able 
to set up a nice wide soundstage with 
a decent sense of depth, even if the 
placement of performers was ever so 

‘Phil Collins’ 
drum strikes 
were taut and 

had real punch’

RIGHT: The arm confi guration is neatly styled 
and the magnetic bias compensation can 
be seen on top of the bearing housing. Fully 
automatic operation was included as standard

LEFT: Being a mechanical design, there 
was plenty to adjust on the Zero 100SB! The 
mechanism was generally sturdy and reliable, 
but the original grease used hardens with age
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If the deck works but the motor 
is noisy then this is the most likely 
cause. Fortunately, the motor 
comes apart easily enough after 
the removal of two long screws and 
the two halves can be glued back 
together, though ensure to keep 
them as concentric as possible.

The condition of the belt is also 
critical to the deck’s operation – 
after all, it still has a large lump of 
mechanism to move. If your Zero 
100SB is sluggish in operation then 
this is the fi rst thing to check, and 
also clean the motor drive surfaces. 

Zero 100SBs are relatively 
plentiful, both as standalone decks 
and as part of higher-end music 
centres from the likes of Goodmans 
and Dynatron, so if you fancy one, 
it shouldn’t be an arduous search. 
Equally, prices are still eminently 
reasonable – £100 or so should fi nd 
you a really nice example. 

As to which model to go for, 
while the purists may pursue 
the original Zero 100 with its 
autochange spindle, the 100SB is 
arguably the best performer when 
it comes to sound quality. The 
GT55 will beat it, but only if you 
can fi nd an example with good arm 
bearings. Unfortunately, this can be 
something of a challenge! 

Sound Quality: 78%

0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

slightly vague. The deck never 
sounded confused or jumbled, but it 
couldn’t quite shine a clear spotlight 
on each individual musician in the 
way a more modern, or even a 
better vintage, design is able to do.

Nonetheless, this seems to be 
somewhat missing the point. This 
was a mass-market product and 
the design is now nearly 50 years 
old. The fact that you can still put 
a record onto the Zero 100SB and  
thoroughly enjoy it speaks volumes. 

BUYING SECONDHAND
The biggest issue that affl icts any of 
the Zero designs is what has become 
known by some as ‘Garrard Grease 
Syndrome’. The complex tonearm 
mechanism was lubricated from 
new by a healthy application of 
grease which, over time, gradually 
hardens and will fi nally take on 
the consistency of concrete if left 
long enough. This slows down the 
mechanical system, eventually 
jamming linkages and stopping the 
deck from working properly.

Common symptoms are a failure 
of the arm to track all the way 
across the record, an inability of the 
arm to set down at certain record 
sizes or the mechanism continually 
switching the deck off instead of 
starting to play. Sadly, the only 
proper cure for this is a thorough 
strip-down of the mechanism, 
removal of the old grease and fresh 
application of lubricant. 

If things have really deteriorated, 
even the strip-down can be a 
chore, with a heat gun sometimes 
necessary to free off jammed 
parts. On this point, it is wise never 
to apply undue force to free up 
linkages before resorting to the heat 
gun. Many pivot on posts that are 
riveted onto the chassis and if these 
come loose or break off, repairing 
them can be virtually impossible. 

Other than that, it is not 
uncommon for the two halves of 
the motor’s main rotor to separate. 

The Zero 100SB was arguably the 
best incarnation of a turntable 
range that took many people by 
surprise. It’s a clever design made 
by a company whose engineering 
abilities were sometimes under-
appreciated and boasts features 
that are noteworthy even today. 
A used example will likely need 
maintenance, which can be fi ddly, 
but properly looked after, you 
could be enjoying your records on 
it for decades to come.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

ABOVE: Decoupled counterweight can be seen in this rear shot. Both tonearm and 
AC mains leads are captive, making upgrades to either is something of a challenge

GARRARD ZERO 100SB (Vintage)

LAB
REPORT

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

Garrard’s Zero 100 SB is an undeniably innovative, and
cost-effective solution that refl ected the user-convenience 
demanded at the time. These decades later, our refurbished 
sample was still running 1% slow (33.0rpm instead of 
33.33rpm), so that a 1kHz modulated groove would be 
reproduced at 990Hz – a perceptible shift in pitch for sensitive 
listeners and clearly visible on the W&F plot [see Graph 1, 
below]. With wow sidebands at ±3.3Hz amounting to 0.05% 
(peak wtd) and two discrete clusters of fl utter sidebands at 
±25Hz and ±100Hz amounting to another 0.05% (peak wtd), 
the total 0.1% is still creditable. Nevertheless, the very low 
rumble enjoyed by our Zero 100SB was mightily impressive, 
amounting to –69.4dB through-the-groove and just –71.3dB 
via the bearing itself [re. 1kHz/5cm/sec]. There are modern, 
minimalist decks that still don’t achieve this today... 

The partnering tonearm certainly minimises the pick-up’s 
tracking error throughout the arc its describes across the LP 
radius but its engineering is slightly hairshirt by the standards 
of today’s highly rigid structures. Nevertheless the dual arm’s 
various bending and torsional modes are not especially 
dramatic and are reasonably low in frequency – from 150Hz-
350Hz – with higher Q, but fairly quickly damped, resonances 
at 495Hz, 990Hz and 1.5kHz [these clearly harmonically 
related – see Graph 2]. Friction within the gimbal bearing is low 
but there’s quite a bit of play in evidence and this, along with 
the low-ish effective mass, suggests the arm is better suited 
to medium-to-high complance MMs than ‘stiffer’ MCs that put 
more energy back into the arm. PM

ABOVE: Wow and fl utter re. 3150Hz tone at 5cm/sec 
(plotted ±150Hz, 5Hz per minor division). Note 1% 
loss in absolute speed (33.33rpm = 33.0rpm) 

ABOVE: Cumulative tonearm resonant decay 
spectrum, illustrating various bearing, pillar and ‘tube’ 
vibration modes spanning 100Hz-10kHz over 40msec

Turntable speed error at 33.33rpm 33.02rpm (–0.95%)

Time to audible stabilisation 5sec

Peak Wow/Flutter 0.05% / 0.05%

Rumble (silent groove, DIN B wtd) –69.4dB

Rumble (through bearing, DIN B wtd) –71.3dB

Hum & Noise (unwtd, rel. to 5cm/sec) –57.4dB

Power Consumption 8W

Dimensions (WHD inc. arm) / Weight 450x160x400mm / 10kg
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and 47kohm) connected to the 
underside of the main PCB. Tuner, 
CD and two tape sources are also 
catered for, the latter including a 
tape-to-tape dubbing facility. 

MODE MUSIC 
However, most unusual is the 
provision of either active or passive 
listening modes, enabling the user 
to bypass the x10 line-amp and 
route all high-level inputs via the 
volume control and unity-gain 
output buffer, thereby avoiding 
the high (and non-linear) output 
impedance presented by true 
‘passive’ preamps.

Furthermore, disc sources may 
also be monitored in passive mode 
after the transconductance RIAA EQ 
stage, so that MC cartridges offering 
>0.3mV should raise suffi cient 

Hi-Fi 
News
Sept 
1988
Each month 
HFN will bring 
you an article 
from our vast 
archive of 
features and 
reviews from 
yesteryear

output from the preamp to drive a 
power amplifi er directly. 

Lower output devices may require 
the extra x10 gain block, but in 
sonic terms the passive routing is 
the preferred mode of operation.

The PIP’s sealed lead-acid cells 
are good for about 10-12 hours 
(nominal 80% of full discharge), 
while the internal logic caters for 
either manual or automatic charging 
sequences, during which time the 
preamp is connected directly to 
the mains, with the batteries left in 
position for fl oat-charging.

Fortunately there is no difference 
in sound quality between pure 
battery operation and fl oat-charge 

Pink triangle has endured 
something of a bumpy ride 
across the audio scene in 
recent years, though one 

of the undoubted high-spots was 
the launch of the company’s highly 
innovative PIP preamp. 

Now, some four years on, a 
successor to this little-known unit 
has emerged in the form of the 
PIP II, whose transconductance 
design strategy is rather more 
imaginative than its name. 

At £2670, the PIP II is signifi cantly 
more expensive than the PIP I, but 
the unit now occupies two sculpted 
wooden boxes with the option of 
mains or battery-powered operation.

A very well thought out 
instruction booklet is now supplied 
with the amp, describing the 
operation of the two detented 
input selectors and adjacent volume 
control. Inputs for both MM and 
MC cartridges are provided, with 
individual loading headers (100ohm 

Pip! Pip!
Two cheers at least for Pink Triangle’s reincarnated PIP preamp, now using 
cells to go from AC to DC. Paul Miller offers an in-depth test from 1988

ABOVE: T

ABOVE: The PIP II is a two-box preamp
combining battery power with a 
transconductance-based audio circuit
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mode because the batteries are 
always in circuit and proffer the 
same low-impedance/low-noise 
power supply.

TECHNICAL DESCRIPTION
RIAA equalisation may take various 
forms, all of which pose problems 
of one sort or another. The simplest 
uses a passive frequency-shaping 
network following an amplifying 
stage or stages, which can pose 
diffi culties regarding gain and 
overload margins.

The standard active method 
applies frequency-dependent 
negative feedback around an 
amplifying block, and if the latter 
has suffi cient gain there can be risks 
of HF instability, while there may still 
be input-level handling problems. 

A third method uses a blend of 
both topologies, with feedback at 
mid and low frequencies and the 
required RIAA roll-off at HF effected 
by a simple R/C pole at the output.

