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Wilson Audio’s Alexx

Luxman MQ-300
Triode tube power amp

Ayre KX-5 & VX-5 
Twenty-series amplifiers

Quad Z-4
Premium ribbon floorstander

Acoustic Signature
The Primus vinyl package

INVESTIGATION
‘Classical’s culture clash’
How classical music is being sold
to a new generation, p24

PLUS 18 pages of music • VINYL RE-RELEASE Simon & Garfunkel on 180g vinyl

•OPINION 12 pages of comment • VINTAGE REVIEW Philips 544 MFB speakers
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  UK £4.99 US $13.00 Aus $12.99
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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: Do classical artists 
need to look attractive in 
order to sell? We take 
a look... See p24

VINYL & RECORD REVIEWS

74  Classical Companion
 For this month’s guide to classical
 music Christopher Breunig
 looks at the recorded work of the
 Austrian composer Anton Bruckner 
76  Vinyl Release
 ‘It’s a break-up album alright...’
 Steve Sutherland hears the 180g
 reissue of Simon & Garfunkel’s
 Bridge Over Troubled Water
78  Vinyl Icon
 Tearing up the melodic structures
 of traditional rock, Can’s music was
 bold, experimental, but above all,
 hugely infl uential. Mike Barnes on
 the making of 1971’s Tago Mago
84 Meet The Producers
 He only works in analogue and
 likes to be paid ‘like a plumber’.
 Steve Sutherland traces the career
 of ace indie producer Steve Albini
90  Music Reviews
 Our selection of audiophile LP
 and hi-res downloads reviewed by
 our specialists alongside the latest
 rock, jazz and classical albums

DEFINITIVE PRODUCT REVIEWS

32  Ayre KX-5/VX-5 Twenty
 Colorado company updates its pre
 and power amps to Twenty status
 with a fi stful of fresh tech for both
 power supply and output stages
38  Wilson Audio Alexx
 Hints of the ‘the new WAMM’ as we
 hear the 90k Alexx – the fi rst Wilson
 speaker to feature two ‘stair steps’,
 one for each midrange module
44  Luxman MQ-300
 Japanese marque celebrates its
 90th birthday with an all-valve amp
 serving up 8W per channel while
 costing £15k. Madness or miracle?
48  Acoustic Signature Primus
 Why this sub-£1000 turntable
 package with Ortofon-inspired
 cartridge and Rega-sourced arm
 excels as a starter solution

52  Merging Technologies
 NADAC
 Pro company hopes to make its mark
 with network attached DAC boasting
 eight channels of audio thanks to
 the ‘Ravenna’ audio-over-IP system
56 Quad Z-4
 The best Quad speaker you can buy if
 you can’t afford, or give room to, a
 pair of electrostatics? We hear this
 fl oorstander with ribbon tweeter
60 Roksan blak CD/Amplifi er
 Premium sounds at a mid-market
 price as Roksan adds a new CD player
 and preamp to its portfolio
64 Fostex TH610
 Successor to TH600 headphones
 have echoes of the much missed
 Denon AH-D5000. What gives? 
68 Arcam rHead
 Four decades in the making, Arcam
 unveils its fi rst audiophile headphone
 amplifi er? Worth the long wait?

VINTAGE

118 Vintage Review
 How does the classic kit of yesteryear
 measure up today? We test Philips’
 22RH544 MFB speaker from 1976
124 From The Vault
 No fewer than 11 versions of the
 LS3/5A speaker ranked and rated
 in this shoot-out from HFN June ’01
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CONTENTS
NEWS AND OPINION

13  Welcome
 A message from the editor
14  News
 Yamaha unveils standmount with
 NS-1000M DNA, all-in-one streamer
 from Pioneer, plus Gold Reference
 anniversary speaker from Tannoy
17  Hi-Fi Show Live 2016
 Preview of our October hi-fi  show
18  Show Blog
 Strapping speakers, arresting record
 decks, the resurgence of old names,
 plus ‘a raucous raffl e’... Barry Willis
 reports from T.H.E. Show 2016
24  Investigation
 From risqué LP cover artwork to
 double-length plastic CD cases...
 Christopher Breunig looks at the
 marketing of classical recordings 
103  Opinion
 Insider comment on the audio
 topics of the day from Paul Miller,
 Barry Fox, Jim Lesurf, Steve Harris
 and, writing from the US, Barry Willis
112  Sound Off
 Low bit-rate streaming and the BBC,
 thoughts on SHM-CD, drilling down
 on different sounds from a USB stick,
 plus Decca cartridge withdrawal
138  Off The Leash
 A history of the LP told by those too
 young to have experienced it and
 no mention of turntables or record
 shops? Ken Kessler is not pleased...

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

BSCRIBE!

Sp  
Three issues for just £3!

See page 60

LEFT: Ayre’s KX-5/VX-5 
Twenty pre and power 
amplifi ers feature the 
company’s ‘Double 
Diamond’ output stage, 
which is retro-fi ttable for 
owners of the original 
amps. See p32

ABOVE: Do classical artists

SUBSCRIBE!

FREE! Chord’s Clearway 
interconnect cable See page 88



Highend Audio Equipment 
made in Switzerland

Distributed by Select Audio

Tel 01900 601954

www.selectaudio.co.uk



01223 233730     info@criterionaudio.com     www.criterionaudio.com 

Full range of YG Acoustics loudspeakers available for demo 
When we heard the Carmel 2 speakers we were blown away. We are proud to have all the models from YG Acoustics 
available at our Cambridge showroom. Visit us for a demonstration in one of our custom-built listening rooms and you 
will understand why so many professional reviewers have purchased YG speakers for their own home systems.

CARMEL 2



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



Distributed in the UK and Ireland by:

www.padood.com  |  info@padood.com
+44 (0)1223 653199  |  20 Station Road, Cambridge CB1 2JD

“ b d es brute-force power, world-cl
y, and a genuine and engaging musicality, 

f renc r.”

SA-Reference, Stereophile

“I’ll cut to the chase. The SB-301 is the 

SB-301, The Absolute Sound



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.



www.francoserblin.it







EISA is the unique association of over 45 special interest 
magazines in hi-fi, home theatre, in-car electronics, 
mobile electronics, photo and video, from 23 European 
countries. Every year the EISA jury of experts rewards the 
best products in each class with a coveted EISA Award 
– results that have consistently stood the test of time.  
So whenever you see an EISA Award logo you can be sure 
the winning product is the very best of the best.

TESTED BY THE EXPERTS YOUR ASSURANCE OF QUALITYWWW.EISA.EU

EISA AWARDS 2016-17
Celebrating the year’s best products  
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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

NOV/16

S
omewhere in the 
world it’s always ‘Show 
Time’, from the most 
local of specialist hi-fi  
events through to 

Munich’s High End extravaganza 
in May and the two big beasts 
of the event calendar – CES in 
January and IFA International in 
September. Hi-Fi News is not only 
the world’s longest-serving and, 
I’m bound to say, most respected 
high-end audio journal but it’s 
also the title with a truly global 
reach, so we have reporters 
covering as many of these events 
as possible with at least one 
‘Show Blog’ in every issue.

This month we enjoy the 
sun and sounds of California’s 
Newport Beach show [p18] 
where headphones and vinyl-
playing systems are 
clearly still in the 
ascendent. Contrast this 
with IFA International, 
the sprawling, colourful 
jigsaw of all things 
electronic that, at the 
time of writing, has just fi nished 
at Germany’s Messe Berlin.

Unlike CES in Las Vegas, which 
is an industry-only event, IFA 
International hosts press, trade 
and engaged consumers alike. 
It’s a high-tech melting pot of 
the realistic and the fanciful, and 
while I failed to detect any new 
‘big thing’, I did sense far greater 
confi dence in the concept of 
a fully connected home. The 
maturity of UHD and 4K OLED 
TVs, along with barcode-reading 
fridges, automated vacuum 

cleaners and drone-based 
delivery systems may have only 
peripheral interest to us diehard 
audiophiles, but the growing 
integration of proper hi-fi  into 
this domestic mix is cause for 
some celebration.

Technics, for example, was 
occupying a substantial slice 
of its parent Panasonic’s stand 
(actually a vast hall), showing 
network-ready hi-fi  separates 

while Pioneer had its fi rst full-
width disc/streaming/amplifi er 
solution since being merged with 
Onkyo in Japan [p14].

Of course, enthusiasts who 
want to overdose on the cream 
of hi-fi  have mere weeks to wait 
before our very own Hi-Fi Show 
Live in Old Windsor. For the UK’s 
biggest celebration of high-end 
hi-fi , snap up an advance ticket 
today [http://the-hi-fi -show-live-
2016.eventbrite.co.uk].

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

‘IFA International is a 
colourful jigsaw of

all things electronic’

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: Can’s infl uential rock album Tago 
Mago is our Vinyl Icon (p78), while Steve 
Sutherland reveals the hidden trauma 
behind Simon & Garfunkel’s ...Troubled 
Water, now on 180g vinyl (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: A 
reincarnation of 
Denon’s famous 
closed-back AH-D5000 
headphones? We test 
the new Fostex TH610 
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: A new take on network-attached DAC technology courtesy of 
the Merging+NADAC, with two-to-eight channels on offer (see p52)
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SONY HIGH-END HEADPHONE SEPARATES

Pioneer used IFA International to unveil its 
fi rst full-width hi-fi  release since merging with 
Onkyo in Japan. Following in the footsteps of 
the compact X-HM76, X-HM76D and X-HM86D 
network-attached CD receiver systems, the 
forthcoming €900 NC-50DAB boasts a superior 
2x50W ‘Direct Energy HD’ Class D amplifi er in 
the engine room. Available in silver or black, the 
NC-50DAB also offers a built-in DAB/DAB+ tuner 
plus wireless Bluetooth and wired network 
music streaming with support for services 
including TuneIn, Spotify, Tidal, and Deezer, as 
well as Google Cast and AirPlay.

 The 3.5in colour LCD display reveals album 
artwork and other metadata, retrieved over 
the network or via an external USB-connected 
HDD, while the internal ESS9016 Sabre DAC 
is compatible with music fi les up to DSD11.2 
and 192kHz/24-bit WAV/FLAC/AIFF. The app/
remote-driven system is also equipped with a 
MM phono input plus optical and coaxial digital 
inputs for connection to ‘legacy’ devices.
Pioneer & Onkyo Europe GmbH, 0208 836 
3500; www.pioneer-audiovisual.eu

Signature Sonys Pi p p p

WHARFEDALE’S GEMS
In a further evolution of Wharfedale’s 
iconic Diamond loudspeakers, its 
new Diamond Active series comprises 
two wireless Bluetooth models: 
the two-way bookshelf Diamond 
A1 and the 2.5-way fl oorstanding 
Diamond A2. Priced at £600 and 
£1000, respectively, both speakers 
include a built-in 50W amplifi er and 
are supplied with a (5.8GHz band) 
H1 wireless hub. Both models take 
design cues from the Diamond 200 
series and include woven Kevlar bass/
mid units with a 25mm fabric dome 
tweeter. www.wharfedale.co.uk

STRIKE A CHORD
As a consequence of its revised 
2kW switched mode PSU, improved 
fi ltering and enhanced amplifi er 
circuitry with its two pairs of 
proprietary lateral-structure dual-die 
MOSFETs per channel, Chord’s 200W 
SPM 1050 power amp is now offered 
in MkII guise. It also includes a new 
vented aluminium lid plus the option 
of a piano-black acrylic side-panel. 
Price is £4950.
www.chordelectronics.co.uk

In another IFA 
International 
premier, Sony 
showed its 
forthcoming 
fl agship ‘Signature 
Series’ comprising 
£1700 closed-
back, circumaural 
MDR-Z1R stereo 
headphones, £1000 
NW-WM1A and 
£2500 NW-WM1Z 
Walkman music 
players [pictured] 
and £1600 TA-
ZH1ES balanced 
headphone amp.

The latter 
offers DSD11.2 upscaling, a USB input and 
a 1.2W/32ohm output while the premium 
Walkman is built into a gold-plated oxygen-free 
copper chassis, offers 256GB of expandable 
memory and features Sony’s S-Master HX digital 
amp technology. The partnering fl agship 
headphones feature a 70mm driver with 
magnesium dome and ‘liquid crystal’ polymer 
surround capable of 120kHz playback. 
Sony Europe Ltd, 0207 365 2810;
www.sony.co.uk

NC-50DAB ALL-IN-ONE SOLUTION LAUNCHED

Yamaha NS 5000
ICONIC THREE-WAY, STANDMOUNT LOUDSPEAKER REIMAGINED

Tucked away in Yamaha’s 
impressive booth at the 
IFA show, this €15,000 
loudspeaker was ‘soft-launched’ 
to selected visitors. Clearly 
reminiscent of the iconic 
NS-1000M, launched nearly 
40 years ago, this reimagined 
version (dubbed the NS-5000) 
shares the same left/right 
mirroring of its three drive 
units but uses entirely different 
materials technology. Out go 
the beryllium-domed mid and 

treble units to be replaced by 
lookalike drivers fashioned f o  
a high-tech metallised polym  
weave called ‘Zylon’.

Claimed to offer a simila  
acoustic velocity to berylliu  
Zylon was originally develop
for space suits! What’s very  
here, if not unique, is Yamah
use of the same material in 
30cm woofer cone, 8cm m
and 3cm tweeter domes. Ea
lacquered and polished refl e -
loaded cabinet is made from 
plywood, features ‘resonanc  
suppression’ chambers and 
weighs in at 35kg.
Yamaha Music Europe (UK)  
0844 811 1116;
http://uk.yamaha.com

Pioneer pumppsssss uuuupppp
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LIMITED EDITION 90TH BIRTHDAY LOUDSPEAKER 

SOPHISTICATED VIBRATION DAMPENING SUPPORTS

bFly banishes the vibes

Tannoy’s heritageEISA Gala 2016

15-16 OCT High End Swiss 2016, Hotel Moevenpick Zuerich
 Regensdorf, Switzerland; www.highendsociety.de/
29-30 OCT The Hi-Fi Show Live 2016, Beaumont Estate, Windsor;
 www.hifi news.co.uk/show
30-02 NOV Tokyo Audio Show, International Forum, Japan
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, Tonbridge; www.audiojumble.co.uk

S? S AS .
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...

The German bFly-audio range of isolation devices is now available 
in the UK via Lears International. The range encompasses a series 
of equipment platforms, the BaseOne, BaseTwo and PowerBase, 
from £195-£780 depending on size and construction. The 
PowerBase is distinguished by its 30mm-thick bamboo laminate 
core, alloy top and bottom plates and adjustable alloy feet that 
include rubber and cork damping layers. An MDF-based LBase Pro 
platform, designed for the Linn LP12, is available at £250.
Lears International Ltd, 0208 420 4234; www.bfl yaudio.uk Upcoming Events

IMPORTANT DATES FOR YOUR HI-FI DIARY

Coinciding with Music, Tannoy’s 
owner’s statement that it 
remains committed to building 
its Prestige and other high-end 
ranges in Scotland, the brand 
also announced the launch 
of its Gold Reference GRF 90 
fl oorstanding loudspeaker.

Priced at £15,000 and 
intended both as a celebration 
of its 90th anniversary and 
as a tribute to the company’s 
founder, Guy R Fountain, this 
limited edition model combines 
a 12in dual concentric driver 
with signature PepperPot 
waveguide, an Alnico motor 
system and compression treble 
driver. Sensitivity is rated at a 
high 95dB/2.83V/1m.
MUSIC Group Innovation SC 
Ltd., 01236 420199;
www.tannoy.com/lifestyle

The fi rst Friday evening of 
every IFA International show 
is also the night of the annual 
EISA Gala held in Berlin. This 
year the great and good of 
the consumer electronics 
industry – including executives 
and engineers from the 
largest multinationals such 
as Panasonic, LG and Sony 
– rubbed shoulders with 
innovative startups like SPIN 
Remote. In total, 57 EISA 
Awards were presented 
across the full range of the 
association’s Hi-Fi, Home 
Theatre, Mobile, In-Car and 
Photographic categories.

AWARDS PRESENTED TO WINNERS AT IFA INTERNATIONAL

In a speech reported in the 
IFA International newspaper 
and broadcast via the RTL TV 
network, EISA’s President, Paul 
Miller, outlined his plans to 
take this European association 
worldwide over the next year.
European Imaging and Sound 
Association; www.eisa.eu

HI-FI NEWS? JUST ASK...



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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Latest from the UK’s only high-end hi-fi  show

Now in its fourth year, every inch of 
exhibition space at the UK’s only high-
end audio show is now fully sold out
with the ‘who’s who’ of world-class hi-fi 

Already the stuff 
of loudspeaker 
legend, the new 
Magico M3 picks 
up where the 
limited edition 
M-Project left off. Come
hear this three-way, fi v  
alloy/carbon fi bre fl oo  
at The Hi-Fi Show Live  

The Hi Fi Show Live w  o  

only provide enthusiasts 

with the opportunity to 

compare models from 

B&W’s award-winning D3 

range from 2016 but we 

will also be taking a trip 

down memory lane with 

earlier examples of the 

800 marque, including the 

original 801... 

Audio Alchemy’s much-anticipated PPA-1 
phono stage will be unveiled by designer 
Peter Madnick at The Hi-Fi Show Live. This 
fully discrete, all-analogue FET design will also 
feature in the December issue of Hi-Fi News 

SHOWTHE
2016

Appearing for the fi rst time 
at The Hi-Fi Show Live will be 
Vivid Audio with its curvaceous 
Giya G4 loudspeaker, driven by 
electronics from Mola Mola 

e e
ve-driver,
rstander Here’s an 

exclusive picture 
of AudioQuest’s 

yet-to-be-
announced closed-

back NightOwl 
headphone. 

Sharing some of 
the innovative 

technology 
developed for 

its inaugural 
open-backed 

NightHawk 
headphone 
– including 

the decoupled 
capsules – you can 

compare both at 
The Hi-Fi Show Live 

TICKETS 
ON SALE 

NOW

Advance tickets are on sale 
for the UK’s premier high-
end audio event – The Hi-Fi 
Show Live at the Beaumont 
Estate conference centre, Old 
Windsor on Saturday 29th and 
Sunday 30th October 2016.

Tickets cost £20 (£30 for a 
weekend pass) via www.the-hi-
fi -show-live-2016.eventbrite.
co.uk or from the link on our 
website where Hi-Fi News and 
Hi-Fi Choice subscribers can 
discover details of our special 
£15 day pass. Please return 
regularly to www.hifi news.
co.uk/show for more details.

Advance tickets are on sale

29th-30th October

The Hi-Fi Show Live will not 
B&W History Zone



SHOWBLOG Sights and sounds from around the globe

T.H.E. Show Newport Beach
Words & pictures: Barry Willis

The Hotel Irvine was the site 
of T.H.E. Show 2016, held over 
the fi rst weekend in June. This 
spacious hotel offers easy access, 
plenty of parking, excellent 
dining, and a wealth of exhibition 
space. The biggest such show 
on the West Coast, this year’s 
event grew by more than 15% 
over 2015, with over 10,000 
attendees checking out 410 
exhibitors from 18 countries. 

Headed by Bob Levy, the Los 
Angeles and Orange County Audio 

Society was a big presence at the 
show. Levy hosted a raucous raffl e 
on closing day which saw many 
happy audiophiles heading home 
with everything from records to 
headphones and cables.

This year’s show was dedicated 
to founder Richard Beers, who 
passed away in late January. A 
jazz concert and dinner were 
among the festivities held in his 
honour and a large portrait of him 
by celebrated painter Merryl Jaye 
graced the hotel lobby.

Like its rival and stablemate McIntosh, Audio Research 
Corporation is alive and well. Sunny Components 
of Covina, California, showcased several systems 
including this one with ARC gear, including the REF 6 
stereo preamp, REF Phono 3 valve phono stage, and 
CD6 compact disc player. www.audioresearch.com

On assignment with The Absolute Sound, music lover Sue Steinberg 
takes a break to listen to John Lennon’s Imagine The Alternate Album 
on high quality vinyl. Headphones are Audeze LCD-XC driven by a Mytek 
headphone amp while the turntable is a VPI Scout V. www.audeze.com

Peter Hansen of Ultra 
System stands behind 
an array of compact 
Audio Desk Systeme 
Vinyl Cleaning 
Machines, which are 
said to be the fi rst to 
combine ultrasonic, 
electro-mechanical, 
and ‘microagitation’ 
techniques to give 
you the cleanest 
records possible. 
Each machine is 
supplied with two 
vials of proprietary 
cleaning fl uid. www.
audiodesksysteme.de 

USA Tube Audio Labs 
had four systems in 
one ballroom. In the 
foreground is the 
Lumenwhite White 
Light 25 Anniversary 
loudspeaker ($69k/
pair) while to the right 
is the smaller Artisan. 
Both were driven 
by Ayon electronics’ 
Titan Orthos XS 
Gen 4 monoblocks 
($30k/pair), Auris 
preamp and Ayon 
CD-3sx streamer/DAC/
disc player. www.
lumenwhite.com
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Peachtree Audio demo’d its new nova300 integrated 
amp/DAC, driving Wilson Audio’s $16k/pair Sabrina 
loudspeakers [HFN Aug ’15]. A different demo paired 
the company’s nova150 amp with ELAC’s $500/pair 
Uni-Fi mini-monitors. www.peachtreeaudio.com

Another shot of a VPI Avenger Signature turntable 
[see top right], this time on a different display stand 
and with its three belts in clear view. Large pillars and 
platter and an outboard motor have been standard 
features on upscale VPI models for a long time 
and have inspired designers of new generations of 
turntables, from affordable to extreme high-end.

This stack of Raven 
Audio products 
comprises the 
‘Goldfi nch Tabletop 
System’ ($7k) and 
includes, from 
the top down, 
preamplifi er, DAC, 
power amplifi er, 
and dedicated 
power supply. Raven 
claims the Goldfi nch 
is intended ‘as a 
build-in unit for 
RVs, motorcoaches, 
private planes, 
yachts, limousines 
or any vehicle with a 
private cabin.’ www.
ravenaudio.com

VPI of Cliffwood, New Jersey, claims a ‘–100dB noise fl oor’ from the $21k 
Avenger Signature turntable. A dozen years in development, it’s a heavy 
design accommodating up to three separate arms, with ‘master’ and ‘slave’ 
platters magnetically coupled to each other. www.vpiindustries.com

The Lotus Group of Novato, California, showcased new products from 
PranaWire – including Arhat speaker cables, Avatar interconnects, Cosmos/
Arhat power cables, and Linebacker XE In-line passive power conditioners. 
The system featured a Hanss Acoustics turntable, Accuphase electronics, 
and Gauder Akustik Berlina RC-7 MkII speakers. www.lotusgroupusa.com

With perhaps the 
world’s largest 
toroidal transformer 
at its heart, this 
Torus RM Series 
power conditioner 
is available with 
input/output voltage 
specifi c to each 
electrical system 
used worldwide. 
Maximum amperage 
varies from 5 to 100 
amps depending on 
system needs. www.
toruspower.com
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Karen Lai of Hong 
Kong-based King’s Audio 
models her company’s 
KingSound electrostatic 
headphones, among the 
most comfortable and 
transparent-sounding 
’phones this reporter has 
ever tried. While perhaps 
best known for its 
electrostatic speakers, 
King’s Audio makes a full 
line of audio products, 
including headphone 
amps, valve power amps 
and CD players.
www.kingsaudio.com.hk

A close-up of the Hanss Acoustics T-60 SE turntable in the 
Lotus Group suite. This black beauty sports an outboard 
motor with three silicon drive belts, a 16kg anodised 
aluminium platter, massive record clamp, magnetic 
suspension bearing, adjustable feet, and compatibility 
with SME and Rega arms. www.hanss-acoustics.com

MBL’s Jeremy Bryan always does an obsessively superb 
set-up, with consistently excellent results. This year he 
drove the Radialstrahler 101E Mk II speakers with Class D 
Noble N21 amps ($33k/pair), and did many of his demos 
using a modifi ed – and  gorgeous – open-reel tape deck 
from United Home Audio. www.mbl-northamerica.com

Maier Shadi’s Audio Salon put on one of the most compelling exhibits, 
including a dCS Rossini CD transport/DAC ($28.5k), Dan D’Agostino’s 
Momentum preamp [HFN Nov ’13] and Master Systems Progression 
amps with Nordost QX4 and Valhalla 2 cabling feeding Wilson Audio 
Sasha 2 speakers [HFN Jun ’14]. Turntable was a Brinkmann Balance 
with SAT arm and Lyra Atlas MC ($70k/combo). www.audiosalon.com

Australian company DEQX aimed to push the limit of loudspeaker 
performance with an ultra-low distortion four-way system – the 
crossover is entirely digital with no passive components in the HDS-1 
sealed speaker. Separate 60W solid-state amps drove each woofer/
midrange, with a 5W tube amp for the tweeters. www.deqx.com

Technics has made a roaring comeback, with a full 
lineup at the Newport show, including the SL-1200GAE 
turntable [HFN Jun ’16], G30 series electronics and SB-
C700 speakers. A revival of the DJ classic, the turntable 
has won near-unanimous praise from reviewers, and the 
speakers have been well received. www.technics.com
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Next 
month

We reveal the winners of 
the EISA Awards 2011-2012

Next 
month

Our pick from the best 
international shows of 2016 

Multiple Grammy Award-winning recording engineer/producer 
and equipment designer Allen Sides stands proudly by his Ocean 
Way Audio HR4 Midfi eld Monitors ($6k/pair) a ‘constant directivity’ 
design with dual horns. Maker of both home and pro audio 
gear, Ocean Way advocates ‘sound you can feel’. Its Sausalito 
loudspeaker sounded tremendous, too. www.oceanwayaudio.com

Big horn country: Alma Music 
and Audio based in La Jolla 
featured the Avantgarde Uno 
XDs ($34.5k/pair), powered 
by Audiopax 50W Class A  
monoblocks ($29.8k/pair). 
Ideal for brass bands. www.
avantgarde-acoustic.de

The classic Dynaco ST-70 
valve amp has been brought 
back from extinction. The 
new ST-70x improves over 
the original thanks to a larger 
power transformer said to 
be capable of 220V/50Hz 
operation, larger power 
supply fi lter capacitors, and 
a new solid-state rectifi er. 
www.hafl er.com

Evolution Acoustics MMThree Exact loudspeakers – the 
columns to the insides of the speakers are actually 
outboard crossovers – are here powered by $180k/pair 
DarTZeel NHB-458 monoblocks [see HFN Jun ’12]. Source 
was a Wave Kinetics NVS Reference table with Durand Telos 
arm/Ortofon Anna cartridge. www.evolutionacoustics.com

Triangle Art turntables are amazing examples 
of engineering excess. The company had two 
on demo – the Reference SE ($28k), shown 
here, and the much more affordable Concerto 
($5k). The 12in Osiris tonearm is $5800 extra, 
the Art Appollo cartridge is $8k, and the 
Triangle phono stage will set you back $13k. 
www.triangleart.net

Silverline’s Alan Yun bucks the bigger-is-better 
trend with his tiny SR7 loudspeakers ($600/
pair). Subwoofer required since the SR7s don’t 
offer much bottom end (–3dB point is said to 
be 68Hz) but they sing like angels. Yun drove 
his little wonders with a massive Generation 
Audio MW01 amp. www.silverlineaudio.com

NOVEMBER 2016 | www.hifinews.co.uk | 23



24 | www.hifi news.co.uk | NOVEMBER 2016

INVESTIGATION

Classical’s culture clash
Christopher Breunig on how the marketing of classical recordings is evolving

Horst Scherg [ISBN 978-3-89955-
228-7] – and the reduction from 
12in to 5in, with the CD, was one of 
its fi rst remarked compromises. Then 
there was the vulnerabilty of the 
jewel case to theft and breakage. 

When CDs were displayed in 
double-length plastic cases, to 
reduce shop-lifting, there were 
‘Green lobbyists’ who protested 
at the waste. So retailers began 
to display empty cases, with the 
discs cardboard-sleeved behind the 
counter. Customers didn’t like that 
either, and tended to buy by post 
– but how many CDs then arrived 
with broken hinges or fractured 
inner tray claws? Sensibly, Internet 
suppliers are more conscious of safe 
packaging today. 

DESIGN CHALLENGES 
Many smaller shops with 
knowledgable staff have closed 
down now, with increased costs and 
more competitive pricing elsewhere. 
As to browsing in the display racks, 
you didn’t get much information on 
the reverse of a CD jewel case apart 
from a barcode, track listing and 
composer/artist titling.

The enclosed 120mm CD/SACD 
booklet did present challenges 
to designers, only Hyperion, I 
believe, sticking to its principle 

Our May ’15 ‘From the 
Vault’ certainly struck a 
chord, prompting a fl urry 
of letters [see Sound 

Off, HFN Jul’ 15]. A reprint from 
December 1979, ‘Sleeves under 
scrutiny’ had looked at the way in 
which different record companies 
used the annotated LP sleeve, 
gatefold or box design to attract 
customers – and some of it (pace 
my old friend co-author Tully Potter) 
had the delicious fl avour of BBC2’s 
Grumpy Old Men. 

There were complaints 
about sleeve notes reduced to 
accommodate German and French 
translations; a lack of production 
information; double sleeves and 
oversized boxes taking up too much 
shelf space; no information on 
orchestral size and layout; and even 
the inclusion of session photographs, 
with informally dressed players 
and trailing microphone cables, 
‘destroying the concert hall illusion’.

FRISSON OF EXPECTATION 
I wouldn’t agree with this criticism. 
The EMI session photographs for the 
NPO/Barbirolli Mahler Symphony 
No 6 and the fi sh-eye lens 
panoramic view of the Vienna 
Sofi ensaal production that was used 
on the box-front of the Solti Mahler 
Symphony No 8, for example, surely 
gave a frisson of expectation?

Of course, the 1960s-’70s 
were the days of browsing before 
choosing – digging out an LP with 
an appealing cover and reading  
about it on the back – and HMV’s 

larger London West End store had 
a spacious ‘classical’ fl oor with 
comfortable seating and current 
review magazines. All that’s a thing 
of the past and the introduction of 
the compact disc brought its own 
set of compromises and advantages 
(not to mention great LPs being 
sold off for as little as 99p…). Before 
long, many collectors were hauling 
their vinyl discs up into the attic.

So it’s worth looking at some of 
those changes and, in particular, the 
much more recent positive effect of 
the Internet. 

With the classical LP we never 
had the phallic bananas or enclosed 
paper panties mentioned in Mike 
Barnes’ look at rock sleeve artwork 
[HFN Apr ’16], even if Ravel’s Bolero 
brought one or two explicit sleeve 
designs (Maazel, Angel label; Franz 
André, Teldec) – and in 1960 a nude 
male statue featured on a Heifetz 
Bach record apparently prompted an 
outcry amongst the packing ladies 
at a London wholesaler’s! In 1962 
Decca ventured in collaboration 
with Salvador Dali to produce a 
sleeve [Dali In Venice, SET230] 
enclosing a sachet of perfume, 
which was prepared by Guerlain ‘to 
scent your lingerie’.

There’s a £35 hardback devoted 
to LP cover art – Classique by Dr 

RIGHT: PDF 
booklets that 
come with 
today’s high-res 
downloads have 
to be printed 
out at large size 
or read on your 
laptop screen

BELOW: The slim 
digipack may be 
a boon for disc 
storage – or just 
a nuisance when 
you can’t fi nd it!
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space which allowed much more: 
Hyperion’s booklet for Handel’s 
Jeptha [CDA66461] ran to 63 pages, 
for instance. 

And at last it became standard 
practice to give recording credits 
for the producer, engineer, venue 
and dates. We began to look out 
for recording engineers whose work 
had a key signature: DG’s Günter 
Hermanns; the ‘two Christophers’ 
Parker and Bishop at EMI; Tony 

Faulkner; and 
latterly Simon 
Eadon working 
with Andrew 
Keener. And 
locations like 
the venerable 
Kingsway Hall 
London, the 

Amsterdam Concertgebouw, or 
Boston’s Symphony Hall – think of 
the lovely Ozawa Ravel orchestral 
series produced by Thomas Mowrey, 
for example (discogs.com has a 
comprehensive Mowrey listing 
where you’ll fi nd he also did those 
Dallas audiophile ‘must have’ albums 
with conductor Donald Johanos).

It was the opera and lieder 
collector who benefi ted most from 

of reproduced artworks, never 
artist portraits, which had become 
commonplace with the LP in the 
1960s (step forward Maestro von 
Karajan!). Go back earlier and 
you fi nd some Decca monos with 
abstract depictions, eg, of Anthony 
Collins and (in last year’s big LXT 
reissues set) cellist Zara Nelsova. 

Before publishing any kind 
of sleeve front picture, EMI had 
persisted for some time with a 
plain presentation 
not much more 
attractive than 
the brown paper 
wrappers used for 
78s. “His Master’s 
Voice” [sic] LPs 
bore the dog and 
trumpet logo over 
a patterned maize background and 
inset oval with titling. Columbia LPs 
came with a red ‘tied ribbon’ motif 
on a wide grey edging to white 
sleeves (a reminder perhaps of the 
former 78rpm set binders). 

Similarly, DG had a vertical yellow 
band with the famous tulip crown 
on an expanse of white, while Archiv 
– incidentaly, founded as early as 
1947 – offered plain lettering on a 
buff background plus 
the ‘Archiv Produktion’ 
logo and replay speed. 
These last two would 
reappear in facsimile 
on CD booklets for the 
‘Originals’ series.

The little lugs in a 
CD jewel case lid put 
a constraint on the 
booklet thickness. The 
earliest clunky plastic 
set boxes, however, had 

ABOVE: The 
Solti Wagner 
Ring cycle was 
remastered for 
CD – 15 discs – in 
1984, then again 
in a smaller 14CD 
pack in 1997. 
Now it’s sold as 
a single Blu-ray 
audio disc with 
booklet. The 
later 48kHz/
24-bit transfer 
used was from 
the analogue 
tapes

BELOW: 
The second 
remastered CD 
set of the Britten 
War Requiem 
included 
previously 
unpublished 
rehearsal 
excerpts 

the compact disc’s longer playing 
times, and the chance to skip from 
one song track to another without 
having to get up and manoeuvre 
your stylus across a vinyl record. 
The downside was that to follow 
the libretto or lieder translation 
(if provided) you forfeited the 
comfortable 12in format for texts in 
a generally reduced font.

As to legibility, LP sleeve fonts 
were often as little as 8 or 8½pt, as 
with William Mann’s densely packed 
essay with the 1962 Philharmonia/
Barbirolli Enigma Variations, now on 
Hi-Q 180g vinyl [HIQL039]. Michael 
Kennedy’s, for the notorious BBC 
SO/Bernstein CD version [DG 431 
033-2], were down to 7½ or 8pt.

NAMING NAMES
I wouldn’t like to emulate Tully 
Potter’s ‘blacklisting’ of writers he 
didn’t like, in the 1979 HFN article. 
But I would say that with modern 
music Paul Griffi ths’s analytical 
notes, mostly for DG, are always 
exemplary; former HFN contributor/
biographer David Nice is never less 
than informative when writing about 
Russian works, especially those of 
Prokofi ev; and Potter too, with his 
encyclopedic knowledge of string 
players and obscure singers.

Then, of course, there’s the sadly 
missed Michael Kennedy on English 
composers. We reviewed a Hallé CD 
with his posthumously published 
notes on Sir Edward Elgar’s Sea 
Pictures and Pomp & Circumstance 
Marches, etc, in the Feb ’16 issue of 
HFN [HLL 7536]. 

One of the things that irks some 
of the more conservative reviewers 
is the over-generous scattering of 

‘Classical artists 
now need to look 
attractive if their 

records are to sell’
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BELOW: Vilde 
Frang in a 
Warner Classics 
video to promote 
her new Britten/
Korngold 
Concertos 
coupling

artist photographs 
in CD booklets. 
And not just with 
Chinese pianists! 
With DG’s Brahms 
– The Hungarian 
Connection [481 
1409] we get 
no fewer than 
11 portraits of 
clarinettist Andreas 
Ottensamer. 
The fact is that 
marketing has changed and 
classical artists need to look 
attractive if they are to sell, musical 
talents apart.

Look at the publicity for the 
pianist Lang Lang, who started 
on Telarc but graduated to Sony 
via Deutsche Grammophon with 
a fanfare and a fee to match – 
allegedly $3m. But then, consider 
the rapturous audiences he attracts, 
for all his performance affectations. 
(To give him his due, however, he did 
learn the Tippett Piano Concerto for 
a one-off LSO concert with Sir Colin 
Davis in 2005.)

A PACK OF CARDS
To get back to packaging for a 
moment, the early jewel cases 
came with black trays (and an awful 
blue which Decca adopted for 
its reissue CDs) which has largely 
been superseded by clear plastic, 
occasionally bringing a little more 
artwork – like the Mark Elder photos 
under the disc with the Hallé series. 
And a new way of devising a case 
of single width for 2CDs appeared, 
although you had to work out which 
way the inner was hinged, and then 

prise the lower disc 
from its claw clutches. 
The rounded corners 
of the clear SACD case 

suggested a de-luxe product: it had 
the optical illusion of looking bigger 
than the CD case. 

A later, rather attractive 
introduction was the digipack, 
emulating a book, with notes 
tucked into a slot inside the cover. 
Cardboard boxes 
reappeared for sets, 
with each disc in a 
paper/card sleeve 
– but some are so 
poorly toleranced 
that they ought to 
come with a cotton 
glove to prevent 
fi ngerprinting the CD…

Our ‘Sleeves under scrutiny’ 
writer Mr Swinson would surely 
have approved the white hardback 
packing for a Netrebko/Barenboim 
R Strauss live album [DG 479 3964], 
as it has no fewer than six photos 
of these two in concert along with 

some pretty snow scenes, but we 
also have full texts for the Four 
Last Songs, albeit with the French 
translations placed fi rst.

Now and again the companies 
just use light card packs, as with the 
Mullova Prokofi ev CD reviewed as 
Album Choice in HFN Jan ’16, where 
the whole thing is only 4.5mm thick. 
How do you locate these in your 
collection, when you can scarcely 

read the spine 
printing? A 2001 
Pires Beethoven 
sonatas CD was 
like a Chinese 
puzzle to access, 
its outer sleeve 
disclosing an 
unfolding Z-shaped 

card container, the long leg hiding 
the booklet and the middle the disc 
itself [DG 453 457-2].

The Super Audio CD (1999) 
has had a rocky ride, with a few 
SACD-layer-only releases from 
Universal and Sony which soon 
disappeared (although Sony Japan 
is now reissuing these) – as did all 
the Hyperion transfers, as stocks 
were exhausted, and Philips SACDs 
too with Mullova, Fischer and the 
fi ne violinist Akiko Suwanai. (Now, 
Hyperion offers 96kHz/24-bit 
download alternatives to a physical 
disc.) Mention of Suwanai reminds 
me that with some new players we 
were told who had groomed their 
hair, and whose clothes or jewellery 
they wore. The pianist Yundi Li 
featured in a TV ad for Nike trainers 
before his records started to appear!

Of course, the companies have 
long persuaded us to buy the same 
recording over and again – not 
just when new technology has 
prompted musicans to re-record 
their repertory. Unlike the book, 

‘A 2001 Pires CD 
card pack was 
like a Chinese 
puzzle to undo’

ABOVE: Sony’s 
‘Original Jacket 
Collection’ sets  
replicated the LP 
sleeves to add an 
air of nostalgia 
– and somehow 
added value
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where to save money you might 
wait for the cheaper paperback 
to appear, remastered recordings 
implied improved sound – better-cut 
LPs, in the old days. 

Buzz words such as ‘Super Bit-
mapping’ (Sony), ‘Original-Image Bit-
Processing’ (DG) or EMI’s Abbey-Road 
Technology, ‘ART’, suggested you’d 
better reinvest in these versions. Yet 
I have no doubt, for instance, that 
the very fi rst, German manufactured 
Karajan VPO and Philharmonia EMI 
orchestral CDs sound superior to 
those that followed.

When Warner Classics reworked 
the analogue tapes for Karajan’s 
fi rst (mono) 
Beethoven cycle, it 
unearthed a stereo 
Ninth Symphony. 
But you couldn’t 
buy it separately, 
even as download 
tracks. Much later 
it did come out 
on its own, to satisfy the diehard 
completist [2564609030].

UNWELCOME TRENDS
Sneaking unique material into a 
costly reissue set is a new trend. The 
new Gilels/DG 24CD box [4794651], 
for instance, has a wonderful 
Beethoven ‘Archduke’ Trio with 
Kogan and Rostropovich, put out on 
an abysmal Monitor LP in 1957. But 
would you spend around £50 for 
probably a better transfer? 

You may have ‘passed’ on LSO 
Live’s big tribute set to Sir Colin 
Davis but it includes Sibelius’s The 
Oceanides and a Vaughan Williams 
Fourth Symphony (to complement 
his Sixth on BR Klassik) not previously 
available. Downloaders are lucky 
here, as the tracks are available 
separately at Presto Classical.

Although the ‘picture disc’ [see 
below, right] has vanished – and 
audiophiles claimed too much ink 

ABOVE: The 
booklet notes 
with Patricia 
Kopatchinskaja’s 
new Tchaikovsky 
recording on 
Sony comprise 
intimate 
letters from 
her conductor 
Teodor 
Currentzis

BELOW: DG’s 
1997 set of 
Schubert piano 
works played 
by Maria João 
Pires – a picture 
disc – came with 
essays rather 
than detailed 
notes on the 
music itself

on the label side spoiled the sound 
anyway – another innovation I hope 
will also fade away is the ‘poetic’ 
booklet note. With its Pop Art cover, 
Teodor Currentzis’s Sony Rite Of 
Spring comes with a disconnection 
of abstract thoughts – ‘Frühling, 
Printemps! … but … not in the 
steppe of tribal art’, etc – as waffl y 
as his ‘love letter’ to violinist Patricia 
Kopatchinskaja shown above [Sony 
88875 061412 and 165122].

So what, then, are the benefi ts 
brought by the Internet, which I 
mentioned on my opening page? 
Principally it’s the provision of 
information not possible with print 

media. Collectors 
want to know 
about music, 
artists and sound 
quality. HFN/RR 
at least could be 
relied upon for 
that with the old 
‘Quality Monitor’ 

quarterlies – some of our more 
unconcerned reviewers getting an 
editorial rap on the knuckles there! 

Magazine advertisements and 
session reports (as in our ’70s 
‘Gramophile’ pages) told us what 
was new, what was coming in the 
months ahead, and tried to give a 
fl avour of events. But now we can 
see videos promoting new artists, 
see conductors and soloists giving 
in-depth interviews – as at the 
Berliner Philharmoniker website 
– and pretty promptly read a 
review of a new release. 

Then the online retailers may 
let you download a complete 
accompanying booklet – BIS, 
Chandos, for example – without 
commitment to purchase. 

Ah yes, the booklet! You 
won’t always get that with your 
96kHz/24-bit download, like the 
Jonas Kaufmann Puccini album 
supplied by highresaudio.com 

[HFN Jan ’16]. And PDF versions I 
guess are intended to stay on your 
computer for reference, as the 
format will print as a great fl urry of 
A4 pages.

GIVE DAD A HAND
We only remember Harold 
Macmillan for two things now: 
grouse shooting and that resonant 
1957 pronouncement, we ‘have 
never had it so good.’ It certainly 
applies to young music lovers today 
(except for the huge rise in concert 
ticket prices) when, as David Mellor 
is always saying on his Classic FM 
show, those big CD sets can work 
out at well under two pounds per 
disc: viz the Colin Davis RCA ‘Legacy’ 
album or the ‘Complete Philips 
Recordings’ by Alfred Brendel – all 
114 CDs (whew!) for around £150.

But if all they want is just to 
download music and sit under 
headphones, as KK tells us, they 
might help dad to get his vinyl back 
down into the listening room. 

‘It’s as waffl y 
as his “love 

letter” to Patricia 
Kopatchinskaja’
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“Lifestyle” describes how we live, how we savour the spare time we are 
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The joys of music, thanks to the advent of sound 
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by other art forms.

Absolute Sounds, delivers music with the presence, 
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Pre & power amplifi er. Rated at 175W/8ohm
Made by: Ayre Acoustics Inc., Colorado, USA

Supplied by: Symmetry Systems, Herts
Telephone: 01727 865488  

Web: www.ayre.com; www.symmetry-systems.co.uk
Prices: £7495 (each) 

A ll manufacturers are keen to 
tell you that they are different 
from the others, but Ayre does 
so more convincingly than 

most. And the KX-5 Twenty preamp and 
VX-5 Twenty power amp (each priced 
at £7495) exemplify this company’s 
continuing advocacy of some unusual 
design approaches. Both the KX-5 and 
VX-5 appeared in their original form in 
2013, but the improved ‘Twenty’ editions 
became available last year. As usual with 
Ayre, users were given the opportunity to 
upgrade rather than having to invest in a 
new product. 

A NOVEL DESIGN
From the start, the KX-5 had included 
Ayre’s big innovation in preamplifi cation, 
its Variable Gain Transconductance (VGT) 
volume control, fi rst seen in the fl agship 
KX-R preamp back in 2008. Ayre’s VGT 
circuit avoids the conventional use of an 
attenuator at the input. Instead, an FET 
stage converts the input voltage into a 
current and, in place of the fi xed resistor 
that would typically be used to convert 
this back to a voltage output, Ayre uses a 
variable resistance. 

This controls the volume by varying the 
amplifi er gain, with the advantage that 
neither input impedance nor signal-to-
noise are affected by the volume setting, 
and it allows for a very extended frequency 
response [see PM’s Lab Report, p37].