All of these methods employ 
amplifying confi gurations which are 
essentially low-
impedance voltage 
sources, whereas in 
the PIP alternative 
an active gain 
block is treated as 
a current source. 
This has a naturally 
high-Z output 
(10Mohm) and feeds a frequency-
dependent impedance which is, 
essentially, a passive EQ network.

In this case the output current is 
dependent only on the input voltage 
and not on the load connected to 
the amplifying devices, and by the 
same token the fi nal response is 
shaped entirely by the EQ network’s 
impedance. This is the basis of 
transconductance.

Very localised resistive feedback 
is employed at the emitters of two 
amplifying transistors, to stabilise 
the gain and reduce distortion in a 
differential confi guration of closely-
matched bipolar devices (MAT-02). 

These are cascode-coupled via a 
third transistor to the RIAA network, 
and this topology with its high 
output impedance tends to improve 
linearity. Thus the EQ circuit is 
removed from the feedback loop but 
remains wholly in parallel with the 
signal, without requiring any excess 
gain to accommodate the losses of a 
conventional passive network. 

‘Guitar had just 
the right blend 
of sweetness 
and sparkle’

The greatest voltage swing 
occurs in this network, which 
thereby determines the input 
overload margins in place of the 
usual primary active stage. As 
expected, decent components 
such as metal-fi lm resistors and 
polypropylene capacitors are 
employed here.

Both low noise and a linear 
transfer-characteristic are ensured 
by running the differential input at 
a high quiescent current, while this 
also reduces the potential effects 
arising from (theoretical) ‘fuzzy 
non-linearity’ – a mechanism fi rst 
conceived by the amp’s designer, 
Owen Jones, and later expounded by 
Dr Malcolm Hawksford. 

LIGHT WORK
LEDs were employed in the PIP I 
preamplifi er to bias the current 
sources in all gain stages, these 
providing a low-impedance 
voltage reference with lower noise 
than a conventional zener diode 
arrangement. However, low-noise 

2N4401/2N4402 
devices are now 
employed in a 
more fl exible 
scheme at the 
circuit’s more 
sensitive points, 
even though LEDs 
are still used for 

referencing in other areas. These 
include the output stage and biasing 
for the cascade transistors, where 
there is little contribution to noise.

A DC-servo is still employed for 
ultimate LF control, but instead of 
operating about the differential 

input and thus risking a current 
imbalance between the constituent 
transistors, the PIP servo adjusts the 
current source at the output, by 
operating in parallel with the signal 
path between the transistors that 
sandwich the EQ network. 

Fully DC-coupled, the PIP II’s 
line-stage also utilises a differential 
input, while the output is designed 
to supply relatively high currents 
(40mA Class A). This is useful, say, 
when driving a highly capacitive line 
feeding active loudspeakers. 

GOLD PLATED
A Roederstein metallised 
polypropylene cap is used for 
coupling to the detented 20kohm 
ALP volume control (preventing a 
DC-offset), while signal routing is 
achieved with hermetically-sealed 
gold-plated reed relays, mounted 
hard up against the inputs and 
controlled by logic circuitry.

On both disc and line stages, 
each channel benefi ts from isolated 
regulation to prevent inter-stage 
interference through supply 
modulation, these circuits being fed 
from a low-noise, low-impedance 
±18V battery supply which is 
removed from mains artefacts. 

Some RF screening is also 
provided via a grounded sheet of 

BELOW: A bank 
of Yuasa cells 
provides the PIP II 
with DC power

ABOVE: Fig 1 
(top) shows PM’s 
3D distortion 
graph via MC 
input at 0.5mV/
1kHz, while Fig 
2 (below) shows 
results obtained 
via the fi rst 
production unit
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metallised polyester that surrounds 
the lead-acid cells, while a short 
umbilical connects the power supply 
case to the preamp proper.

LAB REPORT
Two Mkll preamps were supplied 
for analysis, the earlier unit being 
identical to the full production 
model in every respect save the 
tolerancing of the differential amp 
transistors. In the event this proved 
fascinating, because there was one 
measured anomaly that correlated 
convincingly with the sound of the 
respective units, the differences 
being quite audible.

Fig 1 [see p125] represents the 
total output from the preamp when 
subject to my ultrasonic distortion 
test (RIAA version) via the MC input, 
ref. 0.5mV/1kHz. All IMD residues 
are suitably suppressed to –96dB 
or better, while the 2nd and 3rd 
harmonic routes associated with 
both the 0-20kHz and 0-50-0kHz 
sweeps are clear of the HF noise-
fl oor at a peak value of –86dB.

However, the pre-production 
unit showed a strong 2nd-order 
CCIR (1kHz) residue of –66dB, 
which increased to –55dB with 
a 19kHz/20kHz composite peak 
input of 48mV. This is equivalent to 
3.5mV/1kHz, the point at which the 
catastrophic odd-order IMD routes 
appear on Fig 2 – 
well below the true 
input clipping level 
of 15.1mV. 

Now, while this 
is equivalent to an 
unreasonable RMS 
velocity of 380cm/
sec at 20kHz, the 
early proliferation of odd-order 
components was actually caused 
by non-linearities in the differential 
input, an imbalance in the collector 
voltage producing a similar shift in 
the DC conditions.

However, this imbalance 
remained even at lower input levels, 
potentially realising a similar though 
much reduced nonlinearity, more 
obvious on the disc stage due to 
its reduced feedback and boosted 
RIAA characteristic at LF. Note the 
boosted 3rd (diagonal) harmonic 
derived from the 0-20kHz sweep, 
which increases in amplitude against 
the falling RIAA characteristic at HF.

The third-order summation route 
is also strong, but most worrying are 

the difference routes derived from 
interaction between 20kHz and 
various 2nd-order spuriae. 

These increase (due to the RIAA 
curve) to –32dB as they track right 
into the audio band, ‘refl ecting’ 
at the left-hand 0Hz axis due to 
reversal of the IMD equation. 
This effect, still occurring at low 
(immeasurable) levels, is the only 
likely basis for the softened bass 

and generally 
subdued sound 
proffered by the 
earlier (imperfect) 
PIP II. But I must 
stress that tighter 
component 
selection has 
minimised this 

collector imbalance in the most 
recent production models. The 
latest specifi cation gives 2nd-
order products (38mV composite 
19/20kHz) at –71dB or better, 
even though the +29.6dB overload 
margin remains unchanged.

INNOCUOUS HUMP
Stereo separation fell at HF on 
all inputs as capacitive coupling 
between the line out of the volume 
control increased due to its high 
source impedance, the worst case 
being reached some 6dB below the 
maximum volume setting. 

Despite an innocuous hump of 
+0.45dB at 11Hz (MC), the RIAA 
equalisation [Fig 3, see opposite] 

proved commendably fl at and even, 
with the MM response actually 
shelving off ahead of the MC curve, 
–0.23dB at 20kHz. 

A minor LF pole (DC servo, –3dB 
at 0.5Hz) on the line-stage was 
swamped by a major pole caused by 
cap coupling of the volume control, 
resulting in –3dB at 2.4Hz.

Negligible Aux/CD phase-shift 
was observed at 100Hz, but an 
input/output movement of 15° was 
measured at 20kHz. The remainder 
of the measurements, including 
noise, were all excellent.

SOUND QUALITY
Having struggled for two months 
with a preamp that was not quite 
‘right’, I found that the production 
PIP II immediately swept away 
any reservations I might have had 
concerning its potential mould-
breaking qualities. 

In the preferred ‘passive’ mode, 
line sources were blessed with a 
sense of control and solidity rare 
even for a CD player. 

Due largely to the battery 
supply, individual stereo images 
were endowed with a remarkable 
stability and stereo focus, each 
instrument or performer enjoying a 
pin-point location in the soundstage 
yet delicately entwined to form a 
believable, musical whole. 

ABOVE: Inputs 
are served by gold-
plated reed relays

BELOW: Fig 2
(top) – frequency 
response via disc 
inputs (plain line 
MM, dashed MC); 
Fig 3 – the PIP II’s 
circuit

‘The low bass 
created a solid 

foundation for all 
types of music’
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 FOR MORE REVIEWS PLEASE VISIT: 
WWW.AIRAUDIO.CO.UK/REVIEWS/

EH / EL 
£335.00

SH / SL
£549.00

FIND A DEALER NEAR YOU:
WWW.AIRAUDIO.CO.UK/DEALERS/
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Stunning Clarity  Extensive Dynamics 

Sharp Definition  Natural Decays 

Spacious Ambience  Effortlessly Open 

Musically Expressive  Excellent Timing 

Wide Imaging  Powerful Deep Bass

Very Affordable  Now read the review

www.blackrhodium.co.uk +44 (01332 342233)

Hear Foxtrot at these dealers

Zouch Audio 01530 414128  |  MCRU 01484 540561
Analogue Seduction 01733 350878  | Doug Brady Hi-Fi 01925 828009
HomeSound 0131 662 1327

Visit www.blackrhodium.co.uk and download  
the review from the link on the homepage

Read the Hi-Fi Choice review

EXCLUSIVE FEATURES

THE EXCLUSIVE TECHNOLOGY OF OUR VERY BEST HIGH END CABLES
CAN NOW BE ENJOYED BY A MUCH LARGER AUDIENCE

You Need Timing...Very, Very, Very Good Timing
Black Rhodium FOXTROT Loudspeaker Cable 

"Vocals have plenty of detail and all the nuances of expression 
are very evident. Imaging and timing are both excellent." 