In the original KX-5, Ayre used a line-
level version of the Diamond output 
stage [see PM’s boxout, facing page]. 
This was subsequently applied with some 
improvements in the fi rst product to 
feature a ‘Twenty series’ update, the KX-R 
Twenty, before being included in the KX-5 
Twenty. Also, the latter has acquired an 
AyreLock power supply regulator, which 
actively pulls the rails up and down in 
sympathy with the current drawn by the 

audio circuit. So the output voltage of the 
regulator is said to be ‘locked’ regardless of 
any fl uctuations in the load. 

A fi nal enhancement in the KX-5 Twenty 
is its servo-controlled DC offset, replacing 
the trim-pots used before. This is claimed 
to improve the sound, as well as keeping 
the DC offset to less than 15mV, and can 
compensate, up to a point, for incoming 
DC from a source component.

Closely resembling 
the AX-5 integrated [HFN 
Jun ’14] but shallower 
front-to-back, the KX-5 
embodies Ayre’s clean, 
cool, almost Nordic 
casework styling. The 
left-hand rotary control 
is the source selector, 
cycling through a total of four balanced 
and two unbalanced line inputs, while the 
volume control is on the right.

On fi rst switch-on, a set-up mode invites 
you to activate the inputs by naming them 
for your connected components, using the 
volume knob to scroll through a list of 24 

three-letter codes that covers everything 
from AUX to DVD to TNR. In daily use the 
left-hand button switches on a tape output, 
its LED then lighting red, while a longer 
press re-enters set-up. 

À LA CARTE MENU
A further advanced set-up mode allows you 
to enter custom names for the inputs, to 
set up a home theatre bypass option, to 

match the sound levels 
of source components, 
or to activate the 
AyreLink connection for 
control of other Ayre 
components, or fi nally 
to reset to the factory 
default positions.

Ayre’s VGT volume 
control behaves a little differently from 
the norm. The endless rotary encoder 
behind the knob governs the big motor-
driven stepped rotary attenuators, one for 
each channel, at the back of the chassis. 
Volume is displayed as a number from 0 to 
46, representing the gain steps. These are 

RIGHT: A key feature of the KX-5 preamp is its 
46-step volume control (visible at the top of the 
picture) that, rather than attenuate the signal, 
directly adjusts the gain of the amplifi er

‘The KX-5 pre 
embodies Ayre’s 

cool, clean, almost 
Nordic styling’

From a brand that promises product longevity as well as sonic excellence, here is a 
recently revised pre- and power combination that’s packed with technical innovation
Review: Steve Harris Lab: Paul Miller

Ayre KX-5/VX-5 Twenty
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1.5dB except for the lowest 12 positions, 
which have a gradually increasing step size 
to give a wide overall volume range. When 
changing the volume, you hear a clattering 
sound from the sturdy rotary switches – 
surprising at fi rst, but ultimately seeming 
almost reassuring.

A quick press on the KX-5’s right-hand 
button will mute (or unmute) the output, 
while a longer press puts the unit into low-
power-consumption System Sleep mode, 
indicated by a green light. In this mode, 
AyreLink functions remain active, as do 
the tape and main outputs. All front-panel 
functions are duplicated on the chunky 
Ayre system IR remote [see p37], which 
can also control an Ayre disc player. It also 
allows you to dim the KX-5’s display, with 
three levels of brightness and off.

At the back, along with the awesome 
array of four balanced XLR inputs per 

channel plus two pairs of unbalanced RCA 
inputs, are two pairs of balanced main 
outputs plus one pair of balanced tape 
outputs, and one pair of RCA outputs. 
There are also two AyreLink ports for 
control of other Ayre products in a system.

SOLVING THE HEAT PROBLEM
Compared with Ayre’s reference-level VX-R 
Twenty stereo power amp, the VX-5 Twenty 
doesn’t boast the same level of cost-no-
object choice of components, ultimate-
quality circuit boards, or milled-from-solid 
casework. But you do get almost as much 
power and much of the technology, at 
around half the price. 

Ayre’s Diamond output stage, as used 
in the original VX-5, produced a lot of 
heat, which could become problematic 
in extreme climatic conditions – eg, the 
very high temperatures and high humidity 

ABOVE: Ayre’s preamp control layout is simple 
and makes for easy use, while both products 
look good with nicely-sculpted aluminium front 
panels and stainless steel fastenings 

experienced in the Far East. But Ayre 
designed the Double Diamond output 
stage [see boxout below] to solve the heat 
issue, successfully reducing the operating 
temperature by 35%. It’s also said to give 
a little more power, although the maker’s 
rating is unchanged at 175W/8ohm or 
350W/4ohm [again, see PM’s Lab Report]. 

In operation, while the main power 
switch is on the rear panel, the fascia 
button provides a mute/unmute function 
and, with a logical similarity to the right 
button on the KX-5, this can be used to 
enter a low-power-consumption mode, 
shutting off the audio but still running the 
auxiliary functions. A nice refi nement is the 
ability to set the brightness of the status 
LED in three levels.

Also on the rear panel are balanced 
XLR inputs and a pair of RCA inputs which, 
like the RCA outputs on the KX-5, are 
for ‘legacy equipment’ as far as Ayre is 
concerned. A pair of tiny slide switches 
select balanced or unbalanced operation. 
There are two sets of speaker terminals per 
side, which accept spades or bare wires but 
not 4mm plugs, and two AyreLink ports.

 GETS BETTER AND BETTER
Though it’s proverbial that Ayre products 
need a long burn-in, the review samples 
fortunately already had plenty of hours on 
them. But in use they still needed a fair 

DOUBLE DIAMOND

Developed by Professor Richard Baker of MIT and patented in 1964 as ‘A 
Gateable Bridge Network Having Power Gain’, the original Diamond Circuit 
describes two pairs of bipolar transistors in a four-terminal bridge, or as cross-
coupled complementary pairs. Envisaged as a unity voltage gain but high current 
gain buffer used in IC op-amp solutions to this day, when leveraged as a power 
amp stage it offers advantages over a standard complementary confi guration, 
not least by avoiding bias (emitter) resistors. However, because the input and 
output transistor pair of the bridge need to be of the same type, this makes a 
Diamond power amp circuit more current-hungry, hotter running, and also a 
much tougher impedance for the preceding (voltage) amp stage to drive. Ayre 
biases its Diamond output section to operate in Class A/B but uses three pairs of 
output devices to signifi cantly reduce the load on the driver stage. This buffer 
stage is also a Diamond confi guration – hence the Double Diamond motif. PM 



Listen to the new Emit Series.

Emit.
Enter the World
of High-End
Performance.  

The new Dynaudio Emit series is the latest model range from Dynaudio and was conceived as an entry level high 
end loudspeaker series incorporating extraordinary levels of performance and technical innovation in an attractive 
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time to get warmed up, and just seemed to 
go on getting better through each of the 
listening sessions. 

For example, after hooking up the Hegel 
Mohican CD player [HFN Oct ’16] and B&W 
CM10 speakers [HFN Sep ’13], the fi rst 
disc I put on happened to be Brahms’s 
Symphony No 1 with Haitink and the LSO 
[LSO Live LSO 0045]. Not perhaps the 
most ingratiating of orchestral recordings 
anyway, and when 
everything was stone cold 
it was only just listenable. 
But when I returned to it a 
very few hours later, it was 
transformed! 

Now the music made 
sense, the Ayre combination 
seemingly de-congesting 
the orchestra, allowing a real sweetness 
and delicacy to come through in the slow 
movement and making the best of the 
Barbican acoustics. Clearly the KX-5/VX-5 
Twenty pre/power combination could 
produce a huge and well-fi lled soundstage 
and effortless dynamics. 

Dark Side Of The Moon [Parlophone 
7243582136 2] became totally absorbing, 
and after the manic scurrying synth of ‘On 
The Run’ I couldn’t help turning up the 
volume for the clocks at the beginning of 
‘Time’. I wasn’t disappointed as the gongs 
and chimes all just leapt out of the space 
around and behind the speakers. 

Again and again, the Ayre amplifi er 
combination seemed able to bring you a 
performance, rather than a mere recording. 
A good example was Rocksteady [Telarc 
SACD-63581], pianist Monty Alexander’s 
2004 reunion album with Jamaican guitar 
great Ernest Ranglin, recorded live in the 
studio with no overdubs. Here you could 
really feel the spontaneity of the event, 
the immediacy of the music, and the 

body-moving impact of a 
rhythm section that was 
cooking right there. 

LAYERS EXPOSED
Moving on to 1980s pop, 
and Rosie Vela’s Zazu 
[A&M CDA 5016], the 
KX-5/VX-5 did a great 

job of elucidating Gary Katz’s production 
and the skilful contributions of Becker and 
Fagen, laying out a wide stereo picture 
full of interest and detail around the well- 
mannered vocals.

On many a familiar recording, the Ayre 
seemed able to uncover new layers of 
expression, with a sound that was free 
and effortless – sometimes in fact free of 
a subtle, insidious ‘electronic’ quality or 
tightness that you might have previously 
suspected to be inherent in the recording. 
I thought of this when listening to the 
immaculate 2003 production of Ultimate 
Mancini [Concord SACD-1034-6], which 

‘You could 
really feel the 
spontaneity of
this live event’

In the early 1990s, Charles Hansen 
made his mark on the high-end 
scene as designer of the original 
Avalon Ascent and Eclipse speakers. 
He then quit the speaker business 
and, believing that solid-state 
electronics gave the most scope for 
innovation and progress in design, 
set up Ayre in 1993.

As he put it, ‘Instead of being 
hobbled with the limitations of 
tubes, Ayre’s approach has been to 
understand precisely what tubes 
are doing better than transistors, 
and then solve those problems on a 
fundamental level – not simply apply 
band-aids to hide the fl aws.’

All of Ayre’s technologies are built 
on a clear foundation that includes 
‘zero’ feedback, the importance of 
the PSU, and fully-complementary, 
fully-balanced circuit design.

‘Not only do we avoid the 
gradual degradation in performance 
of tubes, but we’re also able to 
eliminate the magnetic materials 
used in tubes, and all of the coupling 
capacitors required to block the 
DC voltages between stages,’ says 
Hansen. ‘These problems cannot be 
avoided with tube designs. They can 
only be solved by using transistors.’

Hansen has confi dently described 
Ayre’s KX-R preamp as ‘Truly 
revolutionary, the fi rst solid-state 
product that actually sounds better 
than the very best tubed designs 
in the opinion of many.’ And Ayre 
has continued to innovate. Says 
Hansen, ‘The Twenty series is really 
a culmination of a wide variety 
of technologies that we have 
developed over more than two 
decades of continuous R&D.’

ABOVE: Ayre’s ‘Double Diamond’ output stage, under the heatsinks, runs cooler than its ‘Diamond’ 
predecessor. Note Ayre’s comprehensive use of (yellow) LEDs to bias the constant current sources

CHARLES HANSEN
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HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

AYRE KX-5/VX-5 TWENTY

LAB
REPORT

features a great orchestra studded 
with guest stars. It kicks off with a 
lovingly re-created and extended 
version of ‘The Pink Panther Theme’, 
and here saxophonist Plas Johnson 
was just right there, tangibly 
between the two loudspeakers.

A NATURAL COHERENCE
Rounding up some of the usual 
suspects, I put on Rebecca Pidgeon 
and The Raven [Chesky SACD 329]. In 
the opening ‘Kalerka’ it was striking 
to hear the studio echo on the vocal 
freshly revealed, to the point where I 
thought that if a real studio type had 
been listening he’d probably have 
been able to identify the kit that 
Chesky had used. The bass had an 
almost delicate, dancing quality, if 
that makes sense; anyway, it had real 
rhythm and a natural coherence. 

And that could also be said of 
the driving percussion on ‘The 
Witch’, which follows. And while 
the Ayre combination gave me a 
renewed appreciation of Pidgeon’s 
youthful and engaging vocals, it 
also had me admiring the skills of 
the accompanists: for example co-
producer Joel Diamond’s great piano 
on ‘You Need Me There’, and the 
superb jazzy beat on ‘Grandmother’. 

With ‘You’d Be So Nice To Come 
Home To’ from Art Pepper Meets 
The Rhythm Section [reissued on 
Contemporary 0025218633826 
from 1988], suddenly the rhythm 
trio’s intro seemed neater and 
spicier than ever. Here the Ayre pre/

power seemed to transcend the 
extreme left/right nature of the 
stereo as the saxophonist’s solo line 
unfolded from the left speaker with 
such logic and continuity. On the 
right, the ‘rhythm section’ trio didn’t 
seem bunched up in a corner as they 
often can do, but instead the piano, 
bass and drums each clearly seemed 
to occupy a real space, and with this 
relaxed, natural sense of positioning 
came a truly immediate and tangibly 
real quality in the sound of each of 
the instruments.

Given any recording with a 
good string bass sound, the Ayre 
combination really seemed to sing. 
You could experience this on many 
tracks from Esperanza Spalding’s 
2010 album Chamber Music 
Society [Heads Up HU-31810-02], 
but especially on Jobim’s ‘Inutil 
Paisagem’, where her own acoustic 
bass is the only accompaniment. 
Here, its sound – like the whole 
recording – was rich, sonorous, 
rhythmic, completely satisfying. 

This is a stellar pre/power duo in 
which the musical rewards justify 
both the asking price and the 
complexity of the design. Above 
all, the music fl ows freely with 
natural, unforced dynamics and 
an exceptionally natural sense 
of rhythm and timing. While the 
VX-5 offers ample power, the 
KX-5 pre is easy to use with well 
thought-out facilities. It’s nothing 
less than a truly outstanding 
amplifi er combination.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

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

ABOVE: The preamp (top) offers six line inputs (two on RCA, four balanced on XLR) 
together with tape monitoring and three line outputs (two XLR/one RCA). The power 
amp (below) has pairs of speaker-clamping posts, better suited to bare wire than 
plugs, plus balanced and single-ended (RCA) ins. ‘Ayre Link’ comms syncs switch on

ABOVE: THD versus extended frequency; KX-5 (1V out, 
black trace) and VX-5 (10W/8ohm, blue trace)

ABOVE: Dynamic power output versus distortion into 
8ohm (black trace), 4ohm (red), 2ohm (blue) and 
1ohm (green). Maximum current is 28.6A

Ayre’s ‘Double Diamond’ output stage confi guration, along 
with its other circuit innovations, typically results in a fairly 
characteristic technical ‘fi ngerprint’. So the VX-5 Twenty power 
amp is reminiscent of the AX-5 Twenty integrated [HFN Jun ’14], 
albeit more powerful at 2x210W/8ohm and 2x340W/4ohm 
versus 130W and 225W, respectively. Distortion climbs gently 
with output from 0.007%/1W to 0.026%/10W and then holds 
steady to about 125W, although this behaviour is somewhat 
dependent on load, as the 240W, 445W, 720W and 820W (8, 
4, 2 and 1ohm) dynamic output profi le illustrates [see Graph 
1, below]. Nevertheless, the VX-5 is clearly both powerful and 
load-tolerant. Furthermore, like the AX-5, the VX-5 boasts a very 
fl at and extended response that reaches out to 100kHz with a 
drop of a mere –0.5dB (and just –0.2dB/100kHz into a 1ohm 
load) while mining down to <1Hz with no loss. To all intents 
and purposes this is a DC-coupled amplifi er with an offset of 
just –20mV. The output impedance is not especially low – so 
there will be some variation in overall amp/speaker system 
response – but it is steady at 0.16ohm.

So what impact does the KX-5 bring to the partnership? 
Minimal extra ‘colour’, frankly, as it offers very low noise 
(91.2dB A-wtd S/N, re. 0dBV), lower and very consistent THD 
versus frequency [see black trace, Graph 2 below] at ~0.013% 
(20Hz-20kHz at 0dBV out), and a ruler-fl at response of within 
one-hundredth of a dB from 1Hz-100kHz. Distortion does 
increase with increasing input/output voltage, however, from 
0.003% at 100mV to 0.014% at 1V and 0.13% at 10V (all at 
1kHz/47kohm), although its composition is almost purely 2nd 
harmonic and that from the VX-5, 3rd harmonic. PM

Power output (<1% THD, 8/4ohm) 210W / 340W

Dynamic power (<1% THD, 8/4/2/1ohm) 240W / 445W / 720W / 820W

Output imp. (20Hz-20kHz, KX-5/VX-5) 76ohm / 0.155-0.164ohm

Freq. resp. (20Hz-100kHz, KX-5/VX-5) +0.0 to –0.0dB / +0.0 to –0.60dB

Input sensitivity (for 0dBV/0dBW) 505mV / 153mV (balanced)

A-wtd S/N ratio (for 0dBV/0dBW) 91.2dB (KX-5) / 90.0dB (VX-5)

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz, 1V/10W) 0.0124-0.0127% / 0.023-0.030%

Power consumption (Idle/Rated o/p) 123W / 595W (KX-5, 24W)

Dimensions (WHD, KX-5/VX-5) 440x100x340/440x120x480mm
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Four-way fl oorstanding loudspeaker
Made by: Wilson Audio Specialties, Utah, USA

Supplied by: Absolute Sounds Ltd
Telephone: 0208 971 3909

Web: www.wilsonaudio.com; www.absolutesounds.com
Price: £109,000

Wilson Audio Alexx

W ilson Audio’s Alexx 
loudspeaker aims to surpass 
the performance of its Maxx 
3, and ultimately replace it. 

It’s the new-born child of Alexandria, sister 
to Alexia [HFN Mar ’13], cousin to Sabrina 
[HFN Aug ’15], and a precocious WAMM 
granddaughter. In a word, it’s a genetic 
cocktail that ‘incorporates Wilson’s latest 
thinking on loudspeaker design in the 
areas of time-domain geometry, driver 
confi guration, and driver development’.

The XLF resemblance is obvious [HFN 
Oct ’12], albeit smaller but still room-
dominant: 158cm tall, 226kg in weight 
(each) and costing £109k. The Alexx is 
made of X-material – a proprietary ultra-
rigid military grade phenolic composite 
– cut and shaped with special tools, 
assembled by hand using proprietary 
adhesives, coated with several layers of car-
grade paint and polished 
to Wilson Audio’s high 
standard. The review pair 
was dressed up in one 
of Wilson’s 50 shades of 
grey (silver), and quite 
sexy too, but you can 
order other standard 
colours, like Obsidian 
Black and Titanium Brown, or opt for a 
custom-painted pair at a premium.

A MODULAR SYSTEM
The Alexx is a modular system consisting of 
a bass enclosure and an MTM-confi gured 
(mid-treble-mid) head composed of three 
compact, vertically stacked enclosures 
for lower mid, tweeter and upper mid, 
respectively. Two drivers of different size 
and origin are now used to cover the 
midrange, including the 7in driver used in 
the XLF and Sabrina’s own 5.75in unit. 

This confi guration is new to Wilson 
and draws from the upcoming WAMM, 
thus lifting a veil on what we might soon 
expect [see PM’s boxout, p39]. It’s the egg 
of Columbus, with each driver covering 
the band best suited to its strengths and 
dispersion characteristics and making the 
Convergent Synergy silk-dome tweeter’s 

RIGHT: Drawing on both the Alexandria XLF 
and forthcoming WAMM, the Alexx combines a 
1in tweeter, 7in and 5.75in mids with 10.5in and 
12.5in woofers in a highly adjustable cabinet

life easier – unlike in the XLF, which uses 
two identical mid drivers handing over 
to the tweeter at a vertiginous 1kHz. The 
Alexx also does without the XLF’s rear-fi ring 
supertweeter.

TAILORING ADJUSTMENTS
As with all Wilson’s top-guns the MTM 
module allows for ‘Aspherical Propagation 
Delay Adjustment’: the individual modules 
can be moved fore-to-aft and rotated on 
their axes to achieve geometric driver 
time-alignment through a complex set of 
grooved plates, sliding wedges, spikes, 
bolts and locking clamps. Just follow the 
charts in the manual to determine the best 
position and rake angle for a given distance 
and height, or rather let the distributor do 
it for you. The Alexx is a premium product 
so you deserve the best service out there! 

The rib across the wings that lodge 
the MTM array in place 
is also a platform for 
the upper midrange 
enclosure [see p43]. 
Otherwise, the tweeter 
and lower midrange 
enclosures are not 
directly supported 
by the wings, but are 

instead stacked by means of isolating 
alignment spikes, fi rmly bracketed with 
metal plates, and bolted once the set-up is 
fi nished. Although solid, the wings vibrate 
if you hit them with the palm of your hand 
and a faint, undamped metallic resonance 
occurs which may partially account for the 
treble ripples measured during HFN’s lab 
tests [also p43].

I have often debated the merits of the 
aspherical adjustment system. I contend 
an average fi xed geometric alignment, 
phase-tuned by the crossover, could better 
guarantee rigidity and immediate universal 
use. It’s kind of selfi sh to align it for your 
own height when seated, anyway. Isn’t 

Wilson Audio’s latest masterpiece features its most 
versatile cabinet yet, and hints at the upcoming WAMM
Review: José Victor Henriques Lab: Keith Howard

‘The review pair 
was dressed up 

in one of Wilson’s 
50 shades of grey’
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AITING FOR THE WAMMWA

there anybody else out 
there to listen, too? 

And the tweeter 
module always ends up 
recessed in relation to 
the upper and lower mid 
modules, a confi guration 
prone to diffraction 
effects, despite the 
chamfered angles. Or so 
I thought, until I heard 
the audible difference 
it can make when Peter 
McGrath, Wilson’s 
Director of Sales, worked 
for hours on a pair of XLFs 
last time he visited. It’s 
like reverting to manual 
focus, bypassing the AF 
in macro photography 
for the sharpest image 
possible. Besides the 
minute detail that was 
previously missing, you 
also get a more coherent 
and nuanced image with 
better tone and colour. 
What’s next? A motorised 
contraption with a remote 
for real-time alignment 
while seated…?

The bass enclosure 
has the option for front 
or rear refl ex ports. The 
baffl e is slightly angled 
to allow for better time-
domain integration, 

and boasts two drivers of 
different sizes: 10.5in and 
12.5in hard paper pulp cone 

woofers that ‘were developed for the 
WAMM project with technology that 
evolved from the Alexia project’. Unlike 
the two mid drivers, the Alexx’s woofers 

Currently scheduled for release at the end of 2016/beginning of 2017, 
David Wilson’s self-styled ‘Magnum Opus’ was fi rst shown, albeit under 
wraps, to HFN at a private briefi ng during CES 2015. Much about 
Wilson’s ultimate fl agship is still shrouded in mystery and even its name 
– ‘The New WAMM’ – is likely to change. Nevertheless, the speaker will 
certainly be a ‘Wilson Audio Modular Monitor’, a two-tower system 
standing 84.5-86.5in (2.15-2.2m) and weighing 1000lb per channel. 
The original WAMM’s electrostatic midrange will not be retained, 
suggesting it’ll look more like a grand Alexandria XLF, but with fi ve 
modular enclosures comprising a treble section sandwiched between 
two pairs of midrange modules in a huge D’Appolito array. Offering 
the possibility of precise and intricate time-alignment, this top 
section will be married to dual woofers in a separate bass enclosure. 
A sub-20Hz bass extension is claimed, even before one, two or more 
partnering WAMM subs are integrated into the speaker system. PM

cover the same frequency bandwidth, 
share the same enclosure space, work as 
one composite driver and have the same 
acoustical crossover slope. All of which 
makes Wilson’s Alexx a four-way, fi ve-driver 
loudspeaker system. 

As I have implied, the Alexx needs 
time, patience and expertise to set up 
properly. And I don’t mean just the upper 
module’s delay alignment. The trial and 
error method of placing the loudspeaker 
in the right spot without upsetting 
room resonance modes, or letting it fall 
inadvertently into a dark cancellation 
hole, is paramount too. The manual is very 
thorough, and if you follow its guidelines 
you’ll set it up eventually… I used Tefl on 
sliders under the spikes to move those 
hefty 226 kilos over a carpeted fl oor with 
ease. But don’t try to do this alone.

In a dedicated, well-treated listening 
room with golden dimensions and a 
sloped, perforated ceiling, the speakers 
ended up roughly 10ft apart. They were 
judiciously toed-in, 6ft from the rear wall, 
about 4ft from the side walls (give or take, 
as we opted for asymmetric positioning) 
while the delay adjustment was set to 13ft 
at a seated height slightly below 3ft. 

 DYNAMIC PLENITUDE 
Wilson’s Alexx follows the ‘path of 
universality’ opened by its smaller Sasha 
loudspeaker [HFN Jun ’14]. Gone was the 
American upper-bass bravado, and mid 
and treble stridency typifi ed by some 
predecessors, including the venerable 
Watt/Puppy. Being as amiable in nature 
as the Sabrina, the Alexx aims at a more 
global acceptance, although few speakers 
can convey this sense of dynamic plenitude 
with such intricate texture and tone, or 
offer a voluminous soundstage with such 
transparency and image stability. 
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My amplifi cation included a 
Constellation Virgo II/Centaur II pre/power, 
with Transparent Opus II cabling, while 
music was sourced from a Metronome 
Calypso transport and Audio Research 
DAC8. So I just sat there oblivious of my 
duty as a critic and watched the music 
run effortlessly into a vast ocean of sound 
where the sail of a violin, the beam of 
an organ or the fl ight of a piccolo were 
all perfectly depicted, 
and I listened in awe 
to the ebb and fl ow of 
the soundwaves. Yet 
something was amiss.

To fi nd out how low 
a speaker can go with 
real music, not just test 
signals, I like to open the 
hostilities with ‘Le Temps Passé’, by Michell 
Jonasz [La Fabuleuse Histoire De Mr Swing; 
EMI France]. The vicious synthesized bass 
notes at 0m 22s, 0m 42s and 1m 06s will 
escape from the loudspeakers, crawl like 
a python snake across the fl oor, and shake 
you from foot to hair root. Surprisingly I 
did not feel this was entirely the case with 
the Alexx which had a disquieting feeling 
of up-tightness, of not letting go. For such 
a big girl, the Alexx could sound a tad shy 
in power and bass extension. When you 
look at the sheer size of those woofers your 
expectations rise so high that the ‘lows’ 
might, perhaps, at fi rst let you down. 

In which case Wilson suggests you 
should opt for the rear refl ex port instead 

of the one on the front. I tried it and I 
didn’t think it helped. On the contrary, bass 
sounded drier, sucking life out of the lower 
mid too: a room-induced cancellation 
effect, perhaps. Nor was there any 
improvement in extension. So I reverted to 

the front port. 

TUBE FRIENDLY
Peter McGrath says 
the Alexx is ‘amplifi er 
agnostic’. Well, Peter, 
I beg to differ. I 
substituted my favourite 
ARC REF10/GS150 [HFN 

Mar ’13/Jan ’15] combination for the 
otherwise excellent Constellation combo 
and got even better results. Impedance 
dips notwithstanding, the measured high 
sensitivity at least is ‘tube’ friendly [see 
Lab Report, p43], and the Alexx seemed to 
thrive on the ARC’s lower damping factor 
diet without ever losing control. The GS150 
somehow managed to free the Alexx 
from ‘electrical constraints’ and I could 
feel Jonasz’s snake undulating toward 
me again. I was fi nally ready to listen and 
forget about the hi-fi  paraphernalia set in 
front of me.

To keep it all in the family, I dug into 
my archive for two very special records: 
Virtuosa Valentina Vol.2, recorded by 

‘Crawling like a 
python, its bass 
shakes you from 
foot to hair root’

It took him years to take credit 
publicly for a Wilson speaker: the 
Sabrina. Now, with the Alexx, he is 
giving the XLF a run for its money. 
Daryl is currently VP of New Product 
Development. ‘I am responsible for 
the creative process from speaker 
concept to a fi nished product’.

So far Daryl has been involved in 
the production of many speakers 
since 2007 including, more recently, 
the Alida, Sabrina and Yvette. ‘And 
the best is yet to come’.

Daryl has worked his way up 
through this family-owned company. 
‘I’ve learned, and intimately 
understand, the business, design 
and manufacturing processes that a 
Wilson Audio product goes through 
before it reaches the customer. 
From taking the raw materials and 
shaping them into an enclosure, 
to crating the fi nished product in 
shipping, has given me the utmost 
respect for how much time and 
attention to detail is involved in 
producing the world’s best speaker 
systems. My father wisely mentored 
my development and methodically 
had me work through most of the 
departments at Wilson Audio’.

So just how close is the Alexx 
to the XLF and WAMM? ‘Size 
constraints make it impossible to 
replicate the mass of the XLF and 
the new WAMM and their superior 
mechanical damping’. And how do 
you see the Wilson brand evolving? 
‘We will be ready to adjust where 
needed. You can rest assured 
that it will be done with passion, 
excellence and it will be authentic 
to Wilson Audio’s culture. We did 
not come here to be average...’

DARYL WILSON

ABOVE: The resistor plate, which contains the 
protection and tuning resistors, is now located 
atop the bass cabinet for easy access. The high-
pass mid/treble crossover is also mounted here
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Peter McGrath [Audiofon CD72070] 
and Beethoven’s Violin Sonata, 
Op.96, recorded by David Wilson 
[Wilson Audiophile WCD-8315]. 

Valentina Lisitsa plays the piano 
with technical fl air, virtuosity 
and bravura. She attacks the keys 
impetuously, exploring the full range 
of the Bösendorfer to great effect. 
Her Liszt is so energetic and fast 
it verges on frenetic and there are 
only a few loudspeakers capable of 
delivering this sonorous cascade 
of sound. Wilson Audio’s XLF is 
one of them but the Alexx comes 
disarmingly close. 

With Wilson’s CD, a Guarnerius 
violin and a Hamburg Steinway 
were recorded by a spaced pair 
of Schoeps microphones driving a 
vacuum tube line-level preamplifi er. 
The resulting sound is pure, clean, 
stable, focused, fast, yet sweet 

and warm, and utterly un-hi-fi -ish. 
The Alexx’s changed the mood 
accordingly and delivered the duo 
as if they were playing just for me 
in the room. When a loudspeaker 
can deal successfully with these two 
extremes: power, macro dynamics 
and bravura versus subtlety of 
timbre, purity of tone, micro detail 
and intimacy, everything in between 
should fall into place eventually. And, 
indeed, it did.

MAKES YOU SHUDDER
Sinatra sings ‘Fly Me To The Moon’ 
with perfect diction, swinging, 
in perfect time with Count Basie 
[Ultimate Sinatra; Ume 002243602]. 
Holy Cole’s ‘Smile’ is delivered in a 
dynamic crescendo few speakers can 
hold to till the end [Blame It On My 
Youth, Manhattan 077779734924]. 
Wagner’s Siegfried opening by Solti 
[Decca 4783702] sounds menacing 
with strings, brass and woodwinds 
lurking in the background, while 
Mime, the dwarf, forges a sword and 
makes you shudder each time he hits 
it with a hammer. 

The wall-to-wall cascade of 
percussion drawn by Cassandra 
Wilson in ‘Dance To The Drummer 
Again’ [Dance To The Drums Again; 
Columbia 472972 2] was no 
less awe-inspiring. I could give a 
thousand examples of how the Alexx 
deals so magnifi cently with all kinds 
and genres of music, instruments and 
voices. But you get the picture… 

LEFT: The Alexx head assembly features 
two ‘stair steps’, one for each midrange 
module, for precise time alignment of 
the drivers. As usual, the main speaker 
connection is single-wire only

Wilson Audio unusually claims a spot-frequency sensitivity 
for the Alexx of 91dB at 1kHz, which according to our 
measurements is an underestimate of the impressive 
broadband fi gure, our pink noise result of 91.9dB suggesting 
that a 92dB specifi cation is justifi able. Very low impedance 
is used to help achieve this, though, the modulus dipping 
to a minimum of 1.4ohm at a high 2.9kHz. Together with 
moderately high impedance phase angles, the low modulus 
contrives to drop the EPDR (equivalent peak dissipation 
resistance) to an extremely challenging minimum of 0.72ohm 
at 3.4kHz, although a second dip to 0.94ohm at 60Hz may be 
more relevant in practice.

The forward frequency responses, measured on the tweeter 
axis with all grilles removed, improved with measurement 
distance from 1m [Graph 1, below] to 1.5m, reducing 
the response peak at 1.6kHz and the dip at 3.1kHz. The 
improvement would almost certainly have continued had it 
been possible to increase the microphone distance to that 
at which the speakers were focused. I’m confi dent that the 
recorded response errors of ±3.5dB and ±4.3dB respectively 
overestimate what will occur at the listening position. Pair 
matching over the same 300Hz-20kHz was fair at ±1.2dB. 
Diffraction-corrected nearfi eld measurement recorded a 
–6dB bass extension of 37Hz (re. 200Hz), while at the other 
frequency extreme the tweeter reaches out to comfortably 
beyond 40kHz despite its soft dome. The CSD waterfall [Graph 
2] shows a cluster of low-level low-treble resonances, plus a 
high-Q tweeter dome resonance at about 14kHz. KH

WILSON AUDIO ALEXX

ABOVE: Cabinet shows quick decay but note treble 
resonances coincident with the ‘rippled’ response

ABOVE: Pair matching is good while the peak at 
1.6kHz and dip at 3kHz smooths out with distance

The Alexx loudspeaker is a Wilson 
Audio tour-de-force cocktail, a 
family recipe exquisitely mixed 
and shaken, not stirred, by 
David Wilson’s son, Daryl. The 
ingredients are heady: pour two 
thirds of XLF into an X-material 
shaker, add a drop of the secret 
WAMM ingredient and a twist 
of Alexia, infuse with the sugar 
of Sabrina and garnish with the 
automotive grade paint colour of 
choice. Enjoy responsibly.

Sound Quality: 88%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Sensitivity (SPL/1m/2.83Vrms – Mean/IEC/Music) 92.4dB/91.9dB/91.8dB

Impedance modulus min/max (20Hz–20kHz) 1.4ohm @ 2.9kHz
8.9ohm @ 38Hz

Impedance phase min/max (20Hz–20kHz) –52o @ 54Hz
41o @ 4.3kHz

Pair matching/Resp. Error (300Hz–20kHz) ±3.5dB/±4.3dB / ±1.2dB

LF/HF extension (–6dB ref 200Hz/10kHz) 37Hz / >40kHz/>40kHz

THD 100Hz/1kHz/10kHz (for 90dB SPL/1m) 0.1% / 1.3% / 0.4%

Dimensions (HWD) 1582x400x680mm 

LAB
REPORT



VALVE AMPLIFIER

44 | www.hifi news.co.uk | NOVEMBER 2016

Integrated amplifi er. Rated at 8W into 8/4ohm
Made by: Luxman Corp., Japan 

Supplied by: IAG (International Audio Group), UK
Telephone: 01480 447700

Web: www.iaguk.com; www.luxman.com
Price: £15,000

It’s appropriate in this anniversary year 
for the now-nonagenarian Luxman to 
look to its past, and – indeed – high-
end audio’s earlier ventures. No, make 

that ‘Japanese audio’s earlier ventures’, 
because the MQ-300 celebrates a cult 
that started in Japan before travelling to 
the rest of the planet. As one who noisily 
opposed the single-ended triode’s lack of 
useable power, the oft-fat bass and the 
typical fragility of the main practitioners’ 
creations – I am perhaps not the ideal 
candidate to review the MQ-300. 

HOMAGE TO THE 1980s
And yet… I respect and even covet Luxman 
products so much – and have since the 
1960s – that Editor PM must rightly 
have assumed I would be even-handed 
in dealing with an amp offering one of 
the worst £/W ratios of any to grace the 
pages of HFN. Look at the maths: £15,000 
for 2x8W/ch equals £937.50 per watt. 
Although a bargain compared to an Audio 
Note Ongaku, value-for-money is clearly not 
the MQ-300’s role in life.

Paying homage to the MB-300 
monoblock of 1984, the MQ-300 uses the 
same period circuit and a similarly-styled 
chassis to house two channels. Its back 
section contains three exquisitely attired 
transformers, with metalwork that would 
impress a collector of period Contarex 
or Rollei cameras. The visual impact of a 
brushed, 12mm-thick slab of aluminium on 
a rosewood frame identifi es it immediately 
as Luxman (the rest of the structure 
includes a 1.6mm-thick steel chassis, with 
2mm thick bottom board).

Also making reference to the MB-300, 
the heart of this amp is a single 300B 
per channel, but not a Western Electric. 
According to Luxman, the Takatsuki Electric 
Industry Co Ltd direct-heated TA-300B 
triode is the only tube still manufactured in 
Japan, which, given their impressive build 

quality, automatically makes the MQ-300 
an exemplar of peace-of-mind.

As for the rest of the tube complement, 
Luxman has fi tted two Sovtek 5AR4s as the 
rectifi ers, with four Tung-Sol 6SN7GTBs for 
voltage amplifi cation. The valves sit in the 
most impressive tube bases I can recall 
– ceramic with a fl oating suspension (a 
urethane gasket material called PORON).

In keeping with the elevated price of 
this amplifi er, probably aimed at Japanese 
connoisseurs and global Lux-ophiles, 
the parts are carefully selected and the 
amplifi er bound up with point-to-point 
hard wiring. The recipe includes proprietary 
oil-fi lled capacitors and Dale non-inductive 
metal-clad resistors in the output stages.

At the back are superlative multi-way 
binding posts which accept large spade 
connectors, with separate taps for 4, 8 and 
16ohm loads – Luxman rates this as 8W/ch 
into all three loads. Input is strictly via RCA 
phonos, but I wonder what balanced XLRs 
might do for it? 

Because of the power requirements, I 
was unable to use my Wilson Alexias [HFN 
Mar ’13], and the KEF LS50s [HFN Jul ’12] 
were only suitable for medium level (yet 

acceptable) playback, just loud enough to 
allow for critical listening. 

As there are no horns in my arsenal, 
I used an array of LS3/5As and, crucially, 
original Quad ESLs. The biggest surprise 
was the sound through the MartinLogan 
Motion 15s, which, at circa 92dB/1W 
sensitivity, positively sang with the MQ-
300. As older readers know, I was never a 
fan of single-ended triodes, whether 300B-
equipped or not, because of the power 
issues. Neither, though, am I a headbanger, 
and I maintain that – by my own 
preferences – all of the greatest amplifi ers 
I’ve ever heard are under 100W/ch, some 
as low as 15W/ch (aah, Radford…).

 SEDUCED IN MINUTES 
It was though, I must admit, diffi cult 
adjusting to this amplifi er for review. I 
would imagine an automotive journalist, 
spoiled with supercars, would feel the 
same being handed the keys to a vehicle 
with a 600cc engine.

But I learned that prejudice is a 
dangerous thing, in spite of my own 
hidebound biases that are too late to 
change. So instantly lush and downright 

RIGHT: The pristine underbelly of the MQ-300 
reveals PCB-mounted power supplies and hard-
wired tube circuits. Note the bases of the
single-ended, cathode-biased TA-300B triodes

High price, low power – Luxman bucks the trend with the ultra-retro MQ-300 all-valve 
amplifi er, a glorious, modern take on traditional Japanese purist amplifi cation 
Review: Ken Kessler Lab: Paul Miller

Luxman MQ-300
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TRIODE TUNES

gorgeous is the sound, that within 
only two minutes of switch-on, I was 
seduced irredeemably by the Luxman 
MQ-300, despite its SET status. It was 
as uncharacteristic a romance as I can 
imagine, but then, this is for me all about 
sound quality.

While my points score 
in the verdict [p47] 
might seem low, it’s only 
because we must factor 
in value, and no amount 
of purple prose can 
obscure, let alone alter, 
the implications of nearly 
a thousand quid per watt. 

As none of you wants to read about 
buying something simply because it’s also 
an objet d’art, and as £15,000 will buy 
you a real sculpture, please do not think 
I’m being an apologist for Luxman. I simply 
want to stress that you need a completely 
different set of criteria for this product. 
For the same money, hundreds of other 

companies make £15k amps that will drive 
any speaker on earth.

The romance began with an album 
I have in both CD and LP formats, to 
ensure that what I was hearing was the 
Luxman’s own ‘personality’. The choice 
was made easy because the CD was in the 

player from a previous 
listening session. ‘Rock 
The Boat’ by The Hues 
Corporation [The 
Very Best of The Hues 
Corporation, Camden 
74321 603422 (CD); 
and Freedom For The 
Stallion, RCA APL 1-0323 

(LP)] has become a touchstone for me 
because it oozes with the clean, high-tech 
sound of post-digital recordings, yet it 
is completely analogue in origin. 

The mix of voices and strings, 
the proto-disco emphasis on 
the beat, the harmonies – it’s 
become a quickie method 

for me to ensure a valid initial impression. 
Swoon… if ever a sound deserved to be 
described as ‘sexy’, the MQ-300 has it.

As much as I admire it here – the 
silkiness, the lack of aggression without a 
loss of punch – too much of it would be 
a case of recidivism, to the saccharine, 
overly gushy, detail-obscuring sound of old-
school SETs and wonky 300Bs, and other 
devices that served only to make similarly 
old-school horns sound tolerable rather 
than screechy. But two wrongs don’t make 
a right, and the only raison d’être I ever 

found for SETs was driving Quad ESL-57s.

A SINGING DUO
OMG!, as the texting illiterati would 
gush. The ’57s are as bass-shy as 
can be, sans modifi cation, and 
mine aren’t modded, so one is 
predisposed toward not expecting 
much mass. Shock! Horror! The 

pairing of the MQ-300 with Quad’s 
electrostatic was one of those magical 

couplings to rank with Audio Research/
Magnepan or Krell/Apogee three decades 

ago. I kid you not, for despite sounding 
nothing like a Quad II, the Luxman made 
the ’57s sing.

It was the smoothness of the strings 
that made the sound so alluring. I know 
one shouldn’t trade detail or precision for 
pure euphony, but age dictates otherwise, 
just as I drink red with fi sh because I hate 
white wine. (There. I’ve said it!) I loved 
the Luxman/Quad pairing because it is 

ABOVE: Instantly imposing, the MQ-300 avoids 
every cliché by having no fl aws: perfect fi nish, 
top-quality tubes, superior terminals – even the 
on/off button screams ‘luxury’

Horns ’n’ triodes and I do not get along. By that, I mean their 
Western cultists. For the Japanese, it was a phenomenon that was 
once explained to me to indicate that a foreign listener could not 
grasp the cultural signifi cance any more than a vegetarian could 
comprehend the French love for steak tartare. In the USA, the UK and 
Europe, it attracted a very vocal fringe, with neither practical nor 
sonic justifi cation in my view. High-sensitivity horns were merely the 
enablers. Anti-establishment? Perhaps, but its poster children would 
habitually prefer anything just because it wasn’t mainstream. At the 
pinnacle were the Japanese-made offerings, preferred because of their 
superiority in every way to occidental offerings. In 50 years as an audiophile, 
though, I can count on one hand the Single-Ended Triodes (SETs) I would actually 
like to own – Air Tight, Wavac and the like. And this Luxman is one of them.

‘The MQ-300 is to 
mainstream amps 

what a Purdey
rifl e is to an Uzi’
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HEGEL HD30  DAC with Streaming and AirPlay
The HD30 is the ultimate digital control center. It does everything you can dream of, 

and does so with world-class quality. 
There is an abundance of inputs, ranging from balanced AES/EBU and BNC
connectors, to Network and USB connections - with the latter also accepting  

DSD signals. The built-in volume attenuator allows you to connect directly to a pow-
er amplifier or a pair of active loudspeakers. Highly advanced power supplies and 

careful lay-out brings the noise floor down towards a mindblowing -150dB.
In short... Do you even dare to try it?
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as listenable as a decent Barbera 
is quaffable. But I will admit that 
I would have loved a pair of early 
Lowther Bicor 200s or elder Klipsch 
speakers to hand in order to test 
these mere 8W to their limits, yet 
the LS3/5As and MartinLogans, 
abetting the Quads, revealed what 
the next disc confi rmed.

If, by now, you’re tired of 
hearing about the grandeur of 
Harry Belafonte’s sonic spectacular, 
Belafonte Live At Carnegie Hall 
[Analogue Productions CAPF6006SA 
SACD], my apologies. But, because 
it ranks with the Casino Royale 
soundtrack (the original, not the 
Daniel Craig version) and Music For 
Bang, Baaroom And Harp for sheer 
realism, it has now become my 
default listening tool. 

The main quality – sublime 
performance notwithstanding – is 
the way it recreates the venue, 
and it is a fool-proof illustration for 
those new to audiophile jargon for 
understanding ‘soundstage’.

DISAPPEARING ACT
I have no idea what Carnegie 
Hall sounded like 60 years ago, 
but the actual location of singer-
and-accompaniment is not the 
sole characteristic one wants to 
reproduce. For me, as important is 
the recreation of a clearly defi ned 
space within my own listening room, 
one that belies the room’s actual 
dimensions and makes the speakers 
disappear. This the MQ-300 did, all 
the while retaining the impact of the 
famed percussion solo, the textures 
of Belafonte’s voice, the sound of 
the audience… 

Simply put, if you wish to hear the 
music with its full emotional impact, 
rather than a forensic dissection of 
the recording, the Luxman MQ-300 
simply amplifi es the signal in the 
most ‘simpatico’ way imaginable. 

Which means that at the very worst, 
it is ‘likeable’. But at its very best, as 
through the Quads, it simply sings 
(as I’ve said).

Due to the low power and 
insanely high price, this amplifi er is 
targeted at a microscopically narrow 
slice of the market. Alas, I do not 
qualify as a customer because I do 
not tick any of the three boxes: a 
surfeit of money; abundant space; 
the perpetual usage of ultra-high 
sensitivity loudspeakers. And yet I 
am loath to see it go. That’s because 
I fell in love with it after 15 seconds’ 
worth of ‘Rock The Boat’.

If you, on the other hand, are 
a profl igate, nay, spendthrift horn 
user, or a high earner predisposed 
toward circa-1958 Goodmans or 
Wharfedale speakers with 3W-
15W power handling ranges, this 
amplifi er must leap-frog over all 
of those fi re-risk alternatives from 
companies with two employees 
and one soldering iron between 
them. This is a chef-d’oeuvre of 
achingly specifi c purpose, but it is to 
mainstream amps what a Purdey rifl e 
is to an Uzi. As I parcel-tape the box, 
I realise that I will miss it. Terribly. 

Regular readers will remember our review of Luxman’s 
L-590AXII [HFN Apr ’16] whose 30W/8ohm and 60W/4ohm 
specifi cation turned out, in practice, rather closer to 2x95W 
and 2x165W into 8/4ohm. And this time around with the 8W/
4-16ohm MQ-300? In this case, Luxman’s specifi cation for a 
single-ended 300B triode amp is pretty accurate provided we 
‘relax’ the distortion limit somewhat: the MQ-300’s distortion 
scales with output from 0.2%/0.1W, 0.65%/1W, 1%/2W, 1.5%/4W 
to 3% at the rated 8W/8 & 4ohm and then to 4.5% at 10W/8 & 
4ohm. This is clear enough from the output profi les into 8ohm 
(8ohm tap), 4ohm, 2ohm and 1ohm loads (all 4ohm tap) which 
describe the behaviour of the amp under both continuous and 
dynamic conditions [see Graph 1, below]. Power is evidently low 
and the maximum current is under 2A, but the design boasts a 
low residual noise of –70dBV and a gratifyingly wide A-wtd S/N 
of 95.4dB (re. 0dBW). So while the MQ-300 is best suited to 
super-sensitive loudspeakers at least the quietest of notes will 
not be found fl oating on a carpet of noise...

The other sources of ‘colour’ include distortion which 
increases at both frequency extremes but most vigorously 
through the bass, from 1.75%/1kHz/5W to 1.9%/100Hz, 2.5%/
50Hz and 6.3%/20Hz [see red trace, Graph 2 below], and 6.5%/
10Hz/1W [black trace] where the MQ-300’s response peaks 
slightly at +1dB before rolling off to –3dB/6Hz and –10dB/4Hz. 
The amp/speaker system response rather depends on the value 
and uniformity of the speaker’s impedance trend as the MQ-
300’s source impedance hovers between 2.1-2.7ohm (20Hz-
20kHz) via its 8ohm tap. Into a ‘fl at’ load, the response rolls-off 
in the treble to –1.5dB/20kHz and –13.4dB/100kHz. PM

ABOVE: A lone set of single-ended inputs, on RCAs, are joined by loudspeaker 
outputs, on 4mm binding posts, via 4ohm, 8ohm and 16ohm transformer taps

Despite its absurd gutlessness, 
I utterly adored the MQ-300. 
Yes, 8W limits it to the usual 
suspects, eg, horns and other 
high-sensitivity favourites, but 
the warmth and fi nesse will, 
for a certain type of listener, 
perform a rare service: provide 
the constructional security of a 
major manufacturer but with the 
refi ned sound of amps typifi ed by 
minuscule cult brands. Luxman 
may just have pulled off a miracle!

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality:  80%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

LUXMAN MQ-300

Power output (<5% THD, 8/4ohm) 10W / 10W

Dynamic power (<5% THD, 8/4/2/1ohm) 10W / 10.5W / 5.8W / 3.5W

Output impedance (20Hz–20kHz) 2.1–2.65ohm

Freq. response (20Hz–20kHz/100kHz) +0.5dB to –1.5dB/–13.4dB

Input sensitivity (for 0dBW/8W) 154mV / 450mV

A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBW/8W) 95.4dB / 104.4dB

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz re. 5W/8ohm) 1.8–6.3%

Power consumption (Idle/Max. o/p) 120W / 120W

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 460x237x340mm / 29kg

ABOVE: Dynamic power versus distortion into 8ohm 
(black trace), 4ohm (red), 2ohm (cyan) and 1ohm 
(green) speaker loads. Maximum current is just 1.9A

ABOVE: Distortion vs. frequency from 5Hz-40kHz 
(1W/8ohm, black) and 20Hz-20kHz (5W/8ohm, red)
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Belt-driven turntable with electronic speed control
Made by: AS-Distribution GmbH, Germany

Supplied by: Elite Audio (Distribution) Ltd, London
Telephone: 0203 397 1119

Web: www.acoustic-signature.com; www.eliteaudiouk.com
Price: £995 (inc. arm and MM cartridge)

Acoustic Signature’s Primus turntable package is located at the more affordable end 
of the company’s range. Does it live up to the reputation of its high-end stablemates?
Review: Adam Smith Lab: Paul Miller

Acoustic Signature Primus

If you want to experience the ultimate 
in magnifi cent, if over-engineered 
continental turntables, there is 
only one place to visit. This is the 

Munich High End Show and at least three 
manufacturers have been vying for top 
spot there for a number of years. 

Interestingly, these are all German 
companies – Transrotor, Clearaudio [see 
the Statement v2, HFN Apr ’16] and 
Acoustic Solid. However, exhibiting at the 
most recent couple of shows, another 
German name has been quietly growing its 
range and taking on these giants: Acoustic 
Signature. And what is just as noticeable is 
that its designs are rather less showy and 
seem more focused on compact, down-to-
earth engineering. 

INTRODUCTORY OFFER
The company’s latest design eschews all 
the things we have come to expect from 
its Invictus fl agship. As it is placed at the 
entry level of its range, there is only one 
motor instead of six, one belt instead of 
two, and you can only fi t one tonearm, not 
four. The upside is that the Primus costs 
an eminently affordable £1295, compared 
to £85,000+ for the Invictus! That said, 
the Primus is currently being offered by 
UK distributors Elite Audio for £995 for an 
introductory period. 

For this, the deck comes fi tted with a 
pre-aligned arm and cartridge – you simply 
unpack everything, fi t the platter, pop the 
belt on and away you go!

The turntable itself is based around a 
‘sandwich’ plinth of chipboard and MDF. 
This is covered by a superb high gloss black 
fi nish that is claimed to be much more 
resistant to fi ne cleaning scratches than 
the usual acrylic or gloss paints. As a result, 
the deck looks very sophisticated indeed, 
belying its relatively modest price. 

Once the platter is fi tted, the overall 
package weighs 8kg, which is surprisingly 

chunky for such a compact design and this 
adds to the quality ‘feel’. Three feet are 
fi tted and these are individually adjustable 
for levelling.

The 4.5kg, 24mm-thick platter is 
machined from a single billet of aluminium 
and, again, is very well fi nished, while its 
underside is covered in an anti-resonance 
coating, ensuring that it does not ‘ring’. 
No need for a heavy rubber mat here then, 
so Acoustic Signature supplies one of its 
traditional leather mats which is cut with 
24 circular holes to mirror the pattern of 
the cylindrical brass inserts that feature in 
its costlier decks. 

The bearing is another area in which 
Acoustic Signature has made its mark 
on the Primus. For many years now, the 
company has used a material called 
Tidorfolon for its bearings. In fact, company 
founder Gunther Frohnhöefer was once 
quoted as saying that he believed in three 
things: ‘God, physics and our Tidorfolon 
bearing design’. In practice the hardened 
bearing shaft runs in sintered bronze 

bushes with its ball point supported on 
a Tefl on thrust pad. The minimum of oil 
is required for a secure fi t and very silent 
running [see PM’s Lab Report, p51].

CUSTOM DC MOTOR
The platter is driven around its periphery 
by a square cross-section belt which loops 
around the pulley of a DC motor in the rear 
left hand corner of the plinth. The company 
typically usually uses AC types with their 
own proprietary control electronics but 
this would have blown too much of the 
Primus’s budget. Instead, the DC motor 
here is custom-designed to the company’s 
requirements with its own internal 
electronics, and also has sintered bushes 
for silent running. 

It is mounted to the plinth using 
a rubber damping ring and is run via 
Acoustic Signature’s own control board 
design. Power comes from a ‘wall-wart’ 
type AC-DC converter. The two playback 
speeds are selectable by pushbutton with 
corresponding LED indicators – red for 

RIGHT: The machined 4.5kg alloy platter is 
damped on its underside and driven via a fi ne 
peripheral belt by a 12V DC motor. Perforated 
mat apes the platter design of AS’s costlier decks
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33.3rpm and green for 45rpm. In addition, 
as is not uncommon with DC designs, each 
speed is adjustable but the manual is a 
little vague on the procedure. 

It is not mentioned in the text at all, 
but study of the diagrams in the booklet 
reveals that this requires removal of the 
silver escutcheon plate around the on/
off and speed switches. This then exposes 
two multi-turn pots which have a very 
fi ne action, easily allowing for very small 
adjustments. It does the job, that’s certain, 
but seems somewhat 
fi ddly for an ostensibly 
‘plug-and-play’ design. 

The company’s website 
shows the deck fi tted with 
its own TA-500 arm but 
the Primus is also available 
complete with pre-fi tted 
and aligned arm and 
cartridge. In this case the arm chosen is 
the OEM variant of Rega’s tried-and-tested 
RB202, its bearings stripped down and 
readjusted for minimal play and friction 
while the internal wires are terminated in 

phono sockets, and this allows the user 
to utilise the cables of their choice and to 
experiment with upgrades. 

In addition, the packaged pick-up is 
Acoustic Signature’s MM1, clearly based 
on Ortofon’s popular 2M Red but subtly 
tweaked to ‘ensure it is warm-sounding 
without losing resolution’. 

 INSPIRES CONFIDENCE
Allowing myself a period of acclimatisation 
to the Primus, I realised there is most 

defi nitely a hint of the 
deck’s bigger brothers 
in its sound. This is a 
pleasing discovery, and 
it means this entry-
level deck inspires 
confi dence and is 
effortlessly enjoyable, 
with the balance of 

its performance very well judged. Some 
turntables at this price level can excel in 
certain areas but fall behind in others – not 
so the Primus which doesn’t seem to suffer 
any notable major vices.

I sometimes think that Rega-based arms 
can have a rather ‘grey’ tone unless they 
are carefully matched. Equally, the Ortofon 
2M Red used as the foundation of the 
MM1 can sound a little too effervescent if 
provoked. However, while the combination 
of Primus, OEM202 and MM1 cartridge 
turns out to be very complementary and 
the deck’s underlying neutrality suits 
the arm and cartridge very well indeed, 
I suspect that it’s more than capable of 
carrying an arm/cartridge upgrade. 

The Primus’s treble performance was 
also very fi ne. Cymbals may have lacked 
the last soupçon of crisp, leading-edge 
impact, but I strongly suspect these 
are Acoustic Signature’s ‘tweaks’ to the 
cartridge making their presence felt. Good 
though the MM1 undoubtedly is, it is still, 
ultimately, a relatively budget moving-
magnet design. 

WARMTH AND HEFT
That said, the treble never seemed unruly 
or splashy and, from my recollections of 
the standard Ortofon 2M Red pick-up, 
I would say that Acoustic Signature’s 
breathed-on version is indeed a little better 
in this respect. The 2M Red is always an 
enjoyable listen but it can be a little too 
upfront in some deck/arm combinations; 
however, this MM1 variant seems to have 
ameliorated one or two of its originator’s 
more jagged edges.

Nevertheless the fi rst thing that 
really captured me when listening to 
Acoustic Signature’s Primus was its bass 
performance. Rega arms always do very 
well in this area and the Primus gave 
the OEM202 a fi ne platform upon which 

ABOVE: The laminated particle board plinth is 
fi nished in a high gloss black and sits on three 
adjustable cone-shaped feet. Rega-sourced arm 
and Ortofon-based MM are part of the package

‘An Ibiza 
nightclub took

up residence in 
my lounge’

SIGNATURE SOUNDS
Acoustic Signature was founded in 1996 by Gunther Frohnhöefer, an electronics 
engineer. However, his main love was always mechanical engineering and this 
led him to combine two skills and begin turntable production. The company‘s 
fi rst deck was sold only in Germany but a very positive reception led Gunther to 
develop a new model: the Final Tool, which was marketed internationally. It was 
later upgraded to Mk2 status before being replaced by the Storm (also now in 
Mk2 guise). Acoustic Signature has grown steadily and remains focused on vinyl 
replay, taking the high-mass approach to turntable design, with 13 available 
models. Gunther also turned his hand to tonearms in 2014, and produced the 
TA-1000. It now offers no fewer than seven different models. The company 
also makes phono preamplifi ers and accessories – such as record clamps and 
a stainless steel VTA spacer set for Rega arms. Acoustic Signature now has 
around 20 employees and these are all highly skilled, including experienced 
CNC machine operators plus former watchmakers and goldsmiths. Nearly all 
necessary metal parts are made in-house and wood is sourced locally.
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to work. The deck’s low end was 
detailed, fi rm and rhythmical, and 
perhaps only missing the very last 
vestige of pin-sharpness, so that 
the bass-drum strikes on Metallica’s 
‘Mama Said’ from their Load album 
[Blackened BLCKND011-1] perhaps 
overstayed their welcome just 
the merest fraction longer than 
I’d expect to hear with my own, 
similarly-priced, Michell Gyro SE.

That said, the Primus turntable 
never sounded uncontrolled or 
bloated, but it always had a pleasing 
sense of warmth and ‘heft’ behind 
it when required. Even more 
encouragingly, its sense of ‘timing’ 
was spot-on when playing faster-
paced material. The thumping bass 
line from the Lost Witness 12in 
single ‘Happiness Happening – Lange 
Remix’ [Ministry of Sound MOS129] 
was a pure delight. 

NIGHTCLUB IN MY ROOM
The heart of an Ibiza nightclub 
circa 1999 seemed to have 
taken residence at the end of my 
lounge for 8m 52s and I wasn’t 
complaining! Fortunately the Primus 
also made a fi ne job of pulling the 
vocals from the mix to balance the 
track perfectly.

Dialling down the pace 
somewhat, I was pleased by the 
way in which the Primus ‘staged’ its 
sound. It may not offer the image 
width of the best decks, but the 
Primus nevertheless has no problems 
in rendering a delightfully capacious 
presence when required. Neither 
does it bring everything forward 
and dump it into your lap – rather, 
backing instruments hang, well, back 
by just the right amount, leaving a 
clear space around lead vocalists 
and accompanying instruments.

As a result, performances come 
together in a very neatly-rendered 

whole. The instrumentation and 
vocal effects on The Colorblind 
James Experience’s ‘Considering A 
Move To Memphis’, taken from their 
eponymous album [Earring Records 
SAVE 50], were an absolute riot. 
Drum beats were solid, the backing 
double-bass was fruity and fulsome, 
and the group shouting the main 
line of the chorus was superb. The 
smile in Mr James’s voice as he sang 
the lyrics was easy to sense.

Throughout my time with the 
Primus, this feeling of the deck 
being able to dig into the mix was a 
recurring theme. 

As a result, it deals with poorer 
quality pressings much better than 
do many of its similarly-priced 
contemporaries. Many converts 
to vinyl can be dismayed by the 
discovery that not all of their 
pressings are top quality – especially 
if acquired secondhand – but a 
good turntable such as the Primus 
will pull out the best of what is 
present, without exaggerating any 
surface defi ciencies. Indeed, this is 
the nature of the Acoustic Signature 
Primus in a nutshell. 

ABOVE: Rear view of the deck reveals DC power input socket and RCA connections 
and earth post for connection to your amp/phono stage. The Rega ‘OEM202’ arm is 
bolted rigidly to the plinth while the motor nestles in a compliant mount

Acoustic Signature has been absent from the UK until recently 
[HFN reviewed the Thunder in Nov ’11] but makes a welcome 
return with this sub-£1000 package. The ‘Tidorfolon bearing’ 
and thin, square-section drive belt are familiar Acoustic 
Signature staples but the Primus’ DC motor marks a change 
from the AC synchronous types used elsewhere in its range. 
The polished steel/sintered bronze bearing assembly achieves 
an impressively low rumble fi gure of –72.2dB (DIN-B wtd re. 
1kHz/5cm/sec), suffi cient to ‘expose’ a cluster of resonances, 
possibly from the particleboard plinth, between 50-90Hz and 
a single spike at 106Hz. The in-groove rumble is necessarily 
slightly worse, but at –68.2dB is still creditable. As supplied, and 
before readjustment, absolute speed was rather slow on our 
sample (–0.6% would likely be audible to some listeners).

Similarly, while wow and fl utter is not in the same class as its 
exceptionally low rumble, a peak-weighted 0.04-0.05% for both 
low and high-rate speed variations (0.09% total) is not atypical 
for a deck at this price [see Graph 1, below], just as the general 
‘sharpness’ of the main peak illustrates the Primus’s lack of drift 
– not something that can be said for all DC motor-driven decks. 
The partnering Rega RB202 tonearm is similar to both the 
RB101 and RB303 [HFN Oct ’11] in performance, with an 11g 
effective mass and rigid tube that offers a well-defi ned main 
resonance at 150Hz followed by other modes at 200-300Hz at 
lower amplitude [Graph 2]. The higher-Q resonances at 750Hz 
and 1kHz decay quickly and, as we saw in the RB101 and 
RB303, are probably linked to the bias and cueing mechanisms. 
Play is minimal and friction <10mg in both planes. PM

ACOUSTIC SIGNATURE PRIMUS

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

The new Primus turntable is an 
excellent introduction to the 
Acoustic Signature range. Even 
better, the addition of the Rega-
sourced arm and Ortofon-based 
cartridge is no hastily thrown-
together sales lure. The whole 
set-up gives the impression of 
being well thought through and 
fi nely tuned. Yes, there is the 
sense that the deck has more 
to give but, as a plug-and-play 
starter combo, it excels.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality: 80%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Turntable speed error at 33.33rpm 33.14rpm (–0.57%)

Time to audible stabilisation 4sec

Peak Wow/Flutter 0.04% / 0.05%

Rumble (silent groove, DIN B wtd) –68.2dB

Rumble (through bearing, DIN B wtd) –72.2dB

Hum & Noise (unwtd, rel. 5cm/sec) –59.7dB

Power Consumption 2W

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 410x310x110mm / 8kg

ABOVE: Wow and fl utter re. 3150Hz tone at 5cm/sec 
(plotted ±150Hz, 5Hz per minor division). Absolute 
speed, and therefore pitch, was slow with our sample

ABOVE: Cumulative tonearm resonant decay 
spectrum, illustrating various bearing, pillar and ‘tube’ 
vibration modes spanning 100Hz-10kHz over 40msec

LAB
REPORT
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Network-attached USB DAC
Made by: Merging Technologies S.A., Switzerland 

Supplied by: Emerging Ltd, Hants, UK 
Telephone: 0118 402 5090

Web: http://nadac.merging.com; www.emerginguk.com
Price: £8457 (£9402, eight-channel)

Just when you thought you’d seen every 
twist on the design of standalone DACs, 
from those with built-in streaming 
capability to fi lterless models claiming

 superior sound, along comes another 
variation on the theme. In this case it 
comes from Swiss company Merging 
Technologies, which has more than 25 
years of history in professional digital audio 
including the development of the Pyramix 
Virtual Studio, which uses the DXD format 
to tackle the challenges involved in editing 
DSD recordings.

More on Merging Technologies in the 
boxout, but here we have the company’s 
fi rst consumer-facing product, the £8547 
Merging+NADAC. This is a network audio 
DAC available in either the two-channel 
‘ST2’ version or, at an £855 premium, the 
‘MC8’ eight-channel version. 

NOVEL DESIGN
Distributed in the UK by subsidiary 
Emerging, which also handles the Trinnov 
room correction systems, the NADAC 
arrives in a market not exactly short of 
high-end digital audio solutions for the 
audiophile. On its side, however, is both 
this manufacturer’s studio experience 
and its novel approach to the routing and 
handling of digital audio.

Emerging suggests that while some of 
the building blocks of the unit – MediaTek-
based fi le-handling and ESS Sabre 9008S 
multichannel DACs – aren’t unknown in 
products of this kind, the design of the 
NADAC is what sets it apart. That there is 
something unusual going on here – apart, 
that is, from the eight-channel capability 
– is clear as soon as you take a look at the 
business end of the device. So, the rear 
panel has those multichannel outputs, 
on both RCAs and balanced XLRs, but 
neither is the digital input provision exactly 
‘standard’. Yes, there are both AES/EBU and 

S/PDIF coaxial/optical inputs, plus a socket 
to accept the feed from an external word-
clock – widely used in studio applications 
to ensure all the digital components in the 
signal chain are ‘singing from the same 
hymn-sheet’. 

But there’s no sign of a USB socket, 
rapidly becoming ubiquitous on DACs from 
the budget to the esoteric, to accept audio 
from a home computer at ever higher 
sampling-rates. Instead, there’s an RJ45 
socket on the rear, to allow the NADAC 
to be connected to a computer via an 
Ethernet cable, so this isn’t a conventional 
‘network audio’ device in the manner of, 
say, the PS Audio DirectStream Jr [HFN Jun 
’16] with its integrated ‘Bridge II’ DLNA 
capability. Instead, the network connection 
allows a dedicated app on a smartphone 

or tablet to control the NADAC, but also 
allows Ravenna networking between the 
DAC and the computer used to feed it.

RAVENNA NETWORKING
If Ravenna is a new one on you, then so it 
was to me, too. It’s an open-source audio-
over-IP system designed for use everywhere 
from broadcast to recording studios, 
implementing the AES67 interoperability 
standard, and is scalable to carry up to 768 
channels of bi-directional audio – useful in 
live-event broadcasting – at sampling rates 
of up to 384kHz and with very low latency. 

Even better, when it comes to setting 
up large networks, is that it doesn’t need 
specifi c switchers, patchbays or devices at 
either end of the chain, as it works with off-
the-shelf networking equipment as well as 

Merging Technologies NADAC
Another name new to the high-end DAC arena joins with a converter offering unusual 
connectivity and up to eight channels of audio. But does it offer something special? 
Review: Andrew Everard Lab: Paul Miller

RIGHT: Two key building blocks are visible 
here – a MediaTek-based Ethernet/digital 
input processing PCB (green, with internal 
connections to the back panel) and 8-channel 
analogue board (red) with two ES9008S DACs
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standard computers, provided the software 
required is loaded on them.

And that’s just what happens here: 
using drivers available for PCs (ASIO) or 
Macs (Core Audio), and entirely standard 
network cabling, switches, etc, the 
NADAC can be connected to a home 
computer – even over long cable runs up 
to 100m if required – and can thus receive 
PCM content at up to 384kHz, DXD and 
DSD64/128/256. 

The connection is asynchronous, 
the NADAC controlling 
the fl ow of data via 
Ravenna’s ‘Precision Time 
Protocol’, said to give a 
clock resolution of one 
nanosecond. Conventional 
sources can of course be 
connected to the NADAC 
via the AES/EBU and S/PDIF 
socketry, but then you’re limited to 192kHz 
on the balanced connection, and 96kHz on 
the optical and coaxial.

The eight-channel NADAC-MC8 
supplied for review can also be used in 
two-channel mode with a conventional 
stereo preamplifi er, or direct into power 
amplifi cation using the inbuilt volume 
control, and there’s also a headphone 
output provided on both 6.35mm and 
3.5mm sockets. It’s also possible, when 
using the Ravenna input and multiple 
sources, to have different music playing 

from the main outputs and the headphone 
jacks, but while I can see how this may be 
handy in a studio environment, I’m not sure 
how one would use it in a domestic set-up.

The NADAC can be ‘driven’ using its 
front-panel rotary control, adjusting 
volume as well as accessing menus 
covering source selection, eight-/two-
channel operation and a choice of digital 
fi lters, or using a web interface, an iOS 
app running on a smartphone or tablet, or 
the dedicated Windows interface. These 

open up further controls 
including sample-rate 
limiting, allowing either 
conversion of all fi les to 
a chosen sample-rate, or 
just downsampling of all 
fi les above a set limit. 

There’s also a 
switchable ‘Sharp’/‘Slow’ 

digital fi lter, the former giving a crisper, 
faster sound and the latter slightly more 
warmth, though the differences are 
relatively minor, and the choice will be a 
matter of taste as much as anything else 
[see PM’s Lab Report, p55].

Ravenna networking may have a bit 
of the ‘shock of the new’ about it – at 
least to those of us unfamiliar with the 
technology – but it actually took very 
little time to get up and running with my 
Mac and PC computers. Indeed, I’ve spent 
more time wrestling with various DACs and 

their USB drivers in the past. The ‘audio 
over IP’ protocol doesn’t interfere with 
any ‘normal’ networking to which the 
computer is attached – if it did, the app 
control wouldn’t work – and I soon had 
both network control of the computer 
and access to my NAS-stored music all 
operating smoothly.

 SPARKLING SUBTLETY
Most of my listening was carried out with 
the NADAC in two-channel mode, but 
on a whim (quite a time-consuming one, 
given the amount of re-cabling required) 
I also dusted off my TAG McLaren Audio 
100x5R:10 power amplifi er, which still has 
nine channels working after all these years, 
and used the DAC via its multichannel 
outputs to play some hi-res surround fi les. 

I used familiar player software on my 
computer, including Audirvana Plus and 
Roon, the latter being recommended by 
Merging Technologies to the extent that 
the NADAC will have Roon integrated in the 
near future. This will be done via an extra-
cost ‘back to factory’ hardware upgrade for 
units already in use, or as an extra model 
with Roon onboard, to be available by the 
end of the year. At the time of writing, 
Emerging was planning to show this new 
version at The Hi-Fi Show Live 2016 at the 
end of October [see p17].

In each case using this unusual DAC 
with my usual ‘computer audio’ rig was no 
trickier than with any conventional USB-
connected digital audio device. However, 
what does set the NADAC apart is the sheer 
sound quality on offer, with a sparkling 
combination of power and subtlety, 
information and musical involvement. 

And it’s pretty much fi le-agnostic, in that 
while higher-resolution fi les show obvious 
gains in dynamics and defi nition, even 
those at CD quality have excellent impact 
and superb tonal textures, confi rming this 
as every bit a world-class component.

‘The insight the 
NADAC offers is 
nothing short of 

remarkable’

ABOVE: Single rotary control looks after 
volume for line out and/or headphones, but can 
also access the Quick Control menu with a short 
push, or the main menu with a longer press

Claude Cellier founded Merging Technologies – based in Chexbres, Switzerland, 
just along the shore of Lac Leman from Montreux – in 1990. Previously with 
Nagra Kudelski, Cellier was at the heart of the team developing that company’s 
analogue tape recorders, including the Nagra IV-S and Nagra T-Audio TC, but the 
initial work of his new company was on an audio solution for the Commodore 
Amiga PC. Since then he has worked extensively on lossless audio compression, 
and is also the chief designer of the company’s Pyramix Virtual Studio, widely 
used in the recording industry: working at up to 11.2MHz/DSD256, it now has 
a new 3D panning engine for surround recordings. Working with Philips, Cellier 
developed and marketed the 352.8kHz/24-bit DXD (Digital eXtreme Defi nition) 
system for DSD editing and SACD mastering, and he also played a pivotal role 
in the development of the Ravenna/AES67 transmission protocol used in the 
NADAC. Ravenna can carry up to 48 channels of DSD256 if required!

CLAUDE CELLIER
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Th e Classic

Th e Classic was released to celebrate Pro-Ject Audio 
Systems’ 25th Anniversary. Th is retro-inspired turntable 
has been designed from the ground-up to combine 
timeless aesthetics with modern technology and 
audiophile sound performance.
Th e striking frame design is available in three wood 
fi nishes, and provides clever decoupling between the 
acoustically treated aluminium platter and the motor.

Th e new motor is powered by a built-in generator, for 
a consistent performance, and drives a sub-platter that 
sits atop a precision-engineered main bearing. 
Th e all-new 9” Classic Tonearm is made of aluminium 
and carbon fi bre, for unrivalled rigidity while retaining 
a low mass. Th e arm benefi ts from a new bearing 
system for completely free movement and is supplied as 
standard with an Ortofon 2M Silver cartridge.
Available Now for £799.00 (UK SRP)

An Instant Classic

Distributed by Henley Designs Ltd.
T: +44 (0)1235 511 166  |  E: sales@henleydesigns.co.uk  |  W: www.henleydesigns.co.uk
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HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

NETWORK-ATTACHED DAC

ABOVE: Ethernet is joined by AES and S/PDIF digital inputs (on RCA and optical up to 
96kHz) with a word clock input and up to eight channels of analogue output on RCAs 
and balanced XLRs (confi gurable for multichannel or stereo only via the menu)

Play a well-recorded set such 
as Adam Holmes And The Embers’ 
Brighter Still [Gogar Records; qobuz.
com] and the insight the NADAC 
offers into the recording is nothing 
short of remarkable, from Holmes’s 
husky vocals to the tight connection 
between the guitars and keyboards 
of his band. The shimmer and shuffl e 
of ‘People Come/People Go’ is highly 
addictive, while the slow build of 
‘Nadine’ shows the ability of the DAC 
to hold it all together and deliver 
the detail even as a track becomes 
increasingly complex.

With the busy space-rock of 
Spiritualized’s Ladies And Gentlemen 
We Are Floating In Space [Dedicated 
DEDCD 034] the NADAC’s ability to 
unravel the threads provided a real 
‘listen in’ experience. Public Service 
Broadcasting’s The Race For Space 
[Test Card Recordings TCRCDA02] 
also benefi ted from the clarity on 
offer when it came to laying out 
the multiple strands of samples and 
instrumentation. The bass sounded 
big and fast, and the bleeps, swishes 
and voices seemed to swirl around 
the room, despite the fact the 
recording is resolutely two-channel.

ENJOYABLE REFLECTIONS
Talking of surround, I spent time 
playing some of the 2L label’s 
surround mixes through my 
resurrected multichannel set-up, and 
greatly enjoyed the way the NADAC 
could put me at the heart of a 
church acoustic with the Trondheim 
Soloists’ Refl ections [2L-125] in 
96kHz/24-bit/5.1-channel.

Anyway, back to how the DAC 
performs in two-channel, and the 
results prove consistent not only 
irrespective of the fi le format or 
sampling-rate being played, but 
also across the range of musical 
genres, and whether it’s used as a 
conventional DAC via its AES/EBU 
and S/PDIF inputs, or connected 
using the Ravenna networking. 

However, it’s worth reiterating that 
the S/PDIFs are limited to 96kHz, 
so those with a music collection 
encompassing higher sampling 
rates, and without a source with an 
AES output, will need to go for the 
RJ45 connection.

Playing Elvis Presley’s ‘In The 
Ghetto’, from the 24 Karat Hits 
compilation in DSD64 [Analogue 
Productions; RCA Victor CAPP 
2040 SA], the NADAC conveys the 
reverberant intimacy of the focus on 
The King’s voice, the distant backing 
vocals, and the lush strings, while 
still reproducing all the weight of 
the bass and the scale of the mix – 
it’s delicious, heartfelt stuff. 

Switch to Costello, and ‘(I Don’t 
Want To Go To) Chelsea’ from This 
Year’s Model [Demon IMP FIEND CD 
18] powers from the speakers, again 
with the voice tightly rendered, but 
with the snap and jerk of the rhythm 
section of Bruce Thomas and Pete 
Thomas tight and gutsy below Steve 
Nieve’s swirling and whirling organ.

Yes, its unusual pro-audio-
based connectivity takes some 
familiarisation, but once you’re 
there, hearing tracks like this played 
with such absolute conviction makes 
a solid case for the NADAC. 

LAB
REPORT
MERGING TECHNOLOGIES NADAC

This is the fi rst product reviewed 
in HFN to feature the Ravenna 
protocol, more usually found in 
complex broadcast set-ups, but 
also clearly with much to offer 
in the domestic market. Yes, the 
Merging+NADAC is unashamedly 
at the exotic end of the DAC 
scene, but justifi es its place with 
a sound combining presence, 
purity and power. And Ravenna? 
It’s no harder to set up than 
conventional asynchronous USB.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

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

Leveraging off its expertise in developing professional digital 
recording solutions, Merging Technologies has been able to 
hit the ground running with this ‘consumer-facing’ network-
attached DAC. The vanishingly low distortion achieved by the 
quad-differential ESS DACs over the top 15dB of the NADAC’s 
dynamic range (as low as 0.00002% at –10dBFs through bass 
and midrange to 0.00009% at 20kHz: far better than Merging 
Technologies’ specifi cation) necessitates an expanded Y scale 
on our usual THD versus digital level plot [see Graph 1, below]. 
The only other DAC to have previously disappeared off the 
bottom of the 120dB scale was Chord’s DAVE [HFN Apr 16]. The 
maximum output is 3V via the balanced XLR connections which 
offer a low 29ohm source impedance and wide 113dB A-wtd 
S/N ratio with truly superb low-level resolution – linearity is 
good to ±0.1dB over a 100dB range and ±0.4dB over a (20-bit) 
120dB dynamic range.

The frequency response depends on choice of digital fi lter 
(the ES9008 has programmable FIR fi lter options) referred to 
here as ‘Sharp’ and ‘Slow’. Both are linear phase fi lters, Sharp 
a more conventional FIR type with pre/post ringing in the time 
domain but offering a good 110dB stopband rejection and 
fl at –0.07dB/20kHz (–0.5dB/45kHz) response. The Slow fi lter 
has much reduced time domain distortion but negligible 6dB 
alias rejection and a rolled-off –3.1dB/20kHz treble. These 
parameters are to be expected but the only real ‘chink’ in the 
NADAC’s armour is jitter. It’s not high, by any means, but at 
300-315psec is higher than the ~10psec achievable with ESS 
DACs in general and also very specifi c to this implementation at 
a low-rate 14-15Hz [see Graph 2, below]. PM

ABOVE: High resolution (zoomed) jitter spectrum 
with 48kHz/24-bit data over a ±500Hz range

ABOVE: Distortion versus 48kHz/24-bit digital signal 
level over a 120dB dynamic range (1kHz, black and 
20kHz, blue). Note expanded Y axis

Maximum output level / Impedance 3.03Vrms / 29ohm (XLR out)

A-wtd S/N ratio 112.9dB

Distortion (1kHz, 0dBFs/–30dBFs) 0.00007% / 0.0003%

Distortion & Noise (20kHz, 0dBFs/–30dBFs) 0.00009% / 0.0004% 

Frequency response (20Hz-20kHz/45kHz) +0.0 to –0.1dB/–0.5dB

Digital jitter (48kHz/96kHz) 300psec / 315psec

Resolution @ –100dB ±0.1dB

Power consumption 15W (1W standby)

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 435x95x435mm / 11kg
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Three-way fl oorstanding loudspeaker with ribbon tweeter
Made by: International Audio Group, China

Supplied by: IAG Ltd, Cambs
Telephone: 01480 447700

Web: www.quad-hifi .co.uk; www.internationalaudiogroup.com
Price: £3200

Since recorded sound fi rst appeared 
over one hundred years ago, 
humankind has mastered air travel, 
put men on the moon, developed 

weapons of fearsome power and advanced 
science and medicine in an amazing way. 
Sadly though, loudspeaker design hasn’t 
progressed in a commensurately game-
changing manner. Indeed, considering 
the bewildering number of loudspeakers 
on sale today, there’s a surprising lack 
of diversity – with most manufacturers 
preferring to stick to variations of the 
theme of basic moving-coil drive units in a 
chipboard box. 

Quad, however, is not guilty as charged. 
It has a unique tradition of innovation as 
far as speaker design is concerned, with 
the 1949 CR ‘Corner Ribbon’ a case in 
point. People would still be lauding this 
mid-century ribbon/moving-coil transducer 
hybrid as a marvel, were it not for the fact 
that it was superseded by arguably the 
most revolutionary speaker ever – the Quad 
ESL-57 electrostatic – in 1957.

Nowadays, the company continues to 
manufacture its high-end electrostatics, 
and it recently launched a range of highly 
affordable hybrid ribbon and moving-coil 
driver designs in the S-series. Following on 
from this, in celebration of the company’s 
80th anniversary, comes the new Z-series, 
which slots directly under the electrostatics 
and above the S-series. 

Quad’s Design Director Peter Comeau 
says the £3200 fl agship Z-4 tested here, ‘is 
the best speaker you can buy from Quad if 
you can’t afford, or give room to, a pair of 
electrostatics…’ 

SUMPTUOUS CABINET
Essentially then the Z-series is the brand’s 
affordable audiophile range, and comprises 
two standmounts and two fl oorstanders. 
The top Z-4 model is a large three-way 
design, with three 165mm bass drivers, a 
150mm midrange driver and Quad’s own 
bespoke 90x12mm ribbon treble unit. 
Furthermore, while the S-4 [HFN Jan ’16] 
has a conventional box-section cabinet and 
a set of ABRs at the back, the pricier Z-4 

RIGHT: Quad’s new ‘sandwich’ ribbon tweeter 
is joined here by a 150mm woven kevlar-coned 
midrange and three 165mm bass units. The 
bass refl ex system exits via the underside of the 
cabinet, across the surface of its spiked plinth

sports all forward-fi ring drivers set into a 
fashionable curvy ‘boat-shaped’ cabinet, 
sumptuously fi nished in a choice of piano 
lacquered black, white or rosewood.

Peter Comeau argues that, ‘the great 
advantage of a ribbon is that – like the 
Quad electrostatic – its diaphragm is 
driven directly by, and is in full control of, 
the audio signal from the power amplifi er. 
There’s no voice coil reacting through 
a cone or dome to contend with, no 
extraneous moving parts, so the result has 
a clarity and purity that is hard to beat.’ 

A ROBUST RIBBON
Traditionally, the downside of this design 
has been its poor power handling, but 
Comeau says modern composite materials 
can now be used to make it far more 
robust. A substantial 250W power handling 
is claimed alongside a very respectable 
90dB sensitivity [see Lab Report, p59], so 
the Z-4 will be viable with a wide range of 
lower-powered tube or higher-powered 
transistor amps. 

The tweeter works down to 3.5kHz, 
where it crosses over to the midrange 
driver, and this in turn signs off at 300Hz 
to let the bass units do their job. All the 
moving-coil drivers feature Kevlar cones 
with a double-roll cone surround and cast 
aluminium basket, making for a rigid and 
robust device. The bass units are refl ex 
loaded, but Comeau has designed the Z-4 
for use relatively close to a rear wall. Inside 
the box, there’s an elaborate dual-chamber 
fi lter system with the downward-fi ring 
refl ex port exiting via a specially shaped 
expansion chamber fi lled with foam, to the 
plinth base.

Constructed from multiple layers of 
wood fi bre composites of varying density, 
and extensively braced, the Z-4’s cabinet 
certainly feels solid and inert. The fi nish – 
with its multiple layers of piano lacquer on 

The best Quad speaker below its electrostatics – that’s 
the offi cial line on this premium-priced fl oorstander 
Review: Nick Tate Lab: Keith Howard

Quad Z-4
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the rosewood veneered review samples 
– would put a modern Bentley dashboard 
to shame, and affords the speaker an air of 
quality that completely belies its price. 

The Z-4 proved relatively easy to place 
in Editor PM’s spacious listening room, and 
was happiest relatively close to a boundary 
wall, although it was clear that bass-heavy 
ancillaries could be tamed by moving it out 
just a little. The reference system included 
a Melco N1A music player [HFN Jun ’16] 
pushing fi les over USB to Devialet’s Le 
Expert 800 monoblock power amps.

 NO CHARACTER FLAWS
It took little time to appreciate that the 
Quad Z-4 is a wonderfully couth and 
balanced loudspeaker, 
with a naturally 
open and detailed 
sound devoid of any 
particularly obvious 
character traits. It 
neither seeks to sugar 
the musical pill, nor 
impose its own character 
on the listener. Many fl oorstanders at this 
price have a distinct ‘sound’, whereas the 
understated Z-4 prefers to sit back and let 
the recording do the talking. Tonally it’s 
smooth, but with an ever-so-slightly light 
yet well extended bass that’s probably 
ideal for small-to-medium sized listening 
rooms where the speaker will fi nd itself 
close to a rear wall. In either case it 
delivers a polished and even sound, devoid 
of hotspots where the drivers cross over, 
ensuring a broad appeal across a wide 
range of music.

It’s fair to say that the Z-4 isn’t the most 
showy of performers though, and some 
might think it lacks drama. For example, 
ACT’s ‘Snobbery And Decay’ [Laughter, 
Tears And Rage; ZTT185CD] is one of the 
biggest, most bombastic electro-pop 
recordings ever to surface from the 1980s. 

Initially it seemed a tad underwhelming, 
giving no sense of wanting to pin the 
listener to the sofa, even at high volumes.

Yet a verse and a chorus or two into the 
song, and I realised it was pulling me in and 
working its spell. Indeed, you soon fi nd that 
you can peer right into its superbly detailed 
and subtle midband. The Z-4 scythed 
through the complex, dense mix to deliver 
an engaging yet highly informative sound 
– a clever trick because the Quad’s detail 
isn’t down to any hard, bright, mid-forward 
tendencies. Rather, it tells you what’s going 
on through commendable transparency.

‘Synchronicity 2’ by The Police 
[Synchronicity; A&M Records CD 3735] is 
a more polished recording with natural 

dynamics and superior 
spatial detailing. The Z-4 
immediately alerted me 
to this fact, delivering 
a dramatically different 
sound to the ACT track. 
It demonstrated an 
unfailing neutrality 
that was well able to 

signpost the different sonic signatures of 
respective recordings.

LIGHTNING-FAST RESPONSES
The Police’s offering was also a chance for 
the speaker to show its snappy rhythmic 
ability, with Stewart Copeland’s machine-
gun drumming brilliantly carried. Lithe 
and fl eet of foot, it caught his staccato 
rimshots superbly, and tied his snare drum 
playing to Sting’s animated bass guitar 
sound in perfect time. As you might expect, 
the ribbon tweeter with its low mass 
diaphragm delivered a visceral cymbal 
sound that was lightning-fast yet never 
descended into coarseness. 

Despite its smooth and even tonal 
balance then, the Quad Z-4 proved 
accomplished at carrying the raw emotion 
of the musical event. Dynamically, the 

‘On “Synchronicity 
2” the speaker 

showed a snappy 
rhythmic ability’

Quad design director Peter Comeau fi rst made a name for himself in the 
late 1970s with Heybrook. The company produced a range of mid-price 
loudspeakers which was extremely well received by the hi-fi  press and 
buyers alike. The mainstays of the company’s range used conventional drive 
units, but Comeau was always a big fan of ribbon tweeters. Indeed, he fi rst 
got interested when he heard a speaker using the Decca Kelly ribbon. ‘It 
really opened my ears to how clean a treble response could be given the 
right transducer,’ he says. ‘Unfortunately its limited power handling made 
it unusable with today’s high power amps.’ Years later, in the early ’90s, 
Heybrook’s superb-sounding fl agship Sextet fl oorstander paid homage to 
this. ‘This used a quasi-ribbon tweeter, but the one in the new Quad Z-4 is 
a true ribbon, using an element which is far more robust in terms of power 
handling than the Kelly, while serving a similar purpose’, he says.

PETER’S PROGRESS
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 Primare AIR + TIDAL...
equals complimentary three-month introductory TIDAL HiFi subscriptions.* 

Primare’s AIR app enables playback of high-resolution streaming 
services through any of Primare’s network-enabled digital devices, 
including the NP30 network player, MM30 media board installed 
in either the I32 integrated amplifi er or the PRE32 preamplifi er, and 
the PRE60 reference preamplifi er. 

AIR completes Primare’s suite of digital playback offerings, already 
including the Primare APP and Bluetooth connectivity, which make it easy 
to enjoy to the fullest today’s digital listening options, like TIDAL HiFi.

TIDAL is a global streaming service, available in 50 countries, with 
a catalog of more than 40 million songs and nearly 130,000 videos. 
The service offers high-fi delity CD sound quality, high-quality video, 
unique experiences, and expertly curated content and editorial. For 
more info go to tidal.com

Contact Karma or visit our room, Buckingham 2, at The HiFi Show to 
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big Quad scores highly, too. 
Donald Fagen’s ‘Tomorrow’s Girls’ 
[Kamakiriad; Reprise 9 45230-2] 
came over with real power and 
poise, giving a deep but tuneful bass 
with just a touch of looseness right 
down below. At high volume the Z-4 
showed little sign of compression 
at levels that would likely have the 
local constabulary knocking on your 
door. It wasn’t just about bluster 
though, because this speaker is 
blessed with fi ne dynamic shading. 

It ably captured the subtle 
accenting of the backing musicians 
and, once again, I found myself 
getting drawn into the music, 
locked into its groove, the music 
clearly unburdened by the Z-4’s 

obvious size and weight. Indeed 
the Z-4 boasts the lucidity of a fi ne 
mini monitor, backed up by a bass 
extension and dynamic headroom 
that would escape the latter. 

IMMERSIVE SOUNDS
Another facet of this big fl oorstander 
is its fi ne spatiality. John Williams’ 
cover of Joni Mitchell’s ‘Woodstock’ 
[Cavatina – The John Williams 
Collection; SALVOCD215] has a vast, 
cathedral-like recorded acoustic both 
left and right and front to back. If, 
perhaps the Z-4 cannot quite match 
its electrostatic bigger brothers in 
their ability to project images into 
space, it nevertheless made an 
impressive fi st of things here, 

With the Z-4 at the helm, 
Williams’ classical guitar sat 
confi dently just in front of the plane 
of the speakers, while the backing 
orchestra accompaniment hung back 
to give a highly immersive sound. 
The sheer ‘speed’ of the tweeter 
ensured that John Williams’s guitar 
playing sounded etched and vivid, 
carrying his phrasing in an unerringly 
lucid manner. 

So the Z-4 is not a ‘character 
speaker’ in the way that some rivals 
are, but rather it offers a taste of 
the transparency of the company’s 
electrostatic designs with the 
physicality and practicality of a highly 
capable box loudspeaker. Able to run 
at high volumes while sitting fairly 
close to rear walls, this is very much 
a do-it-all design. 