Hi-Fi Choice

Buy Foxtrot at any Black Rhoodium dealer or
Online www.blackrhodium.co.uk
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THE DESIGNERS
Laurie Fincham of KEF talks 
research, development and 
product design. 

PASSIVE ACTIVITY
Build your own passive preamp. 

DOUBLE SIXES
Celestion SL12, SL6Si and 
SL600Si speakers reviewed.

PIONEER’S ‘REFERENCE’
The PD-91 CD player is the fi rst 
‘audiophile’ model seen from 
the company in this country.

BIGGER SPEAKERS CORNERED 
Martin Colloms covers four 
compact but substantial models: 
B&W 1800, Castle Stirling, JBL 
TLX7Gi, Tannoy M20 II Gold.

MORE THAN BIT PLAYERS? 
Sony CDP-227ESD, Technics 
SL-P990 and Yamaha CD-X910 
CD players on test.

CANNED GOODS 
Competing headphones: the 
Beyer DT320 Mk II and DT325, 
Sennheiser’s HD450 and HD480.

KOETSU ANNIVERSARY 
Alvin Gold pays homage to this 
extraordinary cartridge.

ORTOFON DUES
Ken Kessler hears the company’s 
X5MC and 540 cartridges.

Also in HFN this 
month in 1988

The earlier PIP II sounded faintly 
subdued at the top end and lacking 
in fi ne defi nition throughout the 
bass, but the newer version fully 
redressed the situation with its 
uncommon depth and transparency.

Both active and passive modes 
enjoyed a sense of neutrality 
synonymous with Pink Triangle 
products, though the inclusion of 
the extra x10 gain block in the full 
active mode did tend to shrink the 
soundstage slightly, even if the tonal 
balance remained quite unchanged.

Using a Koetsu Red Signature 
cartridge, I found the output in 
passive mode was just suffi cient to 
achieve good sound levels once the 
volume control was advanced to 
full gain – but beware of suddenly 
switching back to ‘active’ if you 
value your hearing!

PERFECT BLEND
The characteristic attack and timbral 
edge of Michael Hedges’ guitar 
on Live On The Double Planet was 
portrayed with explicit defi nition, 
yet without a trace of grain or added 
hardness – just the right blend of 
sweetness and sparkle. 

Layer upon layer of ambient 
detail was also faithfully retrieved, 
with the PIP providing a broad 
and exceptionally deep window 
on events while also managing to 
capture both the substance and 
weight of a recording.

This extra power and control was 
particularly appreciated as far as 
the disc stages were concerned, for 
here the low bass seemed not only 
unusually extended, but tight and 
rhythmically secure. 

This created a rock-solid 
foundation for all types of music, 
taking potent works such as Mahler’s 
arduous 5th and the low, rumbling 

introduction to Strauss’s Also 
Sprach... comfortably in its stride.

Vocal articulation and presence 
were also beyond reproach, and 
almost in spite of the number of 
tracks recorded or performers 
involved, time and again the PIP 
II developed suffi cient acoustic 
space for a quite uncluttered and 
delightfully detailed performance. 

In many respect the ethereal 
nature of the soundstage, with it 
population of granitic images, was 
suitably akin to those same positive 
attributes of the Pink Triangle TOO 
turntable, the two products proving 
to be ideal partners.

CONCLUSION
The price of the new preamp has 
sky-rocketed by about 600% above 
the original PIP, indicating that 
perhaps the earlier version was 
something of an under-rated and 
under-valued audiophile bargain.

Nevertheless, the Mkll is fully 
capable of holding its own even 
at this high price level, the fi nal 
production version representing 
a signifi cant step beyond both 
the earlier PIP and most – if not 
all – other preamplifi ers currently 
available on the market. 

Combining a delicate strength 
with an uncommon solidity and 
transparency, the PIP II preamp 
should be eagerly sought out by 
all potential buyers in this elevated 
price sector. 

ABOVE: Original 
pages from the 
Sept 1988 issue 
of HFN in which 
Paul Miller took 
an in-depth look 
at Pink Triangle’s 
rejuvenated PIP 
preamplifi er

LEFT: Arthur 
Khoubessarian, 
who co-founded 
Pink Triangle 
in 1979. The 
company’s 
electronics were 
designed by Owen 
Jones, whose 
brother Andrew 
(of TAD and now 
ELAC fame) had 
been a student 
with Arthur at 
Surrey University. 
In 2005 Arthur 
set up The Funk 
Firm (see www.
thefunkfi rm.co.uk)







Dealer Directory

CADENZA BLACK £1400
CADENZA BRONZE £1100
CADENZA BLUE £950
QUINTET BLACK £519
QUINTET BRONZE £399

QUINTET BLUE £268 
QUINTET RED £180
2M BRONZE £220
2M RED £70

ALL GOODS ARE BRAND NEW  
WITH FULL UK GUARANTEE

ORTOFON CARTRIDGES
IAN HARRISON HI FI

ian.harrison@mercian.myzen.co.uk
TEL: 01283 702875

www.soundcinergy.co.uk

37 High Street, Aldridge   01922 457926

Exposure · Heed · Kudos  
Lehmann · Linn · Marantz · Michell 

Monitor Audio · Naim · Neat   
Okki Nokki · Ortofon · Project  

Rega · Roksan

 
01403 713125 | 07950 274224

info@sixaudio.co.uk
www.sixaudio.co.uk

Partridge Green, West Sussex

Vivid Audio AVM Spendor
Dynamique Black Rhodium

Hi-Fi Racks Acoustic Signature

DB HIFI
SUFFOLK

01379 873451
WWW.DBHIFI.CO.UK

Saffron Walden  www.radlettaudio.co.uk
01799 599080  radlettaudio@hotmail.co.uk

· Rega
· Harbeth
· Croft
· Spendor
· Michell 
· EAR
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PLEASE PHONE FOR PRICES
OR PRODUCT DETAILS

IAN HARRISON HI FI

ian.harrison@mercian.myzen.co.uk
TEL: 01283 702875

NORSTONE
HIFI/AV FURNITURE AND SPEAKER STANDS

MUNARI
AV FURNITURE
PEERLESS

AV CABLES
HARBETH LOUDSPEAKERS

MICHELL ENGINEERING

FREE DELIVERY!!

IAN HARRISON HI FI

ian.harrison@mercian.myzen.co.uk
TEL: 01283 702875

CARTRIDGE SPECIAL OFFERS
DENON DL103 £140
DENON DL103R £215
BENZ MICRO  £POA 
GOLDRING £POA
ZYX R100  £600
AUDIO TECHNICA  
AT-ART9 £725
AUDIO TECHNICA  
AT-OC9III £385

ORTOFON £POA
AUDIO TECHNICA 
AT33EV £330
AUDIO TECHNICA  
AT33PTG/II £375
VAN DEN HUL MC1 
SPECIAL  £1000
VAN DEN HUL  
MC10S £875

www.hifilounge.co.uk

01767 448121

Uk's only dedicated
demo facility for

high-end
headphones

Visit us in the Beautiful
Bedfordshire Countryside
for all your Hi-Fi needs

www.highendheadphones.co.uk

TO ADVERTISE
HERE

PLEASE CALL
Sonia Smart

07710 394391



To advertise in this section 
please call  Sonia Smart on 07710 394391

atlascables.com

the performance connection

Asimi Ultra 
Interconnect

IAN HARRISON HIFI

PHONOSTAGES          ANATEK, CLEARAUDIO, EAR YOSHINO, GRAHAM SLEE, ICON AUDIO, LEHMANN, PARASOUND, 
PRO-JECT, PURE SOUND, QUAD, TOM EVANS, TRICHORD, WHEST AUDIO              CARTRIDGES          AIR TIGHT, AUDIO 
TECHNICA, BENZ MICRO, CARTRIDGE MAN, DECCA LONDON, DENON, GOLDRING, GRADO, KOETSU, ROKSAN, ORTOFON, 
SOUNDSMITH, TECHDAS, ZYX          TURNTABLES          AMAZON AUDIO, AUDIO TECHNICA, DENON, EAR, HELIUS, 
INSPIRE, MICHELL, MUSIC HALL, PRO-JECT, SRM TECH, THORENS           TONEARMS          AMG, CARTRIDGE MAN, 
GRAHAM, MICHELL, MOERCH, MOTH, ORTOFON, PRO-JECT, REED, REGA, ROKSAN, SME

SALE! UP TO 40% OFF!
TEL: 01283 702875  ian.harrison@mercian.myzen.co.uk

MAIL ORDER ONLY FROM; IAN HARRISON, 7 MILL HILL, REPTON, DERBY, DE65 6GQ
TEL: 01283 702875 9am-9pm INCLUDING SUNDAYS.

 SPECIAL OFFER!! AUDIO TECHNICA CARTRIDGES UP TO 25% OFF  
SPEND £2000 OR MORE ON ANY TURNTABLE, TONEARM OR TURNTABLE AND ARM,  

AND GET A £500 CARTRIDGE FREE!

Turntable Sales
Upgrades
& Servicing

Unit 1 / Westwick Park / Broombank Road /

Linn, Rega, Thorens, Technics,



Dealer Directory

Your Worldwide Provider of 
High End Loudspeaker Parts

 Premium Loudspeaker Drivers
 Highest Quality Crossover Parts
 Crossover Design and Assembly
 DIY Speaker Kits
 Wire and Terminals
 Expert Advice

All You Need 
In One Place

madisound.com

Some of our Brands:
 Accuton
 Audax
 Aurasound
 Eton
 Fostex
 HiVi Research
 Peerless
 SB Acoustics
 Scan-Speak
 Seas
 Raal

madisound.com

AUDIO DESTINATION
The Finest Audio Products

We look forward to seeing you
Call +44(0)1884 243584

www.audiodestination.co.uk   email:info@audiodestination.co.uk
Audio Destination, Suite 7a Market Walk, Tiverton, Devon EX16 6BL

Owned by husband and wife team: Mike & Caroline – Audio Destination 
is not your typical Hi-Fi specialist.

products and places them in comfortable and relaxed surroundings.

· Tuesday – Friday 9am – 5pm, Saturday 9am – 4pm
· Demonstration Rooms

· Long-term customer support and care
· Large selection of famous brands

& Record Review

EDITORIAL TEAM
Editor • Paul Miller
Art Editor • Steve Powell
Features Editor • Patrick Fraser
Reviews Editor • Chris Breunig
Test & Measurement • Paul Miller

PHOTOGRAPHY
Andrew Sydenham

MANAGEMENT TEAM
Group Editor • Paul Miller
Group Art Editor • John Rook 
Group Advertising Manager • 
Rhona Bolger 
Subscriptions Manager • Kate Hall
Chief Executive • Owen Davies
Chairman • Peter Harkness

ADVERTISEMENT TEAM
Advertising Sales • Sonia Smart 
Tel • 07710 394391 
sonia.smart@hifi news.com  

SUBSCRIPTIONS
New, renewals and enquiries... 
UK: Tel • 0344 243 9023 
(Calls are charged at the same rate as standard UK landlines 
and are included as part of any inclusive or free minute allowances. 
There are no additional charges with this number)

USA/Canada: Tel • (001) 866 647 9191
Rest of World: Tel • +44(0)1604 828 748
Email: help@hfn.secureorder.co.uk

WE LIVE AT...
AVTech Media Ltd, 
Suite 25, Eden House, Enterprise Way,
Edenbridge, Kent TN8 6HF
UK and Overseas: 
Tel • +44 (0) 1689 869 840

www.hifi news.co.uk

HI-FI NEWS & RECORD REVIEW, ISSN 
2042-0374, is published monthly with an 
additional issue in October by AVTech 
Media Ltd, a division of MYTIMEMEDIA Ltd,
Suite 25, Eden House, Enterprise Way, 
Edenbridge, Kent TN8 6HF, UK. The US 
annual subscription price is 70GBP 

(equivalent to approximately 100USD).  Airfreight and mailing in the USA by 
agent named Air Business Ltd, c/o Worldnet Shipping Inc., 156-15, 146th 
Avenue, 2nd Floor, Jamaica, NY 11434, USA. Periodicals postage paid at 
Jamaica NY 11431. US Postmaster: Send address changes to HI-FI NEWS & 
RECORD REVIEW, Worldnet Shipping Inc., 156-15, 146th Avenue, 2nd Floor, 
Jamaica, NY 11434, USA. Subscription records are maintained at dsb.net, 3 
Queensbridge, The Lakes, Northampton, NN4 7BF. Air Business Ltd is acting 
as our mailing agent.



HOME TO THE WORLD’S 
FINEST AUDIO

SYSTEMS

01233 501 702
07733 332229
WWW.DANISHAUDIOCOMPANY.COM

- 15 YEARS EXPERIENCE
- HOME TRIALS
- PART EXCHANGE PROGRAM
- KENTS PREMIER AUDIO DEALER
- DIGITAL AUDIO SPECIALIST

KINGSNORTH
ASHFORD, KENT

TN23 3QD

“Call now to discover Kent’s premier audio dealer specialising in 
the finest audio equipment from Denmark including Gato Audio 

and Lyngdorf”

Lyngdorf Digital room
correction specialist

TM

05/10/2016   16:44

SEE, 
HEAR  
& FEEL 
THE DIFFERENCE...

We offer some of the finest music 
reproduction systems available 
on the market today, from entry 
level to elite brands.  
Our range of products has 
been carefully chosen 
to ensure exceptional 
performance, reliability 
and value for money.

Simply contact us for 
more information.

Number one 
dCS dealer 
in the UK 

for 4 years 
running.

We are relocating to our new custom built demonstration facilities 
near Wentworth Surrey this October.
Please contact us to arrange your exclusive audition.

www.studioav.co.uk  sales@studioav.co.uk   @studioAVltd    

Telephone 01753 863300

Criterion Audio is a premium hi-fi dealer in Cambridge. From 
vinyl and valves to the latest in streaming and headphones, we 
can help you find the perfect audio system to suit your budget 
and needs. Call us on 01223 233730 to arrange a demo.

Criterion House, Oakington Road, Cambridge CB3 0QH
www.criterionaudio.com   info@criterionaudio.com
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Mark Levinson Nº585.
Distilled joy weighs

 32.6 kilos
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1. ACCESSORIES

PARTINGTON Heavi II 
speaker stands. Exceptionally rare. 
Immaculate. Cost over £500 new. 
£280. Strictly local collection. South 
London. Tel: 07787 514124

2. AMPLIFIERS

MONARCHY Audio SM70Pro 
Class A, zero feedback power 
amplifi er, £250. Tel: 01847 892081

NAIM NAP140 power amp in 
classic olive style. It comes from a 
child and pet-free home and has 
had little use since I upgraded to 
the 180. Complete with original 
packaging. Pristine condition. Asking 
£350 plus P&P. Tel: 01768 870214

3. CABLES

MIT Oracle V2.1 1.5m XLR. Good 
condition, boxed. £1200 ovno (RRP 
£4500). Tel: 01462 834287

NAIM Nac 4 speaker cable, 
2x6m fully terminated. £50. This 
equates to £4 per metre without 
termination. Email: stemar2@
me.com. Tel: 01934 521621

WIREWORLD Platinum Eclipse 
0.5m RCA, as new, boxed. £650 
ovno. Tel: 01462 834287 

LFD Grain-Free Signature bi-wire 
speaker cable 2x2m. Cost £550, 
for sale at £225 ono. LFD balanced 
interconnect, XLR, cost £160, for 
sale £75 ono. Both £250. Tel: 01634 
842874. Email: p.evans11@live.co.uk

TRANSPARENT Audio 
Reference MM2 speaker cable, 8ft. 
Locking banana to spades. Mint. 
New £7000. Price reduced to 
£3000. Tel: 07939 596474 

ECOSSE Maestro MA2. 3m 
pair. Excellent quality and excellent 
sounding cables with very high 
quality RCA plugs/termination. VGC. 
£200 plus P&P. Email: grimwynde@
yahoo.co.uk. Tel: 07730 796204 

4. CD/DVD PLAYERS

EAR Acute 3 CD player. Black, in 
excellent condition with original 
packaging. £2600 ovno.
Tel: 019425 16092

MARANTZ CD12/DA12 excellent 
condition, complete rebuild at 

ATW in Dec 2012. £1250 ovno. 
Champagne gold limited edition, 
1989. Tel: 01462 834287

DCS Verdi Encore CD player. 
Mint, as new condition, £2548. 
dCS Verona Clock. Mint, as new 
condition, £1495.
Email: ark.hanna@virgin.net

NAIM CDS2 and XPS power 
supply, burndy cable, fl ash remote, 
mint, boxed. £1590.
Tel: 01242 677699/07788975856.
Email: tyl590@aol.com

5. DACS

CAMBRIDGE Audio Magic 6. 
Streamer/preamp/DAC. Immaculate, 
original box, remote, etc. £230. 
Email: mel17dept@outlook.com. 
Tel: 07801 831972 

MUSICAL Fidelity VDAC-v1, 
unused, £40. Tel: 07982 611452.
Email: michaelj.barlow@me.com.

7. SPEAKERS

LINN Trikan centre speaker. Looks 
wonderful in cherry fi nish. £150 plus 
postage. Tel: 01768 870214.

REGA RS3 speakers in piano 
black fi nish. Offered in immaculate 
condition, boxed. Cost £800 new, 
sell for £400. Tel: 01934 521621. 
Email: stemar2@me.com

JBL Studio 530 standmount 
speakers, £250. All boxed and as 
new. Tel: 01847 892081 

ISOPHON Corvara fl oorstanding 
loudspeakers. Mint condition. 
Manufactured in Germany by Gauder 
Akustic. Tasty blue livery. Cost 
£2600 when new in 2012. Selling for 
£800 due to an upgrade. Please be 
aware that buyer is to collect. 
Tel: 01483 472650

8. TUNERS

NAIM NAT101 tuner complete 
with SNAPS power supply. 
Excellent condition giving superb 
performance. Serviced by Naim, 
receipts available. Recently checked 
by local Naim Dealer. Complete with 
Naim boxes. £525 plus P&P.
Tel: 01768 870214

MUSICAL Fidelity A3.2 RDS 
tuner, £175. Absolutely spotless 
condition, remote, original box. Kept 

covered and clean in a pet 
and smoke-free home. Beautiful. 
Email: imeldayates@hotmail.co.uk.
Tel: 07500 804700

9. TURNTABLES

GARRARD 401 with plinth 
and cover, Rega RB300 tonearm, 
Goldring 1042 cartridge, great 
sound and condition, £1499 ono. 
Power supply for Class A amps of 
around 15-20W, £300 ono. 
Tel: 0207 499 8729