LEFT: The Z-4’s ‘boat-shaped’ cabinet is 
fashioned from multiple layers of wood-
fi bre composites and heavily braced. 
Bi-wire terminals are now gold-plated

Quad’s tradition of conservative specifi cation is upheld in 
the Z-4’s quoted sensitivity of 90dB: our pink noise fi gure 
of 90.8dB indicates that even 91dB would be fair. But we 
couldn’t match Quad’s stated minimum impedance of 3.6ohm, 
our measurement recording a dip to a full 1ohm lower at 
584Hz. Impedance phase angles are fairly well controlled 
but in combination with the low modulus the EPDR dips to a 
minimum of 1.3ohm at 99Hz and again to 1.4ohm at 838Hz, 
so the Z-4 is a tough load to drive. Forward frequency response, 
measured on the tweeter axis with the grille removed, is shown 
in the red and black traces [Graph 1, below]. Key features are a 
marked presence band dip and shelved-up upper treble, despite 
which the response errors are modest at ±3.2dB for both of the 
review pair.

Actually the tweeter axis is above typical seated ear 
height, but listening below the tweeter axis results – as you’d 
expect because of the long vertical dimension of the ribbon 
diaphragm – in a roll-off of extreme treble, illustrated by the 
grey trace, measured again at 1m but at a height equivalent to 
the top edge of the midrange driver. Pair matching, over the 
same 300Hz-20kHz was commendable at ±0.8dB. Diffraction-
corrected near-fi eld measurement of the bass response showed 
a peak in output at 100Hz followed by a relatively early 
roll-off resulting at a high 63Hz (–6dB re. 200Hz), so the Z-4 
will probably benefi t from being positioned nearer to a room 
boundary than many competitors. The CSD waterfall [Graph 
2, below] shows a clear treble resonance associated with the 
4.5kHz peak in the frequency response. KH

QUAD Z-4

ABOVE: Cabinet resonances are damped well enough 
although there’s a clear driver resonance at 5kHz

ABOVE: The Z-4’s forward response shows a slightly 
‘hot’ presence/treble (grey, top edge of mid driver)

Comeau confesses that when 
designing the Quad Z-4, he 
didn’t set out to create an 
immediately impressive sound. 
Instead, this fl oorstander is 
able to reveal the quality of the 
original performance in a subtle 
but engaging way, drawing the 
listener in. Sophisticated, soulful 
yet self-effacing, few rivals at or 
near its price come anywhere 
close to its all-round competence. 
As such, it is highly recommended.  

Sound Quality: 83%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Sensitivity (SPL/1m/2.83Vrms – Mean/IEC/Music) 91.6dB/90.8dB/90.3dB

Impedance modulus min/max (20Hz–20kHz) 2.6ohm @ 584Hz
10.8ohm @ 2.9kHz

Impedance phase min/max (20Hz–20kHz) –46o @ 92Hz
43o @ 1.4kHz

Pair matching/Resp. Error (300Hz–20kHz) ±0.8dB / ±3.2dB/±3.2dB

LF/HF extension (–6dB ref 200Hz/10kHz) 63Hz / >40kHz/>40kHz

THD 100Hz/1kHz/10kHz (for 90dB SPL/1m) 0.7% / 0.3% / 0.1%

Dimensions (HWD) 1175x267x340mm 

LAB
REPORT
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CD player and integrated amp. Rated at 150W/8ohm
Made by: Roksan Audio Ltd, London

Supplied by: Henley Designs Ltd, Oxford
Telephone: 0208 900 6801; 01235 511 166

Web: www.roksan.co.uk; www.henleydesigns.co.uk
Prices: £2500/£2750 (CD/Amp)

These days it’s increasingly hard 
to fi nd relatively fuss-free hi-fi  
products such as these. Fairly 
minimalist – by the standards of 

2016, that is – this CD player/amplifi er duo 
still offers a good deal of fl exibility as far as 
inputs are concerned. Despite providing CD 
and computer audio playback and wireless 
connectivity, it’s still refreshingly devoid 
of fripperies. Roksan MD Tufan Hashemi 
describes the blak series as being about 
‘optimum sonic performance, but with a 
wide range of facilities’.

The £2750 blak integrated is a big, old-
school bruiser of an amplifi er with a classic 
Class A/B MOSFET power amp pushing 
out a claimed 150W per channel [but see 
PM’s Lab Report, p63]. Bulky and rather 
industrial in appearance, it’s the kind of 
amp that speaks volumes before it’s even 
switched on. 

NO-FRILLS CD PLAYER
The matching £2500 blak CD player has, 
as you might expect, precisely the same 
effect. It could be from another era, not 
least because it’s a CD player only, with 
no digital input functionality or other 
superfl uities, but also because it looks big 
and purposeful. All components in the blak 
series (there’s a matching DAC, too) come 
in a choice of three fi nishes – Anthracite, 
Opium and Charcoal – and none fails to 
make a positive visual impact.

The blak integrated is a powerful, multi-
role design, with four headline features 
designed to appeal to today’s users. First, 
it has a MM phono stage (rather good, 
as it turns out); second it sports an aptX 
Bluetooth input in addition to its three RCA 
line ins and one balanced XLR; and third, it 
has a USB input supporting 192kHz/24-bit 
PCM and DSD64/128. 

Finally, there’s a mysterious rocker 
switch immediately beneath the centre 

of its front fascia panel which, when 
fl icked, transfers the amplifi er’s output 
to the headphone socket, and away from 
the loudspeaker terminals. In effect, says 
Roksan, it turns the blak integrated into 
one massive headphone amplifi er! 

Operationally, it’s simple to use. The 
large, remote-controllable volume knob 
has its own circle of LEDs 
to show the level set, 
and next to this is an 
alphanumeric LED display 
that shows the chosen 
source. Although not 
quite large enough to be 
seen from space, it really 
is unusually big. I liked 
the fact that you can read it from the other 
side of the room, and also for the choice 
of warm amber instead of the cold blue 
colour of most hi-fi  displays.

Three fascia-mounted buttons provide 
input selection, but following Roksan 
tradition the power switch is concealed 
underneath the fascia on the left – just 
to confuse newcomers to the brand. The 
blak amplifi er does not feel silky-smooth 
to use, as a similarly-priced Marantz 
would for example, instead, it’s solid and 

chunky – more Land 
Rover Defender than 
Jaguar XJ8. The fascia 
is beautifully surfaced, 
but the thick pressed 
steel casing doesn’t 
share its fi ne fi nish. 

Under the hood, 
the amp is laid out 

in mirror-image, dual mono fashion with 
heatsinking to either side, and a top, 
centre-mounted digital daughter board 
sitting above [see inside shot, below]. The 

RIGHT: The XMOS-based USB input and aptX 
Bluetooth receiver are hosted on a ‘digital’ 
daughter board (top centre, and note fl ying 
USB cable) while the main/headphone 
amp is switched via a concealed rocker

‘The blak served 
up vast tracts of 
room-shaking 

subsonics’

Neither minimalist, purist hi-fi  nor feature-laden mass market audio, this new mid-price 
British duo treads a carefully chosen path between the two – and arrives in style
Review: Nick Tate Lab: Paul Miller

Roksan blak CD/Amplifi er
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BLAK TO BASICS
Roksan’s Tufan Hashemi says the new blak series is the company’s multi-purpose 
separates range, offering real-world facilities that modern buyers want without 
compromising on sound. The amplifi er includes features like a Bluetooth input 
plus hi-res DSD/PCM support via USB, while the CD player spins the silver discs. 
‘The blak amplifi er fi ts in the top bracket, price-wise, of our integrated range’, 
although Tufan stresses that the more traditional M2 Caspian series is still 
very much alive. ‘Caspian is our purist, modular ‘audiophile’ range – there’s no 
internal phono stage, headphone amp, Bluetooth or USB DAC, for example.’ On 
the other hand, the Oxygene series [HFN Aug ’13/Mar ’16] is a highly streamlined 
and aesthetically pleasing lifestyle solution, but which still gives serious hi-fi  
sound in a part of the market where that isn’t taken for granted. So Roksan’s 
range is visually diverse and aims to have all the bases covered.

solid rear panel sports rugged binding 
posts and there’s an antenna for Roksan’s 
Bluetooth receiver. The latter worked very 
well, discovering my various devices quickly 
on initial switch-on and providing glitch-
free music from a range of around 10m. 

The blak CD is no less of a heavyweight, 
with high construction standards similar to 
its partnering amplifi er’s, and an equally 
large frontal display, set just above the 
centrally mounted disc-tray. Like Hegel’s 
Mohican [HFN Oct ’16] it’s unusual for 
being a Compact Disc player that is just 
that – it adds no additional DAC or preamp 
functionality, playing ‘vintage’ silver discs 
and nothing more. One look at the rear 
panel says it all, for there are RCA and XLR 
fi xed line outputs, and a choice of three 
digital outputs – coax, optical and AES/EBU. 

Inside, you see a carefully mounted, 
vibration-isolated mechanism and a solid 
chassis that damps resonance effectively. In 
use, it’s just like CD players used to be: easy 
and there’s a good quality remote control 
too. If you’re fed up with fi guring out how 

to use modern digital audio sources, this 
will be something of a revelation.

 
 A FEISTY SOUND

This combo sounds how it looks, which is 
to say big and strong. For many people, 
that will be an unalloyed good thing, as not 
every audio afi cionado craves analytical 
devices that deconstruct the original 
recording and everything that comes after. 

Rather, the Roksan blak duo has a 
wonderfully feisty sound that dives into the 
music with heady abandon. It has power 
aplenty for most sensible people, and 
shows little apparent fear of partnering 
loudspeakers. It’s a little larger than life, 
wears its heart on its sleeve, and just loves 
to boogie…

Cue up a well-recorded rock disc 
such as Dire Straits’ ‘Money For Nothing’ 
[Brothers In Arms; Vertigo VERH25], and 
via the balanced outputs/inputs the Roksan 
combo really makes its presence known. 
The amplifi er has a characteristically 
big sound with a fulsome bass, a good 

LEFT: The blak 
CD player is pure 
’80s minimalism, 
with nothing but 
old-school Compact 
Disc playback! The 
integrated is more 
versatile, with built-in 
DAC and Bluetooth, 
phono stage and 
headphone amplifi er. 
Oversized LED display 
is easy to read

amount of power to back it up, and a wide 
soundstage. It also tracks dynamics well, 
rarely sounding breathless even at high 
listening levels. 

All of this worked very well with this 
track, which relies on its chunky bass-
line to power along the sparse groove. 
The blak CD player served up a snappy 
yet solid sound, making the most of the 
song’s powerful rhythm guitar work and 
percussive synthesiser stabs. The result 
was highly enjoyable, and showed that, if 
nothing else, it’s certainly well voiced for 
’80s rock… 

Moving to more contemplative material, 
and it was soon apparent that the Roksan 
duo can do subtle, too. Playing his 
trademark ‘Cavatina’ from Cavatina – The 
John Williams Collection [SALVOCD215], 
John Williams was beautifully carried. This 
classic track is now nearly 40 years old, 
but still stands up to scrutiny thanks to its 
fi ne original Abbey Road recording. Now, 
in 2016, the Roksan combo made it sound 
expansive and three-dimensional, and rich 
with timbre as well.

ENVELOPING SOUNDSTAGE
Even driving as ambitious a speaker as 
B&W’s 800 D3 [HFN Oct ’16] in the Editor’s 
listening room, the blaks delivered an 
enveloping soundstage that really pulled 
the listener in. It’s nicely detailed across 
the midband, which made ‘Cavatina’ even 
more satisfying to hear. In absolute terms 
though, the blak isn’t the most translucent 
solid-state amplifi er on sale, even if it still 
gives a fi ne account of itself at the price. 

Very low-level detailing, such as the 
atmosphere of the recording location and 
its ambient ‘feel’, weren’t carried quite 
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as well as you fi nd with more high-
end separates.

Unsurprisingly, I found that the 
blaks sounded best when partnered 
together, because they’re especially 
euphonic in this way. The integrated 
amplifi er has a warm and fl uid bass 
that fl atters poorer recordings, but 
makes pretty much the best of the 
better ones. And of the two, it’s 
the amplifi er that lends most of 
the character. Via its USB input for 
example, a hi-res fi le of Kate Bush’s 
‘Misty’, from 50 Words For Snow 
[Fish People FPCD007], played from 
a MacBook Pro using Audirvana Plus 
had a subtly warm feel to it that 
really brought the listener in.

BOLD WIDESCREEN SOUND
Here, the blak integrated was 
able to showcase its other tricks 
too, including that fi ne dynamic 
headroom and ability to serve 
up vast tracts of room-shaking 
subsonics from the song’s deep, 
crashing piano cadences. 

At the other end of the frequency 
spectrum, the blak amp proves 
smooth and sweet, albeit ever so 
slightly opaque in absolute terms. It 
has its own way of doing things, and 
invites you to listen to the song’s 
musical dramatics, rather than 
pondering matters of neutrality and/
or transparency. It’s a big bruiser 
of an amplifi er, and wants to have 
fun. This holds across all sources – 

even the Bluetooth is surprisingly 
animated and full-bodied, and it 
proved a boon for a bit of simple 
background listening. 

As I say, primarily users will want 
to hear the blak integrated with 
the partnering blak CD, for here the 
music is unceasingly entertaining, 
with a bold, widescreen sound that 
wants to party. It’s still enjoyable 
with classical programme material, 
but some listeners may crave a little 
more neutrality and low-level detail 
here. If you fi nd ‘forensic’ amplifi ers 
too boring then Roksan’s blaks may 
well offer the spirit you crave. 

Feed it anything upbeat with 
an enjoyable groove, from Herbie 
Mann’s ‘Summertime’ from At The 
Village Gate [Atlantic 1380] to 
ABBA’s ‘Take A Chance On Me’, from 
The Album [Polar 549 954-2], and 
this Roksan duo rediscovers its true 
purpose in life. 

You can tell they’re brothers; the 
Roksan blak amplifi er and CD 
player really enjoy one another’s 
company and show a musically 
convincing family face to the 
world. They cover most other 
bases too, from the sensible 
provision of real-world features 
to the seemingly endless power 
on tap. Only this duo’s aesthetic 
quirkiness marks it down, but 
for those who look beyond such 
things, it’s highly recommended.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality:  83%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

ABOVE: The blak CD player [top] has a suite of digital outs plus single-ended (RCA) 
and balanced (XLR) analogue outs. The amp [below] has phono, three line ins (RCA), 
one balanced in (XLR) plus USB and aptX Bluetooth. Note WBT speaker cable posts

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

It’s rare to encounter an amplifi er that’s incorrectly specifi ed, 
but that’s one reason why we test products at HFN rather 
than relying on manufacturer’s websites or literature. So the 
blak amplifi er’s >150W/8ohm and >230W/4ohm rating only 
holds up under dynamic conditions (165W, 305W, 520W 
and 325W into 8, 4, 2 and 1ohm loads) but falls short at 
2x130W/8ohm and 2x210W/4ohm under standard, continuous 
output conditions [see Graph 2, below]. Distortion is moderate, 
climbing slightly with level (0.006%/1W to 0.035%/100W) 
and with frequency (0.015%/1kHz to 0.095%/20kHz at 10W). 
The A-wtd S/N ratio is rather better than Roksan’s >76dB 
rating at 80dB (re. 0dBW) but this is still 5-6dB shy of an 
‘average’ result these days while the response, and particularly 
the extreme HF response, is fairly speaker-load dependent 
(–0.25dB/20kHz/8ohm to –2.8dB/20kHz/1ohm) courtesy of its 
rising output impedance (0.019ohm/1kHz to 0.24ohm/20kHz 
and 2.3ohm/100kHz).

Roksan’s partnering blak CD player is less ‘colourful’, 
offering a wide 112dB A-wtd S/N ratio from a maximum 4.3V 
balanced output (and a low 25ohm source impedance). The 
player uses a PCM1798 DAC from TI which offers excellent jitter 
rejection (the 16-bit limit of 115psec is achieved here) and 
exceptionally low distortion, although the 0.00075% managed 
through bass and midrange does increase to 0.015% at 20kHz 
as a function of stress on the analogue output stage [this falls 
to 0.0035% at –20dBFs/20kHz – see Graph 1, below]. The 
response is fl at to –0.28dB/20kHz and TI’s standard ‘Sharp roll-
off’ digital fi lter option offers a full 99dB stopband rejection, 
albeit with signifi cant pre-echo in the time domain. PM

ROKSAN BLAK CD/AMP

LAB
REPORT

ABOVE: THD versus digital signal level for blak CD 
with 44.1kHz/16-bit data (1kHz, black; 20kHz, blue)

Power output (<1% THD, 8/4ohm) 130W / 210W

Dynamic power (<1% THD, 8/4/2/1ohm) 165W / 305W / 520W / 325W

Output imp. (20Hz–20kHz, CD/Amp) 25ohm / 0.019–0.24ohm 

Freq. resp. (20Hz–20kHz, CD/Amp) +0.0 to –0.29dB/–0.22 to –0.25dB

A-wtd S/N ratio (CD/Amp) 111.8dB (0dBFs) / 79.7dB (0dBW)

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz, CD/Amp) 0.00075-0.015% / 0.014–0.095%

Digital jitter (CD) 115psec

Power consumption (CD/Amp) 8W/440W (63W idle)

Dimensions (WHD, CD/Amp) 440x140x309/440x140x309mm

ABOVE: Dynamic power output versus distortion into 
8ohm (black trace), 4ohm (red), 2ohm (blue) and 
1ohm (green) speaker loads. Current limit is 18.0A
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Closed-back circumaural headphone
Made by: Fostex Co. (Foster Electric Co., Ltd), Japan

Supplied by: SCV Distribution, Hertfordshire
Telephone: 03301 222500

Web: www.fostexinternational.com; www.scvdistribution.co.uk
Price: £569

Harking back to the widely admired Denon AH-D5000 – which it manufactured – 
Fostex offers up a staid-looking but opulent-sounding alternative for those bereft
Review & Lab: Keith Howard

Fostex TH610

The only Fostex headphone to 
have come our way previously 
was the TH-900 [HFN Oct ’13], 
now in Mk2 form and which may, 

in fairness, be quite different. I was not 
especially enamoured of its generously 
shelved-up bass response and described 
it, despairingly, as ‘yet another modern 
headphone in which excessive bass output 
not only colours the sound but drains it of 
life and interest’, and likened it to a portly 
family dog rather than a whippet. 

I’m delighted to say that the new 
TH610, despite being a lot cheaper at 
£569, is not a chip off that particular old 
block. In the press release accompanying 
it much is made of the fact that Fostex 
designed and made a series of well-loved 
closed-back headphones for Denon, 
including the AH-D5000 [HFN Sep ’08]. 

A FOSTEX PHOENIX?
I found that headphone’s sound 
rather too well-upholstered also – I 
described it as ‘lush and smooth above 
all else, delivering an opulent sound 
quality that makes [many competitors] 
appear somewhat uncouth by 
comparison’ – but the ’D5000’s sin was 
mild compared with the TH-900’s. And, as 
I say, the Denon was popular, to the point 
of it being lamented by devotees when it 
was discontinued. Without saying as much, 
Fostex’s literature suggests that the TH610 
might be a reincarnation. And that’s not so 
wide of the mark.

You may, as I used to, think of Fostex 
as a manufacturer of Lowther-like full-
range drivers with whizzer cones. It does 
indeed make such devices but more 
conventional drive units feature in its 
inventory as well, including a number 
of particularly interesting-looking ones 
equipped with Fostex’s proprietary 
HR cone profi le that brings to mind the 
radially corrugated drivers designed by 

the late Jim Thiel. In any case, whether 
full-range drivers get your vote or get your 
goat, experience with them is just what a 
headphone manufacturer needs.

In the case of the TH610, the driver is 
a 50mm-diameter unit with a neodymium 
motor (of course) and ‘bio-dyna’ 
diaphragm, the latter explored in more 
detail in the boxout [see facing page]. 
Fostex is manifestly proud of the 1 tesla 
fi eld strength it claims 
for the TH610’s magnet 
gap but, despite having 
a pretty low 25ohm 
nominal impedance, it 
isn’t notably sensitive.

What a truly modern 
headphone must have,

I’d contend, is 
something that’s in lamentably 

short supply within the 
ranks of today’s Japanese 
headphones: snappy 
industrial design, à la Sonus 
faber Pryma One [HFN Jun 
’16] or, more pertinently 
given that the TH610 is 
a circumaural design, 
the Audeze EL-8 [HFN 

Oct ’15]. Instead 
what we have 

‘Fostex suggests 
the TH610 is a 

reincarnation of 
Denon’s ’D5000’

RIGHT: No Red Dot award for the TH610, 
surely, which is conventional and conservative 
in its appearance to the point of being staid. 
Capsule closures are black walnut

in the TH610 is the headphone equivalent 
of chintz curtains: an appearance that it 
would be kind to call retro. 

EYE OF THE BEHOLDER
While I wouldn’t describe the red Urushi-
lacquered capsule closures of the earlier 
TH-900 as chic – despite it celebrating an 
ancient Japanese craft – at least the shot 
of colour gave it a pizzazz that the TH610, 

with its matt-fi nish black 
walnut housings, all too 
notably lacks. Of course, 
I never buy hi-fi  products 
solely on the basis of 
their appearance, any 
more than you would – 
but fi ne sound has never 
precluded good looks as 

an adjunct. It just requires a determination 
to titillate the eyes as much as the ears.

Setting aesthetic judgments aside, the 
TH610 has generously padded earpads, 
covered in artifi cial leather, that are 
contoured to provide a good seal to the 
head with only modest clamping force, 
and which have a suffi ciently capacious 
opening to accommodate all but the 
largest ears without squish or squash. 

The headband is suffi ciently well padded 
too that users with a less than luxuriant 
barnet – like yours truly – will likewise be 
comfortable. Connection is via a Y-cable 
that plugs into each capsule separately 
(by means of a two-pronged plug with 
rhodium-plated contacts that reminds me 
somewhat of the one used by Sennheiser 

in the old HD 850), so balanced 
connection is feasible but requires 
the purchase of another cable: the 
one supplied is 3m in length and 
terminated in a traditional ¼in stereo 
jack plug. A soft leatherette carrying 

bag is the only included accessory.
Despite that bag the TH610 makes 

no concessions to use on the move. Its 
capsules don’t rotate fl at let alone fold 

up into the headband, and no adapter for 
3.5mm mini-jack sockets is provided.

I should add so far as the headband 
is concerned that it appears to be 
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vibrationally inert – during the impedance 
test I was unaware of any signifi cant 
carry-over of sound from the active to the 
inactive capsule. If you tap the headphone 
structure all over with your fi ngers while 
wearing it, it is free of notable ‘boings’ 
resulting from poorly damped structural 
resonances – which is always reassuring.

 A FAVOURITE REIMAGINED 
For the listening I used my usual ancillaries: 
a Teac HA-501 headphone amplifi er [HFN 
Apr ’14] fed analogue signals from a Chord 
Electronics QuteHD DAC and second-
generation Mac mini running Windows XP 
and JRiver Media Center v19. An Arcam 
rHead [see p68] was also to hand as an 
alternative amplifi er.

As I have implied, the TH610 is 
something of a reborn Denon AH-D5000. 
Although I didn’t have a sample of the 
latter to hand for listening comparison, 
I was able to compare their third-octave 
diffuse-fi eld corrected frequency responses 
[green trace, Graph 2, p67], both measured 
on my artifi cial ear, and the two are within 
±3dB of each other from 50Hz to 8kHz, 

which in headphone terms is pretty tight. 
The principal differences are that the 
Denon had better bass extension, a less 
well maintained output from 200Hz-600Hz 
and slightly less droop in the presence 
band, so all told the TH610 looks slightly 
the better balanced of the two.

And if my memory of the Denon doesn’t 
deceive me, that’s how the TH610 sounds. 
Don’t misunderstand me: this is still a 

BIO-DYNA
Cellulose is one of biology’s most important structural macromolecules. Whereas 
we vertebrates use the proteins collagen and keratin for structures like bone, 
skin and hair, the plant kingdom uses cellulose for cell walls, a polysaccharide 
comprising a chain of sugar molecules rather than amino acids. In combination 
with lignin, it enables structures as large as the giant sequoia – the tallest living 
thing on the planet. Processed to form paper, it has also played a central role in 
the loudspeaker industry down the decades, cones made from paper pulp having 
once been ubiquitous. Although plastic alternatives have become increasingly 
popular since the 1960s, paper has physical properties – particularly its ratio 
of tensile modulus to density – that make it superior to unreinforced plastics, 
although not as good as metals like aluminium. Fostex says little about how its 
‘bio-dyna’ headphone diaphragm is made, save that it contains bio-cellulose 
fi bres and has a speed of sound twice that of conventional plastic alternatives.

LEFT: Comfortable to wear for long periods, 
the TH610 is quite heavy but benefi ts from 
thick, soft earpads with a generous opening for 
the ears, a well-padded headband and notably 
low head-clamping force

headphone with a tonal balance that’s on 
the warm, rich side of neutral. But it’s a 
whole heap leaner than the original
TH-900, and I think a little lighter on its 
feet than the Denon too .

WELCOME SENSUOUSNESS
If you’re a devotee of female vocal, 
chances are you will like the creaminess 
and warmth that the TH610 brings to the 
party. On the 192kHz/24-bit download 
of ‘Take Five’ from Sabina Sciubba and 
Antonio Forcione’s Meet Me In London 
[Naim label], Sciubba’s honeyed voice 
took on an extra dose of sensuousness, 
albeit with the downside that, compared 
to a more neutrally balanced headphone, 
there was a little less ‘air’ to the sound 
overall and Forcione’s acoustic guitar 
accompaniment lost some of its urgency. 

The whole presentation was a little 
dialled back from ultimate precision and 
detail but had a sumptuousness that a 
signifi cant subset of listeners will welcome 
– those who, given the choice between 
uncompromising honesty or a slightly more 
emollient sound, prefer the latter.

It was a similar story with ‘You’re 
My Thrill’, a 96kHz/24-bit rip from Joni 
Mitchell’s Both Sides Now [Reprise Records 
DVD-A, 9362-47620-9]. The orchestration 
was a tad thickened, losing both a little 
transparency and some spatial delineation, 
but the richness added to Mitchell’s voice 
made her sound even more at home 
singing standards, with Vince Mendoza’s 
large orchestra sweeping and soaring 
around her in the style of Nelson Riddle or 
Gordon Jenkins. No wonder the album won 
two Grammy awards in 2001.
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O SHEADPHONES

While not the most neutral or 
hear-through headphone, the 
TH610 is still nothing like as bass/
lower-mid heavy as some modern 
headphones and will clearly suit 
those listeners who prefer a fuller, 
less insistent sound quality. If 
you heard and liked the (now 
discontinued) Denon AH-D5000 
closed-backed headphone, you 
are almost certain to be a fan 
of this new model too, and will 
thank Fostex for making it.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

Sound Quality: 81%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

Fostex specifi es a sensitivity of 98dB SPL for 1mW for the 
TH610, which corresponds to 114.0dB for 1V across the 
specifi ed nominal impedance of 25ohm. This agrees quite well 
with the 115.7dB SPL for 1V we measured at 1kHz, averaged 
for the two capsules. The quoted nominal impedance is a little 
high, though – we measured it varying between 22.8-23.8ohm 
across the audible 20Hz-20kHz frequency range. This is lower 
than typical for medium impedance headphones, probably 
to assist sensitivity, but the small variation ensures that the 
modifi cation of frequency response will be just 0.11dB with 
a preamp of 10ohm source impedance and 0.20dB with a 
30ohm source. Both fi gures are insignifi cant.

From the uncorrected frequency responses [Graph 1, 
below] it is apparent that the TD610 lacks the bass lift of many 
modern headphones but also doesn’t display the expected 
peak in output between 2-3kHz. The effects of these features 
on perceived tonal balance are indicated by the corrected 
response traces, the diffuse-fi eld correction [green trace, 
Graph 2] suggesting that there will be some emphasis of upper 
bass and lower midrange, and all three corrections showing a 
‘hole’ in presence band output centred on about 3kHz, with a 
kick-up in the upper treble thereafter. These results are broadly 
similar to those we obtained with the Fostex-designed Denon 
AH-D5000 [HFN Sep ’08], though the latter’s DF-corrected low-
frequency output peaked lower at 40Hz. If you liked the tonal 
balance of the Denon, you’ll almost certainly like the TH610. 

While the impedance versus frequency graph for the TH610 
is pretty smooth, there are some small peaks between 1.5kHz 
and 8kHz suggesting the presence of resonances. A cumulative 
spectral decay waterfall confi rms this, the most obvious 
resonance coinciding with the peak in output at 5.6kHz, with 
lower-level modes at 1.8kHz and 870Hz. KH

FOSTEX TH610

LAB
REPORT

On classical music I felt less 
laissez-faire about the TH610’s 
mild but manifest homogenising of 
textures and timbres. The expanded-
forces ‘Heiliger Dankesang’ 
movement from Beethoven’s 
String Quartet Op.132 – one of the 
demonstration tracks available as a 
free download from Native DSD (and 
converted here to 88.2kHz/24-bit 
PCM) – sounded weighty and warm-
hued but the keening string sound 
and huge acoustic were downplayed 
by the LF-skewed tonal balance. 
This is an exceptional recording but 
it sounded less so via the TH610 
than it would over more neutrally 
balanced headphones.

MUSCULAR MUSIC
Further Beethoven followed in the 
form of the Allegri String Quartet 
playing the Andante Cantabile 
from Beethoven’s early Op.18:5 
[192kHz/24-bit download from 
www.vivatmusic.com]. This is an 
exceptional recording too – both 
musically and technically – but 
here we really do have a quartet 
of musicians so the sound is 
more intimate. Again the TH610 
presented a warm, muscular sound 
but missed out somewhat on the 
supreme subtlety and clarity of 
the Allegri’s playing – and the 
atmosphere of the performance 
seemed less charged as a result.

The heady mix of piano and 
electronic sounds that comprise 
‘Dreaming’ from Bugge Wesseltoft 
and Henrik Schwarz’s CD Duo 
[Universal Music 277041-9], poses 
different challenges but the effects 

of the TH610’s ‘red shift’ tonal 
balance were predictable enough: 
the piano sound became weightier 
but the clarity and crispness of the 
electronic elements was dialled 
back. Yet, despite the TH610 
not having the AH-D5000’s bass 
extension, it still had enough LF 
clout to expose the deep bass 
components of the bass drum sound 
– whether it’s real or synthesised – 
as a satisfying rumble.

You get the point – the TH610’s 
tonal balance largely dictates how it 
sounds and the effect either appeals 
or it doesn’t, depending on your 
tastes and expectations. It isn’t ‘DJ 
headphone’ heavy in the bass, thank 
goodness, but loaded towards that 
end of the spectrum. 

Upside: its lushness soothes like a 
relaxing bath at the end of a trying 
day. Downside: it sacrifi ces some 
zip, transparency and insight. 

ABOVE: The connecting lead is detachable, so balanced connection is feasible – but 
you have to buy the necessary cable (which is 4-pin XLR terminated) as an accessory

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS
Sensitivity (SPL at 1kHz for 1Vrms input) 115.7dB

Impedance modulus min/max (20Hz–20kHz) 22.8ohm @ 940Hz
23.8ohm @ 37Hz

Capsule matching (40Hz-10kHz) ±4.9dB

LF extension (–6dB ref. 200Hz) 21Hz

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

Weight (inc cable and 0.25in connector) 486g

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) indicates that the TH610 lacks the 
customary boost to low bass and presence band 
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HEADPHONE AMP

In the 40 years that Arcam has 
been making amplifi ers – the iconic 
A60 was launched in 1976 – the 
company has never before made one 

for headphones that could be seriously 
labelled ‘audiophile’. 

But with today’s heightened interest in 
headphone use, John Dawson – co-founder 
of A&R Cambridge and now a consultant 
to the company – was fi rst tasked with 
upgrading the headphone provisions of its 
integrated amplifi ers and then, realising 
that it was possible to do still better with 
a dedicated headphone amp, submitted 
a product proposal for just such a device. 
That proposal was approved and here we 
see the fruits of JD’s subsequent labours: 
the £395 rHead. 

THE DAWSON RECIPE
John Dawson, with whom I spoke in the 
course of preparing this review, makes 
the point that headphone amplifi ers are 
in key respects more diffi cult to design 
than loudspeaker amplifi ers. Headphones 
have a much broader range of sensitivities 
and impedances than loudspeakers, which 
means that a headphone amplifi er must 
have suffi cient voltage capability to drive 
insensitive models and suffi cient output 
current capability to drive low impedance 
designs. They also need low residual output 
noise to keep hiss acceptably low with 
sensitive headphones, and a low output 
impedance to prevent the widely varying 
impedance of some ’phones inducing 
signifi cant changes in frequency response 
at the jack socket.

Some headphone amplifi ers address 
the sensitivity issue by incorporating 
switched gain, but that was something 
John Dawson was determined to avoid. 
As he was the crossover distortion he’d 
found in IC headphone amplifi er solutions. 
What he came up with was a design using 

an output stage that runs in Class A up to 
output currents suffi cient to drive most 
headphones to very high loudness levels 
before it transitions to Class AB mode 
should even higher current be needed [see 
boxout, p69]. 

The amplifi er stage offers a gain of 
3x (10dB) and uses a digitally-controlled 
analogue volume control in the form of the 
TI-sourced PGA2311 chip, the version used 
being the lowest-distortion ‘A-grade’ part 
which Arcam also employs in its fl agship 
49-series amplifi ers [HFN 
Jun ’15]. This provides 
80dB of range in silently-
switched 1dB steps 
(mostly), adjusted by 
the small rotary volume 
control to the right of the 
rHead’s front panel.

Inputs, on the rear 
panel, are unbalanced (on RCAs) and 
balanced (on three-pin XLRs) with a small 
switch selecting between them. The rHead 
is a classic analogue headphone amp, not 
a DAC/headphone amp hybrid, so there 
are no digital inputs. It also has no line-
level outputs – just paralleled 3.5mm and 
6.35mm headphone sockets to the left of 

the front panel – so it cannot double as a 
simple preamp. Output impedance via the 
sockets is specifi ed as less than 0.5 ohm, 
so even the most wayward headphone 
impedance versus frequency behaviour will 
not result in any appreciable modifi cation 
of frequency response [see PM’s Lab 
Report, p71].

MINIMALIST STYLING
Power is delivered by a 12V plug-top 
supply, regulated inside the rHead to ±11V 

rails for the amplifi er 
stage and ±5V analogue 
and digital supplies 
for the volume control 
IC. ‘Extensive internal 
power fi ltering’ is used, 
making it unlikely – or 
at least less likely – 
that an alternative 

power supply will improve sound quality. 
Nevertheless this is sure to be an area of 
experimentation for rHead owners keen 
to tweak it (just as I was with the original 
rDAC to hand).

Drawing on design cues from Arcam’s 
Solo Movie and Solo Music, and like 
the irDAC-II, the rHead’s diecast metal 

RIGHT: Arcam’s discrete Class A amp sits centre 
stage inside with the Burr-Brown volume control 
chip in the top right corner. Note also the PSU 
fi ltering – Arcam suggests aftermarket PSUs 
may not yield any improvement in performance

‘Elvis’s “Love Me 
Tender” found a 
soulmate in the 
Arcam rHead’

It took Arcam four decades to make its fi rst audiophile headphone amplifi er. But the 
elegant, chunky, sweet-sounding little rHead proves to be well worth the long wait
Review: Keith Howard Lab: Paul Miller

Arcam rHead

Class A headphone amplifi er
Made by: A&R Cambridge Ltd, Cambs 

Supplied by: Arcam UK
Telephone: 01223 203200

Web: www.arcam.co.uk
Price: £395  
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casework is substantial and modern-
minimalist in appearance, with a single 
rectangular indicator on the curved top 
edge of the front surface (it isn’t really a 
panel) to show power status. 

It glows red when power is connected 
to the unit and the rear power switch 
is on and green when the circuitry is 
fully powered, the latter achieved by 
rotating the volume control off its fully 
anticlockwise position. Should the rHead’s 
automatic output protection be triggered 
by, say, accidentally short-circuiting the 
output, it can be reset simply by turning 
the volume control back to the off position. 
A non-slip rubber base to the enclosure 
replaces conventional rubber feet.

As you’d expect given its Class A output 
stage, the rHead runs warm to the touch 
once it has reached thermal equilibrium 
and it requires appropriate ventilation 
as a result. Inside the rHead, its output 
transistors are intended to run at 70/80°C 
– suffi ciently low not to compromise 
reliability or longevity.

For the listening, I turned to my trusty 
Chord Electronics QuteHD DAC and 
second-generation Mac mini running 
Windows XP and JRiver Media Center 
v19. I did no listening via the rHead’s XLR 
inputs, and doubt that many buyers of 
a headphone amplifi er at this price will 
have a balanced signal source available. A 
costlier Teac HA-501 [HFN Apr ’14] was on 
hand for comparison and headphones used 
included Sony’s now discontinued MDR-
MA900 [HFN Oct ’12], an Audio-Technica 
ATH-A2000Z [HFN April ’16] and Fostex 
TH610 [see p64]. 

I didn’t experiment with different 
power supply provisions, which would 
be inappropriate for a review, but if you 
are tempted to try this, take care to heed 
Arcam’s warning not to exceed 14V input.

 ARCAM’S EASY RIDER
Once I’d left the rHead powered up for a 
few days and played many hours of pink 
noise through it, I was greeted – using 
the revealing MDR-MA900 initially – with 

LEFT: Appearance is 
clean and minimalist 
with not a fastener 
in sight and a rubber 
base in place of feet. 
Diecast casework 
also gives the rHead a 
rugged feel despite its 
diminutive size

satisfyingly easy-going, unfl appable, but 
still transparent and engaging music-
making, just as you’d hope for from a 
carefully executed Class A design. There 
is absolutely nothing about the rHead’s 
character that will get in the way of long 
and satisfying private listening sessions.

The principal area in which the rHead 
cedes ground to the very best headphone 
amplifi ers is resolution for, ultimately, 
it isn’t quite as hear-through. But this is 
mostly an issue – and a minor one for 
a product at this keen price – on well-
recorded hi-res source material, where the 
rHead sounds mildly blurred compared 
to the leaner delivery of state-of-the-art 
alternatives. On lesser programme this is 
barely discernible, and with the many bass-
heavy, presence-band-light headphones 
currently on sale, it may never be manifest 
whatever your source material.

One of the fi rst items I played happened 
to be just the sort of hi-res material I mean: 
Tony Faulkner’s characteristically natural-
sounding recording of the Allegri String 
Quartet playing the Andante Cantabile 
from Beethoven’s early String Quartet in A 
[192kHz/24-bit; www.vivatmusic.com]. 

You couldn’t wish to hear a more 
elegantly, delicately played or beautifully 
recorded version of this music, and in 
large part the rHead did justice to both 
musicians and recording engineer with a 
rich, spacious, uninhibited sound. It was 
only in comparison to an outstanding 
alternative from the next price-class 
up that it seemed just a little lacking in 
dynamic, timbral and spatial nuances.

‘Love Me Tender’ is the best sounding 
track from Elvis 24 Karat Hits [ripped from 
the RCA Victor Living Stereo SACD, CAPP 
2040 SA, and converted to 88.2kHz/24-bit 
PCM] and it found a soulmate in the 
naturally warm and rich-sounding rHead. 

CLASS DIVIDE
At what point does the rHead transition from Class A into AB? The standing 
(aka quiescent or idling) current in its output stage is specifi ed as 90mA, which 
means it should deliver 180mA peak (127mA rms) output current in Class A. Into 
a 16ohm load this is equivalent to 259mW, into a 32ohm load 518mW and into a 
300ohm load 4.86W. But the last (equivalent to an output voltage of 38.2Vrms) 
far exceeds the approximately 6Vrms that the rHead can deliver [see PM’s Lab 
Report, p71] – hence the output power is restricted to a specifi ed 0.13W into 
300ohm (equivalent to 6.24Vrms). Specifi ed outputs into 16 and 32ohm are 
2.0W and 1.1W respectively (equivalent to 5.66Vrms and 5.93Vrms), so the 
transition from Class A to Class AB takes place at about 8.9dB below clipping into 
16ohm, and about 3.3dB below clipping into 32ohm. For a typical headphone 
sensitivity of 115dB SPL for 1Vrms, the equivalent sound pressure levels are 
121dB and 127dB respectively – suffi cient to accommodate the peaks of high 
dynamic range music at realistic levels. For headphones of about 47ohm or 
greater, the rHead will certainly operate in Class A up to voltage clipping.



Mark – 07875 197019   Raj – 07875 527116 www.mingda.co.uk

Vision House, Davenham Close,
Great Malvern, WR14 2TY

Makers of desirable top-end valve amps for over 
twenty years. Make an appointment to come and 
see our Malvern Audio Research showroom today.

“ ”Music produces a kind of pleasure which 
human nature cannot do without.

Confucius – from The Book of Rites
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HEADPHONE AMP

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

Presley’s vocal, complete with 
occasional fl uffs, dripped ardent, 
syrupy affection centre-stage 
while the acoustic guitar and vocal 
accompaniment were well resolved 
to left and right respectively. You 
could almost hear star-struck, 
lovelorn hordes of teenagers in plaid 
skirts and white socks screaming and 
swooning in the background.

The warm-hued rHead sound 
also nicely complemented many 
of the orchestral items I played, 
such as ‘Morning’ from Sir Thomas 
Beecham’s 1956-7 Stereosonic 
recording of Grieg’s Peer Gynt suite 
[ripped from EMI 9 65934 2]. This 
naturally spacious recording, allied 
to the rHead’s reliably edge-free 
character, was enough to transport 
me 60 years back to when I was 
aged one and could never have 
heard and appreciated Beecham and 
his Royal Philharmonic Orchestra!

AN ENTREE TO WEBERN
In comparison to the mellifl uous 
Grieg, ‘Rasch’ from Anton Webern’s 
Five Pieces For Violin And Piano 
[96kHz/24-bit download from 
2L] evinces a quite different 
musical philosophy and occupies 
a very different sound space: one 
where ‘mellifl uous’ is not often 
a complement. But here too the 
rHead’s refusal to stray towards 
the grainy or gritty paid dividends, 
taking the sharp edge off the violin 
sound and adding a little weight to 
the piano. This piece isn’t supposed 
to sound ‘nice’, and the rHead didn’t 
bowdlerise it – it just rendered it a 
little less acerbically. 

I was intrigued: we are all used 
to hi-fi  components editorialising 
and thereby infl uencing what music 
we play, but usually in a negative 
sense. Whereas here was the rHead 
rendering spiky Webern in a way 
that might well make it crucially 
more acceptable to many listeners 
on fi rst (and repeated) exposure.

The usual downside of silver-
tongued hi-fi  components is that 
they don’t fare quite so well with 
high energy pop/rock material, 

and so it proved with the rHead. 
‘Annie’s Yellow Bag’, from the 
Gwyneth Herbert album All The 
Ghosts [44.1kHz/16-bit rip from 
naimcd135], was a case in point, 
losing a little of the restless energy 
of the opening percussion and bass. 

Likewise with Grace Jones’s 
‘Well Well Well’ [44.1kHz/16-bit 
rip from Hurricane, Wall Of Sound; 
WOS050CD] which sounded a little 
too controlled and restrained when 
it needed to sound open and loose-
limbed for the Sly and Robbie reggae 
groove to really hit home.

So, yes, the rHead does 
editorialise, like every hi-fi  
component yet made. But a mildly 
laid-back presentation suits certain 
pieces of music as well as it does 
many listeners, and is always 
preferable to fatiguing stridency, 
particularly where a product is likely, 
like the Arcam rHead, to be used 
in the context of less than stellar 
ancillary components. 

Budget esoterica? Certainly: 
the rHead offers a taste of high-
end sound quality at a price that 
many for whom music is more than 
background noise will fi nd realistic 
and affordable. 

LAB
REPORT

For its price, the rHead delivers 
admirable sound quality allied to 
broad headphone compatibility 
and superior build quality. It’s 
the product of an experienced, 
mature builder of hi-fi  electronics, 
not a garagiste (as Enzo Ferrari 
derided the nascent British F1 
teams of the late 1950s). It would 
be unreasonable to expect it to 
challenge the best headphone 
amps but it comes close enough 
to rate as a notable bargain.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

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

Physically unimposing and perfectly priced for our Budget 
Esoterica review section, Arcam’s rHead may lack any digital 
functionality but its performance as an analogue preamp is 
fi rst-rate. Of course, a headphone preamp demands a couple of 
very specifi c prerequisites, including suffi cient current reserve 
to maintain a given voltage across a potentially low impedance 
load (driving a 32ohm headphone is tougher than a 47kohm 
power amp line input) and a low source impedance to maintain 
a reliable system response. Both these the rHead has in its 
armoury: a voltage output of 6.5V, suffi cient to deliver 70mW 
into a high impedance 600ohm headphone, enough current 
to maintain 1.6W/25ohm into the ‘average’ low impedance 
model [see Graph 1, below] and all through a sub-1ohm source 
impedance. With variations in response of just 0.1dB with a 
headphone load of 25ohm, the rHead’s native response is 
exceptionally fl at and extended (–0.25dB/1Hz-95kHz).