SME Series V, 9in tonearm. 
Immaculate and boxed with 
accessories and P1 spacer. Excludes 
audio lead. Arm fully serviced by 
SME and not used since. £1800. 
Email: georgeinjed@gmail.com. 
Tel: 07976 217386 

11. SYSTEMS

NAIM Audio CD555 head unit, 
marvellous machine, as new, 
£4000 ono. Linn LP12 with Naim 
PS, Naim Aro tonearm, Dynavector 
XX2 cartridge, new black plinth, 
looks brand new. £3500 ono. Naim 
Superline phono stage, £1000. 
Email: bobjoangreen@gmail.com 

NAIM Active system complete, 
olive. Comprises NAC82, Supercap, 
2x NAP250, SNAXO, Hi-Cap (4x 
Re-cap 2011), CD2, NAT02, Walnut 
SBLs (Mk2 drivers), NACA5 cables 
and interconnects. Also included in 
price is a Mana Acoustics fi ve-tier 
table with glass shelves. All items in 
are in VGC, and have original boxes 
and handbooks. Price is £6000 ono. 
Tel: 01969 662869

12. MISCELLANEOUS 

ELECTROCOMPANIET 
ECP 1 phono stage, MC/MM and PSU, 
Fidelity Audio, total £425. B&W 705 

speakers, £400. South London. 
Tel: 07789 396921
 
MANLEY Steelhead RC phono 
stage, mint condition. Art Audio 
Quintet MkII amplifi er, excellent. 
Accuphase E360 integrated amp, 
boxed. Mint Avid Pulsare phono 
stage, boxed. Excellent. Leak Stereo 
20 amplifi er. Tel: 07770 772647

QUAD brochures: 405, VGC, 
£6.50; 33/303/405/FM3/ESL63, VGC, 
£7.50. Test reports: 33/303 ESL63/
FM3 from 1960/1968/1972/1973 
Hi Fi News/Gramophone/Studio 
Sound, £7. All free P&P. 
Tel: 07770 473999 

HFN back issues. Virtually 
complete set from 1976 to date, 
including Annual Reviews when they 
were published. A treasure trove 
of history and hi-fi  information for 
almost 40 years. Sensible offers only 
please. Tel: 07710 453050

HFN/RR 1987-2015, complete, 
boxed and ready to go. Stored 
in clean, dry and non-smoking 
environment. Buyer collects from 
Enfi eld EN2, near Chase Farm 
hospital. J24 M25. £150 ono. 
Tel: 07789 481645

13. WANTED

HI-FI NEWS Issues 1 and 3 
to 9, of Volume 1. Also February 
1996. Email: jcgl@audiomisc.co.uk

SONUS FABER Amati 
Anniversario Homage, Guarneri 
Memento, Amati Futura or Guarneri 
Evolution loudspeakers. Must be in 
absolutely mint condition and red. 
Tel: 01269 595271

JAMO Concert 11 loudspeakers, 
will collect. Tel: 0191 2815482/ 
07748 118310

Fill in your advertisement copy here... 
Please write the product category number that best suits your equipment in the 
fi rst square. The product categories are: 1 – Accessories; 2 – Amps; 3 – Cables; 
4 – CD/DVD players; 5 – DACS; 6 – Software (CDs, records etc.); 7 – Speakers; 8 – 
Tuners; 9 – Turntables; 11 – Complete Systems; 12 – Miscellaneous; 13 – Wanted

We will insert the telephone number you want to appear in your advertisement(s) 
as many times as is needed. You only need to fi ll it in once and it only counts as 
one word – even if you run multiple adverts. 

PLACING AN ADVERTISEMENT IN THE HI-FI NEWS CLASSIFIEDS SECTION

Tel (to appear in advert):

Please post this completed coupon to Hi-Fi News magazine, MyTimeMedia Ltd, Suite 25, Eden 
House, Enterprise Way, Edenbridge, TN8 6HF, or email your advert to letters@hifi news.com
Hi-Fi News accepts no responsibility for description or condition of items advertised.

THE PLACE TO 
BUY & SELL AUDIO 

EQUIPMENT & ACCESSORIES

NOW FREE

To help ensure accuracy, your classifi ed advertisements 
must be submitted by email or post...
Please email your entries to: letters@hifi news.com



LATEST TOP 40 
Audio Note Meishu  .................. £4000
SME 3009 Series II Improved ........ £350
Icon Audio MFV3 piano black ........ £490
Oracle Delphi MKV (modified) ...... £1290
McCormak Micro Phono Drive ....... £390
Quad 2905 (serviced 11/2014) ... £2490
Parasound C2  .......................... £600
Nordost Valhalla 1m XLR  ........... £1290
Audio Research PH7 phono stage  £2250
Naim Audio HiCap  ..................... £275
Naim Audio HiCap  ..................... £295
Naim Audio HiCap  ..................... £325
Naim Audio NAC72  .................... £325
Naim Audio NAC82 & NAPSC  ....... £895
Focal JM Lab Diablo Utopia III  

+ Stands ............................ £5400
Ayre Acoustic V-5XE  ................ £1990
Focal JM Lab Scala v2 Utopia  

3-way  ..............................£13990
Vitus SIA025  ........................£14500
Copland CSA 303 Pre & CSA 515  

Power Amp  ........................ £1490
Martin Logan Aerius i Stereo  

Speakers  ............................. £850
Audiovalve Eclipse ................... £1500
Cyrus CD8 SE  .......................... £300
Esoteric E 03 Phono stage  

(mm/mc)  ........................... £2990
Audio Aero Capitol Reference  

MKII  ................................. £2200
Origin Live Conqueror mk IIIa  ..... £1590
Icon Audio Stereo 40se  .............. £450
Accuphase A-20V  .....................£900
Cary CAD 211 M AE/ SLP-05/  

PH-302 +  .........................£14900
Martin Logan, BAT, ARC, Marantz  

Classic 120/ Summit/ VK50se  . £8990
Dynaudio Contour S1.4  ............ £1400
Dynaudio Confidence C2  ........... £4250
Aesthetix Romulus CD ............... £2750
Proceed PDP 2 D to A Converter  ... £350
Primare Cd31  .......................... £600
Vitus SCD 025  ....................... £9990
Mark Levinson 512 CD/SACD ..... £5990
Moon 750D CD/DAC 24/192  ..... £6990
Plinius SB 301mkII Pwr &  

Tautoro Pre  ........................ £7995
Mark Levinson No. 532 ............. £9990
Tom Evans The Groove Plus  

mkII NEW  .......................... £4990

POWER AMPLIFIERS
Accuphase A-20V  .....................£900
Aesthetix Atlas Mono Blocks ....... £9990
Astin Trew At 5000  .................... £400
ATC S1A2-150........................ £2200
Audio Research DS450  

(New-sealed box)  ................. £4995
Ayre Acoustic V-5XE  ................ £1990
B.A.T. VK-255 SE  .................... £3700
BMC Audio CS2 Integrated/  

Power Amplifier NEW  ............ £5495
BMC Audio M2 Monoblocks 

NEW  ...............................£10990
Boulder 2060  .......................£14990
Chord Electronics Symphonic  

MC phono stage  ...................£1875

Conrad Johnson Prem 8A  
monoblocks ........................ £4950

Crimson Electronics 640 E3  
Monoblocks NEW  ................ £3399

Edge NL Reference Monoblocks  £34990
Gryphon Antileon ..................... £5990
Halcro DM 88 Monoblocks ........£24950
Karan Acoustics KA M2000  ..... £22990
Krell FPB 400CX  ..................... £4490
Lamm Lamm M1.1 .................. £6990
Linn klimax Solos ..................... £8995
Luxman M800A stereo power  .... £8990
Mark Levinson No 532H NEW  .... £7500
Mark Levinson No 532H stereo  

power amp  ........................ £4995
Mark Levinson No. 532 ............. £9990
McIntosh MC203  .................... £3950
McIntosh MC275 (2 Available) ..... £4250
Naim Audio Nap 180 .................. £600
Naim Audio Nait 3  ..................... £320
Pathos InPower ....................... £4990
Plinius SA 250mkIV .................. £3495
Sony TAN R1 monoblocks .......... £8990
Soulution Audio 711 upgraded  

from 710.......................... £29990
Tom Evans Linear A NEW ............£4750
Tube Technology Genesis  

Monoblocks  ....................... £1390
VTL MB 450-III Signature  

Monoblocks NEW ................£14500
Welborne Labs DRD45  ............. £1490
YBA Passion 1000 monoblocks  .. £6890

PRE AMPLIFIERS
Audible Illusions Modulus 3A ...... £2250
Audio Research LS2 ................... £950
Audio Research LS25 (mkI)  ....... £1800
Audiovalve Eclipse ................... £1500
B.A.T. VK-53 SE  ...................... £8240
BMC Audio DAC1PreHR NEW  ..... £3990
Boulder 1010 Pre .................... £6950
C.A.T SL1 Ultimate ................... £7295
Cary SLP 98L  ........................ £2295
Classe Audio CP - 800 .............. £4000
Concordant Exquisite +  

Exclusive  ............................£1150
Crimson Electronics 710 Pre Amp  

NEW  ................................ £3995
Gryphon Sonata Allegro ............. £5490
Jadis JPL  ...............................£1700
Klyne Audio Arts 7LX  

(with phono stage)  ............... £1990
Krell Evolution 202  .................. £4990
Linn Klimax Kontrol .................. £4250
Luxman C800f  ....................... £8990
Mark Levinson 380s  ................ £1999
Mark Levinson No 326s NEW  ......£8170
Mark Levinson No 380 ...............£1790
McIntosh C2200  ..................... £3750
McIntosh C2500  ..................... £4500
Naim Audio HiCap  ..................... £295
Naim Audio NAC72  .................... £325
Naim Audio HiCap  ..................... £325
Naim Audio HiCap  ..................... £275
Naim Audio NAC82 & NAPSC  ....... £895
Sony TAE 900  ........................ £2990
Tom Evans The Vibe pre & Pulse  

power supply  ...................... £2750

Unison Research C5P  ................ £995
VTL TL 6.5 Signature Line Pre  

NEW ................................£11350

LOUDSPEAKERS
Alon Phalanx  ......................... £4990
ART Stiletto Monitor  ................... £450
ATC SCM300AT based custom  

model  ............................... £8550
Audio Acoustics FUNDAMENTAL  

K2 .................................... £5995
Audio Physic Tempo 3i  ............... £675
Aurousal A1 MK ........................ £445
Avalon Arcus .......................... £3450
Avalon Indra  .......................... £9990
Avalon Time ..........................£42500
B&W Matrix 800  ..................... £5990
Beauhorn B2.2 Revelation  ......... £1800
Diapason Adamantes 3 ............. £2490
Diapason Adamantes 3 25th  

Anniversary ......................... £2490
Diapason Astera  ..................... £3990
Dynaudio Confidence C2  ........... £4250
Dynaudio Contour S1.4  ............ £1400
Elac FS 207.2  .......................... £450
Focal JM Lab Grande Utopia III  

EM  ............................... £121999
Focal JM Lab Scala v2 Utopia  

3-way  ..............................£13990
Focal JM Lab Stella Utopia III EM £47990
Focal JM Lab Diablo Utopia III +  

Stands ............................... £5400
Focal JM Lab Maestro Utopia 3  .£16990
Gamut S5  ............................. £9490
Genesis Technologies 5.3 .......... £7500
Hansen Audio Emperor  ............£32500
Icon Audio MFV3 piano black ........ £490
Infinity Kappa 9  ...................... £1590
JBL 250 Ti  ............................ £2890
KEF Muon  ........................... £85000
Krell resolution 3  .................... £2700
Loewe Reference stand speaker  . £1400
Martin Logan Aerius i Stereo  

Speakers  ............................. £850
Martin Logan Logos Centre .......... £590
Martin Logan Summit ............... £4990
Meridian Audio DSP 7200  ........£16500
Meridian Audio DSP 5200  ......... £7500
Quad 2905 (serviced 11/2014) ... £2490
Revel Ultima Studio 2 NEW ......... £8490
Ruark Rapsody  ......................... £200
Sonus Faber Amati Homage  ....... £7990
Sonus Faber Minuetto & Ironwood  

stands ................................. £890
Sonus Faber Amati Anniversario  

GR ...................................£11990
Sonus Faber Cremona  .............. £2000
Spendor A3  ............................. £600
Spendor s100  ........................ £1500
Titan 3Way  .............................£1295
Totem Hawk  .......................... £1400
wharfedale 1950’s Corner Horns  . £6990
Wilson Audio Watt Puppy 7  ........ £6490
Wilson Audio WATT Puppy 7  .......£7490
Wilson Audio Watt Puppy 7  ........ £6750
Wilson Audio Maxx 3  ..............£49500

CD PLAYERS AND DACS
Accuphase DP500  .................. £2490

Aesthetix Romulus CD ............... £2750
Arcam rDAC + Squeeze............... £250
Audio Aero Capitol Reference  

MKII  ................................. £2200
Audio Aero Capitole Signature  .... £3300
Audio Aero La Fontaine ............£17500
Audio Note DAC Zero  ................. £275
Audio Research CD7.5 .............. £3500
Audiolab 8200CD ...................... £600
Ayon Skylla II  ......................... £2490
Bel Canto Dac3  ...................... £2199
BMC Audio BDCD1.1 Belt Drive  

CD Player NEW  ................... £3795
BMC Audio PureDAC NEW  ......... £1550
Copland CDA822 ....................... £690
Cyrus CD8 SE  .......................... £300
Krell Evolution 525  .................. £5990
Mark Levinson No 31.5 Reference CD 

Transport............................ £3590
Mark Levinson No 512 CD/SACD  

NEW  ...............................£12255
Mark Levinson 512 CD/SACD ..... £5990
Mark Levinson No 31 & 30.5  

Transp/Dac ..........................£7450
McIntosh MCD1100  .................£7490
Meridian Audio 508 .................... £600
Micro Seiki CDM2 .................... £1290
MICROMEGA Microdac  ............... £295
Moon 750D CD/DAC 24/192  ..... £6990
Moon 300D .............................. £850
Moon Electronic Supernova CD .... £1990
Musical Fidelity M6 CD ................ £899
Opera Consonance Droplet  

CDP 5.0  .............................£1295
Perreaux DP32  ........................£1475
Plinius CD Player101  ............... £2400
Plinius CD101  ........................ £1890
Primare BD32 ......................... £3500
Primare Cd31  .......................... £600
Proceed CDP CD/HDCD player  ...... £995
Proceed PDP 2 D to A Converter  ... £350
Theta Data Basic ....................... £390
Vitus SCD 025  ....................... £9990
Wadia 381i  ........................... £3490

TURNTABLES / ARMS / CARTRIDGES 
& PHONO STAGES
Aesthetix IO Eclipse .................£15590
Audio Research PH7 phono stage  £2250
Audio Research PH8 black  ........ £3890
BMC Audio MCCI Phono MC NEW  £2590
Boulder MM/MC Phono stage  

& psu  ................................£1795
Cello Cartridge ........................ £4000
Clear Audio da Vinci V2 ............. £2890
Clear Audio Insider Gold .............. £500
DaVinciAudio Labs Reference  

Gandezza Cartridge ............... £2790
Dr. Feickert Analogue NG High-Precision 

Cartridge Alignment Tool ........... £149
Esoteric E 03 Phono stage  

(mm/mc)  ........................... £2990
Gale GT2101 Turntable  ............. £7990
Jan Allaerts MC1B mk1  .............£1495
Kuzma Stabi (wood) & Ref psu  .... £1990
Linn Sondek LP12, Ittok, Majik  

PSU, Rosewood  ................... £3500
Linn LP12  ............................. £1500

Manticore Mantra  ..................... £300
McCormak Micro Phono Drive ....... £390
Nottingham Analogue Wave Mechanic  ...

£250
Oracle Delphi MKV (modified) ...... £1290
Origin Live Conqueror mk IIIa  ..... £1590
Origin Live Digital Stylus Force  

Gauge  ..................................£65
Pink Triangle Export/ Zeta ...........£1495
SME 3009 Series II Improved ........ £350
SME 312s NEW  ...................... £2050
SME Model 20/12A NEW  ......... £11567
SME Model 30/12A NEW  ........ £23950
SME Series V Gold plated arm  .... £2990
SME Model 10A turntable  ......... £4490
SME Model 20/3A NEW  ............ £8990
SME Model 30/2A  ................... £8790
SME Series V-12 NEW .............. £3668
Sonic frontiers SFP-1 Phono  ........ £450
Sumiko Pearwod Celebration II  

NEW ..................................£1190
Tom Evans The Groove Plus mkII  

NEW  ................................ £4990
Tri-Planar MK UII ..................... £2890
VPI TNT 4 Flywheel RB1000 ....... £4500
Wheaton Tri-Planar MK IV ...........£1795

INEGRATED AMPLIFIERS
Accuphase E 560  ................... £3500
Analog Domain Audio GmbH Isis  

M75D NEW  .......................£13998
Audio Note Meishu  .................. £4000
Audiolab 8200 CDQ  ................... £650
Copland CSA 303 Pre & CSA 515  

Power Amp  ........................ £1490
Devialet 120  .......................... £2990
Icon Audio Stereo 40se  .............. £450
Lizard Wizard Audio  ................... £495
Primare i22 with inbuilt DAC  .......£1100
Vitus SIA025  ........................£14500

CABLES
Analysis Plus Silver Oval 7m XLR  £1095
Analysis Plus Solo Crystal Oval  

8-shotgun  ........................... £890
Artisan Silver Cables Digital  

(Pure Silver 1m) ..................... £180
Audioquest Eagle Eye Digital  ........ £299
BMC Audio PureUSB Cable 2 & 5 m  

NEW ................................... £210
Cardas Audio Golden cross tone arm 

cable  .................................. £350
DNM Speaker & interconnect  ....... £600
Kimber KS3038  ...................... £4000
Kondo AN-SPX Reference Pure  

Silver Speaker Cable  ............ £1650
Kondo KSL vc tone arm cable  ....... £450
Kubala Sosna Anticipation ............ £190
Mark Levinson CZ-Gel 1 XLR  ....... £180
MIT MH 750 Plus 10ft pair  .......... £450
NBS Audio Signature II AES/EBU .... £395
Nordost blue heaven  .................. £330
Nordost Blue Heaven 3m Bi Amp ... £350
Nordost Valhalla 1m XLR  ........... £1290
TelluriumQ 2x 3m Graphite  

Speaker Cable ..................... £1800
TelluriumQ Black Speaker 1.1m pair  

NEW ................................... £130
TelluriumQ Ultra Black 2m Speaker ..£750

GREAT VALUE NEW & PRE-OWNED HIGH END HI-FI
Huge range of high end brands • Expert system matching advice • Used High end hi-fi bought and sold 