Distortion, too, is not only fabulously low but also broadly 
unaffected by loading [see Graph 2, below], falling to as low 
as 0.00015% through bass and midrange and ‘peaking’ at a 
maximum 0.001% at 20kHz and 0.003% at an ultrasonic 40kHz 
(all re. 0dBV). Low noise is also vital to a great headphone 
experience, particularly with super-sensitive types, and the 
rHead will not disappoint with its wide 96.1dB A-wtd S/N ratio 
and, more importantly perhaps, vanishingly low –95dBV (18μV, 
unweighted) residual noise. Stereo separation is also very good 
at >105dB midband and 82dB at 20kHz, as is the ±0.01dB 
channel balance of the digitally-governed volume control. I will 
say that its steps are quite coarsely arranged over the top 10dB 
of its range, not that any save the least sensitive headphones 
will be likely to be operated in this region. PM

ARCAM RHEAD

ABOVE: No USB or S/PDIF digital inputs 
here, for a choice of single-ended (RCA) 
and balanced (XLR) analogue inputs are 
all the rHead offers

Maximum output (<1% THD into 47kohm) 6.5V

Max. power output (<1% THD into 25ohm) 1610mW

Output Impedance (20Hz-20kHz) 0.53-0.895ohm

A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBV) 96.1dB

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz, re. 10mW) 0.00015–0.0010%

Frequency resp. (20Hz-20kHz/100kHz) +0.0 to –0.01/–0.3dB

Stereo separation (20Hz-20kHz) 105dB to 85dB

Power consumption 7W

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 194x44x135mm / 720g

ABOVE: Distortion versus frequency from 20Hz-20kHz 
(black, 1V unloaded; red, 10mW into 25ohm load)

ABOVE: Continuous power output versus distortion 
into 25ohm ‘headphone’ load
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Classical Companion

I cannot pretend my fi rst 
encounters with Bruckner’s 
music were encouraging. 
I remember going to see 

Klemperer, giving a Royal 
Philharmonic Society concert at 
the Festival Hall, at a time when 
he was only just starting to record 
for EMI, where he programmed the 
Symphony No 4, ‘The Romantic’. I 
thought it was a truly awful piece, so 
disjointed… and to present this with 
the bust of Beethoven overseeing 
the music too! (Those RPS concerts 
then had a plinth and bust on stage 
– do they still?) I was mindful of 
the Beecham quip about ‘several 
pregnancies and miscarriages’.

Then I tried a 1955 Vox LP of the 
Ninth Symphony: a grim-sounding 
work in a grim-sounding Vienna 
recording with the conductor Jascha 
Horenstein. Later, the far more 
approachable ‘Indian Summer’ CBS 

anything out of the ordinary release 
lists were magnetic. Two conductors 
I was interested in back in the late 
1950s were Wilhelm Furtwängler 
and Herbert von Karajan [see 
Classical Companion Dec ’14 and 
May ’15] and London specialist 
shops stocked German import sets 
with their Bruckner Symphony No 8.

STEREO FROM 1944
The Karajan was an Electrola 
stereo transfer of his 1957 Berlin 
Philharmonic recording, where 
EMI had only issued the mono 
here. The Furtwängler came from 
one of two consecutive May 1949 
performances with the same 

orchestra (issued 
on Electrola and 
Music & Arts). The 
two interpretations 
contrasted 
markedly – the 
older conductor 
saw himself as a 
‘tragedian’ and his 

fi rst-movement coda suggests utter 
desolation, while the Karajan is more 
imperious and unwavering. 

A few years later an experimental 
stereo tape made at the height of 
the war by Karajan and the Berlin 
Staatskapelle surfaced on a Recital 
Records import LP. It was later 
published on a Koch CD with mono 
transfers of the scherzo and Adagio, 
although (i) is missing. The stereo 
effect so impressed Karajan that he 
asked to restart the whole project, 
but this was refused!

The Eighth is one of Bruckner’s 
two longest symphonies, and 
preference for the Haas or Nowak 
scores is much debated. (Klemperer, 
incidentally, made big fi nale cuts in 
his EMI recording.) The composer 
was never confi dent about his 
work and consequently various 
confl icting editions have appeared 
for most of the symphonies when he 

version with Bruno Walter gave me a 
better idea of the piece.

This was the last incomplete 
Symphony 
composed by 
Bruckner, which 
– as a devout 
Catholic – he 
dedicated to ‘the 
beloved God’. It 
had occupied him 
for some years 
and its fi rst publication (1903: 
seven years after his death) was full 
of editorial changes by Ferdinand 
Löwe, who had also conducted 
the premiere. Bruckner himself 
suggested that his Te Deum might 
follow as a fi nale, but various 
reworkings from sketches have been 
recorded – Simon Rattle’s Berlin 
version the latest [Warner Classics]. 

But to get back to my starting 
point: it does seem that here’s a 
composer misunderstood in his 
lifetime, insecure, whose music 
represents a big hurdle for listeners. 
Indeed, the writer Richard Osborne 
admitted ‘even to sympathetic 
explorers… the landscapes are not 
easily known’. And there’s a very 
lengthy Gramophone forum thread 
‘I just can’t get into Bruckner’.

A turning point for me I think 
came through a bit of ‘record 
collector one-upmanship’, where 

‘Skrowaczewski 
went home in a 

delirium and was 
in bed for days’

He may have struggled counting leaves on trees but some of his notes on paper have a 
sublime effect. Christopher Breunig gives an overview of this insecure fi gure

Anton Bruckner
Composer

èFrom 
1944, an 

experimental 
stereo fi nale to 
Karajan’s radio 
recording of the 
Eighth Symphony

íAnton 
Bruckner, 

a portrait 
photograph 
reproduced as a 
postcard in 1910
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reworked his scores after consulting 
well-meaning ‘experts’ – see the 
discography at www.abruckner.com 
to see who does what.

Incidentally, not even the 
numbering of the symphonies is 
straightforward: besides 1-9 we have 
0, 00 and the B-fl at sketch (absent 
from the otherwise complete 
Tinter/Naxos budget set). No 3 
was dedicated to Wagner, whom 
Bruckner venerated, but its original 
quotations from Wagner became 
largely deleted in revised editions. 
Their relationship was captured in 
silhouettes by the artist Otto Böhler.

So where should you start 
listening? One answer would be the 
Symphony No 1, a post-Schubertian, 
uncomplicated work which Bruckner 
himself referred to as ‘Das kecke 
Beserl’ (the saucy maid). Well, 
he should know – he embarked 
upon several unrequited affairs 
with younger women, as Stephen 
Johnson admits in his invaluable 

Faber study Bruckner Remembered. 
At one time he was reported as 
compulsively counting leaves, 
looking up awkwardly while standing 
under a tree.

The First is most felicitously 
done by Abbado and the Lucerne 
Orchestra [see boxout] yet isn’t 
really quintessential. The Seventh, 
with its suggestions of alpine vistas 
and a ‘hunting’ scherzo, is the key 
to discovering Bruckner (that third 
movement, some may remember, 
served for a BBC Prisoner Of Zenda 
television adaptation). 

It was fi rst recorded on 1924 
Polydor 78s by Oskar Fried, and its 
Adagio – which honours Wagner in 
a solemn coda – fi gured on German 
Radio at various crisis points in 
World War 2. Arguing that it gave 
the work a better balance, Sir Colin 
Davis used to reverse the order of 
the inner movements – an eccentric 
decision. The one point of detail 

Brucknerians debate here is whether 
a cymbal clash should be heard at 
the climax of the slow movement. 
It’s diffi cult to choose between the 
Karajan/VPO (1989) and Haitink/
Concertgebouw (1966) but the 
latter was Radio 3’s ‘Library’ choice. 
At 60m 15s it’s by far the shortest of 
Haitink’s versions [Decca 478 5690].

LITURGICAL MUSIC
A devoted Brucknerian, with 
recorded cycles for both DG and 
EMI, Eugen Jochum used to say 
how essential it was to maintain a 
steady pace, but his actual fl exibility 
weakened several readings. Yet 
I think his is one of the most 
desirable Fourths on record [Berlin 
Philharmonic; DG/Presto 449 7182]. 

The coupling is Sibelius: unusual for 
a German conductor of the period. 
Jochum is also admired for the three 
Masses, with motets: lovely pieces 
[DG 479 6197]. But should you 
come across the irreplaceable 1962 
Karl Forster LP of Mass No 3, with 
the inimitable St Hedwig’s Choir, et 
al [ASD 515], then snap it up pronto!

Hearing Bruckner as a small child 
sent Stanislaw Skrowaczewski home 
in a delirium and he was in bed for 
days. Now in his 90s, he has never 
lost his passion for the symphonies. 
With the Minnesota Orchestra, No 9 
is a Reference Recordings audiophile 
CD [RR-81], while the problematic 
( ie, I still cannot fathom it!) No 5 is a 
very recent LPO live recording from 
the RFH [LPO-0090]. 

ESSENTIAL RECORDINGS
Symphony No 1
Accentus ACC30274; ACC40274 (vinyl)
Abbado’s earlier Decca/DG CDs were of the 
‘Linz’ score, but fi nally he switched to the 
1891 Vienna version for this Lucerne Festival 
Orchestra performance.

Symphony No 4
Decca 4788559 (vinyl, two discs)
Karl Böhm’s excellent 1974 VPO Fourth was 
spread over four LP sides: a format preserved 
here. (On CD: 475 8403.)

Symphony No 7
DG 439 0372 
Karajan’s last recording with the VPO, 
remastered as a ‘Gold Edition’ disc.

Symphony No 8 (Haas Edition)
Profi l PH07057
Haitink’s Dresden Staatskapelle Eighth 
was recorded live in 2002: an excellent 
supplement to his Concertgebouw versions.

Symphony No 9
LSO Live LSO0746 (SACD)
Haitink’s superb Ninth, with the LSO ‘on 
tremendous form’, is only £5.99 as a 
96kHz/24-bit download (with PDF booklet).

Mass No 3
Hyperion CDH55332
Now on Hyperion’s midprice label, Matthew 
Best’s recording with the Corydon Orchestra & 
Singers, with exemplary soloists [but see text].

èClaudio 
Abbado’s 

fi nal concert 
recording from 
August 2013 
is available on 
CD, vinyl and as 
a 48kHz/24-bit 
download

ë Richard 
Wagner 

offers snuff to 
Bruckner: one 
of Otto Böhler’s 
silhouettes 
circa 1880 
(from Stephen 
Johnson’s 
book Bruckner 
Remembered)
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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...

Simon & Garfunkel
Bridge Over...

If there’s a more generous song in the 
history of popular music than Simon 
& Garfunkel’s ‘Bridge Over Troubled 
Water’, I’ve yet to hear it.

Carole King’s gorgeous ‘You’ve Got A 
Friend’ runs it close. As does Bill Withers’ 
lovely ‘Lean On Me’. Maybe REM’s 
‘Everybody Hurts’ at a pinch. But for sheer 
soothing comfort and charity of spirit, 
‘Bridge...’, with all its ‘When you’re weary, 
feeling small,’ ‘when darkness falls,’ and the 
Silver Girl whose time has come to shine, 
takes the proverbial biscuit.

EXCEEDS ALL INFLUENCES
Critics may be right to point out its sly debt 
to The Beatles’ ‘Let It Be’, scholars may 
have a point when they claim you can trace 
its major inspiration back to a gospel song 
called ‘Mary Don’t You Weep’ which was 
released in 1958 by The Swan Silvertones, 
and pedants may be not that wide of the 
mark in stating that it bears more than 
a passing resemblance to The Righteous 
Brothers’ version of ‘Old Man River’. Yet 
‘Bridge Over Troubled Water’ still stands 
tall and exceeds all its infl uences. 

A mere triumph of style over content, or a timeless gem? 
Steve Sutherland reassesses the duo’s swan-song album 
from 1970, which has been reissued on 180g vinyl

after all, it was a hymn to sharing – and 
quite right too.

How incredible, then, to discover 
that this most gracious song of succour 
and support masks a collection of songs 

based on the more 
traditional tenets of 
the modern songsmith 
– anger, disillusion, 
betrayal and abandon. 
It may sound sugar-
sweet for the most 
part but make no 
mistake, Bridge Over 

Troubled Water, the album, is a wolf in 
sheep’s clothing.

I guess this really should come as no 
surprise considering Paul Simon’s track 
record, but ‘Bridge...’ is such an effectively 
sympathetic anthem of togetherness and 
fi delity that we are moved to forget the 
stark reality of its situation. 

So, lest we forget, Simon wrote all the 
S&G songs, Garfunkel just sang them, albeit 
wonderfully. And looking back through 
their catalogue, it’s blindingly obvious that 
introspection, pain and desertion – the 
singer/songwriter’s natural motherlode – 
formed the bedrock of Simon’s craft.

PRESUMPTION OF LOSS
All his previous greats – ‘Homeward 
Bound’ (can’t rediscover his roots), ‘Mrs 
Robinson’ (‘Joltin’ Joe has left and gone 
away’), ‘America’ (‘Cathy, I’m lost’), even 
the traditional ‘Scarborough Fair’ (‘She 
once was a true love of mine…’) – are all 
founded on the presumption of loss. 

And so it is with the Bridge... LP, only 
this time it isn’t some Greenwich Village 
gamin or pneumatic hitch-hiking beatnik 
bird that’s broken Simon’s heart. It’s Artie. 
His pal, his buddy, his chum. Bridge... is 
a break-up album alright. The working 
bromance is over.

What happened was, after successfully 
soundtracking Mike Nichol’s famous 
coming-of-age movie The Graduate, Art 
Garfunkel and Paul Simon were seduced 
into acting in a movie, accepting the 

Indeed, the song struck such a chord 
with the public psyche that it sold over 
six million copies, was number one in the 
US for six weeks running and eventually 
spawned over 50 cover versions. It also so 
effectively marketed the 
LP to which it gave its 
name that the album 
shipped to the tune of 
25 million and counting.

Garfunkel’s 
stupendous choir boy 
vocal lent the song 
such a purity that even 
the hardest of hearts couldn’t resist, even 
though, initially, he didn’t want to sing 
it, intimidated by the sheer quality of the 
demo that Simon brought forth. Simon 
insisted his partner man up to the task – 

‘It’s a break-up 
album alright. 
The working 

bromance is over’

ì Paul Simon (left) and Art Garfunkel pose for a publicity still in 1968. The pair met as children 
in New York in 1953 and since their split in 1970 have reunited on several occasions
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respective parts of Lt Nately and Dunbar 
in Nicholl’s next venture, a fi lm version 
of Joseph Heller’s trendy novel Catch 22. 
Then, suddenly, Simon’s part was written 
out of the script, so Garfunkel jetted off 
to Mexico, the fi lming stretching out to a 
tiresome eight months while his partner 
was left in the lurch trying to create their 
follow-up album, Bookends.

TWO KEY SONGS
Simon may have been the duo’s sole 
songwriter but he was used to a system 
of working whereby he’d sketch out small 
batches of songs which the pair would 
painstakingly record until they passed 
muster, whereupon Simon would go off to 
create a new batch. 

Now he was bereft of his sounding 
board and left to labour on his lonesome, 
a situation he grew to resent to such 
an extent that, once the project was 
completed, he dissolved what remained of 
the partnership in a painful divorce.

Looking back, Garfunkel admitted the 
rift was presaged by a collection of songs 
pregnant with coded omens but, by the 
time the album dropped in January 1970, 
he’d failed to decipher and heed them. 

The two key songs to discovering the 
album’s real message are ‘So Long Frank 
Lloyd Wright’ and ‘Only Living Boy In New 
York’. The former is ostensibly about the 
famous architect but it’s a veiled reference 
to the fact that Garfunkel’s youthful career 
of choice was to follow in Lloyd Wright’s 
footsteps. How he didn’t hear it Lord 
knows. The lyrics go: ‘I can’t believe your 
song is gone so soon/ I barely learned the 
tune... all of the nights we’d harmonise till 
dawn…’ It ends with: ‘So long... So long.’

‘Only Living Boy...’ is less obtuse. It goes, 
‘Tom, get your plane right on time/ I know 
your part’ll go fi ne/ Fly down to Mexico... 
Here I am/ The only living boy...’, etc. Simon 
& Garfunkel started out their career as Tom 
& Jerry. Artie was Tom.

In comparison to their previous albums, 
Bridge... has a fuller, more pop-aware 
production and the songs vary more 
in style, veering away from the folkie 
confessional format. This has led some 
listeners, in retrospect, to conclude that 
it’s a triumph of style over content. And ok, 
admittedly, there are a couple of duds. I 
doubt anyone would claim their life would 
be lessened if they’d never heard the cod-
Latino ‘El Condor Pasa’ or light-rocking fi ller 
throwaway ‘Baby Driver’. 

But it’s a measure of the quality of the 
rest of the album that even these trite 
novelties gain some mystique in their 
illustrious company, as if they grow in 
stature by the very fact of their inclusion.

BEYOND SAD 
The rest are genius odes to captivity. ‘Keep 
The Customer Satisfi ed’ bemoans the 
touring band’s miserable duty, the soul-
sapping, muse-stifl ing business-focused fact 
of playing the hits every night to expectant 
crowds. ‘Cecilia’, with its wacky Popeye 
The Sailor Man ending, is a chicks-can’t-live-
with-’em-can’t-live-without-’em hoot.

‘The Boxer’, which took over 100 hours 
and at least three separate studios in 
three separate cities to perfect, is beyond 
sad. ‘I am leaving, I am leaving,’ cries the 
protagonist. ‘But the fi ghter still remains.’

Once Catch 22 had wrapped and 
Garfunkel was ready to recommit to the 

duo, S&G went out on tour where they 
recorded a humdinger of a harbinger 
of what was to come – a cover of The 
Everly Brothers’ 1957 hit ‘Bye Bye Love’. 
Simon left the audience applause on the 
recording – the darkest of ironies.

By the time the LP came out and was 
a monster commercial and critical smash, 
the union was over. Garfunkel signed up for 
another Nichols movie, Carnal Knowledge. 
Simon signed up for a songwriting course 
and went solo. He also grew to resent that 
he’d persuaded his pal to sing the title 
song. What a twisted world we live in.

RE-RELEASE VERDICT
Released on US label Sundazed Music, 
which was founded by reissue guru Bob 
Irwin and his wife back in 1989, this 180g 
offering has been remastered from the 
original analogue tapes and comes in a 
high quality cardboard sleeve bearing 
meticulously reproduced original cover art.

As for the vinyl, our copy felt weighty 
and sturdy with no popping, skipping, 
warping or weaving present as the needle 
traced the grooves. And the sound? Top 
notch. It’s a satisfyingly authentic trip 
down vinyl’s memory lane. HFN

ìPriced £25.50, the 180g reissue of 
Bridge Over Troubled Water is available 

to order online at www.amazon.co.uk
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Can Tago Mago
Recorded in a German castle using just two reel-to-reel tape recorders and four mics, 
since its release in 1971 this deliberately dense and at times diffi cult double LP has come 
to be regarded as one of the most infl uential rock albums ever to have been made... 
Words: Mike Barnes
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One of the infl uences most 
regularly cited in press 
releases touting today’s 
up-and-coming bands is 

‘Krautrock’. The term gives instant 
cachet to their music, implying 
originality, experimentation, 
integrity and, more likely than not, 
mesmeric – or motorik – grooves. 
And of all the groups from the past 
referenced, the most usual is Can. 

Yet back in the early 1970s, 
‘Krautrock’, with its World War Two 
connotations, was at best a snappy, 
albeit crass, piece of journalese. At 
worst, it was a somewhat dismissive 
consolidation of Germany’s new 
music. One assumes it came from 
the same mindset that saw a sub-
editor headline NME journalist 
Ian McDonald’s perceptive 1974 
piece on Can with the words, ‘We 
Have Ways Of Making You Listen’, 
presumably to be read out aloud in a 
comedy German accent. 

EXPENSIVE IMPORTS
It’s pretty well incontestable 
that up to the late ’60s, with 
few exceptions, rock music from 
mainland Europe saw groups 
attempting to play catch-up with 
the groundbreaking sounds coming 
out of America and the UK. So 
much so that the UK music press 
concentrated almost exclusively on 
Anglo-American sounds. 

Into the ’70s, German music was 
little known, often arriving in the UK 
on expensive imported LPs, with the 
odd chart hit like The Rattles’ ‘The 
Witch’ achieving a higher profi le. 

Can formed in Cologne in 
1968. It was a time of unrest 
in Europe, with student riots in 
France nearly destabilising the de 
Gaulle government and there were 
similar displays of insurrection in 

the group’s homeland. Against 
this background, the more radical 
German musicians pursued an idea 
of rebirth, of separating themselves 
from the sins of the fathers who had 
controlled the country’s Nazi past – 
many still held positions in German 
society – and from the givens of 
Anglo-American rock.

Instead, they built from 
the ground upwards to create 
something that 
was intrinsically 
their own. 
Some, such as 
Tangerine Dream, 
began playing 
improvised 
psychedelic rock 
music, but by 
1970 were looking out to the stars 
on abstract, transcendental albums 
like Alpha Centauri. Suddenly, it 

seemed, it was the UK playing 
catch-up with the Germans. 

In many respects, Can were 
the unlikeliest of groups. 
Keyboard player Irmin 
Schmidt had studied with 
the doyen of the German 
avant-garde, Karlheinz 
Stockhausen, and was a 

budding orchestral conductor 
and concert pianist. But he 

wanted something different 

from the dictates of the classical 
establishment. Like Schmidt, bass 
guitarist Holger Czukay had hit the 
age of 30 and had also studied 
with Stockhausen, but now wanted 
to make music where ‘we forget 
everything we knew’. 

ITINERANT BUSKER 
Twenty-year-old guitarist Michael 
Karoli was one of Czukay’s students 

and had turned 
Czukay onto 
The Beatles. 
Drummer Jaki 
Liebezeit, also 
30, had played 
free jazz with 
Manfred Schoof, 
but now decided 

to strip back his drumming and 
explore rhythmic regularity. Then 
there was Can’s vocalist, a black 
American artist by the name of 
Malcolm Mooney who had never 
sung with a group before.

Can’s music was the antithesis of 
Progressive rock in the UK. Rather 
than use technique in order to 
create new musical structures, they 
attempted to discard the techniques 
they already had. 

Mooney left the group in early 
1970, but in the May of that year 
the band were to commence a 

‘The audience 
was shocked and 
almost everybody 

left the hall...’

ìCan in 
the mid 

’70s (l-r): Jaki 
Liebezeit, 
Irmin 
Schmidt, 
Holger 
Czukay, 
Michael Karoli

ìLive on 
stage 

in Hamburg, 
1972

ì Poster 
from 

1978 with 
bassist Rosko 
Gee, who 
joined in 
1977, centre

íRear 
cover 

of fi rst Spoon 
reissue in 
1981 and 
label of 1971 
release
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residency at a club called Blow Up 
in Munich. On the afternoon of the 
fi rst concert, Czukay and Liebezeit 
chanced upon an itinerant Japanese 
busker called Kenji ‘Damo’ Suzuki 
playing his improvised music and 
street theatre, and invited him to 
appear with the group that evening. 
His response was that he had 
nothing special to do, so why not?

Czukay recalled the set in 1997. 
‘Damo started murmuring like a 
meditating monk. All of a sudden 
he turned into a fi ghting samurai, 
the audience 
was shocked 
and almost 
everybody left 
the hall. About 
30 Americans 
were left… 
Among them was 
Hollywood actor 
David Niven, who probably thought 
he was attending to some sort of 
nightmare happening.’

AGITATED GROOVES 
Suzuki joined the group, who 
developed the music for the double 
album Tago Mago throughout 
1970 at a rehearsal space they 
rented from a local art dealer in 
Schloss Norvenich, a large 18th 
century mansion near Cologne. It 
now houses the European Museum 
Of Art. They had also facilities for 
recording there.

The group collectively arrived at 
a structure to many of the songs on 
Tago Mago, through melodic ideas 
and tape editing, most notably on 
‘Paperhouse’. It has a boldly asserted 
verse section, which segues into a 

faster middle section 
with an agitated, 
syncopated drum 
groove, and keening 
guitar lines from Karoli. 
All this decelerates 
into a more subdued, 
shuffl ing version of the 
verse at the song’s conclusion.

EXQUISITE TIMING
Schmidt was so unlike his peers, 
the keyboard wizards of Progressive 
rock, that apart from a few trilling 

piano lines at 
the start of 
the track, he 
decided to play 
almost nothing.

The rhythm 
section was a 
unique pairing. 
At times 

Liebezeit plays almost mechanically, 
but with an exquisite timing and 
feel that is unlike any other rock 
drummer. His fi nest moment comes 
on ‘Mushroom’, a much-sampled 
swinging, clattery, cyclical pattern 
with Czukay locked in, punctuating 
often with single notes. Over this, 
Karoli and Schmidt play long, slow 
melody lines. 

The space in the music made it 
unlike anything else being played 
at the time. Suzuki’s vocals here 
exemplify his desire to sing in ‘the 
language of the stone age’, as he 
incants a mix of English, Japanese 
and phonetics. 

The 18-minute ‘Halleluwah’ fi nds 
Can doing a take of sorts on the 
loping New Orleans funk of The 
Meters, occasionally spiralling off 

ë Irmin 
Schmidt 

caught on 
camera in 
1972 

ë The 
group 

in 1969 
(l-r): Czukay, 
Schmidt, 
original singer 
Malcolm 
Mooney, 
Liebezeit and 
Karoli 

é Singer 
Damo 

Suzuki, who 
replaced 
Mooney on 
vocals 

íThe 
mansion 

near Cologne 
where Can 
recorded 
in the late 
1960s and 
early 1970s 
before 
moving out in 
late 1971

PRODUCTION NOTES 
Making records was an expensive 
business back in the early ’70s so 
Can were in a privileged position to 
have 24-hour access to their own 
recording studio. They established 
a regime of daily playing and 
this helped nurture their open, 
improvisatory approach and 
spontaneous compositions.

 Holger Czukay was crucial to 
the structure of some of the songs 
since he was an expert tape editor. 
‘Paperhouse’ is made up of two 
different rhythmic and melodic 
ideas skilfully edited together while 
‘Halleluwah’ was also edited from a 
number of different takes, some with 
overdubbed drums.

However, the recording set-up 
was basic, comprising two 2-track 
Revox reel-to-reel recorders – giving 
the option of bouncing down to get 
extra tracks – and four microphones. 
This meant the group had to ensure 
that both the positioning of the mics 
and the volume of the instruments 
were correct from the start.

On parts of ‘Oh Well’, the group 
plays over an earlier recording of the 
rhythm section and vocals played 
backwards. But the most radical use 
of their recording facilities was what 
Czukay describes as ‘in between 
moments’. During breaks, or pauses 
in the recording process, sometimes 
the other musicians would play in 
order to pass the time. ‘And there 
was always one microphone and one 
recorder on standby position for such 
cases,’ said Czukay.

Which is why on ‘Aumugn’ we 
also have audible evidence of a child 
coming into the studio and a dog 
running around barking.

‘Peking O’ is another forbidding 
piece, one of the band’s ‘freak outs’. 
‘These sections were played with no 
previous thought at all,’ said Schmidt 
when talking to the NME in 1972. 
‘We cut out the best of them and put 
them on the album.’
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‘Schmidt was so 
unlike his peers 

he decided to play 
almost nothing’
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Alternate Format
Discography

ORIGINAL LP (1971)
The double album was originally 
released in Germany and France in 
February 1971 on United Artists 
[UAS 29 211/12] and came in a 
gatefold sleeve featuring Ulrich 
Eichberger’s paintings. There were 
two versions: one in a matt sleeve, 
the other in a laminated one. 

The version released in the UK 
appeared on United Artists later 
that year [UAD 60009/60010], 
with a textured, single fl ip-top 
sleeve. The front featured an 
onstage photo taken from behind 
drummer Jaki Liebezeit with just 
himself and vocalist Damo Suzuki in 
shot [pictured below].

The rear of the cover carried 
the title and tracklisting along with 
a piece by Duncan Fallowell that 
was published in Melody Maker in 
October 1971. It was rare in the 
’70s to use sleeve notes, but clearly 
the record label thought that Can 
could do with contextualising. 
Accompanying the text were two 
photographs: one that ran with the 
original Melody Maker article and 
one of the group live.

Meanwhile, a Japanese promo 
version appeared on United Artists’ 
subsidiary label, Liberty. It bears 
the catalogue number LP-93025B 
and has a white label.

SPOON REISSUES (1981/83)
Wind forward a decade and Can 
had acquired the rights to their 
music. in 1981 they released Tago 

into double time with Schmidt’s 
speedy, skirling keyboards. 

Another sidelong track, ‘Aumgn’, 
is Tago Mago’s most avant-garde 
piece and not for the fainthearted, 
as Schmidt intones eerily over a tape 
collage of different musical ideas 
and musique concrète. 

The improvised ‘Peking O’ fi nds 
Suzuki again doing his ‘samurai 
warrior’ exclamations, and the 
album rides out on the soothing 
two-chord mantra of ‘Bring Me 
Coffee Or Tea’.

Speaking in February 1972, 
exactly a year after the LP’s release, 
Irmin Schmidt affi rmed that Can 
were keen to avoid playing American 
or British music and were immersed 
in the idea of ‘spontaneous 
composition’ as they called it. 

‘Surely it’s unnatural to get fi ve 
people to learn a piece of music 
that was previously thought up in 
somebody’s head and make them 
practice it over and over again,’ 
Schmidt said.

CULT RELEASE
Tago Mago may have been a 
cult release back in the day. But 
thanks to its irresistible grooves 
and the musicians’ desire to make 
a statement that was artistically 
unfettered yet came from what they 
were capable of rather what they 
had already learned, its stature has 
grown and grown. It now stands 
as one of the most infl uential rock 
albums ever made. 

Few who fi rst heard it in 1971 
could have imagined that, but 
at the 2006 MOJO Awards, after 
picking up a Classic Album award 
for Tago Mago, Schmidt and Czukay 
confi rmed it was selling better than 
ever. While it’s annoying for some 
German musicians that the name 
Krautrock has stuck, it’s now used 
exclusively as a term of respect.

Mago through their own Spoon 
label. It came out in Germany and 
Italy as SPOON 006/7 and in France 
via Celluloid Records [SPOON 
006/7, CEL 6066/6067].

A Japanese version was released 
on Japan Record [JAL-1803/1804] 
in 1983. This came with an obi 
strip and an insert in Japanese.

CD (1989)
The fi rst CD version of Tago Mago 
was released on Spoon in 1989 
[SPOON CD 006/7]. Re-mastered 
by Holger Czukay and engineer 
and Can soundman René Tinner, it 
came with an eight-page booklet.

In 1990 a US version was 
released on Restless Retro in 
conjunction with Spoon and Mute 
records [7 71444-2].

ANNIVERSARY CD (1998) 
In 1998 two further CD releases 
appeared. One was for worldwide 
territories, licensed to Mute from 
Spoon [Mute 9045-2, SPOON CD 
006/7], with track four incorrectly 
spelt as ‘Halleluhwah’. The German 
version had a booklet with a list 
of Spoon releases up to 1997 and 
carried the text ‘To celebrate Can’s 
30th birthday in 1998’.

For many Can fans, that 
‘celebration’ rather exemplifi ed 
what appeared to be the attitude 
of the group’s own label to their 
back catalogue. After Can split in 
1978, the musicians were never 
sentimental about their music. 
Their CDs were presented in an 
uninspired manner, the tracklisting 
on the back spelt out using a 
utilitarian, typewriter-like font and 
the booklet poorly designed. 

Far worse, for a group that had 
such an active interest in recording 
and whose bass player had helped 
master the CDs, something had 
gone wrong along the way. The 
consensus was that the sound was 
fl at, boxy and had been mastered 
at a low level. In 2004 the label 
realised that something needed to 
be done about this.

RE-MASTERED CD/SACD [2004]
The remastering for this hybrid 
CD/SACD was a revelation. It took 
place at Sonopress using the 
original tapes and was the work of 
Andeas Torkler overseen by Czukay, 
Irmin Schmidt, and producer and 
musician (and Schmidt’s son-in-law) 
Jono Podmore. The disc came in 

a super jewel box with a 12-page 
booklet which included archive 
photos and newly commissioned 
notes by journalist David Stubbs 
and musician Bobby Gillespie from 
the band Primal Scream.

It was released in this format 
in the UK and Europe on Spoon 
[SA006/7] and licensed through 
Mute in conjunction with Warner 
Brothers [SPO5050467372627]. In 
the US it came out on Mute [9273].

2CD SET (2011)
The album’s 40th birthday in 2011 
was properly celebrated with a 
2CD set featuring a 47-minute 
selection of live tracks from 1972. 
The UK and Europe catalogue 
numbers are 40SPOON 6/7 while 
the US catalogue numbers are  
Spoon Record [40SPOON6/7],  
[Mute 724596951927], and The 
Grey Area [5099967892723]. 

For the UK and European 
market it came in a mini-LP replica 
gatefold sleeve, with a 16-page 
booklet of photographs and 
liner notes and the inclusion of 
Fallowell’s original sleeve notes 
inside a heavy card-stock slip case.

AUDIOPHILE LP (2014)
A double LP based on the 2004 
remaster was released on 180g 
vinyl in 2014 in a gatefold sleeve. 
It came with a token to download 
the album. The European release 
was on Spoon [XSPOON 6/7]; the 
UK and US versions on Spoon via 
Mute [XSPOON 6/7, 9519-1].

ìBassist Holger Czukay live on 
stage in Hamburg in 1972 
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Meet the Producers
Steve Albini
He’s worked with some two thousand bands, most of whom you will not have heard of, 
but his unique perspective on the role of the producer has made him the go-to guy for 
world class acts such as The Pixies and Nirvana. Steve Sutherland on Steve Albini

ì Steve 
Albini in 

his Electrical 
Audio Studio 
in Chicago. 
He works only 
in analogue 
and to tape

í  Albini 
on stage 

in 2014 in 
Hamburg as 
vocalist for 
Shellac

I’ll rap your head with a 
ratchet...’ This is Steve Albini, 
but guess who he’s addressing 
and why? Pigface for turning up 

to the studio late? Wreck for fl uffi ng 
their basslines? Failure for not having 
enough songs prepared? Distorted 
Pony for goofi ng around? Bodychoke 
for slacking? Burning Witch for 
breaking an amp?...

To be honest, it could have been 
any of these bands, though not for 
any of those reasons. That would 
be about a million miles wide of his 
style. By his own estimation, aside 
from fronting the groups Big Black 
and Shellac among others, Albini’s 
worked with nigh-on two thousand 
bands in the capacity of producer, 
most of whom you’ve never heard of 
and are never likely to. Weedeater?  
Les Thugs? Drunk Tank?

PUNK ROCK ANGST
Amazingly, though, the band he’s 
threatening to decapitate is none 
other than Nirvana who are, at the 
point he penned these very words, 
just off the circuit promoting the 
album Nevermind and are without 
doubt the biggest band in the world. 

Even more amazingly, his 
proposal of ultra-violence is 
contained in a letter which he has 
written to them, his way of wooing 
the band into hiring him to work on 
their next recording.

Kurt Cobain, as we all know, 
is wracked with punk rock angst 

at suddenly becoming a rich and 
famous rock star and is actively 
seeking to make a follow-up record 
that assuages all his guilt and makes 
him feel honest about himself. 
And much to his record company’s 
consternation, Steve Albini, the 
guy who made The Pixies’ brutally 
beautiful Surfer Rosa, is Kurt’s 
immediate go-to guy.

This is not a situation that ends 
particularly well but just for now 
that’s not our concern. We’re here 
to chronicle Albini’s methodology 
and track record and, thanks to the 
wonderful letter he wrote to Nirvana 
pitching for the job, we’ve got a lot 
of our work done for us.

From the horse’s mouth then, 
here’s Albini’s philosophy:

‘I think the very best thing you 
could do at this point is… bang 
a record out in a couple of days, 
with high quality but minimal 
“production” and no interference 
from the front offi ce bulletheads. If 
that is indeed what you want to do, I 
would love to be involved.

‘If, instead, you might fi nd 
yourselves in the position of being 

temporarily indulged by the record 
company, only to have them yank 
the chain at some point (hassling 
you to rework songs/sequences/
production, calling-in hired guns 
to “sweeten” your record, turning 
the whole thing over to some remix 
jockey, whatever...) then you’re in for 
a bummer and I want no part of it.’

FLAT FEE
Albini, a contemporary of the 
Nirvana (born in 1962 in Pasadena, 
California), is a brutal pragmatist 
who likes to do stuff fast for several 
reasons. First, it’s because most of 
the bands he works with can’t afford 
to hang around in expensive studios 
waiting on the muse. 

His usual fl at fee is $450 per day 
and many of the bands he takes 
up with (he’ll work with anyone at 
all who calls on his services) can 
only stretch to a few days, usually 
maximum ten. Indeed, some run 
out of cash pretty quick and, on 
occasion, Albini’s been known to 
fi nish the projects gratis.

Second, and just as importantly, 
Albini believes in recording the 
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band in situ, as a band, 
playing together with minimal 
overdubs and has little 
sympathy with producers 
who claim that all the art is in 
post production. Get it as it is 
and get the hell out is Albini’s 
mantra, something he learned 
from engineer/producer Jon Loder 
who worked with Big Black.

UNNATURAL SITUATION
‘I prefer to record as much of the 
band in one live take as possible. If 
you do it any other way, the band 
is forced into an unnatural situation 
from the very beginning of the 
process. They play together in the 
rehearsal room and on stage, so it 
seems normal to me that they also 
play together when they come into 
the studio,’ is how he put it in a 
recent interview. 

Third, and perhaps most crucially, 
Albini doesn’t actually consider 
himself a producer at all, at least 
not in the way that others in his 
profession see themselves. He’s no 
guru, no psychiatrist, no magician, 
no A&R genius, and claims to have 

little talent beyond the 
ability to deliver a sound 
to his clients’ wishes. 

‘From a position of 
accuracy, I don’t really do 
anything that a producer 
does,’ is how he likes to 
explain it. ‘A producer 
is someone who is 
completely responsible for a session, 
but in my case those decisions 
are made by the band, so I don’t 
qualify as a producer in that sense. 
Ultimately what I’m trying to do is 
satisfy the band. Most of the time 
what they want is 
for me to record 
their organic sound, 
so that’s what I’m 
trying to provide. 

‘...I don’t 
understand where 
the impulse comes 
from to make 
a record that doesn’t have any 
relationship to the sound of the real 
band. That seems crazy to me.’

EGO IN CHECK 
In this respect, he says, he is 
technically an engineer rather than 
a producer. His own ego and taste 
fully in check, his job is to deliver on 
his clients’ wishes and, in order to 
do that methodically and speedily, 
to know what equipment to use and 
how to set up the band. The rest is 
up to them. ‘I’m only interested in 
working on records that legitimately 

refl ect the band’s own perception 
of their music and existence,’ he 
writes in the letter to Nirvana.

‘If you will commit yourselves 
to that as a tenet of the recording 
methodology, then I will bust 

my ass for you. 
I’ll work circles 
around you. I’ll 
rap your head 
with a ratchet…

‘I consider the 
band the most 
important thing, 
as the creative 

entity that spawned both the 
band’s personality and style and as 
the social entity that exists 24 hours 
out of each day,’ he continues.

‘I do not consider it my place to 
tell you what to do or how to play. 
I’m quite willing to let my opinions 
be heard (if I think the band is 
making beautiful progress or a 
heaving mistake, I consider it part 
of my job to tell them) but if the 
band decides to pursue something, 
I’ll see that it gets done. 

‘I like to leave room for accidents 
or chaos. Making a seamless record, 

ëLive in 
2004 

– PJ Harvey, 
recorded with 
Albini in 1992

éIn Utero 
from 

1993 (top) 
was Nirvana’s 
third and fi nal 
studio alum

é Lyricist 
Joanna 

Newsom, 
who worked 
with Albini on 
her second 
album, Ys, 
released in 
2006

ìUS indie 
band 

The Pixies

ìKurt 
Cobain 

(left) with 
Nirvana 
before the 
band signed 
to Geffen in 
1990

ëAlbini 
pictured 

in 2015

‘Get it as it is 
and get the 

hell out is Steve 
Albini’s mantra’
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MEET THE PRODUCERS

1993
Nirvana’s In 
Utero was 
recorded in 
two weeks. The 
record company 
disliked the 
abrasive sound. 
Albini disagreed 

BEHIND THE MUSIC WITH HI-FI NEWS & RECORD REVIEW

on any record I record,’ he 
states in the Nirvana letter. 

‘No points. Period. I think 
paying a royalty to a producer 
or engineer is ethically 
indefensible. The band write 
the songs. The band play the 
music. It’s the band’s fans who 
buy the records. The band is 
responsible for whether it’s a great 
record or a horrible record. Royalties 
belong to the band. 

‘I would like to be paid like a 
plumber: I do the job and you 

pay me what 
it’s worth. The 
record company 
will expect me 
to ask for a point 
or a point and a 
half. If we assume 
three million sales, 
that works out to 

$400,000 or so. There’s no f***king 
way I would ever take that much 
money. I wouldn’t be able to sleep.’

ANALOGUE ONLY 
Albini took a fl at fee of $100k which 
he put towards establishing his own 
studio, Electrical Audio Studio in 
Chicago, where he also happens to 
live. The facility boasts various rooms 
with walls built from adobe shipped 
in from New Mexico for the warmth 
of their sound. Here he only works 
in analogue, to tape, and has no 
truck with the pro-tools which other 
producers use to regulate the sound.

‘The manipulation capabilities 
of the digital editing programs 
are now so elaborate that sonic 
manipulation has become a cliché,’ 

he says. ‘...In the same way 
that not every movie should 
look like Star Wars, I don’t 
think every record should be 
manipulated to the extent 
that they often are.’

INDIE CLASSICS
Quite apart from In Utero, 

which stands up better over time 
than the more radio-friendly 
Nevermind, Albini has applied his 
principled engineering to many 
varied but all spiffi ng indie classics 
including The Breeders’ Pod, PJ 
Harvey’s Rid Of Me, Mogwai’s 
‘My Father, My King’ and Joanna 
Newsom’s Ys, The Cribs’ In The Belly 
Of The Brazen Bull. Then there’s 
Iggy & The Stooges The Weirdness 
and, perhaps most extraordinary of 
all, Jimmy Page and Robert Plant’s 
Walking Into Clarksdale.

And right about now, it’s a fair 
bet he’s toiling away with some 
crazy band or other who are having 
the time of their lives, even if you 
never get to hear them. 

é‘My 
Father, 

My King’ by 
Mogwai was 
recorded 
by Albini at 
London’s 
Mayfair 
Studios in 
2001

îPixies’ 
Kim 

Deal (second 
from left) and 
The Breeders, 
which she 
founded in 
1990

where every note and syllable is 
in place and every bass drum is 
identical, is no trick. Any idiot with 
the patience and the budget to 
allow such foolishness can do it. I 
prefer to work on records that aspire 
to greater things, like originality, 
personality and enthusiasm.’ 

CREEPING DOUBTS 
Albini got the job. He worked with 
Nirvana for a fortnight in February 
1993 at a cheapish, out-of-the-way 
facility called Pachyderm in Cannon 
Falls, Minnesota.

They made a 
terrifi c punk rock 
record together 
called In Utero which 
caused a fair amount 
of panic back at 
Geffen, Nirvana’s 
record company, 
where ‘the grown-ups’ considered it 
to be uncommercial.

Doubts crept in. Cobain 
considered re-recording the whole 
thing but fi nally settled for remixing 
some of the songs with Scott Litt, 
REM’s producer, at the controls. 

Albini was pissed, but not 
surprised. His name may appear on 
the album, but it wasn’t he who 
asked for it to be there. 

‘I would very happy if my 
fi ngerprints weren’t visible,’ is how 
he puts it, and is most comfortable 
working with bands anonymously. 