Part exchange available • All items checked and guaranteed • Major credit cards accepted
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Velodyne Yba Mark Levinson Telluriumq VTL Acapella Estelon T+A Entreq Stillpoints B.M.C. Audio GmbH  
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LATEST TOP 40
Chord Electronics SPM 1200B £1490
Klyne Audio Arts 6LE £1290
Audio Physic Tempo 5Plus £2590
Boulder 1010 £5990
Tara Labs 0.8 ISM Onboard  £1750
Musical Fidelity 550K Spercharcher 
Monoblocks £1590
Bel Canto eOne Ref1000mkII 
monoblocks  £2990
Dan D’Agostino Momentum 
Power Amp  £17990
Transparent Audio Balanced 
ultra MM 1m  £1225
Bryston BP-26 and MPS-2  £2500
Krell Connect Streamer  £1700
van den hul First Ultimate 
Interconnect RCA  £160
Audio Note Ongaku £39990
Plinius M14 Phono £1290
Plinius M16 Pre-Amp £1490
Plinius SA100mkIII £1990
Stillpoints Ultra 5 x4 £1590
Stillpoints Ulta SS x4 £550
Isophon Corvara £1690
Wireworld Platinum Eclipse 6 £790
Ayon S3 £2990
Nordost QX4 £1090
Nordost Q2 £690
McIntosh MCD 1100 £5990
Avid Acutus S/P SME Series V 
+ dust cover £9990
van den hul The Crimson MC £2990
van den hul The Crimson MC £2990
Exposure Classic Series 
XXIII + XXVIII  £1890
Gainsford  £1350
Teddy Pardo TeddySupercap  £550
Clear Audio Master Solution £2200
Clear Audio Master Solution £2500
Waterfall Victoria Evo  £2500
Verity Audio Finn  £3495
Krell KAV2250  £1300
Boulder L5M £1790
Mark Levinson 336 £3490
MBL MBL 9011  £18700
Krell KPS 25sc  £5500
Audio Research Reference 210 
monos £7490

POWER AMPLIFIERS
Aesthetix Atlas Mono Blocks  £9990
Audio Research Reference 210 
monos £7490
B.A.T. VK 50SE  £4500
B.A.T. VK-255 SE  £3700
Bel Canto eOne Ref1000mkII 
monoblocks £2990
BMC Audio CS2 Integrated/ 
Power Amplifi er NEW  £5495
BMC Audio M2 Monoblocks NEW  £10990

Chord Electronics SPM 1200B £1490
Conrad Johnson Prem 8A 
monoblocks £4950
Crimson Electronics 640 E3 
Monoblocks NEW  £3399
Dan D’Agostino Momentum 
Power Amp  £17990
Gryphon Antileon  £5990
Karan Acoustics KA M2000  £22990
Krell KAV2250  £1300
Lamm Lamm M1.1 £6990
Linn klimax Solos £8995
Luxman M800A stereo power  £8990
Mark Levinson 336 £3490
Mark Levinson No 532H NEW  £7500
Mark Levinson No 532H stereo 
power amp  £4995
Mark Levinson No. 532 £9990
MBL MBL 9011  £18700
McIntosh MC275 (2 Available) £4250
Musical Fidelity 550K Spercharcher 
Monoblocks £1590
Naim Audio Nap 180  £600
Pathos InPower £4990
Plinius SA 250 mkIV  £3490
Plinius SA100mkIII £1990
Sony TAN R1 monoblocks  £8990
Soulution Audio 711 upgraded 
from 710 £29990
Tom Evans Linear A NEW £4750
Tube Technology Genesis 
Monoblocks  £1390
VTL MB 450-III Signature 
Monoblocks NEW £18500
Welborne Labs DRD45  £1490

PRE AMPLIFIERS
Audible Illusions Modulus 3A £2250
Audio Research LS2  £790
BMC Audio DAC1PreHR NEW  £3990
Boulder L5M £1790
Boulder 1010 £5990
Bryston BP-26 and MPS-2  £2500
C.A.T SL1 Ultimate £7295
Cary SLP 98L  £2295
Concordant Exquisite + Exclusive  £1150
Crimson Electronics 710 
Pre Amp NEW  £3995
Gainsford  £1350
Gryphon Sonata Allegro £5490
Jadis JPL  £1700
Klyne Audio Arts 6LE £1290
Linn Klimax Kontrol £4250
Luxman C800f  £8990
Mark Levinson No 326s NEW  £8170
Mark Levinson No 380 £1790
McIntosh C2500  £4500
Plinius M16 Pre-Amp £1490
Sony TAE 900  £2990
Teddy Pardo TeddySupercap  £550
Tom Evans The Vibe pre & Pulse 
power supply  £2750
Unison Research C5P  £995
Viola Labs Spirito II  £19990

VTL TL 6.5 Signature Series II 
Line Pre NEW £12750

PRE/POWER COMBINATIONS
Dan D’Agostino Momentum 
Pre & Power   £34990
Exposure Classic Series XXIII + XXVIII  £1890
Jeff Rowland Model 2 & Synergy 
IIi pre  £4490
Tektron Pre and Power  £1750
Unison Research Unico Pre 
and DM  £2250

LOUDSPEAKERS
ATC SCM300AT based custom model  £8550
Audio Physic Tempo 5Plus £2590
Aurousal A1 MK £445
Avalon Indra £11500
Avalon Time  £42500
B&W Matrix 800  £5990
Beauhorn B2.2 Revelation  £1800
Diapason Adamantes 3 £2490
Diapason Adamantes 3 
25th Anniversary £2490
Diapason Astera  £3990
Dynaudio Confi dence C2  £4250
Focal JM Lab 1027be  £1690
Focal JM Lab Aria 948  £2600
Focal JM Lab Grande Utopia 
III EM  £121999
Focal JM Lab Scala v2 
Utopia 3-way  £13990
Focal JM Lab Stella Utopia III EM £42990
Focal JM Lab Maestro Utopia 3  £16990
Gamut S5  £7990
Genesis Technologies 5.3 £7500
Hansen Audio Emperor  £32500
Horning Eufrodite mk4/5  £4990
Icon Audio MFV3 piano black £590
Infi nity Kappa 9  £1290
Isophon Corvara £1690
JBL 250 Ti  £2890
KEF Muon  £85000
Krell resolution 3  £2700
Martin Logan Summit  £3990
Martin Logan Fresco (pair)  £690
Martin Logan Logos Centre  £590
Proac Studio 115  £490
Revel Ultima Studio 2 NEW £8490
Revel Ultima Salon 2  £8500
Ruark Rapsody  £200
Sonus Faber Amati Anniversario GR £11990
Spendor A3  £600
Titan 3Way  £1295
Townshend Audio Maximum 
Supertweeters  £790
Ubiq Audio Model 1  £9990
Verity Audio Finn  £3495
Waterfall Victoria Evo  £2500
wharfedale 1950’s Corner Horns  £6990
Wilson Audio Sasha  £13750
Wilson Audio Maxx 3  £49500
Wilson Audio WATT Puppy 7  £5990

CD PLAYERS AND DACS
Aesthetix Romulus CD  £2750
Arcam rDAC + Squeeze  £250
Audio Aero Capitol Reference MKII  £1790
Audio Aero Capitole Signature  £3300
Audio Aero La Fontaine £17500
Ayon S3 £2990
Ayon Skylla II  £2490
BMC Audio BDCD1.1 Belt Drive 
CD Player NEW  £3795
BMC Audio PureDAC NEW  £1550
Copland CDA822  £550
Krell Connect Streamer  £1700
Krell Evolution 525  £4990
Krell KPS 25sc  £5500
Mark Levinson No 31.5 Reference 
CD Transport £2990
Mark Levinson No 512 
CD/SACD NEW  £12255
Mark Levinson 512 CD/SACD £5990
Mark Levinson No 31 & 30.5 
Transp/Dac £7450
McIntosh MCD 1100 £5990
Micro Seiki CDM2 £1290
MICROMEGA Microdac  £245
Moon 300D £850
Naim Audio cdx 2 £1680
Perreaux DP32  £1475
Plinius CD Player101  £2400
Primare BD32 £3500
Primare Cd31  £600
Proceed CDP CD/HDCD player  £995
Proceed PDP 2 D to A Converter  £350

TURNTABLES/ARMS/CARTRIDGES & 
PHONO STAGES
Aesthetix IO Eclipse £15590
Audio Research PH8 black  £3890
Avid Acutus S/P SME Series V 
+ dust cover £9990
BMC Audio MCCI Phono MC NEW  £2590
Boulder MS11/MS10 Phono stage 
& psu  £1795
Cello Cartridge £4000
Clear Audio da Vinci V2 £2890
Clear Audio Insider Gold  £500
Clear Audio Master Solution £2500
Clear Audio Master Solution £2200
Dr. Feickert Analogue NG High-Precision 
Cartridge Alignment Tool £149
Esoteric E 03 Phono stage (mm/mc)  £2990
Gale GT2101 Turntable  £7990
Heed Zene £390
Jan Allaerts MC1B mk1  £1495
Kuzma Stabi (wood) & Ref psu  £1990
LFD MC1 Phono  £490
Linn Sondek LP12, Ittok, Majik PSU, 
Rosewood  £3500
McCormak Micro Phono Drive £390
Origin Live Digital Stylus Force Gauge  £65
Pink Triangle Export/ Zeta £1495
Plinius M14 Phono £1290
SME Model 10A turntable  £4490