He also steadfastly refuses to take 
royalty points as other producers do, 
considering this to be an insult to 
the artist who made the record. ‘I do 
not want and will not take a royalty 

‘The album 
caused a fair 
bit of panic 

back at Geffen’
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1995 
Albini is no 
one-trick noise-
merchant, as his 
recording of the 
at times delicate 
songs of Palace 
Music’s 1995 Viva 
Last Blues, shows

1991
Recorded by 
Albini in ten 
days in 1991, 
The Wedding 
Present’s 
Seamonsters 
is listed in The 
Guardian’s ‘1000 
Albums To Hear 
Before You Die’

1988
Joins The Pixies 
for Surfer Rosa 
with a budget 
of $10,000 and 
ten days to 
record. Moves 
equipment into 
the bathroom 
to capture real 
echo. It’s a hit

1990 
Label 4AD gives 
Albini a budget 
of $11,000 to 
record The 
Breeders’ debut, 
Pod. Completed 
in two weeks, the 
album peaks at 
No 22 in the UK 
albums chart

1993
‘He’d have mics 
on the fl oor, 
walls, windows, 
and ceiling,’ said 
PJ Harvey of 
Albini’s methods 
after recording 
Rid Of Me

2006
More fragile 
songs, this time 
with orchestral 
arrangements, 
Albini is engineer 
on Joanna 
Newsom’s Ys, 
which is released 
to widespread 
critical acclaim
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ALBUM REVIEWS: VINYL

SON HOUSE
The Legendary Son House – Father Of Folk Blues
Analogue Productions APB092 (180g vinyl)

Muddy Waters’ Folk Singer wasn’t the only 
blues LP recorded with the due care rarely 
shown to albums in the genre, prior to the 
revival. Son House’s rediscovery in the early 
1960s reads like a Hollywood script, but all of 
the elements are there to make you realise 
that this John Hammond-produced LP, 50 
years on, was one of the most important. 
Just House and bottleneck acoustic guitar: 
his sheer presence must have been terrifying 
to those unfamiliar with the intensity of 
rural, unamplifi ed blues. Every track is 
astounding, but skip straight to the voice-

only ‘John The Revelator’ for an instant taste 
of House’s abilities to captivate. And he lived 
long enough, too, to savour his renaissance. KK

THE BAND
Rock Of Ages
Mobile Fidelity MFSL2-348 (two 180g vinyl LPs)

It’s six years since I reviewed this concert 
on SACD, and I believe that’s now out-of-
print, but this 2LP version is so good that 
you might want to switch sides if the vinyl 
revolution has eluded you. To recap, it was 
recorded on New Year’s Eve 1971-2, and 
is regarded by many devoted followers as 
the defi nitive statement of their brilliance 
– The Last Waltz was too emotional to be 
considered representational. By this stage, 
The Band, with a killer horn section and 
arrangements courtesy of New Orleans 
legend Allen Toussaint, had a body of work 
including ‘Stage Fright’, ‘The Weight’, 
‘Chest Fever’ and another 14 to fi ll a set 
with stunners. A live LP milestone. KK

PAUL ROBESON
At Carnegie Hall
Pure Pleasure VSD2035 (180g vinyl)

If Carnegie Hall does, indeed, bring out the 
best in performers, and Harry Belafonte’s 
and The Weaver’s concerts of similar 
vintage are ample proof, then this LP from 
May 1958 should be a no-brainer purchase 
for those of you who love recordings with 
overwhelming presence. The sound is 
staggering, and Robeson is as powerful and 
mesmerising as the legend would suggest. 
Sadly, these are said to be the only stereo 
recordings he ever made, the concert itself 
occurring after his blacklisting by the US 
government, and his career never really 
recovered. Be that as it may, even the LP’s 
spoken-word tracks will send chills down 
your spine. KK

VARIOUS
Soho Scene ’64 – Jazz Goes Mod
RnB Records R&B9 (mono; 180g vinyl)

Thirteen more cuts to add to RnB’s aural 
reconstruction of the early-1960s London 
club scene: this compilation sticks to the 
formula for ’62 and ’63. As such, it’s not 
something hard-core jazzers will need, 
but it does expand the education of those 
who want to understand what was going 
on when the UK scene exploded. Genres 
were melding, R&B was squeezing jazz 
out of the clubs, but rock ’n’ roll counted 
Georgie Fame, Alan Price, Charlie Watts 
and other jazz-oriented players in its ranks, 
so this material clearly would have been 
‘accessible’. Johnny Dankworth, Ronnie 
Ross, Les McCann, Ahmad Jamal – all good, 
standard fare at Dobell’s back in the day. KK

Sound Quality: 91%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100
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SANTANA
Santana
Mobile Fidelity UDSACD 2151 (stereo SACD)

In April, this was LP of the Month, and 
whaddaya know: the SACD is just as 
dazzling. Had it not been for Jeff Beck, it 
would be SACD of the Month, too. Fact is, 
this is a seminal title in the evolution of 
rock, the album that cemented a role for 
Latin infl uence, even though ‘La Bamba’ 
and others had planted the seed a decade 
before its 1969 release. Fabulous guitar 
work, a wall of bass’n’drums before the 
pairing was co-opted by Ecstasy-crazed 
morons – this earned the No 150 spot 
in Rolling Stone’s 2003 list of the 500 
greatest albums of all time. Filled with 
stunners you will fi nd more warmly familiar 
than you might perhaps expect. KK

PAUL McCARTNEY
Pure McCartney
Concord HRM-38699-02 (four discs)

Hard to argue with a career retrospective 
selected by the artist rather than 
a dispassionate (or even an equally 
passionate) compiler, but this is what 
Macca deems his most interesting. The 
bound-in booklet explains his choices, but 
ultimately, it’s a painless way of enjoying his 
solo work. Considering that for every Band 
On the Run there was a Wild Life, Back To 
The Egg, Press To Play or Off the Ground… 
Enough with sarcasm: Macca may have 
more solo duds than victories, but he’s fi lled 
a quartet of discs with more gems than 
most other artists could hope to match. 
‘Maybe I’m Amazed’, ‘Jet’, ‘Let Me Roll It’ – 
time to forgive him for ‘Mull Of Kintyre’? KK

ANONYMOUS
A Night Never To Forget
STS Digital 6111155

A gorgeous throwback to the audiophile LPs 
of 30+ years ago, this CD contains a mix of 
titles from the Great American Songbook 
and the standard jazz repertoire, performed 
by a small sax- and piano-led group. STS 
spends more space detailing the studio 
gear – CEC, Dr Feickert, AudioQuest, et 
al – than it does the performers on these 
17 tracks, not one of whom is named on 
the packaging! A pity, as the performance 
is slow, sexy and seductive, irrespective of 
the open, analogue-y sound. STS has further 
plans for this, with a 30th Anniversary on 
its way, so expect LP and open-reel limited 
editions – hopefully with as much info 
about the artists as the equipment. KK

JEFF BECK
Wired
Analogue Productions CAPP 081SA (stereo SACD)

My goodness … is this really 40 years old? Its 
re-release, however, couldn’t be better timed, 
as Beck is enjoying a career renaissance with 
a fi ne new album – Loud Hailer – reviewed this 
month, and has just published a lavish book 
about his two loves: music and cars. Wired and 
its predecessor, Blow By Blow, provided Beck 
with a new persona, his fame prior to the mid-
1970s resting on his hard rock/heavy metal/
blues/psychedelia output for The Yardbirds 
and The Jeff Beck Group. This is jazz-rock fusion 
redolent of the era, but it still sounds so fl uid, 
so rich with musical non-sequiturs that it makes 
the rest seem pedestrian. Beck is my all-time 
fave guitarist and Truth my fave LP of his, but 
this is simply breathtaking. KK
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  LAB REPORT

Although this download is available in 
96kHz and 192kHz FLAC derivatives, 
as the original ¼in analogue tape was 
transferred to digital as DSD64 by the 
engineers at 2xHD (see www.2xhd.com) 
then this is the ‘authentic’ version. 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

BILL EVANS
Some Other Time (DSD64; 192kHz/24-bit, FLAC)
www.highresaudio.com; Resonance Records HCD-2019

Undiscovered for almost 50 years, 
this recording is as remarkable for its 
sound as its provenance. In fact it’s 
the only studio recording made by 
the short-lived trio of Evans, bassist 
Eddie Gomez and drummer Jack 
DeJohnette, and was recorded just a 
few days after the well-known live set 
was captured at the 1968 Montreux 
Jazz Festival. German jazz producer 
Hans Georg Brunner-Schwer took the 
trio into his studio in Villingen, in the 
Black Forest (hence the subtitle, The 
Lost Session From The Black Forest), 

and this set was recorded between 
tour dates. However, contractual 
matters at the time stopped the set 
being released, and nothing happened 
until the tapes were re-discovered 
in 2013. It was a fortunate fi nd: this 
set is superb on every level, from the 
performance of three musicians very 
much on their game to scintillating 
recording quality, and it really shines in 
both DSD64 and hi-res FLAC. AE

KHATIA BUNIATISHVILI
Kaleidoscope (96kHz/24-bit, FLAC)
www.highresaudio.com; Sony Classical 88875170032

The works in the Georgian pianist’s new 
programme – Mussorgsky’s Pictures At An 
Exhibition, Ravel’s La Valse and the three 
scenes from Petrushka which Stravinsky 
transcribed for Rubinstein – make huge 
technical demands. But Buniatishvili says 
she chose them more for their artistic 
associations: painting, dance and puppetry. 
Using a huge range of keyboard colours 
every possible wisp of characterisation is 
seized upon and personalised: these are 
polar opposites to the ‘straight’ Paul Lewis 
Pictures or Pollini Petrushka, and I found 
them utterly seductive. Each ‘Promenade’ 
in the Mussorgsky is treated differently, 
while the brilliant ‘Limoges Market’ or the 
hatching chicks are fresh and vibrant. The 
Ravel, though, is a touch too wild for me 
– try the live Verbier version by Yuja Wang 
[YouTube]. And why do some balances shift 
to stick your face right inside the piano? CB

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

  LAB REPORT

This clean recording of piano clearly 
illustrates the limited ~15kHz bandwidth 
of the instrument. Files that show peaks 
out to 20-30kHz with solo piano are 
highlighting distortion, not music. So is a 
96kHz sample rate really necessary? PM
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ELGAR/VAUGHAN WILLIAMS
Introduction & Allegro; In Moonlight, etc/
The Lark Ascending; Thomas Tallis Fantasia; 
Pinchas Zukerman/RPO (96kHz/24-bit, FLAC)
www.highresaudio.com; Decca 478 9386

As the promo video suggests, with two mics 
right under his nose it’s unsurprising that 
Pinchas Zukerman’s Lark Ascending remake 
at Cadogan Hall quite lacks the necessary 
sense of distance. (He was introduced to 
the work by Daniel Barenboim in 1973.) 
However, Elgar himself must take the blame 
for acceding to recycling the sublime viola 
passage from In The South as ‘In Moonlight’ 
(here set for viola/orchestra)… Of the other 
three longer works, the Tallis Fantasia is 
really impressive, but Elgar’s Serenade For 
Strings and Introduction & Allegro prove 
somewhat ‘in yer face’ and a strain for the 
listener. Zukerman also directs the Chanson 
De Matin/Chanson De Nuit duo and Salut 
D’Amour and these light pieces come 
off well enough. In all, his Decca debut 
programme is rather a ‘curate’s egg’. CB

Sound Quality: 75%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

The close-miked recording of Elgar’s 
Introduction & Allegro is certainly a 
native 96kHz rendering and while the 
mics may be over-stretched, there’s no 
sign of digital limiting. Note the ~20kHz 
interference spike, however. PM

COLVIN & EARLE
Colvin & Earle, Deluxe Edition (96kHz/24-bit, FLAC)*
www.highresaudio.com; Fantasy Records FAN-38974-02 

This set by Shawn Colvin and Steve Earle 
started life as a series of gigs back in late 
2014, and while it’s somewhat alarming to 
discover that the two performers are now 
heading for their bus-passes – both have 
hit the big six-oh – there’s an easygoing 
rapport between the two on this upbeat 
set of mainly jointly penned tracks. What’s 
even more remarkable is the way the two 
voices mesh together in fl awless harmonies: 
they just fi t like they’ve been doing this all 
of their professional lives. Even the cover 
versions here – among them Jagger and 
Richards’s ‘Ruby Tuesday’ – bring a fresh 
perspective to the songs, and while the 
recording isn’t by any means state-of-the-art 
or demo-quality, having a decidedly rough 
edge to it, it’s hard not to enjoy the ‘let’s 
just get together and share some songs’ 
freshness about it. It’s an album that’s 
diffi cult not to like. AE

Sound Quality: 80%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

  LAB REPORT

Despite offering a potential 45-48kHz 
bandwidth this 96kHz fi le’s content is 
fi ltered at ~28kHz (all except trk 3). This 
is just fractionally higher than I’d expect 
to see from – say – an upsampled 48kHz 
fi le, but it’s still rather odd... PM

CYNDI LAUPER
Detour (96kHz/24-bit, FLAC)
www.highresaudio.com; Sire Records 081227947170

Yes, that Cyndi Lauper – just in case you’d 
dismissed her as a novelty act after ‘Girls 
Just Wanna Have Fun’, here she is, now in 
her 60s, goin’ country. Yee-haw, and all 
that, with not a sign of newer Americana 
genres here, but instead a series of cover 
versions of tracks going back to the 1950s, 
supported by a roster of guest artists. 
This could so easily have turned into a 
mawkish set of near-parodies, and as camp 
as Christmas, but Lauper’s heart is clearly 
in the right place, and the recording has 
all the signs of being a labour of love 
throughout, both musically and in the 
quality of the recording. It’s just on the 
right side of being a novelty record, and 
duets with Willie Nelson (‘Night Life’) and 
Vince Gill (‘You’re The Reason Our Kids Are 
Ugly’) work well enough; but the Alison 
Krauss harmonies blow Lauper out of the 
saddle on Dolly’s ‘Hard Candy Christmas’. AE

Sound Quality: 80%
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  LAB REPORT

Opinion is divided on Ms Lauper’s C&W 
Detour but the recording itself is clean, 
free of clipping, and offered here in its 
native 96kHz guise. Harmonics from the 
fi ddles on ‘I Want To Be...’ extend out to 
30kHz [see Graph, above]. PM
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“To answer the question posed at the beginning of this review: 
Yes, my socks were blown off by the RS3i, landing in a smolder-
ing heap in the corner of the room. The RS3i’s are among the 
most engaging speakers I have experienced.”

“I purchased the review pair so the socks will have to wait.”

- Rob Johnson, Tone Audio Magazine   -  April 2016

“Put the lights out and you are left with only the music. You 
would think that you are listening to a pair of small full range 
speakers instead of stand mounts.”

“It’s easy to see that attention to detail is not just a slogan at 
Gamut.” 

- Henry Wilkenson, Audiophilia   - March 2016

RS3i
The ultimate standmount?

 “The agility and speed of the GamuT speakers help give them 
qualities of both clarity (because the beginnings and endings 
of notes are so sharply defined) and a sense of ‘you-are-there’ 
immediacy, proving there is real substance behind GamuT’s 
claim to have designed the speaker for correct phase and 
impulse response.”

“This is a superb speaker and one I recommend without 
reservation.”

- Chris Martens, Hifi+   - October 2015
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JÓHANN JÓHANNSSON
Orphée   
Deutsche Grammophon 479 6021

For me, the most stimulating aspect of modern 
music is that once in a while an album comes 
along which doesn’t fi t conveniently into any of 
the generally acknowledged genres. Composed 
by an Icelandic musician now living in Berlin, 
Orphée is not quite classical or electronic, and 
certainly not pop, rock or jazz, but it belongs 
here more than in any other section of this 
publication. Jóhannsson offers 15 brief and 
transcendently beautiful pieces, classically 
conceived but executed with an evident 
awareness of contemporary avant-garde rock 
studio techniques. You may already know his 
award-winning Theory Of Everything score, but 
this luminously luscious album is a stand-alone 
musical journey beyond classifi cation. JBk

JEFF BECK
Loud Hailer
Atco Records 0081227944438

On his fi rst album in six years, Beck pulls no 
punches politically and sounds revitalised, 
largely because it’s a collaboration with two 
young London women, singer Rosie Bones 
and guitarist Carmen Vandenberg. On the 
brief instrumental ‘Pull It’, he combines 
distorted industrial rhythms with bluesy 
licks to stunning effect, and the delicacy 
of his playing in ‘Scared For The Children’ 
is magical, but he falls back too often 
into safer musical territory, drowning the 
political points being made by Vandenberg. 
In ‘Thugs Club’, for example, he reprises his 
1967’s ‘Beck’s Bolero’ riff to no particular 
effect. Nonetheless, for an ageing guitar 
god, this is well above par. JBk

CHRIS WHILE AND JULIE MATTHEWS
Shoulder To Shoulder
Fat Cat Records FATCDO35

If your thing is good, solid, reliable song 
crafting and top-notch musicianship, you’ll 
go a very long way to fi nd better than 
Chris While and Julie Matthews, who have 
beavered away for 22 years delivering 
exactly that. Their tenth album might be 
marked down as just more of the same, 
but their beautiful voices and impeccably-
crafted melodies supply everything that 
any lover of folksy pop with a smidge of 
socio-political consciousness could ask 
for. On the guitar-led ‘Pride’ they sound 
almost Fleetwood Mac-like; ‘Are We Human’ 
expresses universal sentiments Billy Bragg 
would be proud of and ‘Tree Of Life’ 
delightfully merges jazz, soul and folk. JBk

THE LUCID DREAM
Compulsion Songs
Holy Are You Recordings HAYLP009

Carlisle’s acclaimed Lucid Dream have 
reached album No 3 without losing any of 
the guitar fi re and psychedelic swirl of their 
earlier releases. If anything, they’ve gone 
further out on their cosmic limb, exploring 
the furthest reaches of rock’s soundscape 
potential. The spacy dub-infl uenced 
workout ‘I’m A Star In My Own Right’ is a 
mind-bender of titanic proportions, and 
the 11-minute closer, ‘Epitaph’, is trippy 
in extremis. If they have a weak spot, it’s 
probably Mark Emmerson’s vocals, because 
whereas the multi-layered guitars are rich 
in melodic inspiration, his voice tends 
to be somewhat dreary and lacking any 
signifi cant expressive qualities. JBk
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BORN TO BE BLUE
Original Soundtrack
Warner Jazz/Rhino 0081227947149

Writer/director Robert Budreau’s thoughtful 
if fi ctional ‘re-imagining’ of Chet Baker’s 
comeback years may have been upstaged 
by Don Cheadle’s fl amboyant Action Man 
depiction of Miles Davis in Miles Ahead. But 
this Canadian biopic got good reviews, not 
least for Ethan Hawke’s portrayal of Baker. 
Pianist David Braid created appropriate 
music, and trumpeter Kevin Turcotte is 
excellent, both with a jazz group and with 
strings on ‘Once Away’. Hawke’s vocals 
valiantly emulate Baker on ‘I’ve Never Been 
In Love Before’, and an inevitable ‘My Funny 
Valentine’, though out of the movie context 
they can just seem lugubrious. So if you like 
biopics, pick up the Blu-ray. SH

TUBBY HAYES
Split Kick – Live In Sweden 
Savage Solweig SS-004CD

In February 1972, the late great British 
saxophonist appeared on Swedish radio 
with a group led by altoist Arne Domnerus, 
who’d played with Charlie Parker some 20 
years before and a few years later would 
be heard on Jazz At The Pawnshop. But for 
this, the fourth album he’s extracted from 
tapes in Hayes’ personal archive, Simon 
Spillett naturally selected tracks featuring 
only Hayes, on tenor and fl ute, with the 
Domnerus rhythm section. Completing this 
Swedish picture are two tracks recorded 
when Hayes visited again in Dec ’72, this 
time with the thoroughly modernist trio 
of Steffan Abeleen, Neils-Henning Orsted 
Pedersen and Alex Riel. Unmissable. SH

RANTALA DANIELSSON ERSKINE
How Long Is Now?
ACT 9823-2

Though he’s played in other trios with 
bassist Lars Danielsson, Finnish pianist 
Iiro Rantala’s music dances happily to a 
different drummer here. Peter Erskine, of 
Steely Dan and Weather Report fame, sets 
a sprightly groove for the opener, Kenny 
Barron’s ‘Voyage’, and brings precision 
and swing to every track. A soulful ‘Little 
Wing’ is saved from predictability by a new 
turnaround, but otherwise, apart from a bit 
of Bach, two tunes by Danielsson and one 
by Erskine, you have Rantala creating new 
pieces that ‘avoid the basic concept of the 
jazz piano trio, and make it more groovy, 
with simple melodies’. Not so simple really, 
but effective and heart-warming. SH

JOHN BEASLEY
John Beasley Presents Monk’estra Vol 1
Mack Avenue MAC1113

Pianist and composer John Beasley is a Music 
Director at the Thelonious Monk Institute, 
but it was a commission for the Luckman Jazz 
Orchestra of LA that sowed the seeds of his 
Monk’estra big band. After the performance, 
Beasley couldn’t stop writing more 
arrangements, freely exploring the potential of 
Monk’s compositions. He assembled a band to 
play them and in 2013 Monk’estra was born. 
Here ‘Epistrophy’ gets a spacious treatment 
with lush horns and a Gary Burton vibes solo 
while ‘Round Midnight’ pits piano trio against 
a stark contemporary street beat. ‘Little Rootie 
Tootie’ becomes a cha-cha while ‘Coming On 
The Hudson’ echoes the sound of Neil Hefti. I 
look forward to Vol 2. SH
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BRAHMS
Works For Solo Piano, Vol 6
Barry Douglas 
Chandos CHAN10903 (downoads up to 96kHz/24-bit resolution)

This fi nal programme in Barry Douglas’s 
admirable Brahms piano series contains 
much that was missing from the 1960s’ 
Julius Katchen/Decca set: eg, Bach-inspired 
pieces with, fi nally, the great BWV1004 
Chaconne arrangement for left hand. And 
even a study based on Chopin’s Étude 
Op.25:2 – which I never knew existed 
(lovely ‘Brahmsifi ed’ textures…). Vol 6 
starts with a restrained ‘Rakoczy’ March 
adaptation and we also have seven of the 
two-hands Hungarian Dances (Vol 5 has 
Nos 1, 3 and 5). The loaned Steinway D was 
recorded this time in the lively acoustic of 
West Road Concert Hall, Cambridge. CB

DVORAK
Violin Concerto; Romance; Mazurek; 
Four Romantic Pieces
Jan Mrácek, Czech Nat SO/James Judd; Lukaš Klánský
Onyx ONYX 4160 (downloads up to 96kHz/24-bit resolution)

This debut CD by the gifted young Czech 
violinist has Dvořák’s pieces with orchestra 
and, with the son of Iván Klánský, four 
pieces with piano. The Mazurek (Mazurka), 
originally for violin/piano, has a theme very 
similar to that in the second Romantic 
Piece. For details about Mráček, you have 
to dip into the Onyx online biographies 
section. He proves an interesting and 
expressive artist and deserved the Czech PO 
rather than this Prague-based orchestra 
(they recorded the Morricone The Hateful 
Eight soundtrack). Accompaniments are OK 
but hardly subtle or refi ned. CB

STEVE REICH
Clapping Music; Music For Pieces Of Wood; Sextet
LSO Percussion Ensemble/Neil Percy
LSOLive LSO 5073 (SACD; downloads up to 96kHz/24-bit resolution)

I am not convinced that the four hands 
Clapping really constitutes ‘music’, and the 
fi ve tuned woodblocks of the next piece 
hold the interest more, with one player 
maintaining a constant pulse while the 
others create changing sound patterns. 
Even more rewarding is the 1985 fi ve-
movement Sextet, with pianos, synths, 
various exotic percussion instruments and 
bass drum – see promo video at www.
prestoclassical.co.uk. These crisp, precise 
St Luke’s Oct ’15 performances comprise a 
‘budget bargain’ (buy direct from LSO Live 
as other retailers add a substantial margin).
Excellent annotation by Benjamin Picard. CB 

SHOSTAKOVICH 
Symphonies Nos 5, 8 and 9; Hamlet – incidental music
Boston Symphony Orchestra/Andris Nelsons
DG 479 5201 (two discs; downloads up to 96kHz/24-bit resolution)

The Nelsons series ‘Under Stalin’s Shadow’ 
is to be more comprehensive than originally 
planned and will take in all 15 Shostakovich 
symphonies – music never well represented 
in DG’s catalogue. The seven Hamlet excerpts 
are not from the 1964 fi lm, but were written 
for a subversive stage production in 1932. 
Occasionally quite disturbing, this is music well 
worth hearing (‘Requiem’ quotes the Dies Irae) 
and Nelsons pulls out all the stops. Symphonies 
Nos 5 and 9 are good: hard to image a better 
Ninth, but the fi nale of No 5 sounds weak 
these days (try the Bernstein!). No 8 is all very 
introspective here and (iii), where Haitink 
knocks your socks off, lacks impact. CB
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The player in your pocket
A new generation of mobile phones all but obsoleted the compact camera market in one season. 
Paul Miller asks whether next-gen smartphones might do the same for hi-res music players 

Y es, this is Hi-Fi News. And, yes, 
that is a picture of a mobile 
phone. The fact that both are 
occupying the same space is a 

refl ection of just how ‘converged’ the 
market for consumer electronics has 
become. The pace of this evolution has 
the power to render entire CE species 
extinct – just as the lens technology, 
corrective DSP and pixel resolution 
of cameras in mobile phones very 
suddenly decimated, if not obsoleted, 
the compact camera market. In truth, 
none of the big camera brands saw 
this coming or, if they did, none had 
a lifeboat swift enough to avoid the 
incoming tsunami.

POCKET ROCKET
All of which makes me wonder if exactly 
the same thing may happen if the 
smartphone producers 
really focus their 
efforts on delivering 
a high quality 
audio experience 
from their mobile 
devices. Especially, I 
might add, if this is 
achieved in tandem 
with expandable 
storage. Will the mobile media players 
of today, some very costly indeed, 
suddenly fi nd themselves out-gunned by 

phones equipped with rugged headphone 
amplifi ers, copious disc space, built-in 
access to hi-res streaming services and a 
super-slick user interface?

The EISA Award-winning HTC 10 
smartphone might just give us a clue 
to the future. It’s one of the few ‘Hi-Res 
Audio’ certifi ed mobiles on the market and 
the only one I’ve encountered where the 
manufacturer makes a ‘big thing’ about the 
quality of the audio performance of both 
phone and partnering in-ear buds.

PACKING A PUNCH
HTC’s use of the Qualcomm Snapdragon 
820 (64-bit Kryo quad-core) processor 
is not unique, but its bypassing of the 
latter’s internal DAC for a separate 24-
bit part probably is. Neither does HTC 
offer any detailed ‘numbers’ for its top 
mobile, so what follows is probably the 

fi rst in-depth lab test 
of a smartphone’s 
headphone output!

In practice, while 
the HTC 10 will play 
linear PCM fi les up to 
192kHz/24-bit, they 
are downsampled 
to 96kHz, where the 
frequency response 

is ruler fl at to 20kHz (44.1/48kHz fi les) 
and –0.5dB/45kHz (96kHz fi les). Switch 
the display off for best performance – the 
A-wtd S/N improves from 98dB to 103.4dB 
in this instance – while distortion collapses 
to a minuscule 0.0004% through bass 
and midrange at over the top 10dB of its 
dynamic range [see Graph, adjacent].

It’s powerful too, the 1.0V maximum 
output unclipped at full volume with 
0dBFs digital signals, equivalent to 
1.7mW/600ohm and a useful 28mW/
25ohm. The latter, low impedance 
headphone load, is handled with no 
appreciable increase in distortion although 
the 5ohm source impedance may result in 
some response variation if the headphone 
has a wobbly impedance trend.

And jitter? Absolutely state-of-the-art 
at <10psec, loaded or unloaded, at any 
sample rate up to 96kHz. The crisp, clean 
sound of the HTC 10 is as immediate 
and intricately detailed as its period on 
my test bench had led me to suspect. 
Auditioned with Oppo’s high-end PM-1 
[HFN Jul ’14] it proved as insightful and 
musically involving as many a sub-£1000 
battery-powered media player. Except 
this £570 player also comes with 12MP 
and 5MP-resolution cameras, 32GB of 
expandable storage and, oh yes, you can 
make calls on it too... 

ABOVE: The EISA Award-winning HTC 10 
smartphone – your new hi-res music player?

‘The HTC 10 is one 
of the few “Hi-Res 
Audio” certifi ed 
smartphones’

ABOVE: THD vs. digital signal level at 1kHz/
20kHz (black/cyan, unloaded; red/blue, 
loaded into 25ohm where 0dBFs = 28mW)

HI-FI NEWS SPECS.
Max. output (47kohm/25ohm) 0.996V / 28mW

Output Imp. (20Hz-20kHz) 5.2ohm

A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBFs) 103.4dB

THD (20Hz-20kHz, 10mW) 0.00035–0.003%

Resp. (20Hz-20kHz/45kHz) ±0.01dB/–0.5dB

Digital jitter <10psec

Battery 3000mAh

Dimensions (WHD) / Weight 72x146x9mm / 161g
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gave that up to enter journalism. He is one of the world’s top technology writers

I’d happily see new laws making 
extended drum solos a criminal 
offence. So why did I recently spend 
a whole Sunday at the sixth annual 

Festival of Percussion held at The Royal 
College of Music in London?

To hear renowned US drummer Dave 
Weckl talk about his studio work, to 
hear British percussionist Paul Clarvis 
talk about fi lm scoring in the UK and 
watch Weckl do a spookily credible job of 
becoming Buddy Rich with the RCM Big 
Band led by Gay Barker.

After telling how as a teenager he had 
dissected Rich’s recordings by spinning 
LPs at 16rpm, and then playing some of 
the loudest demonstration drumming 
I’ve heard, on one of the largest drum kits 
I’ve seen, Dave Weckl invited questions. 
Sheepishly I asked for his views on 
hearing damage.

HEAVY PROTECTION
After the standard joke reply to questions 
on hearing damage – ‘What?’ –  Weckl 
gave an illuminating answer.

‘Malcolm Gladwell’s book Outliers 
talks about 10,000 
hours of deliberate 
practice needed to 
achieve anything at 
high level.

‘Peter Erskine 
[another renowned 
US drummer] and I 
were discussing this 
a couple of years ago 
and came up with a rough estimation 
that 10,000 hours for us had happened 
somewhere around our mid to late 20s.

‘When my father brought home my 
fi rst set of drums he had the insight also 
to bring home a set of ear muffs from a 
shooting range. I used those from day 
one and I still use something similar.

‘I always use heavy duty protection 
when I’m practising. If I stuff ear plugs 
in when I perform I don’t hear anything. 
So then you have to turn up the stage 

The stick men

button marked “bongos” or “coconuts” 
on a Casio keyboard. In the studio we 
replace the samples with live sounds. 
When they have recorded live sound with 
the fi lm, we play along with that and add 
to the top and bottom end.

‘In the Bond movie Spectre there’s 
a long Mexican scene with live drums. 
But it was a very narrow sound. So three 
of us had to learn what the on-screen 
drummers were playing and then play 
along in the studio.

‘For Pirates Of The Caribbean we had 
three drummers playing different drums 
together, several times over, to make a 
total of 16 drums sounding like a single 
drum. We often overdub drum sounds. 
You have to be neat and tidy in what you 
are playing, or it starts sounding messy.

NO VIDEOTAPING 
‘Photos are alright,’ said an RCM offi cial 
before introducing Dave Weckl. ‘Audio 
is alright. But no videotaping. It’s taken 
two years to get Dave Weckl here and it 
will spoil it for everyone if we see phones 
lighting up.’

Ironically, during his talk, Weckl 
advised the audience to use YouTube to 
learn about the history of drumming by 
looking up videos of past great players.

‘Take advantage of it while it’s still 
free,’ he suggested, apparently unaware 
of the irony of his own no-videoing ban. 

monitors and everything becomes a mess. 
Plus you start over-playing. So for the past 
15 or 20 years now, I’ve been using in-ear 
monitoring systems. I always travel with 
my own little mixer,’ he said, pointing at a 
small box sitting on a stand alongside his 
drums. ‘Sometimes if I have a competent 
sound man, like I have here today, I have 
him send me a mix.’

Showing barely visible buds in his 
ears, Weckl added: ‘I use these live, in 
studios, everywhere. So yes: protect your 

hearing, especially 
in practice.’

Later, Paul 
Clarvis offered 
some intriguing 
insights into the 
music business.

‘You can’t 
make a living from 
recording music 

albums anymore. Film and video games 
music is now the mainstay, mainly at 
Abbey Road and Air studios. And there is 
often a lot of percussion to accentuate 
the action on screen.

‘The way it works,’ he explained, 
playing along on everything but the 
kitchen sink while showing clips from 
Skyfall and Grand Budapest Hotel, ‘is the 
composer sends me a demo recording 
of the music with electronic sampled 
percussion effects. He has just hit the 

RIGHT: Dave Weckl 
at the Festival of 
Percussion with 
barely visible in-ear 
monitor bud made 
by Shure. The buds 
not only enable him 
to hear the other 
players on stage but 
protect his hearing. 
His personal mixer is 
from QSC 

Barry Fox quizzes top session drummer Dave Weckl on hearing damage before gaining some 
intriguing insights into the workings of the modern music business from percussionist Paul Clarvis

‘“My father brought 
me home a set of 
ear muffs from a 
shooting range”’



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

New website, visit:  www.isoteksystems.com
www.facebook.com/isoteksystems www.isoteksystems.com/news

Download

EVO3 Mosaic Genesis 
 
Full mains sine wave generation 
system combined with the high 
current, low impedance ‘Direct 
Coupled’ circuit from the multi award 
winning IsoTek Titan.

• Removes Common mode noise. 
• Removes Differential mode noise. 
• Exceeds 85dB noise reduction, 
 extending down to zero Hz. 
• 99,000A progressive protection. 
• 150W sine wave generation. 
• 4600W high current supply. 
• LED Display

“I plugged the Mosaic Genesis in 
not expecting much... I was wrong. It 
brought about an improvement of the 
scale I had not envisaged.”  HI-FI CHOICE

“It brings out the best in your system. Once heard it’s 
hard to live without. Highly recommended.”  HI-FI+
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system’s performance and your listening pleasure. 
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In the Pink
Tribute acts have come a long way from the Elvis impersonator, the best commanding big money 
and huge audiences across the world. Before you dismiss them, Barry Willis would like a word... 

The Sonoma performance had only 
three back-up singers – Jacquie Williams, 
Roberta Freeman, and Angela Cervantes, 
who were magnifi cent. A high point of 
the show was Cervantes singing Clare 
Torry’s deathless, wordless aria from ‘The 
Great Gig In The Sky’ – a transcendent 
performance that brought the crowd to 
its feet in a sustained roar of appreciation. 

SCI-FI WESTERN 
I was a tad disappointed that they 
didn’t perform ‘Comfortably Numb’, 
but delighted they covered ‘Atom Heart 
Mother’ – in my mind, the soundtrack 
to an imaginary science-fi ction western 
– and selections from The Division Bell. 
The playlist may vary from show to show. 
It would make sense given the group’s 
virtuosity and intense touring schedule. 

One friend was dismissive when I said 
I planned to attend this event. ‘I don’t 
quite see the point of tribute bands,’ 
he sniffed. My response: ‘You go to the 
symphony to hear Mozart even if the 
composer isn’t conducting’. 

Great music is great music regardless 
of who’s playing it.’ Or, as Keith Richards 
responded to a question about The 
Stones’ long-term viability, ‘They’re still 
playing Beethoven, aren’t they?’

For people of a certain age, The 
Beatles or The Rolling Stones 
represent the ne plus ultra of pop 
music. Where I live, The Greatful 

Dead cast a long shadow over all things 
musical. But for me, Pink Floyd are the 
pinnacle of the late 20th century. 

A long-time fan – dating back to The 
Piper At The Gates Of Dawn, I’ve never 
paid close attention to celebrity trivia 
or creative disputes, and wasn’t much 
interested in details about Roger Waters’ 
mid-’80s departure from the group, or his 
subsequent tentative return two decades 
later, but I admired the band’s lifelong 
support for founding member Syd Barrett. 

SOMETIMES MALEVOLENT 
I have most of their recordings. Never 
far away is David Gilmour: In Concert, 
the DVD of his 1991 performance. 
In 2010 I fl ew from San Francisco to 
Atlanta to see Waters and crew perform 
The Wall at Phillips Arena, a fantastic 
experience. The music, not the soap 
opera, is my interest. Introspective, dark, 
sometimes malevolent, and immensely 
powerful, the best 
of it is capable of 
inducing far-reaching 
personal, social, and 
metaphysical reveries 
while remaining 
grounded in a gritty, 
even grim, reality. 

Thus I was primed 
for a July the 10th 
performance at the Sonoma Mountain 
Event Center by Brit Floyd, billed as ‘The 
World’s Greatest Pink Floyd Show’. I had 
seen a snippet of their show on TV and 
bought tickets immediately, great seats a 
few rows back from centre stage.

A hot afternoon drifted into a cool 
evening as Brit Floyd warmed up the 
audience with a medley of instrumentals 
from Meddle and Animals, accompanied 
by an impressive light show. There’s an 
amazing continuity to Pink Floyd’s music. 

Pieces from different eras blend perfectly 
into one another, as Brit Floyd proved by 
following ‘Us And Them’ with ‘Another 
Brick In The Wall’. Not note-for-note 
copies, Brit Floyd’s interpretations are 
true to the original compositions while 
imposing their own character, very much 
the way great orchestras and conductors 
differ in their interpretations of classical 

warhorses, 
honouring the 
originals while 
making them their 
own. The band 
is loud but not 
deafening – I didn’t 
need earplugs and 
didn’t suffer any 
after-effects – with 

visceral punch from bass and drums that 
drive the entire production. Their sound 
system is excellent.

Brit Floyd’s website lists six superb 
musicians under the direction of Damian 
Darlington, fi ve female back-up singers, 
plus sound engineer Gareth Darlington 
and video artist Bryan Kolupski.

Inexplicably, not listed is their 
saxophone player, whose name I have 
forgotten, performing all of Dick Parry’s 
parts on both baritone and tenor. 

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

‘“You go to the 
symphony to hear 
Mozart even if he 
isn’t conducting”’

RIGHT: Damian 
Darlington sits centre 
stage during a live 
performance by Brit 
Floyd. The band play 
at The Royal Albert 
Hall on October 
the 10th, their only 
UK date before 
heading off to Europe 
and Russia for an 
extensive tour that 
lasts until the end of 
November. See www.
britfl oyd.com for 
more
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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

valve base. That could lead some to 
assume that the set wouldn’t work since 
it had a valve missing. Yet the socket was 
for an optional stereo decoder, or for 
some other add-on. Again, for some 
well-known makers and popular models, 
these details will be widely known. But 
what about less common examples?

INFORMING THE FUTURE 
I’m pleased to say that in recent weeks I 
and a few others seem to be having some 
success in bringing together a group of 
people willing to work on collating and 
preserving the history of British audio.

Again, this can currently be viewed 
as ‘continuous development’ as we try 
to gather momentum and expertise. It 
is a learning experience. But with luck it 
may mean that ‘lost’ information can be 
recovered and we will then be able to 
better inform the future.

Readers who may like a copy of my 
unoffi cial Hi-Fi News index as it currently 
stands (Volumes 1 to 15 and growing) 
can download it for free at http://jcgl.
orpheusweb.co.uk/temp/HFNindex.zip. 
The content is a plain CSV fi le, which 
should load into most spreadsheet 
software packages. 

Over the past few months I’ve 
gradually been collating a 
‘machine readable’ index of 
early issues of Hi-Fi News.

It occurred to me while I worked away 
that it was, in its own way, an example of 
something common in the past among 
hi-fi  manufacturers. It’s a practice people 
at the old Armstrong Audio company 
used to call ‘continuous development’. 

What this meant was that although 
the model number and appearance 
for a given component might remain 
unchanged, its internals would evolve and 
be improved. This was to take advantage 
of better electronic devices, tweaked 
circuit details, etc. Thus, performance 
improved and exceeded the original 
specifi cations, despite the fact that it was 
sold as the same model at the same price.

COMMON APPROACH
Although most manufacturers didn’t 
say it publicly, many adopted the same 
approach. At the time, this was good 
for buyers because they could enjoy 
the benefi ts of 
recent advances in 
technology without 
it involving the costs 
or delays of the small 
manufacturer having 
to re-tool for a totally 
new model.

However, decades 
later, as I and others
seek to document and preserve the 
details of the history of UK audio, this 
presents some problems. Many of 
these changes weren’t refl ected in 
published circuit diagrams. At the time, 
Armstrong kept detailed records of which 
modifi cations were made and when. But 
that cabinet of organised paperwork was 
thrown into a skip once the fi rm closed 
down and the details were largely lost.

So now you can only learn of these 
changes by being told by someone ‘in 
the know’ or by a careful comparison 

of the actual circuitry inside each 
sample of the manufactured product. 
For well-known marques who produced 
models that sold in their thousands this 
is a serious challenge. But what about 
the many brands and models that time 
has forgotten and where few working 

examples remain?
This came to 

mind when I was 
collating the HFN 
index and for the 
fi rst time in many 
years came across 
the name ‘Bryan’ 
(which made amps 
and tuners). The 

real challenge here is to detail the history 
of the many less-well-known brands and 
models. Indeed, it is detail that may be 
important in avoiding future confusion. 

For example, some early Armstrong 
stereo amplifi ers came with input sockets 
that had a built-in switch. These allowed 
you to plug a lead into just one socket to 
get mono sound played by both channels. 
But plugging in two leads automatically 
switched the set to stereo operation. 

In a similar vein, tuners of the period 
often had what looked like an empty 

Works in progress
Compiling a history of British hi-fi  is daunting in itself, but what to do when manufacturers upgrade 
the tech used in their components while keeping model numbers the same? Jim Lesurf explains...

‘Buyers could enjoy 
recent advances in 
technology without 

costs or delays’

RIGHT: Changes 
made to designs 
were not always 
documented in 
published circuit 
diagrams by hi-fi  
manufacturers in 
the past. This means 
comparisons now 
have to be made 
between the physical 
circuits inside 
different samples of 
products that bear 
the same model 
number
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Steve Harris
Contributing Editor
Steve Harris edited Hi-Fi News between 1986 and 2005. He loves jazz, blues music, 
vinyl and vintage hi-fi  and anything that makes good music come to life

each of the next two weeks. In the UK, it 
outsold the next 86 albums on the artist 
chart combined and easily broke the 
previous fi rst-week sales record, which 
was set by Oasis with Be Here Now back 
in 1997, by selling over 800,000 copies 
in the fi rst week. This total included 
around 548,000 physical copies and 
more than 252,000 downloads.

And how many units did Adele shift 
on vinyl? US vinyl sales of 25 to the end 
of 2015 amounted to a total of just 
116,000, less than a thirtieth of the total 
album units she’d sold in the fi rst week. 

MEGA OLDIES
After 25, the year’s second best-selling 
album on vinyl was Taylor Swift’s 1989 
with 74,000. But the next three biggest 
were Pink Floyd’s Dark Side Of The Moon 
with 50,000, The Beatles’ Abbey Road 
with 49,800 and Miles Davis’s Kind Of 
Blue with 49,000. So on vinyl, those three 
mega-oldies, dating from the early 1970s, 
late 1960s and late 1950s respectively, 
together still managed to outsell Adele. 
But to quote a line from an old song, 
‘How long can this go on?’

When we’ve all fi lled our shelves with 
multiple vinyl reissues, and fi lled our 
devices with downloads, perhaps we’ll 
just get bored with the whole thing. 
Perhaps, perversely, we will turn again 
to compact discs. If only because they, 
and not vinyl, will have become the 
endangered species. 

Over the last ten years, the fall 
and rise of the vinyl LP has 
been accompanied by the fall 
and fall of the audio CD. 

According to New York-based data 
information provider Nielsen, total US 
album sales declined from 618.9m units 
in 2005 to 241.3m in 2015. Of these 
around 100m units were downloads, but 
those fi gures don’t account for streaming 
or single-track downloads. Vinyl sales in 
2015 had grown to 12m units, or roughly 
5% of the total. 

It’s easy to see why there are now 
very few high-end CD players that don’t 
double as DACs, and why Hegel intends 
its Mohican [see HFN Oct ’16] to be the 
last ‘pure CD player’. But, just as I don’t 
think I’m ever going to stop listening to 
vinyl, I don’t think I’ll ever be able to get 
rid of all my CDs. So will there ever be, as 
Barry Fox suggests, a CD revival?

MONEY SPINNERS
Back in 1985, Dire Straits’ Brothers In 
Arms became the 
fi rst million-selling 
compact disc. It’s 
since been reissued 
in innumerable 
different packages, 
an example maybe of 
the way the record 
industry has focused 
more and more on 
getting the maximum mileage out of 
proven money-spinners. 

We were well into the ‘vinyl 
revival’ before the majors realised 
the contribution that this could make 
to their coffers and, rather than just 
continue licensing product to third-party 
audiophile companies, they started doing 
vinyl themselves. 

You might think that because CDs are 
supposed to be durable, and digits are 
supposed to be immutable if mastered 
properly, that there’d be less demand for 
CD reissues. You’re unlikely to need to 

replace a CD because its scratched, noisy 
or worn out. But even so, the Nielsen 
fi gures for 2015 showed that, for the 
fi rst time, sales of reissue albums had 
overtaken sales of new albums. 

In January 2016, Music Business 
Worldwide’s Tim Ingham covered the 
annual Nielsen report under the heading 
‘Even Adele can’t stop “old” albums 
outselling new artist releases’.

‘According to Nielsen data, catalogue 
albums – which it defi nes as any release 

over 18 months old 
– shifted 122.8m 
copies in 2015 in 
the US, down 2.9% 
on 2014’s tally of 
126.5m. Current 
album sales, 
however, dropped 
by an even more 
hurtful 9.2% – down 

from 130.5m to 118.5m.’
Ingham went on to point out that 

Adele’s highly successful 25 represented 
an astonishing 6.3% of total new album 
sales, or 7.44m units. ‘Without her, 
catalogue albums would have been 
11.7m sales clear of their modern day 
counterparts. Quite amazing to think 
that ten years before, “current” albums 
outsold classic releases by 150m units.’

In the US, 25 sold more than 3.377m 
copies in its fi rst week, even though it 
wasn’t available on streaming platforms, 
and went on to sell more than 1m in 

Slipped discs?
Vinyl sales, the record industry’s constant recycling of old material and a possible CD revival... 
Steve Harris has been busy crunching the numbers from a recent report on music buying habits 

‘We were well into 
the “vinyl revival” 
before the major 
labels realised’

RIGHT: Released on 
the 1st of May 1985, 
Brothers In Arms 
became the fi rst 
million-selling CD just 
a year later, while 
Adele’s 25, which 
was released on the 
20th of Nov 2015,  
has sold 20m copies 
as of June 2016
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Having read the Vintage Review of the Hitachi 

DA-1000 CD player in the September issue I 

now wonder whether Dual marketed a clone 

of this player. This is because I have one in my 

collection that looks the same as the Hitachi.

Remi Balestie, via email

Tim Jarman replies: There was indeed a Dual version 
of the Hitachi DA-1000, Remi, and it was known as the 
CD 120. A few other lesser-known names (in the UK in 
any case) also took the Hitachi machine and produced 
their own badged versions: Brandt, Nordmende and 
Thomson to name but three. Hitachi rivalled Philips 
in this respect, although Philips must still be able 
to lay claim for having the largest number of OEM 
derivatives for any one model.

As for Dual itself, the company was well-known 
for budget turntables in the UK but its full German 
range included complete systems, some of them quite 
ambitious. It was natural therefore for the company to 
want to get into CD as quickly as possible. 

Dual ceased trading in 1982 and was sold to French 
company Thomson SA. In 1988 the brand returned 
to its homeland when Thomson sold Dual to German 
manufacturer Schneider Rundfunkwerke AG.

WhitWorld
OUR HI-FI WORLD THROUGH THE EYES OF WHITWORTH

EXPERIENCE OF SHM-CD?
READER SEEKS VIEWS ON ‘SUPER DISC’ FORMAT

layer of superior transparency) and 
the later Blu-spec CDs (CDs pressed 
on Blu-ray stampers), have uniformly 
impressed me, especially SHM-
SACDs given my predilection for 
‘regular’ SACDs. 