SME Model 20/3A NEW  £8990
SME Model 30/2A  £8790
SME Series V-12 NEW  £3668
SME 3009 Series II Improved £350
SME 312s NEW  £2050
SME Model 20/12A NEW  £11567
SME Model 30/12A NEW  £23950
SME Series V Gold plated arm  £2990
Sumiko Pearwod Celebration II NEW £1190
Thales Simplicity II  £4990
Tom Evans The Groove Plus 
mkII NEW  £4990
Tri-Planar MK UII  £2890
van den hul The Crimson MC £2990
van den hul The Crimson MC £2990
Wheaton Tri-Planar MK IV  £1795

INTEGRATED AMPLIFIERS
Analog Domain Audio GmbH Isis 
M75D NEW  £17500
Audio Note Meishu  £4000
Audio Note Ongaku £39990
Gryphon Diablo  £4900
Icon Audio Stereo 40se  £450
Lizard Wizard Audio  £495
Primare i22 with inbuilt DAC  £1100

CABLES
Analysis Plus Solo Crystal 
Oval 8-shotgun  £990
BMC Audio PureUSB Cable 
2 & 5 m NEW £210
Chord Company (The) Sarum 
Super Aray 1m rca £1390
DNM Speaker & interconnect  £600
Kubala Sosna Anticipation £190
MIT Matrix HD 12  £350
MIT MH 750 Plus 10ft pair  £450
NBS Audio Signature II AES/EBU £395
Nordost blue heaven  £330
Nordost Blue Heaven 3m Bi Amp £350
Nordost Visnu Power Cables 1m  £190
SHUNYATA RESEARCH 
King Cobra Power Cable 13A  £1290
Tara Labs 0.8 ISM Onboard  £1750
TelluriumQ 2x 3m Graphite 
Speaker Cable £1800
TelluriumQ Black Speaker 
1.1m pair NEW £130
TelluriumQ Ultra Black 2m Speaker £750
TelluriumQ Ultra Black 3m Speaker £1250
Transparent Audio Reference
 interconnect with MM technology £1650
Transparent Audio Balanced 
ultra mm1  £1225
Transparent Audio Referece XL 
1.25m XLR £1200
Transparent Audio Reference Digital  £2200
Transparent Audio Reference Speaker 
Bi-Cable with MM technology £2495
van den hul First Ultimate 
Interconnect RCA  £160
Vitus Andromeda  £790

GR
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KEN KESSLER TELLS IT LIKE IT IS...

OFF THE 
LEASH!

ER TEEEELLS IT LIKE IT IS....
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‘The record 
industry treated us 
the way a dealer 

handles an addict’

Some years ago, long before the LP 
revival and streaming started to chip 
away at CD sales, and around the 
time the market identifi ed ‘50 Quid 

Man’, a friend of mine named Fred, who had 
run a record shop for 20-plus years, noted 
how the industry’s behaviour was changing. 

Of course, none of us knew then the 
havoc that would be wreaked by streaming 
and downloading services and that online 
shopping would kill off most record stores, 
and we couldn’t imagine that archive 
dredging would become so important.

LAST OF THE COLLECTORS 
What my friend told me was that the 
industry was dependent on Baby Boomers, 
of which 50 Quid Man was the quintessential 
type: over 40, semi-geeky and able to pop 
into HMV or Virgin on a Saturday and pick up 
a couple of DVDs and CDs without too much 
worry – hence the ‘50 
Quid’ appellation. 

He explained it 
not just in terms of a 
40-something having 
a greater disposable 
income than the average
19-year-old, but also 
knew presciently that 
Baby Boomers were the last of the collectors, 
the last of the completists. The record 
industry would feed them with reissues.

So accurate were Fred’s predictions that 
I wish I’d asked him for tips on the gee-gees. 
He said that all those ‘remastered’ box sets, 

After buying yet another 
CD box set, Ken Kessler 
wonders if the appeal is 
the music or marketing

tracks – a mere seven years after the initial 
release. Why didn’t they give those tracks to 
us back then? At least The Beach Boys leave 
ten years between Pet Sounds reissues.

Whether I live long enough to see it, 
I’m pretty certain that the entire Beatles 
catalogue will be revamped again. I doubt 
that the excellent surround sound work 
done for the Yellow Submarine re-release 
and Cirque du Soleil’s Love extravaganza 
in Las Vegas will be applied to the entire 
catalogue, but we do know that the albums 
were remastered to at least 24-bit stereo.

And yet… EMI/Apple resisted giving us 
anything better than ‘red book’ CDs, aside 
from the apple-shaped USB stick with the 
music in the absurd format of 44.1kHz/
24-bit. The means for higher resolutions 
the music has probably existed for years, to 
give us at least 192kHz, and Blu-ray audio 
is hardly a new format. Are they waiting for 
the 60th anniversary of ‘Love Me Do’ in six 
years’ time to sell it to us once more?

STUDIO CHATTER 
Will I ever learn my lesson? Over 25 years 
ago, noted rock ’n’ roll authority and then-
neighbour Colin Escott was ribbing me 
about a Little Richard box set containing his 
complete recordings for Speciality, including 
studio chatter. ‘Do you really need to hear 
him discuss his laundry?’ Colin had the rival 
box set: just the quality music, no fi ller. He 
still laughs about it, but then Colin is one 
of the guys who needs people like me. One 
of his greatest achievements is a Grammy-
winning Hank Williams box set that goes 
way beyond the ‘Hey, Good Lookin’’.

Allegedly, Quentin Tarantino was asked 
why the DVDs of his fi lms had so few extras, 
especially outtakes and directors’ cuts. His 
response was something to the effect of ‘I 
get it right and put it all on screen’. Whether 
he said that or not, that makes sense: a 
‘director’s cut’ is merely an apology for 
releasing a movie edited by bean counters.

I need to transfer that realisation to 
music and to accept that George Martin, 
Quincy Jones, Bill Szymczyk and other 
producers knew exactly what they were 
doing, and that Sgt Pepper and Buffalo 
Springfi eld Again are perfect just as they 
are. But I probably won’t. 

the sort with with so many extras that the 
bonus CDs were longer than the original 
releases, were aimed solely at ‘us’, the 
guys who built up huge libraries but who 
couldn’t resist a new box set with even but 
one previously unreleased track. The record 
industry had identifi ed us and was treating 
us the way a crack dealer handles an addict.

It’s now getting to the point of stupidity, 
or mere avarice. The 50th anniversary 
edition of the Beach Boys’ Pet Sounds set 
me back a cool £56. I’ve listened to all 
fi ve discs, and realised that three of them 
are immediately disposable. I will never 
again want to hear just the backing tracks 
of ‘Wouldn’t It Be Nice’ or the vocals sans 
accompaniment of ‘God Only Knows’, not 
ever. Neither do I feel enlightened nor 
enriched by hearing them even the once.

Ian Anderson has expanded a half-dozen 
Jethro Tull albums with the usual extras plus 

surround options. These 
are, at worst, amusing 
but, at best, they let 
us hear what might 
have been lost when 
quadraphonic sound 
went into hibernation 
prior to the arrival of 
Dolby Surround and, 

later, 5.1. Here, the extras are worth it.
Led Zeppelin may be the worst at it. 

I stopped counting the number of times 
their entire library has been remastered and 
reissued. Now they’re releasing an expanded 
version of the BBC sessions, with nine extra 
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Ever wanted to own the finest stereo 
amplifier in the world, but daunted 

by the huge price tag?

Pioneering world class audio products

ver 

Pioneering world class audio products

ver 

All that is about to change as PS Audio launches 
yet another hi-fi revelation.

Introducing The BHK Signature 250 and 300 power amplifiers. 
The culmination of one man’s half-century search for perfection in music’s reproduction, Bascom H. King has designed 

amplifiers for many companies, including Constellation Audio, Marantz, Infinity, and Conrad Johnson. But never has 

Bascom felt he could put his name to a product – until now. It is his finest achievement in a lifetime of work.

The BHK Signature Series power amplifiers are un-equalled in performance at any price. Available in both stereo and mono 

models, the Series is unparalleled in its ability to render details formerly lost in the music. Featuring a zero-loss vacuum tube 

input stage coupled to a high bias differentially balanced MOSFET output, this amplifier has few rivals in terms of sheer 

musicality, openness, tonal richness and accuracy. 

“From the mid-range up, 
PS Audio’s BHK Signature 
300s go toe to toe with 
many amplifiers costing 
far more”

Michael Fremer - Stereophile

Distributed by Signature Audio Systems | 07738 007776 | www.psaudio.com

For an exclusive home demonstration...
please contact your nearest PS Audio dealer at www.signaturesystems.co.uk/dealers.



With their new sublime collection Audio Research 
brings us closer to the music than ever before.

With the new Reference 6, they have devised a 
control centre that marries the sonic glories of the 
company’s founding models of over 40 years ago 
with the cutting-edge performance and operation 
genius of the post-digital era. Configurable to 

the user’s needs, it provides sound quality that is 
unrivalled in transparency, warmth and authenticity.

Joining it is the Reference PH3, a phono stage that 
celebrates the sensational return of vinyl to the 
public consciousness. Which just might explain why 
the Reference 6 and Reference PH3 sing in such 
perfect harmony.

“...‘masterpiece’ doesn’t come close to 
describing what ARC hath wrought.”

Ken Kessler / HiFi News / Reference 6

“the Audio Research Reference Phono 3 is 
one of those rare devices that gets closer 
to ‘best’ than most. Highly recommended.”
Alan Sircom / HiFi+ / Reference Phono 3
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