What all three seem to do is 
narrow the gap between the sound 
of digital carriers and analogue 
LPs, which remain my reference. To 
give you some idea of the scale of 
improvement, the difference is similar 
to that between a normal CD and a 
gold CD, and the main benefi t is a 
matter of sonic refi nement.

Because I am, in my dotage, less 
prone to absolutism in most things 
(save for wine, pickles and politics), 
I am happy to segue from FM radio 
to vinyl LP to SACD to streaming in 
a single listening session. But I do 
recommend that listeners try at least 
one favourite title on SHM-CD or SHM-
SACD (or Blu-spec CD), despite the 
costs, which are typically £18-£30 per 
title. You will be pleasantly surprised! 
A good place to start your search is 
www.cdjapan.co.jp.

Is my player an 
Hitachi clone?
THE GERMAN CD PLAYER WITH JAPANESE DNA 

Do any of your reviewers have 

experience of the SHM-CD format? 

Recently I saw that Universal Japan 

had reissued the fi rst fi ve Budgie 

albums, so I went ahead and 

bought three of them. 

I have just been listening to 

my favourite, Bandolier, which I 

have owned for 40 years on pre-

recorded cassette, vinyl, CD and 

remastered CD. To my ears this is 

the best version of the lot, richer-

sounding yet at the same time 

clearer (I made out some lyrics I 

never heard before). 

My system includes an Oppo 

BDP-105 BD player and a pair of 

Linn Klimax 350A speakers. 

Angus Lang, via email

Ken Kessler replies: I discussed 
SHM-CDs in depth back in January 
2009, and have referred to them and 
the other Japan-only ‘super’ discs 
from time to time because they have 
impressed me enough to invest in 
them, despite prohibitive pricing. 

They suit me as a reviewer in 
particular, because the titles I own 
are also in my regular CD and LP 
collections, so the comparisons are 
enlightening. SHM-CDs and SHM-
SACDs (both of which use a protective 

ABOVE: Ken Kessler explains SHM-CD’s 
roots in LCD technology in HFN Jan ’09 

ABOVE: The 2016 SHM-CD version of 
Bandolier costs £23 from amazon.co.uk 



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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BBC radio’s killer bits
LOW RATE STREAMING ON FREEVIEW IS THROTTLING MY LISTENING ENJOYMENT

Can your experts tell me if there is 

any technical reason why the 320kb/s 

bitrate ‘stream’ used by the BBC on 

its iPlayer service is not also used for 

its Freeview radio stations? 

I have confi rmation that Radios 

1 to 4 are at 192kb/s on Freeview. I 

assume this cannot be a bandwidth 

problem since a Freeview ‘slot’ 

should have the capacity to carry 

both video and sound information.

The reason I ask is that my PC is 

in a different room to my audio/visual 

system, so Freeview is much more 

convenient for me.

 A cynic might suggest that the 

BBC is only prepared to invest in 

‘platforms’ that allow reception on 

portable devices, such as car radios. 

People who want to listen at home in 

comfort, on decent equipment, are of 

no interest to it.

 Perhaps it’s time for another 

round-up of the technical specs of 

current BBC digital radio services 

over all the platforms used? I recall 

reading in HFN many years ago that 

when developing and testing DAB 

the BBC’s own engineers advised 

that 256kb/s should be the minimum 

bitrate for all digital transmissions in 

the future.

Chester Willey, via email

Jim Lesurf replies: There is no technical 
reason why every BBC national and 
regional radio station can’t be provided at 
a rate of 256kb/s via Freeview. The answer 
to why this isn’t the case has its roots in 
the internal politics of the BBC, I’m afraid.

As coverage of the 2016 Olympics 
has shown, there is an internal ‘pecking 
order’ at the BBC when it comes to 
which department is given a share of the 
budget, and the allocation of resources 
follows this. Put simply, sport on TV 
comes fi rst in the queue and dominates 
the allocations. Poor old radio gets a tiny 
share compared with the TV budgets 
and so comes last when resources are 
allocated. So, each Freeview multiplex 
has a limited data bandwidth and TV is 
given the lion’s share.

Some years ago I used to recommend 
Freeview as being the best way to listen
to BBC radio. But no longer. Now, radio 
often gets a low bitrate while in Scotland, 
where I live, stations may even be in 

mono. Or disappear from the air entirely 
at times to make way for BBC Alba TV – 
the TV channel that broadcasts in Gaelic.

The irony here, perhaps, is that the 
BBC appears intent on boosting Alba 
viewing fi gures by showing... sport. 
Which, of course, people can enjoy 
irrespective of the language being 
spoken by the commentator. But I digress.

In some ways, hi-fi  enthusiasts have 
shot themselves in the foot. By continuing 
to espouse FM as the best way to hear 
radio they have helped some at the BBC 
argue that ‘Freeview’ meant TV and not 
radio since the service had the word 
‘view’ in it! So the internal argument has 
been between those who want to remove 
BBC radio from the Freeview package 
entirely and those who want to keep it.

Perhaps this will change, but as 
even TV coverage of The Proms has 
diminished over the years, I won’t be 
holding my breath. So, sadly, I can only 
recommend people migrate to using the 
iPlayer. Or satellite, provided you have a 
fast broadband connection. 

Personally I use the free BBC program 
get_iplayer [http://iplayerhelp.external.
bbc.co.uk/tv/computers_iplayer]. Once 
installed on your device, this enables you 
to choose and download programmes 
offered by the iPlayer service for listening 
to or viewing later on. 

I also use a Quad FM4 and one of my 
Armstrong 626 tuners for FM listening. 
These give good results from a strong 
enough signal. But the best quality now 
is from the iPlayer 320kb/s streams. I 
wish the BBC would allocate more of its 
Freeview bandwidth to radio. But while 
the current pecking order rules, it will tell 
people to use the iPlayer, DAB, or FM.

ABOVE: The get_iplayer software can be 
run on Chrome, Linux, Mac or Windows
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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 HEADPHONESA Hohner, a harp and mono

THE CASE OF THE MISTAKEN INSTRUMENT AND WHY RELEASE STEREO RECORDS IN MONO TODAY?
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I was slightly concerned after reading 

Ken Kessler’s review of the Mark 

Levinson No536 monoblocks in your 

September issue. Using The Band’s 

‘Up On Cripple Creek’ as an example 

of the amp’s fi delity, the man whose 

‘Golden Ears’ I have always trusted, 

remarked: ‘Even twangy Jew’s 

Harp, that least expensive and least 

complex of instruments, acquired a 

weird majesty all its own.’

I’m sure it did Ken, as the Jew’s 

Harp you listened to was surely a 

Hohner Clavinet played through a 

wah-wah pedal. I’m sure you will 

not be publishing this critical letter, 

however one of your magazine’s 

senior reviewers not being able to 

differentiate between an acoustic and 

an electric instrument, when using 

‘state of the art’ playback equipment, 

leaves me very concerned.

Ray Singer, via email

In the September issue Ken Kessler 

refers to the ‘staggering mono’ of 

Joe Turner’s The Boss Of The Blues 

LP on Pure Pleasure. I have the 1976 

reissue of this wonderful album [ATL 

50244], which was part of Atlantic’s 

‘That’s Jazz’ series and is labelled as 

stereo. The stereo is subtle, with most 

information located at the centre of 

the stereo image, but the ‘ambience’ 

feels real enough to touch. 

It is obviously completely different 

to the mono sound on the R&B Joe 

Turner LPs that Atlantic issued around 

this time. My LP sleeve states that it 

was originally released as Atlantic 

1234 in mono (23/07/56) and in 

stereo (20/10/58). I understand why 

recordings originally recorded in 

mono should be reissued in mono, 

but why reissue a stereo recording in 

mono now?

Chester Willey, via email

Ken Kessler replies: Oh, well, 33 years as 
a reviewer down the toilet. Mea culpa, I 
don’t own a Jew’s Harp, so I failed to do 
an A/B comparison, live-vs-recorded, and 
admit that I was fooled completely, as Mr 
Singer suggests. The mixup is nailed by 
this quote from Band archivist Peter Viney 
[see http://theband.hiof.no]:

‘Musically, Garth [Hudson] fooled 
everyone again. While listeners were 
fascinated by the apparent twang of 
a Jew’s Harp resonating through the 
record... it was actually Garth playing a 
Hohner D6 clavinette [sic] through a Vox 
guitar wah-wah pedal.’

Perhaps the ‘weird majesty’ is due 
to the Mark Levinson monoblocks? On 
the other hand, I’m in good company, for 
none other than ace producer Don Was 
also admits, on a YouTube clip about the 
making of the song, ‘For years, I thought it 
was a Jew’s Harp.’

As for stereo releases reissued in 
mono (and without merely following Phil 
Spector’s belief that mono is better), there 
are instances where the monos are simply 
more authentic, appropriate or correct 
than the stereo. There has always been a 
debate about the early Beatles releases, 
for example, and to this day, there are still 
fans who prefer the mono releases to the 
stereo versions. 

I have no overall preference; rather, 
my stance is that I don’t have a problem 
with mono, and have plenty of Sundazed 
releases that justify their reissuing due to 
the alternate mixes.

ABOVE: Pure Pleasure’s mono release of 
Joe Turner’s The Boss Of The Blues LP

ABOVE: Hohner D6 clavinet (top) as used 
by Garth Hudson on ‘Up On Cripple Creek’
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USB: a sticky question
WHY DOES SOUND CHANGE IF I PLUG THUMB DRIVE WITH MUSIC INTO PC RATHER THAN BD P  

Andrew Everard’s series on computer 

audio in the August and September 

issues was excellent and I am realising 

just how true it is that ‘bits are not bits’. 

I download my HD music, mainly 

classical, typically in FLAC 96kHz/

24-bit. I store them in fi les arranged by 

composer on 256GB USB sticks. These 

are replayed via my Oppo BDP-105 BD 

player using a display connected to 

the HDMI output to view and select the 

tracks. The digital coaxial output from 

the Oppo is connected to a digital input 

on my Devialet Expert 200 amplifi er.

If instead I plug the USB stick into 

my laptop PC and connect this to the 

Devialet by USB cable I fi nd the sound 

quite different. It seems sharper and 

more etched but I am not sure why. 

Should I be using a media player such 

as foobar2000 or JRiver on the PC?

 Meanwhile, when listening to 

Radio 3 HD on this same laptop 

connected to the Devialet I rarely get 

more than about 20 minutes without 

Radio 3 dropping out and having to 

be restarted. My broadband speed is 

only around 4Mb/s, but this seems to 

produce good HD TV with BBC iPlayer 

with no dropping out or buffering. I am 

mystifi ed as to why Radio 3 reception 

is so different when the Wi-Fi signal is 

strong in both cases.

Martin Phillips, via email

Andrew Everard writes: I spent a fascinating 
couple of days recently with a speaker 
design company, where we got increasingly 
distracted by the effects of changing drives, 
power supplies and even cables on a digital 
system using a computer connected through 
a DAC as the source. 

It even seems that the material used for 
the body of the plugs can make a difference: 
using two cables made from the same ‘wire’, 
one with plastic-bodied plugs the other with 

a metal ‘shell’ again revealed 
changes in the sound.

From that experience I can tel
you that just about every change  
made resulted in some alteration  
the sound, for good or bad, maki  
whole process extremely time-co g.

No-one was trying to sell me anything, 
and indeed I had no idea of the relative 
prices of the various devices being tried – 
we were just trying alternatives rather than 
attempting to prove any point. The entire 
intention was merely to get the best possible 
sound through the system, so when we 
listened to the speakers we were actually 
hearing what they were doing, not the effect 
of something else ‘upstream’ in the set-up.

The differences you’re hearing between 
the sound of the USB plugged into the Oppo 
BDP-105 and that of the same ‘stick’ plugged 
into your computer could well be down to the 
qualities of the digital interconnect between 
the player and the Devialet compared to the 
USB cable from computer to amp, or indeed 
the way your computer’s music-playing 
software handles fi les before they’re output 
through the USB socket.

After all, USB has more bandwidth than 
S/PDIF digital audio connections: you can 
play DSD or higher PCM sampling rates via 
USB, although standard coaxial should be 
good for 192kHz/24-bit without any problem.

So what’s going on in your set-up? Hard 
to tell, but I’d suggest the computer may be 
giving a more direct signal path, in which the 
data from the USB stick goes through less 
processing on its way to the USB output, than 
the USB-to-coax process in the Oppo.

That’s a guess, though: as I’ve found 
many times when exploring digital music 
playback both for DAC reviews in these 
pages and in my spare time – yes, I mess 
around with all this stuff almost compulsively 
when I’m ‘off-duty’, too! – while everything 
can make a difference, predicting what the 
difference will be is harder. You will probably 

fi nd the music sounds different again if you 
copy it from the stick to your computer’s 
internal storage, then play it from that.

In my experience, it’s best to settle on a 
set-up that works for you, and stick with it, 
or you may succumb to madness. I’m now 
on my third Mac mini computer dedicated 
to music-playback, each one with a different 
confi guration, and this third one is proving 
promising. It was bought for a song on eBay, 
and has since had both RAM and storage 
upgraded, and everything not germane to 
music playback removed or switched off. 
But even that’s not enough: as I write this, a 
custom-built linear power supply to replace 
the standard ‘white brick’ is on its way. 
Why? When we tried a power supply switch 
during that listening session, that made a big 
difference, too!

Which media player software? Either 
foobar2000 or JRiver Media Centre will 
serve you well, and I’ve also had very good 
results with Roon, which isn’t free but does 
a very good job of integrating music stored 
locally, streaming services such as Tidal 
and Internet radio into a seamless listening 
experience – and it sounds very good, too. 
You can take advantage of a free trial before 
deciding whether it’s right for you.

As to the Radio 3 problem, that has me 
baffl ed, aside from observing that you’re 
far from the fi rst person to fi nd the BBC’s 
Internet radio streams are more than a little 
fl aky. Every so often I have days when just 
about every BBC station I try goes through 
fi ts and starts, and I’m using a 200Mb/s 
broadband service!

As we discovered a while back [see HFN 
May ’15] when the BBC ‘shut out’ a number 
of manufacturers’ products from its Internet 
radio services, the corporation’s attitude 
to online radio can seem a little cavalier at 
times. Perhaps it might be worth trying to 
access the station on your PC directly via the 
TuneIn site, tunein.com, or by adding them 
to iTunes via vTuner (vtuner.com), and see 
whether that works more smoothly for you.

ABOVE: Devialet’s ‘ADH’ 200 Expert amp 
(now the 220 Pro) has S/PDIF and USB inputs

ABOVE: Oppo’s BDP-105 universal disc player also reads from external USB drives [HFN Jan ’13]
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I was interested to read the letter 

from Mike Bailey in the September 

2016 issue, and Ken Kessler’s reply to 

his comment about Decca cartridges.

In the 1960s I also used Decca 

cartridges starting with the ceramic 

Decca Deram in a Garrard AT6 semi-

automatic turntable. I then upgraded 

to a Goldring GL75 turntable. After 

some time I felt the need to upgrade 

to either the MM or MC design, and 

chose the early Decca FFSS cartridge 

– similar in design to the company’s 

later ‘London’ models. 

I have to say the sound from it was 

amazing, so vibrant and clear – alive 

– just as Ken so accurately describes. 

The only problem was it suffered from 

a loud hum on one channel. Decca 

suggested I return the cartridge 

for servicing, as one coil may have 

been at fault. I received it back from 

Decca – no charge – and indeed 

the troublesome hum had gone, and 

the sound was even better – again 

confi rming Ken’s statement that they 

were inconsistent in quality. 

The one major problem was that 

because the magnet is very low in 

the body design it was magnetically 

attracted to the metal platter of the 

GL75. It was thus impossible to be 

sure of the correct tracking weight!

I then had an unfortunate accident 

when the cartridge stylus hit the 

platter due to magnetic attraction, 

damaging the stylus tip and making it 

unusable without a repair.

Regrettably, that accident meant 

I abandoned the Decca range and 

instead went for the Shure MM series. 

Needless to say, the GL75 and its arm 

was not really up to getting the best 

from these latter cartridges, which 

eventually led to my selling the GL75 

and buying the Thorens TD125 Mk II 

and SME 3009 in the mid 1970s. 

I then got better results from the 

Shure M75 range and then V15 series, 

but still nothing like the alive sound 

of the Decca. I later moved to MC 

designs from Ortofon and Audio-

Technica. I still have my Thorens and 

it performs very well, but now use 

an SME 309 and AT OC9 III which 

gives a lot of pleasure. I still miss 

that vibrant immediacy of the Decca 

designs though!

John Winterbottom, via email

Ken Kessler replies: Deccas weren’t 
unique in proving problematic with some 
decks – I seem to recall in the ’80s that 
Grados could hum with certain turntables, 
eg, Duals of the era. Conversely, there 
were decks that proved fussy, because of 
unshielded motors.

If you Google ‘cartridge hum 
turntable’, a number of sites offer various 
methods of reducing hum, but I’ve not 
yet found a ‘master list’ of incompatible 
cartridge/turntable combinations due to 
aggravated hum issues.

If you’re a Deccaphile suffering 
withdrawal symptoms, it’s also worth 
contacting John Wright of London 
Cartridges, via www.london-cartridges.
co.uk or john@jwaservices.plus.com; 
he makes the current incarnations of 
Deccas. The company produces models 
with different body shells that may have 
cured the problem. As Mr Winterbottom 
points out, nothing matches the ‘vibrant 
immediacy’ of Deccas!

stead e t o t e S u e se es
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Still miss my Deccas!
BUT HUM AND MAGNETIC ATTRACTION MEANT SACRIFICING THEIR SOUND

EXTREME?
IT IS NOW!

ABOVE: Pictured here on a Garrard 301, 
the Decca FFSS was introduced in 1958

ABOVE: Goldring GL75 was released in 
the UK in 1967 as the Goldring-Lenco GL75
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There are few hi-fi  products quite 
as enigmatic as Philips’ Motional 
Feedback loudspeaker (MFB). 
It’s widely known by audiophiles 

yet seldom encountered while there are 
those who argue that it represents the 
greatest single advance in electromagnetic 
loudspeaker technology since the invention 
of the moving-coil driver. 

Some believe Philips abandoned the 
design due to insurmountable technical 
diffi culties. Others maintain that the 
speakers were costly to produce and 
quickly fell from favour after being 
dismissed as a gimmick. Given that the 
series was on sale for ten years, from 1975 
to 1985, it is unlikely either opinion is true.

CONSIDERABLE RESOURCES
Before discussing the technology behind 
MFB in general (and our beautifully 
preserved pair of 22RH544 speakers in 
particular) it is interesting to consider why 
Philips would put its considerable resources 
behind such a project. 

Speakers could prove problematic 
for manufacturers with large export 
operations. Put simply, speakers typically 
have a lower value-to-size than do 
electronics, so it was usually more 
profi table to fi ll a shipping container with 
amplifi ers, tuners and cassette decks. 

One solution was to export the speaker 
drive units and then have the cabinets 
made locally. But a more satisfying 

Some say this little speaker embodied one of the greatest advances in loudspeaker 
technology since the invention of the moving-coil driver. How does it sound today? 
Review: Tim Jarman Lab: Keith Howard

Philips 22RH544 Motional 
Feedback loudspeaker

approach was to come up with a way 
to make loudspeakers that were either 
unusually small for their performance and 
price category or suffi ciently technically 
compact to justify shipping complete units. 
The Philips MFB models fulfi lled both the 
latter two requirements.

There are two key technologies in 
the Philips MFB system. The fi rst is active 
operation, where an electronic crossover 
and a number of power amplifi ers (usually 
two) are housed within the loudspeaker 
cabinet. This solves a host of technical 
problems at a stroke. An electronic 
crossover can be made far more subtle 
and fl exible in its operation than is possible 
with the passive network found in most 
traditional loudspeakers. Co-locating the 
amplifi er with the drive units practically 

ABOVE: Period ad for MFB speaker series has 
the 22RH544 shown with its rear panel open

LEFT: Contemporary image shows a complete 
22RH544-based Philips system with the 
excellent N2521 cassette deck, ‘electronic’ 
servo turntable and MFB-only tuner/preamp

eliminates connector and cable losses (a 
signifi cant factor given the low impedance 
of moving-coil drive units) and allows the 
damping factor achieved by the amplifi er 
and loudspeaker combination to approach 
its maximum potential value. 

What’s more, since the amplifi er’s load 
is predictable and its output terminals 
are inaccessible, the protection circuitry 
required can be greatly simplifi ed, which in 
turn preserves the purity of the signal path.

FEEDBACK LOOP
The second technology is what makes 
MFB special. This sees the mechanical 
aspects of the operation of the woofer 
enclosed within a feedback loop. Feedback 
is easy to apply within purely electronic 
systems such as amplifi ers, but extending it 
beyond this domain is not straightforward. 
Nevertheless, such arrangements are 
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and it goes ‘thud’, as happens with any 
loudspeaker. Try with the power applied 
and the cone is stiff and taut, feeling solid 
and diffi cult to move.

KEY IMPROVEMENT
Four distinct series of Philips MBF speakers 
were made during the life of the system 
[see HFN Jul ’13]. The original was the 
RH532 of 1975, which was replaced 
by a gradually expanding set of new 
models from 1976 onwards. Of these, 

the 22RH544 was 
approximately the same 
size as the RH532 and 
can be considered to be  
its replacement. 

It was the switch 
from the previous cone 
midrange unit to a 
Philips AD0210 dome 

‘squawker’ that was the key improvement. 
The AD0210 was an excellent driver, which 
was used in many quality loudspeaker 
systems of the era, and this was partnered 
with the latest Philips AD0160 dome 
tweeter, mounted on struts in front and 
just off centre of the woofer cone. 

As before, these two units were driven 
via a passive crossover from the 20W 
treble/midrange amplifi er inside the 
22RH544’s cabinet. The woofer, a special 
MFB version of the 20cm Philips AD8067, 
was fed from its own 40W power stage 
under MFB control. 

Early models were fi tted with a treble 
level control on the back of the cabinet but 
this was removed later in the production 
run. What remained was a level control, 
which allowed the input sensitivity of 
the internal amplifi ers to be set to suit a 
line level preamplifi er or the loudspeaker 
outputs of more traditional systems.

Presenting a high impedance load, the 
22RH544 was specifi ed as requiring a 
signal of 1 to 23V for full output, making 
it compatible with amplifi ers producing up 
to around 65W. In the UK, the MFB-specifi c 
RH743 tuner/preamplifi er was offered to 
complete the system. As an alternative, a 
conventional preamp or integrated model 
with preamp outputs can be used. 

DAISY CHAINING
Once set up, the 22RH544 units require no 
further attention. Each needs a connection 
to a mains supply, but switching in and 
out of standby is automatic when an input 
signal is present, the red LED on the front 
of each shining more brightly when the 
loudspeakers are activated. 

Connections are via 5-pin DIN plugs. 
Each carries both the left and right signals 
so the loudspeakers can be ‘daisy chained’ 
from the source. A small button on the rear 

common elsewhere, the motor control 
system of most direct-drive turntables 
being one example. 

To control a loudspeaker by feedback 
requires a sensor that can give an accurate 
representation of the cone position in 
real time across the entire bandwidth the 
drive unit covers. Various methods have 
been tried over the years, including dual 
voice coils and external resistive networks. 
However, the Philips MFB system gives 
the clearest and most explicit signal 
from a piezoelectric 
accelerometer with 
integral FET amplifi er, 
mounted inside the 
woofer dust cap.

MFB uses the power 
of the driving amplifi er 
to force the woofer cone 
to follow accurately the 
shape of the programme signal, meaning 
that the loudspeaker’s bass response is 
defi ned by the characteristics programmed 
into the feedback loop, not the resonances 
of the driver and the cabinet. 

This technology allowed small, sealed 
enclosures to be used without the normal 
bass response penalty. Put differently, MFB 
boosts the already high damping factor 
of the amplifi er/loudspeaker combination 
since unintentional cone movements 
are not just resisted but proactively 
counteracted. Flick the woofer of the 
22RH544 with the power switched off 

‘The speakers 
shone with female 

vocals across a 
range of discs’

ABOVE: The small cabinet and large size of the 
AD0210 midrange unit meant the tweeter was 
mounted in the centre of the MFB woofer. Note 
the indicator LED at the top of each enclosure
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of each determines which channel it plays. 
I used a Cyrus 6A amplifi er for listening 
with a Cyrus CD8 SE2 CD player as source. 
An RCA-to-DIN adapter was all that was 
needed to connect the Cyrus 6A to the 
Philips signal cables. 

 TIM LISTENS
Kate Bush’s third album Never For Ever 
[EMI CDP 7463602] showcased what these 
loudspeakers could do. The key promise 
Philips made was that bass performance 
would belie the speakers’ compact size, 
but there is far more to them than that. 

Usually one is faced with a choice 
between the tight, fast but not especially 
extended bass of a small sealed cabinet 
loudspeaker or the deeper, richer but less 
well controlled sound of a larger cabinet or 
ported model. The 22RH544 delivered the 
seemingly impossible combination of the 
best of both worlds. Subjectively at least, 
the specifi ed fl atness of response down to 
around 35Hz appeared to 
be a believable claim. 

Tonally, the balance was 
even with an absence of 
obvious resonances and 
coloration. The character of 
the sound was classic Philips: 
well ordered and slightly 
rich with a polished top-end 
that managed to sparkle without ever 
sounding overly bright.

Since phase errors are largely cancelled 
within the MFB loop, the speakers 
imaged strongly. Room positioning was 
not especially critical when it came to 
achieving a ‘walk-in’ sound picture and 
this could be visualised with minimal 
concentration. This effect comes partly 

from the treble and 
midrange section, 
of course, which 
proved to give the 
full measure of 
sweetness and detail 
one would expect 
from the two Philips 
dome drivers. They 
shone with female 
vocals across a range of discs, giving 
texture and insight that would be diffi cult 
to improve upon. It is this characteristic 
which draws me to any loudspeaker 

with the AD0210-type 
squawker as it is almost a 
guarantee of quality. 

The closing track 
of the Kate Bush 
album, ‘Breathing’, 
boasts a virtuoso vocal 
performance coupled with 
delicate percussion and 

is a stern test for any loudspeaker. Dome 
midrange drivers are mandatory, good 
ones, like those used in the Philips, make it 
a joy. Active operation effectively isolates 
the currents driving the woofer from 
those operating the other two units. This 
is diffi cult to achieve to the same extent 
in conventional loudspeakers, even when 
bi-wiring is employed. Treble integrity 

was preserved at all volume settings, even 
using the supplied (and rather modest) 
connecting cables.

Taking the ‘Electronic’ script on the 
front of the cabinets as my cue, I next 
played Kraftwerk’s Music Data Mix [TOCP-
6804]. This was another recording that 
MFB seemed to be made for. The big, multi-
layered mixes were dissected before my 
ears, the loudspeakers never failing to keep 
pace with the music’s intricate structure.

The 22RH544s revealed tunefulness and 
subtlety in the bass lines throughout the 
album without a hint of one-note boom 
and despite the obvious bass power. Every 
note started and stopped bang on tempo 
too, the speakers delivering the sort of 
super-brisk timing that is normally only 
available through headphones. 

BANGED TO RIGHTS
As the woofer pounded out the opening 
bars of ‘Computerlove’, the other sounds 
were unaffected, even at near full 
output. Conventional woofers become 
progressively less sensitive as they 
approach the ends of their mechanical 
travel, causing a gradual loss of low-end 
precision as volume levels rise. 

MFB counteracts these effects and will 
always try to drive the cone to its correct 
position, right up until it bangs off the 
loudspeaker baskets and pole pieces. This 
imposes a unique type of hard limit on 
how much sound can be produced and in 
practice this felt slightly less than a 40W 
amplifi er will normally manage.

For its size, the 22RH544 packs a big 
punch but is ultimately limited by the area 
of its 8in woofer. There is only so much air 

‘Every note 
started and 

stopped bang 
on tempo’

LEFT: Complexity typical of a Philips signature 
product! The electronics reduce the volume 
available for the drivers further still, yet the 
22RH544 still produces impressive bass

RIGHT: An exploded 
view from the Philips 
service manual shows 
the major parts at the 
back of the cabinet. 
The electronics are 
mounted on a hinged 
plate for easy access



 

Analogue
Amazon Referenz Turntable, excellent boxed used 1999

Avid Ingenium c/w tonearm, excellent used 699

Avid Acutus Ref power supply dem 2499

Avid Volvere SP turntable, sealed box REDUCED new 2599

Bakoon EQA11r phonostage, boxed with stand used 1499

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 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, excellent used 2999

Linn LP12 Majik, Keel, Akito 2, Hercules, DV17d3 used 2999

Linn Akiva, excellent boxed used 999

Lyra Skala, excellent boxed used 2249

Lyra Argo, excellent boxed used 499

Michell Orbe, SME cut no arm boxed used 1999

NAD C553/OEM Rega arm, Goldring 1012 cart used 199

NAIM Stageline S, excellent  used 249

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 Aria phono stage boxed nr mint used 599

Rega RP6, boxed excellent used 649

Rega RP3/Elys 2, white  boxed, just a few months old used 399

Rega Planar 2, RB250, AT95e vgc used 199

Roksan TMS 2 with Reference PSU, boxed as new used 2899

SME 3009 improved, vgc+ used 199

SME V12, nr mint boxed used 2249

Systemdek IIXE c/w Linn Basik Plus used 349

Thorens TD170 Auto excellent boxed REDUCED dem 229

Thorens TD209 turntable package REDUCED dem 649

Thorens TD2030 Blue turntable  new 999

Townshend Elite Rock c/w Excalibur, boxed used 699

Townshend Elite Rock c/w Excalibur/Merlin/Cover  used 949

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
Art Audio Jota 520b, excellent used 3999

Audia Flight Pre and Flight 50 Class A power  dem 3999

Audio Research Ref 610 Monos, vgc boxed REDUCED used 12999

Audio Research D240 Power, excellent boxed used 749

Audio Research SP9 Preamplifi er, VGC+, MM phono used 749

Audio Research LS2 Preamplifi er, vgc boxed used 899

BAT VK50se Preamplifi er, remote, factory serviced 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 amplifi er used 1699

Chord Electronics, Mezzo 140 Power amplifi er, mint dem 2249

Cyrus XPD Preamplifi er, excellent used 699

Cyrus 8QXDAC Integrated, boxed,  used 999

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 Si, near mint boxed used 499

Jolida Envoy 211 Monoblocks, £7k new, superb, vgc used 1999

Krell KAV400xi, excellent boxed used 1199

Levinson 320s/phono & 331 boxed Pre/Power combo used 5499

Linn Klimax Chakra 500 Twin, Dynamik PSU, boxed used 3499

Linn Klimax Kontrol, Dynamik PSU, boxed used 2999

Linn Akurate 4200, Dynamik PSU, boxed used 2499

Luxman C383/M363 Pre/Power combo, fab! used 899

McIntosh MC275 Power Amp, near mint boxed used Call

McIntosh C22 Commemorative, REDUCED used 3499

Meridian 501 preamplifi er, excellent used 299

Meridian 551 Integrated, excellent used 399

Micromega IA100, great integrated, boxed REDUCED dem 449

Ming Da MC5S 5 channel Valve Power amp used Call

Moon W7RS, excellent used 4499

Musical Fidelity A5 CR Power Amplifi er used 699

Musical Fidelity F22/F15 Pre/Power boxed used 999

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 NAC252, mid 2015 nr mint used 3999

NAIM NAP250 upgraded DR later 2012, nr mint boxed used 2499

NAIM NAC72 with phono boards used 399

NAIM NAP250/2, late 2002, great condition used 1299

NAIM NAP250/2, 2014 model, nr mint boxed dem 2499

NAIM NAP250/2, excellent boxed 2006 used 1499

NAIM NAP200, 2005 excellent boxed used 899

NAIM NAP200, 2008 excellent boxed used 999

NAIM NAP180, excellent  used 599

NAIM NAP300/PS, excellent boxed used 3499

Onix OA32 Integrated, excellent, REDUCED used 249

Pathos InPol Remix Hi Dac, ex dealer demo dem 2499

Pathos Logos Integrated, excellent, REDUCED used 1499

Quad 33/303, vgc, serviced used 299

Quad Vena, superb condition nearly new, boxed used 499

Quad 405, vgc serviced used 199

Quad 606, vgc used 399

Rotel Michi Pre/Power, good condition used 1199

Sugden Masterclass Monoblocks used 3999

Tandberg TPA3003 Power amplifi er, excellent! used 499

Townshend Allegri Preamplifi er, excellent boxed used 1199

XTC Pre 1 & Pow 2, Pre/Power combo, excellent used 799

Loudspeakers
Apogee Duetta Signature (Reality rebuilt) Superb used 3249

Art Audio Expression Precision Monitor/Subs used 1999

Aspara Acoustics HL6 in Oak, REDUCED new 1749

Audio Physic Tempo IV, vgc boxed used 949

AVI ADM9, original versions used 499

B&W PV1D subwoofer used 799

B&W 805n with matching stands used 999

Bose 901mk2 with equaliser used 299

Celestion A2, excellent boxed used 449

Eclipse TD510 with matching stands used 899

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 Call

Kef Q100 sealed box new 299

Kef LS50 boxed used 599

Kef X300a, due in used Call

Kef R500, near mint boxed used 999

Kef Reference 209 Subwoofer, near mint boxed used Call

Leema Xandia Mk1 in black, REDUCED new 1999

Le ConToure Mobile 160, excellent 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, superb active bass, REDUCED used 1999

Martin Logan CLS Anniversary, cherry used 2999

Monitor Audio GSXW Subwoofer mint boxed new 749

Monitor Audio GR60, vgc+ used 599

Nola Micro Grand Reference inc stands, £15k new dem 5495

PMC Twenty 21, excellent in black used 799

PMC Fact 8, excellent used Call

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

Revolver RW45, excellent boxed used 699

Revolver Music 1, excellent boxed used 299

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

Sonus Faber Venere, piano black dem Call

Spendor S8e, in oak 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 etc used 2999

Veritas H3 (Lowthers) in gloss black, 100db, REDUCED dem 2499

Digital
Arcam CDS27, nr mint boxed dem 499

Audionet Art V2 CD, fair condition used 799

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 Call

Cyrus CD8, excellent condition used 349

EAR Acute 3, our demo unit near mint dem Call

Exposure 2010S CD, excellent boxed used 299

Forsell Air Reference DAC, excellent crated used 999

Leema Elements CD player sealed box, REDUCED new 699

Leema Antilla, mint ex demo dem Call

Luxman D373 CD player, remote excellent used 249

Marantz NA7004, remote, excellent boxed used 299

Marantz CD17, remote, excellent boxed used 299

Marantz CD5400, excellent remote used 99

Marantz CD63KI Mk2, excellent used 149

Meridian 506, excellent condition used 449

Micromega CD30, excellent boxed, REDUCED used 449

Musical Fidelity M1 DAC, excellent boxed REDUCED used 199

Musical Fidelity A308CR CD, excellent boxed used 649

Musical Fidelity kW SACD, excellent boxed used 1249

Musical Fidelity V link Dac, excellent used 99

NAIM UnitiQute 2, excellent boxed used 849

NAIM N172XS Streamer/Preamp with radio module dem 1330

NAIM CDX2, excellent boxed used 1199

NAIM CD5Si, ex demo, nr mint dem 799

NAIM HDX, upgradeable, as new dem 2599

NAIM HDX - SSD, upgradeable, as new used 2499

NAIM ND5XS nr mint boxed used 1199

NAIM NDX 2015 nr mint boxed used 2499

Prima Luna Prologue 8, ex demo boxed, REDUCED dem 1199

Rega Apollo R, excellent boxed used 399

Rega DAC, excellent boxed used 349

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, our demo unit nr mint boxed dem 999

Sansui WLD201 Streamer, mint boxed REDUCED used 119

Sony XA20ES CD, due in used Call

Sugden Masterclass CD original version REDUCED used 899

TEAC UD501 DAC excellent boxed used 449

Unison Research Unico CD, excellent valve output used 599

Unison Research Unico CDE, digital in, superb dem 1649

Wadia 6, excellent boxed, remote used 999

Wadia 170 itransport, excellent boxed, remote used 149

Whest Audio DAP.10 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 SALE NOW ON!

Special system deals
Arcam Solo Mini, remote boxed used 299

Naim UnitiQute 24/192 used 849

Naim SuperUniti, nr mint boxed dem 2999

NAIM Uniti 2, excellent, ex demo, two from  dem 2299

NAIM Unitilite, excellent condition ex demo dem 1499

Accessories/Cables
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

Nordost Heimdall, ex demo interconnects dem Call

Nordost Flatline Gold speaker cable used 199

Stax 4070 closed system, excellent RARE! used 2499

Stax Omega 007 system, excellent boxed used 2499

Radio/Recorders
Cambridge Audio 650T, excellent used 199

Cyrus FM7, excellent used 149

Fostex Model 80, excellent just serviced used 199

Mitsubishi DA-F10, excellent used 249

Musical Fidelity A5DAB, sealed box used 499

NAIM NAT101 & SNAPS, excellent £500 NAIM service used 899

NAIM NAT01 & PSU, excellent, boxed used 1199

Nakamichi 680zx, vgc used 349

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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types, which in many classic designs 
have already crumbled. 

The tweeters and midrange 
drivers have been known to fail, 
normally because the adhesives 
and fl uxes used to assemble the 
voice coils and its lead-outs cause 
corrosion over time. Both units 
are screw-assembled and can be 
stripped and repaired, although this 
is not a task for the beginner. 

As with any transistor amplifi er, 
the bias current of the two power 
stages in each loudspeaker should 
be checked during overhaul. 

The MFB level is also adjustable, 
but this should be left untouched 
unless a way of verifying the overall 
bass response of the system is 
available to you. 

Sound Quality: 88%

0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

this can move, meaning that despite 
the clever technology it can’t really 
drive a very large listening room like 
a bigger loudspeaker can. 

All the same, there is no doubt 
that the Philips MFB system works 
and delivers on its claims. 

BUYING SECONDHAND
The 22RH544 contains no 
integrated circuits and all the 
transistors used are standard 
European types so the (largely 
reliable) electronics pose no specifi c 
maintenance issues. 

Fortunately the woofer, whose 
condition is critical since it contains 
the MFB sensor and preamplifi er, is 
also a durable item. This is because 
it has a rubber roll edge of a type 
that does not appear to degrade 
over time. Contrast this with foam 

A combination of quality drive 
units and advanced technology 
makes the Philips 22RH544 
a compelling loudspeaker of 
startling performance. There 
is no doubt the MFB system 
works as the company described 
and delivers valuable benefi ts. 
Provided you can fi nd a pair 
of these speakers in decent 
condition, since relatively few 
were sold in the UK, the 22RH544 
comes highly recommended.

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT

LEFT: The rear 
panel features 
a loop-through 
connection for 
the signal cables 
and an attenuator 
control to match 
the sensitivity to 
the chosen source 
component. The 
white button 
at the top tells 
the loudspeaker 
whether it is to 
play the left or the 
right channel

ABOVE: And to think the company is 
now best know for TVs and light bulbs...

PHILIPS 22RH544 (Vintage)

LAB
REPORT

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS

With all the vintage speakers we test – even more so than 
with the electronics – the elephant in the room is: how closely 
do they represent the product when new? In the absence of 
further evidence one of the best indicators is how closely the 
two speakers of the pair are matched – and on this basis we 
see that there could possibly be an issue with one of Philips’ 
22RH544s here. The measurement of forward frequency 
response, taken on the axis of the midrange dome [see Graph 
1, below], indicates that one of the pair (black trace) has a 
reasonably fl at response, albeit with a slightly shelved-up treble 
and pronounced dip in output at 2kHz. However, the other 
speaker’s midrange unit shows a slightly reduced sensitivity, 
causing a shortfall in output between 400Hz and 2.7kHz.

These responses were taken on the midrange driver axis 
rather than, as more usually, in line with the tweeter because 
initial measurement on the latter axis showed there to be two 
clear interference notches at 2.3kHz and 4.6kHz – so care 
should be taken over stand height and seating height with 
these speakers to ensure that you listen on the optimum axis. 
Response errors are ±4.4dB and ±5.9dB respectively (300Hz to 
20kHz), the former being a fair result given the treble shelving. 
Pair matching over the same range was of course poor at 
±3.5dB, as a result of the midrange issue. Diffraction-corrected 
near-fi eld measurement of low frequency response showed 
the bass extension to be 31Hz (–6dB re. 200Hz) which is an 
excellent result for a speaker of this size, facilitated by the 
motional feedback – although the response was peaked up by 
2dB at 50Hz before rolling of at 18dB per octave. The effect of 
MFB was less obvious in the 100Hz distortion fi gure of 0.9%. KH
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ABOVE: Cumulative spectral analysis shows a driver 
mode at 1-2kHz and complex resonances at HF 

ABOVE: On-(mid) axis response (normalised to 1kHz/
0dB) shows a notch at 2kHz and an illuminated treble

Sensitivity (SPL/1m/2.83Vrms – Mean/IEC/Music) N/A (Active speaker)

Frequency Response Error (300Hz–20kHz) ±4.4dB / ±5.9dB

Pair matching (300Hz–20kHz) ±3.5dB

LF extension (–6dB re. 200Hz) 31Hz

HF extension (–6dB re. 10kHz) 19.2kHz/18.5kHz

THD 100Hz/1kHz/10kHz (for 90dB SPL/1m) 0.9% / 0.7% / 0.1%

Dimensions (HWD) 391x288x216mm
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is the son of Maurice Whatton MIEE, 
who just so happened to be one of 
the LS3/5A’s designers. I checked it 
out, logged on to the accompanying 
website, and found the kind of 
enthusiasm which I wish permeated 
the entire home-ent community.

True, there were some saddos 
with anal-retentive qualities 
which would scare anyone new to 
audiophilia, but that comes with 
the territory: anoraks are both 
enthusiasts and psychotics, and the 
two characteristics are inseparable. 
You need it to fuel a newsgroup. 

COOKED UP A PLAN
The topics ranged from what stands 
to use with the LS3/5As, to what’s 
the best subwoofer, best amp, are 
JR149s as good, etc, etc, etc. Before 
I knew it, Paul and I had cooked up 
a plan to deal with the group’s most 
oft-raised topic: which is the best 
LS3/5A of them all?

We realised that, without much 
diffi culty, we could gather together 
examples of the most important 
ones, that I could easily fi nd 
qualifi ed listeners, and that I had 
the perfect venue for auditioning a 
small monitor or 12. Over a period 
of some four months, I arranged 

Hi-Fi 
News
June 2001
Each month 
HFN will bring 
you an article 
from our vast 
archive of 
features and 
reviews from 
yesteryear

three listening sessions with two 
listeners each, consistent right down 
to the room’s ambient temperature. 
[68F]. The goal was to fi nd which 
commercially-produced LS3/5A best 
approximated BBC-badged LS3/5A 
numbers 001/002, loaned to us by a 
private collector.

Up against them were the 
following: Audiomaster 15ohm 
(loaned by web group member Deng 
Zhuo); Chartwell kit version 15ohm 
(assembled by and the property 
of Paul Whatton); Harbeth 11ohm 
(loaned by Alan Shaw of Harbeth); 
KEF 11ohm; KEF 11ohm lacquered; 
Rogers 15ohm (loaned by Nic 
Poulsen of Trilogy); Rogers 11ohm; 
Rogers 11ohm with XLR (loaned by 
Andy Whittle of Exposure); Rogers 
11ohm lacquered;  Spendor 15ohm 
(from Spendor’s Derek Hughes, 
once belonging to Spencer Hughes); 
Spendor 11ohm.

Note that all of the 11ohm 
models, except for the XLR Rogers 
and the Harbeths, were bi-wireable, 
but all tests were undertaken in 
single-wire mode. And we’d like to 

It’s all because of an email. Paul 
Whatton, who turned out to be 
quite ‘local’, had organised a 
newsgroup online, devoted to 

BBC LS3/5As. Normally, I avoid such 
groups, but this was different. Paul 

The LS3/5A shootout
Being built under licence to BBC specifi cations, all LS3/5A speakers should 
surely sound the same. But they don’t. Ken Kessler fi nds out which is best

ABOVE: Not a photo from the 2001 HFN 
shootout but a BBC archive shot of the 
LS3/5A undergoing blind listening tests
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lower level control, while smoothing 
the upper registers. Uncanny!

Each speaker was auditioned with 
three completely different pieces of 
music, chosen to both exploit and 
challenge the LS3/5A. If we were 
true to its original purpose, spoken 
word would have been enough; as 
Harbeth’s Alan Shaw told me, he 
designed his earliest speakers using 
his daughter’s voice as reference. 

THE MUSIC
The music we used included: ‘Don’t 
Be Cruel’ from The Judds’ Greatest 
Hits [RCA PD90243] – clear female 
vocals, modern studio production, 
superb country musicians, but with 
the potential to suffer sibilance; 
Corey Harris’s ‘High Fever Blues’ 
from Fish Ain’t Bitin’ [Alligator 
ALCD4850] – textured male vocals, 
acoustic blues, deep punchy brass, 
taxes the low end while exploiting 
the middle; Eddy Louiss’s ‘Blues For 
Klook’ from Sang Mele [Nocturne 
NTCD101] – wholly synthesised jazz 
with deep bass, rapid transients and 
frightening dynamics. 

think that we managed to assemble 
a representative sampling. 

Aside from the lack of a 
Goodmans model – most experts 
thought their omission a blessing! 
– we covered a lot of the bases, 
missing out only on some oddball 
limited editions made for Asia. 

We did, however, include two of 
the ‘deluxes’: the Rogers lacquered 
version with WBT terminals from the 
last 50 LS3/5As it ever made and the 
lacquered KEF model. Technically, 
these are out of spec because of 
the cabinet treatment, which varies 
from BBC practice. Surely this would 
affect the sound?

THE LISTENING TEAM 
We wanted a mix of industry 
listeners and civilians, LS3/5A fans 
and virgins, and that’s what we got:

Jim Creed: plumber, world-class 
collector of hi-fi , never owned 
LS3/5As, uses Sonus Faber Extremas. 
Steve Harris: (former) editor of 
Hi-Fi News and LS3/5A owner. Nic 
Poulsen: founder 
and boss of Trilogy, 
valve wizard and 
ex-BBC employee; 
bought his LS3/5As 
(in our survey) while 
a BBC employee. 
Peter Roberts: 
a watchmaker, 
collector of vintage hi-fi  and 
completely new to the LS3/5A. Uses 
Quad ESLs as his reference, but now 
owns LS3/5As. Paul Whatton: son 
of Maurice, LS3/5A fanatic without 
peer, Senior Lecturer in Film & Video 
at Surrey Institute of Art & Design 
University College. Previously a 
freelance broadcast television sound 
recordist. Andy Whittle: ex-Rogers, 
now head of Exposure Electronics 
and designer of the Rogers AB1 
subwoofer for the LS3/5A. In 
practice, he’s probably heard more 
LS3/5As than anyone.

Because I was conducting 
the sessions, I bowed out of the 
listening, but I will state at this point 
that I agree wholeheartedly with the 
fi nal tally [see p127]. 

What everyone agreed was that 
BBC 001/002 were so vastly superior 
to all of the others in the group that 
we simply couldn’t include them 
in the survey. Instead, they acted 
as the true reference, and were 
auditioned before the sessions and 
again half-way through.

‘The fi nal tally 
proved to be 
thoroughly 

unpredictable’

THE LISTENING SYSTEM
Because we wanted the system 
totally optimised for the LS3/5A, to 
be free of variation, to be consistent 
and to be easy to use, I settled on 
the Krell KPS25sc CD player as the 
best front-end, fed into the Musical 
Fidelity M3 integrated amplifi er with 
Discovery cable. Naturally, there 
were calls for the speakers only to be 
driven by Quad IIs, or for the source 
to be vinyl, yadayadayada, but such 
naivety, indicative of people who 
have never undertaken a multi-unit 
test, was swiftly dismissed.

Why? In order to guarantee, for 
example, that an LP used for the 
demo source was in exactly the 
same state for each speaker, one 
would need 36 virgin copies of 
the same disc (12 speakers x three 
listening sessions). LPs wear, right? 
And then there’s stylus wear. 

Given slight impedance variations 
speaker to speaker, warm-up, valve 
life, ad nauseam, I wanted a new 
amp but one which was run-in, 

bomb-proof, with 
remote control 
for ease of use, 
and with so much 
power that we’d 
never get it near to 
clipping. Enter the 
Musical Fidelity M3, 
globally regarded 

as a stunning performer.
The system ancillaries included 

ART Audio cable, Foundation 24in 
stands made originally for LS3/5As, 
and Mana Acoustics’ superb 
platforms, designed to go under 
speaker stands. The latter proved 
to be an amazing addition, even 
though the Foundations Mana 
stands would be spiked directly into 
a solid concrete fl oor 3ft thick. They 
seemed to extend bass and improve 

BELOW: The 
handbuilt LS3/5A 
‘No 1’ used as 
reference for the 
tests. Inset shows 
XLR connector 

BELOW LEFT: 
Prototype of a 
BBC LS3/5 (left 
of image), which 
would become 
the LS3/5A

LS3/5A HISTORY

Once the speaker had been designed, the BBC 
licensed various companies to build it for them, 
and from around 1976 these licensees started 
selling the LS3/5A to the public as well. This 
meant that at any one time you’d normally 
have the choice of three brands of LS3/5A. For 
example, in 1978 the line-up was: Audiomaster 
£168.75/pair; Chartwell £168.75; and Rogers 
£173.81. For 1984 we had: Goodmans £194.00; 
Rogers £228.00; Spendor £220.00. 

There was a design change in 1987: a slightly 
different KEF bass/mid unit was adopted, with 
a new crossover that no longer used an auto-
transformer and resulted in a lower impedance of 
11ohm rather than 15ohm. As far as I can tell, the 
production numbers in pairs from the four major 
suppliers were: Rogers around 50,000, Spendor 
22,000, Audiomaster 10,000 to 12,000 and 
Harbeth (which never produced a 15ohm version) 
around 7000, with production from Chartwell, 
KEF and Goodmans probably numbering only in 
the hundreds. Total production from all these 
licensees was probably around 100,000. 

Collectors, especially in Asia, favour the 15ohm 
Chartwell over all others. The ‘Project 50’ was a 
kit version originally offered to BBC employees. 
The latest collector lunacy (especially in Malaysia) 
is lusting for so-called ‘white belly’ LS3/5As, which 
– so far as I can tell – refers to 15ohm versions, 
where the white colour in the bass unit is the 
result of application of the glue or epoxy.
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The listeners graded each speaker 
on a scale of 1-10 (10 being the 
best) in the categories of bass, mid 
and treble quality, transients and 
imaging, with the overall result 
determined by points. With six 
listeners, a perfect score was 300.

LS3/5A TEST RESULTS 
Now, what you’ve all been waiting 
for: the fi nal tally. And, to my 
delight, it proved 
to be thoroughly 
unpredictable, 
with only one of 
the newsgroup’s 
preconceptions –
that the Chartwell 
would be a killer 
coming true...
1) The Harbeth 11ohm 257.5 
2) Chartwell 15ohm 243.5 
3) Rogers 11ohm (lacquered) 243 
4) Spendor 15ohm 239.5 
5) Spendor 11ohm 233.5 
6) KEF 11ohm (lacquered) 233 
7) Rogers 15ohm 230.5 
8) KEF 11ohm 226 
9) Audiomaster 15ohm 217 
10) Rogers 11ohm 212.5 
11) Rogers 11ohm XLR 197

So what do we make of this? Out 
of 11 pairs, we rounded up four 
15ohm and seven 11ohm, and the 
11ohm models took 1st, 3rd, 5th 
and 6th places, clearly indicating 
that the 11ohm team beats the 
allegedly superior, 15ohm originals. 
Conversely, an 11ohm speaker 
nabbed the bottom position by a 
solid 15.5 points...

Then a sane voice pops up, ‘But 
all of the 15ohm models are by 
defi nition older, and therefore likely 

to suffer from age!’ To which we 
must reply, ‘This may be arguable in 
their defence, but the hands-down 
best-ever LS3/5A is the 15ohm BBC 
model we used as a reference, which 
was so good that we took it out of 
the running. And that’s one of the 
oldest LS3/5As on earth. And the 
No 2 speaker after the Harbeth is a 
15ohm model. So age isn’t a factor.’

As we tried analysing the results, 
it became clear that 
the two lacquered 
models benefi ted 
from having heavier 
cabinets (as did 
the hand-built 
BBC Nos. 001/002 
and the Chartwell 
kit), although 

technically that would make them 
non-standard. But then you have to 
look at the scores: the much revered 
Chartwell 15ohm model only beat 
the much-loathed lacquered Rogers 
by 0.5 point, while the Spendor 
11ohm – a standout among the 
standard 11ohm models – beat the 
lacquered KEF by only 0.5 point. And 
if I’d had my druthers, I’d knock off 
those half-points and call 2nd and 
5th places ‘ties’.

STICKY SITUATION
Paul mused about the results, 
noting that, ‘LS3/5A cabinets were 
not usually – or at all? – made in-
house by the licensees but were 
subcontracted out to a number of 
specialist cabinet manufacturers in 
the UK. And this got me thinking. 
The BBC reference LS3/5As which 
were made up by their equipment 
department used screwed-on backs, 

whereas production units were 
glued together. Anyone who has 
been lucky enough to hear a pair 
of these will know that they sound 
outstanding. I don’t think anyone 
who took part on the listening 
panels would disagree that they 
sounded better than any of the 
production LS3/5As.

‘Andy Whittle from Rogers 
suggested to me that the 
screw-on-backs were probably 
the reason they sound so good. 
Screwing instead of glueing the 
backs makes for a lossier cabinet, 
something that is very desirable. 

‘Harwood also reported in his BBC 
technical paper on the development 
of the cabinet for the LS3/5 that a 
pair with faulty glueing between 
the fi llets and cabinet walls sounded 
and measured outstandingly well 
(he published the measurements). 
But he added that, unfortunately, 
it wasn’t possible to make speakers 
with consistently bad glueing!

LEFT: Harbeth 
LS3/5A. Harbeth 
was founded in 
1977 by ex-BBC 
engineer Dudkey 
Harwood after 
he’d fi led a patent 
on the use of 
polypropylene for 
speaker cones. All 
Harbeth LS3/5As 
were 11ohm 
designs. In 1986, 
Harwood sold 
Harbeth to Alan 
Shaw

‘“Cabinets with 
faulty glueing 

measured and 
sounded well”’

LS3/5A VARIATIONS 

Aside from acquiring ‘famous’ pairs, like Spencer 
Hughes’ own and pair 001/002, we mixed it 
up with some success, as our comprehensive 
listing illustrates below. We’ve left out oddities 
such as those customised by the Mod Squad. 
Also, acknowledging Trevor Butler’s defi nitive 
LS3/5A history from Hi-Fi News, March 1990, we 
accept that wannabe licensees like JPW and RAM 
probably never produced speakers which actually 
reached the street:

1 Rogers 15ohm 
2 Rogers 11ohm 
3 Rogers 11ohm Studio Edition 
4 Rogers 11ohm bi-wire 
5 Rogers 11ohm Limited Edition (lacquered 
rosewood fi nish) 
6 KEF 11ohm bi-wire 
7 KEF 11ohm Limited Edition (with Piano Black 
lacquer fi nish) 
8 Spendor 15ohm 
9 Spendor 11ohm 
10 Spendor 11ohm bi-wire 
11 Spendor 11ohm Cardas Wire Special 
12 Harbeth 11ohm 
13 Harbeth 11ohm Gold Pro (rosewood cabinet, 
gold-plated grille tweeter) 
14 Harbeth 11ohm Gold Special Edition (ebony 
cabinet, gold-plated grille tweeter) 
15 Harbeth Alan Shaw Signature Edition 
16 Goodmans 15ohm 
17 Audiomaster 15ohm 
18 Chartwell 15ohm 
19 Chartwell 15ohm Project 50 kit



www.criterionaudio.com     info@criterionaudio.com     01223 233730 

We are having our annual summer clearance sale, where we have great prices on ex-demo and customer trade-in 
stock from the last year. You can help us make space for the amazing new models and brands we are bringing in. 
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Bryston 28B SST2 1000W amplifiers (pair)
Burson Audio Conductor and Timekeeper
Burson Audio Conductor SL9018
Chord Chordette Maxx amplifier
Cyrus 82 DAC QX (Quartz Silver)
Cyrus DAC XP Signature (Black)
dCS Scarlatti Clock
dCS Scarlatti DAC
dCS Scarlatti Transport
dCS Scarlatti Upsampler
dCS Scarlatti four box stack
Devialet 120
Devialet 200
Devialet 250 Companion
Focal Diablo Utopia and stands (White Carrara)
Focal Scala Utopia V2 (Black Lacquer)
Focal Stella Utopia Reference (Imperial Red)
HRT iStreamer
KEF  R100 (Gloss White)
KEF  R300 (Gloss Black)
KEF  R500 (Walnut)
KEF  R700 (Rosewood)
KEF  R900 (Gloss White)
Linn Aktiv System (Tri-Amped AV5140s with LK100s)
Linn Akubarik Exakt speakers (Walnut)
Linn Akurate 212 (Rosenut)

Retail
£19,000

£3,449
£1,199

£989
£1,970
£2,995
£5,000

£12,000
£16,000

£6,500
£39,500

£3,990
£5,490
£7,990
£9,898

£21,399
£65,000

£209
£600

£1,000
£1,500
£2,000
£2,750
£4,500

£23,000
£4,380

Clearance
£7,599
£2,299
£999
£799

£1,549
£2,249
£2,499
£5,999
£7,999
£3,249

£15,799
£2,899
£4,399
£5,499
£6,499
£12,749
£32,499

£149
£449
£749

£1,149
£1,549
£2,099
£999

£14,499
£3,299

Mark Levinson No32 Reference Preamp
Naim DAC V1
Naim NAC552 and NAPS552 DR
Naim Nait XS2
Naim NAP500
Naim NDS
Naim Uniti 2
Naim Unitilite (with DAB/FM tuner)
PMC Fact 12 (Tiger Ebony)
PMC Fact 8 (Graphite Poplar)
PMC Twenty 21 (Oak)
PMC Twenty 24 (Diamond Black)
PMC Twenty 26 (Oak)
Proac Tablette Anniversary (Ebony)
Quad Elite CDX CD Player
Raidho D1 (Walnut Burl) and stands
Raidho X1 (Gloss White) and stands
Sennheiser IE800 headphones
Sim2 HT5000 projector
Sonus Faber Olympica II (Graphite)
Sonus Faber Olympica III (Walnut)
Sonus Faber Venere 1.5 and stands (Gloss Black)
Spendor D1 (Dark Ebony)
Spendor D7 (Spendor Dark)
Torus RM16 Power conditioner
Wilson Benesch Square 2 Mk2 (Gloss Walnut)

Retail
£15,000

£1,390
£19,755

£1,770
£20,080

£7,280
£3,140
£2,055

£12,995
£6,495
£1,390
£3,200
£5,350
£1,425
£1,199

£15,125
£4,485

£599
£42,500

£6,398
£8,998
£1,298
£1,995
£4,295
£7,900
£2,950

Clearance
£7,499
£1,049

£13,999
£1,299

£14,249
£5,099
£2,349
£1,549
£9,749
£4,849
£1,049
£2,399
£3,999
£1,049
£849

£10,599
£3,349
£499

£7,499
£5,049
£6,799
£999

£1,499
£3,199
£1,999
£1,499
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SYSTEM SETUP
Reader’s valve-based system 
with an unusual mix of 
components for punchy rock. 

BARRY FOX
Is the music industry drowning 
in watermark issues?

JOHN CRABBE
Pitch perception and an unusual 
case of aural alteration.

ELECTROCOMPANIET SYSTEM
EMCi CD player, EC4.7 preamp 
and AW180 monoblocks.

ORTOFON CARTRIDGES
The Kontrapunkt A and B, 
reviewed by Tony Bolton.

LAMM ML2 MONO POWER AMP
Ken Kessler reviews these 
Russian-tubed monsters, with 
their 6C33C output valves.

PHILIPS SACD-1000  
World’s fi rst multichannel SACD 
player, which doubles as a DVD-
Video player, by Alvin Gold.

B&W CDM 9NT LOUDSPEAKER
Sub-2k fl oorstander with a good 
measure of B&W’s Nautilus tech.

GROUP TEST: CD AND DVD-A
British-made Arcam CD92, Creek 
CD43 Mk2 SE and Roksan Kandy 
KC-i CD players vs Far East DVD-A 
rivals: Denon DVD-3300, Pioneer 
DV-939A and Toshiba SD-50.

Also in HFN this 
month in 2001

‘So there’s my hypothesis: 
the differences in LS3/5As are 
the result of variation in cabinet 
manufacturing. Wouldn’t it be 
interesting to see if there was any 
correlation between the cabinet 
manufacturer used and the rated 
performance?’

Er, thanks, Paul, but I’ll leave that 
to someone else.

After all the tests were 
completed, there was a consistent 
response from all six listeners; note 
that they were in three groups of 
two and never consulted with the 
others. All the listeners, to a man, 
left with a newfound respect for 
the LS3/5A, even Andy Whittle who 
must be way beyond bored with the 
speaker. We sat there amazed as the 
speakers continued to deliver sound 
which, even by 2001 standards, 
defi es belief. 

Secondly, all agreed that it was 
a scandal that the speaker was no 
longer available. And even though 
everyone accepted that the XLR-
equipped Rogers 11ohm model 
deserved last place, Peter Roberts 
summed it up with the following: 
‘Whatever way you look at it, there 
wasn’t a bad one in the lot.’

FOOTNOTE: THE FUTURE
The following comes from an email 
from Derek Hughes:

‘To fi ll out a few details on 
the thinking behind the LS3/5A 
crossover project, our thought is 
to produce crossovers in individual 
boxes (to give maximum fl exibility 
of positioning), using high-spec 
components, air-cored chokes 
wound with OFC wire, polypropylene 
caps, non-inductive metal oxide 
resistors. The crossovers would be 
bi-wired, with the output being on 
both binding posts and Speakon.

‘We also plan to produce a 
“premium” version with higher-spec 
caps and foil tape chokes. We also 
feel that to match the LF and HF 
levels by auto-transformer (as in the 
original version) is a better solution 
than the resistor ladder network of 
the later version, so our crossover 
will use an auto-transformer for both 
old and new versions. 

‘Although powder cores are 
better at high power levels than the 
original RadioMetal chokes, they 
tend to give inferior performance at 
low signal levels. Air-cored chokes 
give better performance than either.

We hope to have prototypes 
ready in 4-5 weeks. We also plan 
be able to provide a ‘conversion’ 
service to customers if they wish.’

Finally, at the recent Tonbridge 
audio fair, I was handed a press 
release stating that ‘Two of the 
oldest and proudest names in 
loudspeaker manufacturing, namely 
Rogers and Richard Allen, have been 
combined to build “the best of 
British audio” and are to be branded 
collectively as Rogers RA.’ 

The new company has announced 
assorted speakers, including the 
Studio 7 and Studio 9, but most 
intriguing is the punchline: the 
suggestion that the company might 
relaunch the BBC LS3/5A. 

ABOVE: Original 
pages from the 
June 2001 issue of 
HFN in which Ken 
Kessler unveiled 
the verdict of a 
panel of listeners 
on which version 
of the BBC’s classic 
LS3/5A monitor 
sounded best

BELOW: An 
illustration from 
the June 2001 
issue of HFN sets 
out the listening 
test results in 
table form



www.mfaudio.co.uk +44 (0)1424 858 260 

Now Classic and Reference phono amps 
available from Music First Audio

Stunning Clarity  Extensive Dynamics 
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Zouch Audio 01530 414128  |  MCRU 01484 540561
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You Need Timing...Very, Very, Very Good Timing
Black Rhodium FOXTROT Loudspeaker Cable 
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2. AMPLIFIERS

MARK Levinson 383 integrated 
amplifi er. Excellent condition. 
Boxed. New £6500. £2695. 
Tel: 07939 596474 

CYRUS PSX-R external power 
supply in excellent condition and 
working order, silver/grey, £125 or 
very near offer. Buyer collects. 
Tel: 077968 78504  

LINN Linto (I now have Urika). 
Mana Reference table, Linn Pekin. All 
sensible offers considered.
Email: stevenhorsler@yahoo.co.uk. 
Tel: 01305 266702

EAR 912 preamp. Black, like new 
condition with original packaging. 
£5500 ovno. Tel: 019425 16092

NAIM 250, £700. Naim 180, 
£350. Naim 102, £300. All olive, all 
leads and all in very good condition. 
Tel: 07756 271992

QUAD 66 preamplifi er and 
control panel, FM tuner, 67 CD 
player, 606 power amplifi er. £1000. 
Tel: 01279 425439

CREEK Destiny 2 integrated 
amplifi er, black. Owned from new, 
little use, boxed £600 (£1750). 
Buyer collects. Tel: 019128 15482

3. CABLES

NORDOST Valhalla, 1m XLR to 
XLR V1 (£1200). 1m Valhalla digital 
cable, BNC to BNC (£750).
Tel: 0786 439 1131

TRANSPARENT Audio 
Reference MM2 speaker cable, 8ft. 
Locking banana to spades. High-Z. 
Mint. New £7000. £3750 ono. 
Tel: 07939 596474

ECOSSE The Baton, 1m RCA. 
Three pairs at £40 per pair. Excellent 
condition. Chord Chameleon Silver 
Plus, 1m RCA. Four pairs at £30 per 
pair. VGC. Tel: 01531 631337

HITACHI SAX-1 RCA. Five pairs 
of 0.5m at £10 per pair and one 1m 
pair at £15. £50 the lot. Vintage 
cables, good condition.
Tel: 01531 631337

4. CD/DVD PLAYERS

ESOTERIC SACD Player X-01. 
5.1 channels. On-board 24-bit DACs; 

DAC transformer. Balanced and 
single-ended analogue outputs and 
dual digital outputs. Able to demo 
at home. Sensible offers over £1500. 
Boxed with remote and manual. 
Email: colin.usher@homecall.co.uk. 
Tel: 01564 794657.

DENON 3800BD Blu-ray player, 
excellent condition, boxed with 
manual and all accessories. £500 
ono. Tel: 07929 136990

5. DACS

CHORD Mojo, virtually unused, 
purchased 27/2/16, receipt/box 
available. Want £330 inclusive of 
postage RMSD to UK. Tel: 07508 
035671. Email: gz00@gmx.com

MUSICAL Fidelity VDAC-v1, 
unused, £40.
Email: michaelj.barlow@me.com.
Tel: 07982 611452

7. SPEAKERS

KEF Egg KHT 2005 HTS 2001 
satellite speakers. £120 per pair. 
Excellent condition, boxed. 
Tel: 01531 631337

MONITOR Audio GX 50 
speakers, piano black, inc stands, 
£500. Email: johncolborn52@
outlook.com. Tel: 07709 551056

PROAC Super Tablette in Black 
Ash. All original, including box, 
packaging and receipt. Very, very 
good condition for age. Slight pulls 
to grille cloths, slight oxidising to 
mounting bolts only, cones all good. 
Photos available if required. £350. 
Tel: 01442 822651

ROGERS LS3/5A loudspeakers. 
11ohm single wired. Walnut 
cabinets. Absolutely mint condition. 
Complete with the original box and 
instruction manual. Price: £950.
Email: milesmartyn99@gmail.com.
Tel: 0741 2277575

ISOPHON Corvara fl oorstanding 
loudspeakers. Mint condition. 
Manufactured in Germany by Gauder 
Akustic. Tasty blue livery. Cost 
£2600 when new in 2012. Selling 
due to an upgrade for £800. Buyer 
collects. Tel: 01483 472650

8. TUNERS

MUSICAL Fidelity A3.2 RDS, 
£195. Absolutely spotless, remote, 

original box. Kept covered and 
clean. Beautiful. Tel: 07500 804700.
Email: imeldayates@hotmail.com 

9. TURNTABLES

GARRARD 401 with Rega 
RB300 and Goldring 1042, great 
sound and condition, £1400. Power 
supply for DIY Class A amps (JLH 
1969/1996, etc), £300.
Tel: 0207 499 8729 

THORENS TD160 MkII, Linn 
Basik LV V arm, Linn K9 cartridge. 
All good. Able to dem.
Tel: 01568 369043

SME 3009 II Improved. Pristine 
condition. Fixed shell, little used. 
Original packaging and manual. 
£300. Tel: 01373 301423

REGA PL3, black, 2016 model, 
Audio-Technica cartridge, TT PSU, 
Fono box, All as new. Boxed. Accept 
£500. Tel: 075830 78744

DYNAVECTOR P75 MkIII 
phono stage. All original packaging. 
Good condition and perfect working 
order. £649 new, sell for £300. 
Sorry, no offers. Email: Stemar2@
me.com. Tel: 01934 521621

11. SYSTEMS

B&O Beogram 1000. Speakers 
50x24x24cm, rosewood. Turntable, 
tuner and amp. £65. Tel: 01932 
828242

DCS Elgar Plus (D/A), Purcell 
Upsampler (DSD), Verdi Transport 
(with new drive fi tted by DCS), 
Verona Master Clock. Latest 
software installed. All pristine 
condition with cables, manuals and 
original packing. £3000. Email: elms
@talktalk.net. Tel: 07710 073513

CYRUS CDt transport and Cyrus 
8 XPd Qx amplifi er and DAC. Cost 
£2625. Sell £1400 ono. Possible 
delivery. Tel: 07415 649912

12. MISCELLANEOUS 

TANNOY Turnberry Gold 
Reference, mint. Manley Steelhead 
RC phono stage, boxed. Art Audio 
Quintet MkII amp, excellent. Pulsare 
phono stage, boxed.
Tel: 07770 772647

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

HIFIMAN HE-560 planer 
magnetic high-end headphones. 
Little used, less then a year old, 
come with original wooden box. 
£500. TXT fi rst, no withheld 
numbers. Tel: 07476 741195

13. WANTED

YAMAHA CDX-5050 CD player 
(black) or laser for replacement of 
mine. Tel: 01531 631337 

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

FAULTY or non-working Quad 44 
preamps, serial no. 23000 onward 
or grey model. Cash paid. Contact 
Mike. Tel: 01758 613790
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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, AVTech Media 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.
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NOW FREE

To help ensure accuracy, your classifi ed advertisements 
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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

STOCKIST OF Audio Note Audio Physic Aurosal Burmester Cat Clear Audio Denon Graham Tonearms JM Lab Lexicon  
Monitor Audio Nad Origin Live Ortofon Panasonic Parasound Pioneer Plinius Primare Project Revel Roksan SME Tom Evans Townsend 

Velodyne Yba Mark Levinson Telluriumq VTL Acapella Estelon T+A Entreq Stillpoints B.M.C. Audio GmbH  
Analogue Domain Audio Ubiq Audio JBL Exogal ATC Melco Shun Mook Audio Transfiguration Avalon Kiseki AND MANY OTHERS

www.choice-hifi.com
Email info@choice-hifi.com 

Telephone 020 8392 1959 / 07768 720456

LATEST TOP 40
Audio Note Ongaku  £39,990
Plinius M4 Phono  £1,290
Plinius M16 Pre-Amp  £1,490
Plinius SA100mkIII  £1,990
Stillpoints Ultra 5 x4  £1,590
Stillpoints Ulta SS x4  £550
Isophon Corvara  £1,690
Wireworld Platinum Eclipse 6  £790
Ayon S3  £2,990
Nordost QX4  £1,090
Nordost Q2  £690
McIntosh MCD 1100  £5,990
Avid Acutus S/P SME Series V 
+ dust cover  £9,990
van den hul The Crimson MC  £2,990
van den hul The Crimson MC  £2,990
Mark Levinson 383    £3,450
Exposure Classic Series XXIII 
+ XXVIII    £1,890
NHT 3.3 Reference    £2,490
Transparent Audio Reference MM2   £3,500
Gainsford    £1,350
Teddy Pardo TeddySupercap    £550
Clear Audio Master Solution  £2,200
Clear Audio Master Solution  £2,500
WATERFALL VICTORIA EVO    £2,500
Verity Audio Finn    £3,495
Krell KAV2250    £1,300
Boulder L5M  £1,790
Mark Levinson 336  £3,490
Mark Levinson No. 32    £7,990
MBL MBL 9011    £18,700
Krell KPS 25sc    £5,500
Audio Research Reference 
210 monos  £7,490
Wilson Audio Sasha    £13,750
Focal JM Lab Aria 948    £2,600
Plinius SA 250 mkIV    £3,490
Thales Simplicity II    £4,990
Tice Audio Solo (8O/P- 3 Circuit)   £390
Jeff Rowland Model 2 
& Synergy IIi pre    £4,490
Ortofon RS 309D 12    £1,490
Audience AdeptResponse AR12 
(8x UK sockets)    £2,990

POWER AMPLIFIERS
Aesthetix Atlas Mono Blocks  £9,990
Audio Research Reference 
210 monos  £7,490
B.A.T. VK 50SE    £4,500
B.A.T. VK-255 SE    £3,700
BMC Audio CS2 Integrated/ 
Power Amplifi er NEW    £5,495
BMC Audio M2 Monoblocks NEW   £10,990
Conrad Johnson Prem 
8A monoblocks  £4,950
Crimson Electronics 640 E3 
Monoblocks NEW    £3,399
Gryphon Antileon    £5,990
Halcro DM 88 Monoblocks  £24,950
Karan Acoustics KA M2000    £22,990
Krell KAV2250    £1,300

Lamm Lamm M1.1  £6,990
Linn klimax Solos  £8,995
Luxman M800A stereo power    £8,990
Mark Levinson 336  £3,490
Mark Levinson No 532H NEW    £7,500
Mark Levinson No 532H 
stereo power amp    £4,995
Mark Levinson No. 532  £9,990
MBL MBL 9011    £18,700
McIntosh MC275 (2 Available)  £4,250
Naim Audio Nap 180    £600
Pathos InPower  £4,990
Plinius SA 250 mkIV    £3,490
Plinius SA100mkIII  £1,990
Sony TAN R1 monoblocks    £8,990
Soulution Audio 711 upgraded 
from 710  £29,990
Tom Evans Linear A NEW  £4,750
Tube Technology Genesis 
Monoblocks    £1,390
VTL MB 450-III Signature 
Monoblocks NEW  £18,500
Welborne Labs DRD45    £1,490

PRE AMPLIFIERS
Audible Illusions Modulus 3A  £2,250
Audio Research LS2    £790
B.A.T. VK-53 SE    £8,240
BMC Audio DAC1PreHR NEW    £3,990
Boulder L5M  £1,790
Boulder 1010 Pre  £6,950
C.A.T SL1 Ultimate  £7,295
Cary SLP 98L    £2,295
Concordant Exquisite + Exclusive   £1,150
Crimson Electronics 710 
Pre Amp NEW    £3,995
Gainsford    £1,350
Gryphon Sonata Allegro  £5,490
Jadis JPL    £1,700
Krell Evolution 202    £3,990
Krell KCT    £2,495
Linn Klimax Kontrol  £4,250
Luxman C800f    £8,990
Mark Levinson No 326s NEW    £8,170
Mark Levinson No 380  £1,790
Mark Levinson No. 32    £7,990
McIntosh C2500    £4,500
Naim Audio HiCap    £295
Plinius M16 Pre-Amp  £1,490
Sony TAE 900    £2,990
Teddy Pardo TeddySupercap    £550
Tom Evans The Vibe pre & 
Pulse power supply    £2,750
Unison Research C5P    £995
Viola Labs Spirito II    £19,990
VTL TL 6.5 Signature 
Series II Line Pre NEW  £12,750

LOUDSPEAKERS
Alon Phalanx    £2,000
ATC SCM300AT based 
custom model    £8,550
Aurousal A1 MK  £445
Avalon Indra  £11,500

Avalon Time    £42,500
B&W Matrix 800    £5,990
Beauhorn B2.2 Revelation    £1,800
Diapason Adamantes 3  £2,490
Diapason Adamantes 3 
25th Anniversary  £2,490
Diapason Astera    £3,990
Dynaudio Confi dence C2    £4,250
Focal JM Lab 1027be    £1,690
Focal JM Lab Aria 948    £2,600
Focal JM Lab Grande 
Utopia III EM   £121,999
Focal JM Lab Scala v2 
Utopia 3-way    £13,990
Focal JM Lab Stella Utopia III EM  £47,990
Focal JM Lab Maestro Utopia 3    £16,990
Gamut S5    £7,990
Genesis Technologies 5.3  £7,500
Hansen Audio Emperor    £32,500
Horning Eufrodite mk4/5    £4,990
Icon Audio MFV3 piano black  £590
Infi nity Kappa 9    £1,290
Isophon Corvara  £1,690
JBL 250 Ti    £2,890
KEF Muon    £85,000
Krell resolution 3    £2,700
Martin Logan Summit    £3,990
Martin Logan Fresco (pair)    £690
Martin Logan Logos Centre    £590
NHT 3.3 Reference    £2,490
Proac Studio 115    £490
Revel Ultima Studio 2 NEW  £8,490
Revel Ultima Salon 2    £8,500
Rockport Technologies Mira    £4,500
Ruark Rapsody    £200
Sonus Faber Amati 
Anniversario GR  £11,990
Spendor A3    £600
Titan 3Way    £1,295
Townshend Audio Maximum 
Supertweeters    £790
Ubiq Audio Model 1    £9,990
Verity Audio Finn    £3,495
WATERFALL VICTORIA EVO    £2,500
wharfedale 1950’s Corner Horns   £6,990
Wilson Audio Sasha    £13,750
Wilson Audio Watt Puppy 7    £6,750
Wilson Audio Maxx 3    £49,500
Wilson Audio WATT Puppy 7    £5,990

CD PLAYERS AND DACS
Aesthetix Romulus CD  £2,750
Arcam rDAC + Squeeze  £250
Audio Aero Capitol Reference MKII   £1,790
Audio Aero Capitole Signature    £3,300
Audio Aero La Fontaine  £17,500
Ayon S3  £2,990
Ayon Skylla II    £2,490
BMC Audio BDCD1.1 Belt Drive 
CD Player NEW    £3,795
BMC Audio PureDAC NEW    £1,550
Copland CDA822    £550
Krell Evolution 525    £4,990
Krell KPS 25sc    £5,500

Mark Levinson No 31.5 
Reference CD Transport  £2,990
Mark Levinson No 512 
CD/SACD NEW    £12,255
Mark Levinson 512 CD/SACD  £5,990
Mark Levinson No 31 & 30.5 
Transp/Dac  £7,450
McIntosh MCD 1100  £5,990
Micro Seiki CDM2  £1,290
MICROMEGA Microdac    £245
Moon 300D  £850
Moon Electronic Supernova CD  £1,990
Naim Audio cdx 2  £1,680
Perreaux DP32    £1,475
Plinius CD Player101    £2,400
Primare BD32  £3,500
Primare Cd31    £600
Proceed CDP CD/HDCD player    £995
Proceed PDP 2 D to A Converter   £350
Vitus SCD 025    £8,900
Wadia 381i    £3,490

TURNTABLES/ARMS/CARTRIDGES & 
PHONO STAGES
Aesthetix IO Eclipse  £15,590
Audio Research PH8 black    £3,890
Avid Acutus S/P SME Series V 
+ dust cover  £9,990
BMC Audio MCCI Phono MC NEW   £2,590
Boulder MS11/MS10 
Phono stage & psu    £1,795
Cello Cartridge  £4,000
Clear Audio da Vinci V2  £2,890
Clear Audio Insider Gold    £500
Clear Audio Master Solution  £2,500
Clear Audio Master Solution  £2,200
Clear Audio Solution + RB300    £690
DaVinciAudio Labs Reference 
Gandezza Cartridge  £2,790
Dr. Feickert Analogue NG High-
Precision Cartridge Alignment Tool  £149
Esoteric E 03 Phono stage (mm/mc)   £2,990
Gale GT2101 Turntable    £7,990
Heed Zene  £390
Jan Allaerts MC1B mk1    £1,495
Koetsu Black Goldline    £890
Kuzma Stabi (wood) & Ref psu    £1,990
LFD MC1 Phono    £490
Linn Sondek LP12, Ittok, Majik 
PSU, Rosewood    £3,500
McCormak Micro Phono Drive  £390
Origin Live Digital Stylus 
Force Gauge    £65
Ortofon RS 309D 12    £1,490
Pink Triangle Export/ Zeta  £1,495
Plinius M4 Phono  £1,290
SME 3009 Series II Improved  £350
SME 312s NEW    £2,050
SME Model 20/12A NEW    £11,567
SME Model 30/12A NEW    £23,950
SME Series V Gold plated arm    £2,990
SME Model 10A turntable    £4,490
SME Model 20/3A NEW    £8,990
SME Model 30/2A    £8,790

SME Series V-12 NEW    £3,668
Sumiko Pearwod 
Celebration II NEW  £1,190
Thales Simplicity II    £4,990
Tom Evans The Groove Plus 
mkII NEW    £4,990
Tri-Planar MK UII    £2,890
van den hul The Crimson MC  £2,990
van den hul The Crimson MC  £2,990
Wheaton Tri-Planar MK IV    £1,795

INTEGRATED AMPLIFIERS
Analog Domain Audio 
GmbH Isis M75D NEW    £17,500
Audio Note Meishu    £4,000
Audio Note Ongaku  £39,990
Devialet 120    £2,990
Gryphon Diablo    £4,900
Icon Audio Stereo 40se    £450
Lizard Wizard Audio    £495
Mark Levinson 383    £3,450
Primare i22 with inbuilt DAC    £1,100

CABLES
Analysis Plus Solo Crystal 
Oval 8-shotgun    £990
BMC Audio PureUSB Cable 
2 & 5 m NEW  £210
Cardas Audio Golden cross 
tone arm cable    £250
Chord Company (The) Sarum 
Super Aray 1m rca  £1,390
DNM Speaker & interconnect    £600
Kubala Sosna Anticipation  £190
MIT Matrix HD 12    £350
MIT Matrix HD23    £690
MIT MH 750 Plus 10ft pair    £450
NBS Audio Signature II AES/EBU  £395
Nordost blue heaven    £330
Nordost Visnu Power Cables 2m   £290
Nordost Blue Heaven 3m Bi Amp  £350
Nordost Valhalla 1m XLR    £1,290
SHUNYATA RESEARCH 
King Cobra Power 20A    £1,290
SHUNYATA RESEARCH 
King Cobra Power Cable 13A    £1,290
TelluriumQ 2x 3m Graphite 
Speaker Cable  £1,800
TelluriumQ Black Speaker 
1.1m pair NEW  £130
TelluriumQ Ultra Black 2m Speaker  £750
TelluriumQ Ultra Black 3m Speaker  £1,250
Transparent Audio Reference 
interconnect with MM technology  £1,650
Transparent Audio Reference MM2   £3,500
Transparent Audio Referece 
XL 1.25m XLR  £1,200
Transparent Audio 
REFERENCE DIGITAL    £2,200
Transparent Audio Reference Speaker 
Bi-Cable with MM technology  £2,495
Transparent Audio Reference 
XL SS 12ft/ spades  £1,990
Vertex AQ Mini moncayo links    £275
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ORBE
ORB SE
GYRODEC
BRONZE GYRODEC
BLACK GYRO SE
TECNODEC
TECNO ARM A

HR POWER SUPPLY
ORBE PLATTER KIT ORBE 
CLAMP KIT 
SECURE COVER
UNI COVER
TECHNOWEIGHT
GYRO BEARING

PLEASE PHONE FOR PRICES

MICHELL ENGINEERING
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
· Harbet
· Croft
· Spend
· Miche  
· EAR

et

d
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ll

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

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  
GLIDER SH £635
ZYX R100  £600
AUDIO TECHNICA  
AT-ART9 £675
AUDIO TECHNICA  
AT-OC9III £350

ORTOFON £POA
AUDIO TECHNICA 
AT33EV £300
AUDIO TECHNICA  
AT33PTG/II £340
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

All About The Music
Digital & Analogue Audio Specialists

01362 820800
enquiries@basicallysound.co.uk 

www.basicallysound.co.uk



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,
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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

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.



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 233720 to arrange a demo.

Criterion House, Oakington Road, Cambridge CB3 0QH
www.criterionaudio.com   info@criterionaudio.com
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offers from Linn :

1) +2 channel offer

2) free upgrades with integrated speakers

3) upgrade with exaktbox for less
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“The ViVac Record Cleaning System is one of 
the best upgrades a vinyl-lover can make.”

Serious about vinyl

Clean the record, release the sound

www.pristinevinyl.com    t:+44 (0) 1837 871288
Contact us today or visit our website to find out why.

FREE DELIVERY ON ALL ORDERS

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



LAST WORD

KEN KESSLE

OFF THE 
LE S !

ER TEEEELLS IT LIKE IT IS....

138 | www.hifi news.co.uk | NOVEMBER 2016

‘There was the 
clichéd drivel 
about how LPs 

“sound warmer”’

W hat will it take to make hi-fi  
‘sexy’ again? Why is there such 
a massive disconnect between 
the mainstream and the 

purveyors of the fi nest sound-reproducing 
equipment? Are we lepers? How can a TV 
crew ignore the means of accessing the 
music format that it is praising? It can’t be 
advertising budgets: this is the BBC...

My latest bout of despair involves a 
repeat of the 90-minute homage to the LP, 
the Beeb special called 
When Albums Ruled The 
World, which covered 
every aspect of the LP’s 
dominant years. It dealt 
with everything from the 
development of the LP 
sleeve and sleeve art to 
the oil crisis’s effect on 
raw material prices in the 1970s to the 
key releases that elevated its importance, 
including Motown’s belated acceptance of 
the LP thanks to Marvin Gaye.

NOT A SINGLE WORD
Or almost everything: actual sound quality, 
the audiophile community’s contribution 
to keeping the LP alive, the role of the 
record player and its evolution into serious 
turntables – nothing, not a single word. Sure, 
there was the usual clichéd drivel about how 
LPs ‘sound warmer’ and that signal when the 
‘needle’ pops into the groove, but nothing 
was uttered that any of you would call 
learned, intelligent or insightful. 

A job half done, reckons 
Ken Kessler, after he 
watches a documentary 
on the history of the LP

spending time poring over the racks. OK, so 
Beano’s is gone, and HMV’s focus is hardly 
LP-centric, but this scant coverage, too, 
meant that the tale was only partly told.

When one considers that the show 
concerns the cultural and social importance 
of the LP, it strikes me as odd that the battle 
between 45rpm singles and 33.3rpm 
albums was dealt with so cursorily. How do 
you include the transition from the jazz- and 
classical-only market of the LP’s early years 
to the dominance of rock, yet avoid the 
ascent of hi-fi ? Did I imagine the growth of 
separates sales to ‘normal’ people in the 
1960s? Didn’t Japanese manufacturers and 
retail chains in the USA like Tech Hi-Fi ensure 
that people other than doctors and lawyers 
had decent sound systems?

How do you overlook companies like 
Garrard selling 2m decks a year? The 
romance of companies like Acoustic Sounds 
scouring the planet for workable, surviving 
record presses? Maybe I’m too affl icted with 
tunnel vision to step back.

BELLE ÉPOQUE  
In so many ways, the show was a joy, 
when worthies like Manzarek and Rodgers 
reminisced, or Grace Slick recalled how the 
arrival of a new LP was a reason to celebrate 
with friends (and funny cigarettes). You 
could almost see a tear in Gallagher’s eye 
as he praised the fi rst Sex Pistols LP. Nick 
Mason was ever articulate in recounting 
the making of Dark Side Of The Moon, and 
Oldfi eld and Branson recalled fondly the 
saga of Tubular Bells.

But perhaps I should have known what to 
expect when the most visible ‘expert’ was 
the author of arguably the worst book I’ve 
ever read on the tale of the LP, someone 
who wasn’t even born until the 1970s. 
Hardly an authority to turn to when dealing 
with living memory.

As albums like Pet Sounds celebrate their 
half-century, the history of recorded music 
mustn’t suffer the employing of so-called 
experts Who Were Not There. Unlike the Pet 
Sounds special, which featured the principal 
players and is therefore defi nitive, the team 
behind this did only half the job. And if you 
download it from iPlayer, just fast-forward 
past anyone on-screen who looks 14. 

And yet the main raison d’être for the 
programme has to be the current LP revival, 
because such shows – costly to produce – 
don’t appear without justifi cation, in the 
form of general interest. It certainly wasn’t 
about VHS tape or typewriters. 

One good point: with only a few 
exceptions, every guest (including Noel 
Gallagher, Nile Rodgers, Ray Manzarek, 
Richard Branson, Mike Oldfi eld, author 
Charles Shaar Murray, plus a bunch of blokey, 

stereotypical rock critics, 
etc) was seated next to 
a half-decent turntable. 
There were plenty of 
close-ups of Dynavector 
MC cartridges and 
Technics headshells and 
Rega tonearms and even 
a Linn LP12. And yet the 

script somehow managed to ignore entirely 
the playback aspects. How sad.

No Ivor Tiefenbrun, no-one from SME, 
no Roy Gandy, no representatives of Pure 
Pleasure, Mobile Fidelity or Sundazed. I 
suppose you could argue that the entire 
topic of playback was irrelevant to general 
viewers, but you can bet your cantilever 
that if this crew produced a show about 
computer gaming, it would cover more 
than just the fi rmware and deal with Atari, 
Nintendo, Sega, PlayStation and Xbox in 
tedious, geek-porn-level detail.

Even the record shops didn’t get much 
of a look-in, aside from one or two scenes 
where the speaker waxed glorious about 

Yearbook
issue on sale

IN THIS SPECIAL ISSUE:
î Hardware: Finely-honed reviews of 2016’s fi nest equipment

î Music: Our critics reveal the best LPs, CDs, SACDs and hi-res downloads of 2016

î Vintage: Unique ‘re-reviews’ of the best in vintage hi-fi 

î Opinion: Our columnists discuss the high points of a year in music and hi-fi 

î Show Blog: We pick the stand-out products launched across the World in 201621st
OCT



Ever wanted to own the finest stereo 
amplifier in the world, but daunted 

by the huge price tag?

P g w pr uctsPioneering world class audio products

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.
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“Progression” – it’s a word that suggests forward 
movement. The latest in Dan D’Agostino’s growing 
family of power amplifiers is the culmination of a 
lifetime spent in the research and development of 
components that always rise to the occasion, that 
always respect the demands of the music and that 
convey realism from the most subtle of nuances to 
the most thunderous of crescendos.

Constraints are not allowed to affect the dynamics. 
No loudspeaker poses a threat. Progression 
amplifiers deliver sound that’s visceral, tactile and 
authentic. And if you know and love your music, 
“Progression” also describes a sequence of chords, 
and in the case of rock and blued in particular, “power 
chords”. Progression thus defines, in so many ways, 
the very foundations of music in all its forms.   
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International Distributors & Consultants of Special ised Hi-End Audio & Video Systems

58 Durham Road, London, SW20 0TW   T: +44 (0)20 89 71 39 09

W: www.absolutesounds.com  E:  info@absolutesounds.com

For Your Nearest Dealer Please Visit The Absolute Sounds Website

absolute sounds ltd.


